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RISING
 
When faced with its greatest challenge, will humanity rise to triumph or fall to ruin?
 
Aurora Rising is an epic tale of galaxy-spanning adventure, of the thrill of discovery and the unquenchable desire to reach ever farther into the unknown. It's a tale of humanity at its best and worst, of love and loss, of fear and heroism. It's the story of a woman who sought the stars and found more than anyone imagined possible.
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OVERTURE:
 
RESTLESS
VOL. I
 
AN AURORA RISING SHORT STORY

 
BACK COVER BLURB
 
Space is vast and untamed, and it holds many secrets.
Now two individuals from opposite ends of settled space are on a collision course with the darkest of those secrets, even as the world threatens to explode around them.
 
…or they will be, in about 8 years. Restless is a short story prequel to Starshine, Book One of the Aurora Rising trilogy.
Before Alex Solovy was a successful interstellar scout, she was building starships and planning for the day when she would fly one she called her own. Before Caleb Marano was wiping out the terrorist group who murdered his mentor, he was…wiping out terrorist groups who murdered shopkeepers and threatened his friends.
Catch a glimpse of Aurora Rising’s heroes while they were still becoming the individuals they will need to be in order to face the galactic threat which, for now, waits silently in the void.








2314
(EIGHT YEARS BEFORE THE EVENTS OF STARSHINE)

 
EARTH
SAN FRANCISCO
I QUIT.
Alex Solovy rolled the words around in her mind, trying out different inflections and intonations and generally letting her brain grow comfortable with the notion. Not so much the words themselves as what they signified.
Freedom, in all its wondrous and terrifying splendor.
She was on pleasant terms with her boss at Pacifica Aerodynamics—if not necessarily her coworkers—and bore him and the enterprise he operated no particular ill will. The opposite in fact; it was a decent company as companies went, inasmuch as it hadn’t allowed two centuries worth of ship fabrication to weigh it down or stifle an innovative spirit.
No, unlike so many legions of corporate drones she wasn’t quitting because she hated her job. She was quitting because the job had always been nothing more than a means to an end—a way to gain a fulsome understanding of and skill in operating every conceivable system to be found on a starship, plus each one’s variations, quirks and maintenance requirements.
Two years before, she had left IS Design on Erisen because she had learned everything they had to teach her. Now she would leave Pacifica Aerodynamics for the same reason. 
Seeing as they were the two premiere civilian starship manufacturers in the Earth Alliance, the only place where she could learn the remaining—and the most important—lessons was space itself.
She had also spent the previous four years of gainful employment saving every spare credit to pass through her account. Never one to spend frivolously on consumer trappings, she had trimmed her expenses to the bone by sharing a flat with Kennedy while on Erisen and, upon returning to San Francisco, renting a modest one-bedroom apartment in a once-and-not-yet-again-trendy neighborhood. 
The savings had built up quickly, albeit not so quickly as her innate restlessness might have liked. And now ninety-five percent of those savings had been spent on a ship of her own.
Her ship.
She let those words roll around exquisitely in her mind as she went to break the good news to her boss.

SENECA
CAVARE, CAPITAL OF THE SENECAN FEDERATION
Caleb Marano flattened himself against the wall and readied the Daemon at his hip.
From the other side of the entrance Samuel counted down the seconds with his fingers. When the last finger dropped Samuel activated the door and they stormed into the room.
A makeshift office containing only a collapsible desk sitting askew and cartons stacked along both walls, the setting carried all the hallmarks of shady and transient criminal activity.
“Pascal Abelli, you are under arrest for blackmail and extortion of a government official. You may—”
“I don’t think so.” Abelli drew his own Daemon as footsteps pounded down the hallway behind them.
The investigation had fallen to the Division of Intelligence because there was some question as to whether a government official, Interior Director Orsi De Campo, had in truth engaged in the crime Abelli was blackmailing him to keep secret—selling Federation secrets to the Triene cartel. If the Director had not done so, the pertinent question became how classified material had found its way into Pascal Abelli’s hands.
Samuel shot Abelli before the gun made it halfway up. Caleb stayed by the entrance, waited a beat, then threw an elbow backwards to smash the face of the guard who burst through the doorway, knocking the man flat on his back as blood gushed from a crushed nasal septum.
He spun and fired as the guard tried to get up, confiscated the man’s gun and tossed it to Samuel. Next he crouched to search the now unconscious form for other weapons.
Laser fire streaked above his head. He lunged forward to tackle the second guard at the knees when the opposite wall turned red in a spray of blood propelled out of the hole burned through the man’s chest. The body collapsed to the floor. 
After Caleb checked to confirm the hallway harbored no further attackers, he climbed to his feet and found Samuel lowering the gun Caleb had tossed to him, his personal shield sparking with residual energy dissipation.
“Guess his gun wasn’t set to stun. And I thought I might actually get to finish this op without having to kill anyone.”
“When was the last time that happened?”
“Too long ago to remember, seems like.” Samuel flipped Abelli’s prone body onto his stomach and secured his arms in wrist restraints. “This guy’s a lard-ass. Help me drag him out?”
Caleb wiped stray blood off his cheek using his shirt before grabbing hold of the unconscious man’s left arm. Together they hauled him past the two guards and down the hallway.
“Thanks for tagging along with me tonight—turns out I did need the backup. Logistics ought to be here by the time we get outside. I’d invite you to go get a beer or four, but I suspect I’m going to be ass-deep in red tape for hours. Killing politicians, their friends or even their enemies always means mountains of bureaucracy.”
A beer or four would serve well to calm the adrenaline still coursing hot through Caleb’s veins and the agitated energy which inevitably lingered longer than it should after such confrontations.
But there was more than one way to appease the restlessness. 
“It’s all good. I’ve got plans on Romane later.” ‘Plans’ was perhaps a strong word, but Samuel didn’t need to know that. “Next time?”
Samuel grunted as they lugged Abelli around another corner. “Next time it is.”

ERISEN
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY
“Are you ready?”
“For fuck’s sake, Ken, I’ve been waiting a month for the ship to be finished. I am beyond ready.”
Kennedy Rossi rolled her eyes as they approached one of the hangar bays at IS Design’s production facility. “I just don’t want you to faint when you see it or anything.”
“I’ve never fainted in my life. Why on Earth would I faint now?”
“Well….” Kennedy entered a code on the panel beside the interior bay entrance and let the door slide open.
Alex crossed the threshold, at which point all other thoughts vacated her mind as her perception narrowed, transfixed by the vision exposed before her.
The ship gleamed a charcoal two shades from black. All curves and edges, the broad midsection flared out to expansive wings which housed—or would soon house—a plethora of instruments and sensors. From an aesthetic viewpoint, the silhouette resembled an Indian Black Eagle preparing to swoop upon its prey.
Her gaze ran bow to stern and back again. Though a small vessel by any objective measure, here in the hangar it loomed large and powerful to dominate its environs.
“You’re blocking the door, Alex.”
“I know I’m blocking the door. Give me a minute.”
She had to credit the engineers. She had provided them a design, and they had brought it to life more vividly than it had ever existed in her imagination. A grin spread across her face as she at last approached the ship.
“You would not believe how much grumbling I caught from, well, everyone on the project. ‘Nobody makes ships like this,’ ‘We’ll never fit slots for so many instruments on the frame,’ ‘I’ve never even heard of this material’…on and on it went.”
Alex ignored her to run a hand along the hull, following it all the way to the sLume drive suspended beneath a gracefully tapered tail section. Though faster than eighty percent of civilian drives, it was a previous-generation model and the most she could afford right now. 
Everything was designed with an affinity toward continual iterative transformation, though, and if all went according to plan she’d be able to upgrade it soon enough. This was the case for many of the on-board components: solid, quality last-gen equipment she intended would one day be replaced by the state of the art.
But the ship…the ship holding them was one of a kind. 
She traced the hull to the hatch. Already keyed to her, it opened at her touch. She was vaguely cognizant of Kennedy trailing her up the ramp, then rather more cognizant of it when she halted at the top and Kennedy bumped into her and sent her skidding into the cabin.
She stood silently in the center of the cabin for several seconds…then she was laughing and twirling around in the cavernous open space like a carefree child. “Ken, look. This is amazing!”
Her best friend leaned against the cabin wall to watch the rare display of exuberance in amusement. “So it’s what you wanted?”
“Well, I’ll need to run diagnostics on the mechanical systems and confirm the HUD layout and test all the modules against my specs and I hope like hell the engineering core’s wiring isn’t a complete disaster…” she glanced at Kennedy to find her wearing a mock glare “…but yes. It’s exactly what I wanted. It’s—it’s everything I wanted. Thank you.”
“You are most welcome. But we hardly worked gratis. You paid my company bucket-loads of credits for it.”
“True, but those bucket-loads were a scintilla above cost, so I’ll double-down on the ‘thank you.’ I could not have commissioned this ship if it had included a retail markup.”
“You’ve given the designers here some clever ideas to pursue. I predict we will soon recoup the initial loss in profit.”
“Hmm.” Alex scrutinized the main cabin once more before arching an eyebrow. “Want to go somewhere? Take her for a test run?”
Kennedy made a show of considering the question. “Only if we go somewhere with top-shelf shopping. I need new shoes. Lots of new shoes.”
“Well I’m broke now, so I’ll be a poor shopping partner.”
“That’s fine, I don’t require an enabler. I’ll do plenty of buying for both of us.”
Alex pondered it a moment. “Romane?”
Kennedy’s face lit up. “Romane.”

ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY
“Caleb, this is a surprise.” Mia Requelme’s lips curled up in an expression somewhere between delight and anticipation. “A pleasant one, naturally.”
He placed a kiss at her temple then stepped a respectful distance away, as they had an audience. “How are you? It’s been a few months.”
“I’m good. I signed a lease last week on a new retail location. I’m expanding the store.” She gestured at the cramped, cluttered space to emphasize the necessity of the act.
He wasn’t surprised. It had taken her a few months to get her feet under her after arriving on Romane, but once she had it was off to the races. In less than five years she had gone from renting a cubbyhole behind a flat to a five-room apartment, from trading secondhand gear in the flea market to owning a custom tech shop in an upscale neighborhood. And he suspected she was barely getting started.
Mia checked the two customers browsing her shelves then leaned in close to murmur in his ear. “I’m devastated to say I can’t leave for another five hours. I only have part-time help, and said help is currently on vacation.”
He chuckled; she had obviously deduced why he was here. “Well, I don’t—”
Mia’s eyes darted to the entrance, her expression darkening. He turned to see what had distracted her.
A man hovered a step inside the store. His scruffy appearance and grungy clothes set him apart from not only the other customers but everyone in a six-block radius. They marked him as a thug.
Caleb demanded the entrant’s attention with his eyes and held it hostage with a sharp, silent stare.
The man balked under the scrutiny. He glared at Mia and departed.
“So anyway—”
“What just happened?”
“Nothing. As I was saying—”
“Mia….”
She blew out an exasperated breath. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”
Now he demanded her attention, though in a far softer manner. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”
“Not at all. I can take care of myself.”
“I know you can. So tell me what it was about.”
She drew him to the rear wall of the shop, farther from her customers’ hearing. “He’s an enforcer for this upstart local gang. They’ve gotten it in their heads they’re going to run a protection racket.” She sighed in blatant disgust. “Even here, at the center of a pillar of our civilization, there are still goons and delinquents lurking in the shadows.”
“Are you paying them?”
“No. But….”
“But?”
“I’m starting to think it may be better for me to simply do so and be done with it.” Her gaze slid away as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other. Her arms crossed over her chest. “They’re low-rent scum, but they have muscle. They’ve gotten violent against several of the more recalcitrant store owners. Two have ended up in the hospital, and…the last person who said ‘no’ more than twice ended up dead.”
“Okay, that’s it.” He pivoted toward the door, but was halted by her hand grasping his wrist.
“Caleb, please don’t. This isn’t your fight. The police are investigating, and if they don’t handle it, I will.”
“Mia, this is what I do. Let me help you.”
Dark irises glittered beneath long lashes pinched tight. The intensity of the look reminded him she was indeed a formidable woman. “You’ve already helped me enough for two lifetimes—given me the capability to live a life of my own—and I adore you for it. But you’ve done enough.” She studied his face. “Do you hear me?”
He nodded with an air of thoughtfulness, careful to project the impression he was taking her words to heart. “I hear you. Just watch yourself, will you?”
She smiled broadly, breaking the somber mood. “Always.”
He forced a devilish smirk. “So five hours, huh? All right, I’ll make myself scarce.” He drew her close and his lips found her ear. “I’ll come by later tonight. You haven’t moved your apartment, have you?”
“No, but who said I wanted you to come by tonight? Maybe I have a date.”
“Then I’ll come by after your date.” His teeth grazed her neck as he pulled back to find a glint in her eyes he recognized as assent. With a casual wave he left her to her customers and headed out.

Kennedy’s shopping bags were jammed under their patio table. Empty plates sat discarded to the side, a nearly-empty bottle of shiraz in the center. They took turns devouring an enormous slice of cheesecake drizzled in raspberries as the sky began darkening to a cool lavender. Romane’s two suns made for a very long if most lovely evening.
“So what are your initial plans for this new venture?”
Alex enjoyed savoring her bite of cheesecake before answering. “I have an appointment first of the week with the R&D Director of Suiren about mining for nanodiamonds in NGC 2027, and one the next day with a rep from the Gagarin Institute about scouting M10 for potentially habitable worlds.”
“You don’t waste any time, do you?”
“Hell, no. I’ve been preparing for this opportunity my whole life. I am ready to get on with it.”
“And you won’t get lonely, out there by yourself in the void for weeks at a stretch? Wait, what am I saying? This is you we’re talking about.” She paused to take another bite and wipe away the raspberry sauce left behind on her chin. “So did you tell your mother you left Pacifica to go freelance?”
Alex scowled over the top of her glass of shiraz. “As if she would care. She’s a newly-minted Admiral and on the shortlist to be the next EASC Director of Operations.”
“So…?”
“Yes, I sent her a message. In vintage Miriam Solovy fashion, she responded that she hoped I understood I bore the responsibility for my own foolish choices.”
“Well…nope, sorry, can’t defend her on this one. You’ve worked your ass off for four years—for a decade if you count earning multiple degrees—so you could make your dream a reality. She should respect what you’ve accomplished.”
Alex didn’t dispute the truth of the statement, though she did swallow a brief disquiet when Kennedy paid the check. She’d feel bad about it, except for the fact that while she wasn’t quite ‘broke’ by the most technical definition, the ship had eradicated her savings. And she didn’t have a proper job. Or any clients. Not yet.
So she decided not to feel bad about it. She and Kennedy had traded implicit debts which never needed to be repaid yet always were more times than she dared count over the years. This debt too was sure to come back around again eventually.

The instant Caleb exited Mia’s store his demeanor transformed. He traded the relaxed gait for a careful, alert posture and the friendly countenance for a cool mask.
It did not surprise him to see the enforcer exit a store three doors down a moment later. The man was making his scheduled rounds. When his target continued on he followed.
The sidewalk ferried a busy flow of young professionals out after work and tourists perusing the shops and restaurants. The thug’s distinctly unkempt appearance made him easy to track from a distance.
A line spilled out of a particularly popular Chinasian grill restaurant on the next corner. An expansive outdoor patio decorated in wrought iron and blooming alyssi blended into an open-air interior, and the place bustled with energy. In another circumstance he’d likely have wandered inside for stir-fry and a cold beer.
As he slipped past the busy entrance someone tripped into him. He stiffened, keeping the stranger at a safe distance until he realized the person was merely inebriated beyond public decency. He tried to stabilize the young man, but his efforts were for naught when the guy stumbled to the ground.
Caleb stepped away to avoid the prone figure and immediately bumped into someone else. Golden curls whipped past him as he muttered, “Excuse me.” 
“Not a problem.”
At the sound of the rich, almost sultry voice he instinctively glanced back. The golden curls belonged to an attractive, poised young woman and were promptly forgotten when beyond her he caught a glimpse of tresses the color of fine Bordeaux and a flash of startlingly bright silver-gray eyes.
The sight was enough to hitch his gait for half a step, to overwhelm his mission for a frozen frame of time.
Then she was gone, and he resumed his tail.

The waitress cleared away the dessert plates and Kennedy gathered her bags up. Alex frowned as they wound into the restaurant from the patio and navigated a growing crowd near the exit. “You seriously need to be on Erisen by first thing in the morning?”
“I do. I have to work. You’ve been job-free for all of a day, surely you remember what ‘working’ means?”
“Sosi yego i past’ zakroi, suka.”
“Right, right.”
“Next thing I know you’re going to want to sleep in the big bed. First night on my shiny, brand new ship and I’m bunking on the guest cot.”
“Now that you mention it, I do need to be well-rested and refreshed for work in the morn—” Kennedy jostled into Alex’s side, pushed by someone bumping into her as they exited the busy doorway.
“Excuse me.” The deep, lilting voice resonated beneath the buzz of the patrons, sending a sensual tremor fluttering along Alex’s spine. Taken aback by the unexpected, visceral response, she blinked and forcibly shook it off. 
“Not a problem.” Kennedy’s focus lingered over her shoulder as they reached the sidewalk. “He was handsome, in a rugged, ‘rock my world for a weekend’ sort of way.”
“Whatever. Come on, there’s a tech gear shop on the next block I want to check out.”
“I thought you were broke?”
“This is why they invented credit. I’m investing in my ship.”
“Clearly. Speaking of, have you decided what you’re going to name her?”
A whimsical smile grew to brighten Alex’s features as they strolled down the sidewalk in the slowly fading light. “Oh yes.”

Several blocks past the restaurant the ambience of the area began to shift. Meter by meter it became shabbier, darkening in sync with the evening sky. The crowd thinned and was replaced by working-class then barely working-class inhabitants. Finally Caleb’s opportunity came.
He increased his pace to draw near to his prey. As the enforcer crossed an alley between two shabby tenements he sprang, forcing the man down the alley, deep into the shadows and far from prying bystanders, and shoving his head into the stone.
Yanking the right arm up at an awkward angle flush against the man’s back, he held it at the end of its range of motion for a beat then thrust it upward from the elbow. 
The man screamed in pain as the bone ripped out of the elbow and shoulder sockets and the tendons tore apart.
The other arm flailed at Caleb; he pinned it high on the wall, knifed his hand and slammed it forward. The crack was audible as the man’s forearm fractured under the blow.
In the next motion he wrenched his captive around and got in his face. “You are going to take me to the leaders of your little ‘gang’ and you are going to do it now.”
Beads of sweat drizzled down greasy skin, doubtless triggered by what must be fairly intense pain if not fear. “I can’t—”
“Don’t talk. Don’t sputter out a solitary protest or it will be your last. Take me to them.”
“Who the fuck are you?”
Caleb palmed the man’s forehead and slammed his skull against the wall. “I said don’t talk, and you want to do as I say because I’m the one thing monsters like you and your kind fear. I’m what haunts your nightmares and hunts you in the darkness. Now move.”
The man’s head jerked wildly, slinging greasy sweat in Caleb’s direction. He wiped the fluid off his chin then grabbed the arm flopping limply at his captive’s side and pointed to the street.
Their destination lay a few short blocks further to the west, which was probably for the best because his charge was not holding up well. He groaned and moaned and eventually begged for Caleb to punch him hard enough to render him unconscious. Caleb kept driving him forward.
When they stepped through the door to the hideout he tossed his captive to the side and drew his Daemon. 
Three men sat around a table. All were muscled and similarly greasy and easily identifiable as scum. As he breached the entrance all three were moving, drawing their own guns in surprise.
Only one got off a shot. Caleb had put a laser through the skulls of the other two before their arms had fully raised.
The third man wore a minimal personal shield and weathered Caleb’s first volley to return fire.
The shots bounced harmlessly off his own shield. He advanced while firing into the gangster’s chest. The laser overloaded the cheap shield to blow the man’s chest open.
Ozone permeated the air to scorch his nostrils. He stood silently in the center of the room and allowed the scene to settle to its conclusion.
The body collapsed to the floor to join its companions, leaving the far wall free to reveal its gory tableau. The sound of glass cracking followed the thud of the corpse. A display panel on the desk behind the bodies, grazed by the gunfire, teetered and fell.
Another breath…in and out…and he was moving. After checking for immediate threats he went over to where the panel had landed.
A visual flickered, distorted in the damaged display, but he discerned a woman and a small boy. The woman was pretty in a mildly trashy way, sporting a crooked grin and too-blonde hair. The boy looked three or four and clearly favored his mother.
All the adrenaline abandoned him in a rush, leaving his shoulders sagging and the gun dangling from his hand.
They were thugs and bullies and murderers. They preyed on the weak and stole from those who worked rather than work themselves. They used fear as a weapon to impose their will on others. And they had pointed guns at him.
Yet a traitorous voice in his mind whispered that he had provoked the encounter; he had stormed into their lair, gun drawn. Yes, they would have killed him, but in the present situation perhaps only because he would have done—and did—the same to them.
Caleb didn’t know which of the dead men the woman was attached to or which might be the father of the boy. For an instant it was the only question that mattered.
He snatched the display off the floor, spun on a heel and strode to the enforcer who had brought him here, now sprawled in a pile on the floor. He crouched and nudged him onto his back without a response. The man had passed out. Annoyed, Caleb slapped him awake.
As soon as an eyelid opened he grabbed the man’s shirt and lifted him up to shove the display in his face. “Do you know this woman?”
He nodded vaguely, eyes bleary and unfocused.
“What is her name?”
“Tam—Tamatha Baker.”
Caleb buried the tumult he had briefly allowed to flare, and his bearing took on an uncanny stillness. He smiled. 
“This is your lucky day. You get to live—on one condition, so listen carefully. Your sole purpose from this day forward is to watch over Tamatha and her son and make certain neither of them come to harm. Use your meager, pathetic skills to protect them. Do you understand me?”
The man’s eyes widened until they were all whites. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and merged with a trickle of blood to weave down his cheek and splatter onto his shirt. He nodded again, more definitively this time. 
“If you fail in this task I will know, and I will come back and end your life as effortlessly as I ended theirs. Remember that whenever you start thinking you can slack off.” He stared at the man another second to guarantee the message had been received, then dropped him to the floor and stood. “I’ll send the paramedics and the cops in a few minutes. Make sure you don’t get yourself arrested—can’t do your job from prison.”
“Why? Why did you kill them?”
Caleb laughed, and even he recognized it bore a frightening coldness. “Because you walked through the wrong door, and they paid you to do it. Mia Requelme is off limits. You will be a testament to the terror that arrives the moment you or anyone else crosses the invisible line you didn’t know existed until tonight. Spread the word.”

ERISEN
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY
The Siyane banked to soar above snow-capped mountains as the dawn sun glittered off the powdery crystals. The sky shone a perfect turquoise blue.
Alex had deposited Kennedy at the spaceport moments earlier, somewhat less refreshed and well-rested than requested. But it had been an enjoyable night. She stifled a yawn as she gained altitude and approached the nearest atmosphere corridor, but a smile replaced it. A couple of minutes remained for her to decide her destination once she hit space.
It was a subversive notion, the idea that she was free. Free to choose where to go and what to do with her time.
She wasn’t a goldbricker. She intended to run a business and had crucial appointments the next week she intended to keep.
But at the conclusion of those appointments she would choose to take the jobs or not. If she took the jobs she would choose how best to fulfill the contracts. The path between the agreement and the delivery was hers to chart. She would succeed or fail on her own merits; her rise or fall would be of her own making.
Until then she had six days to herself, nothing but her ship and the expanse of space to distract her.
The ship exited the atmosphere corridor. The sky darkened to onyx and the stars brightened to opalescent ivory. Her father’s words from so long ago echoed in her mind.
Siyane is perfect, sweetheart. My little star shining brightly. One day, milaya, the cosmos will be yours to tame. One day you will hold the galaxy in the palm of your hand. I know it.
She killed the lights in the cabin and stood to take in the view as the fullness of space spread before her.
Her head tilted in contemplation. Could she make it to Carina and get back to Earth in six days? She double-checked the parameters on the sLume drive…yep, she absolutely could. Six days round-trip for a spectacular view? Worth it.
Now clear of Erisen Traffic Control, she ran a quick safety check then engaged the sLume drive. The stars blurred away to surround the ship in a soft halo.
Hey Dad? I made it. I made it to the stars.
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Space is vast and untamed, and it holds many secrets.
Now two individuals from opposite ends of settled space are on a collision course with the darkest of those secrets, even as the world threatens to explode around them.
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PROLOGUE
THE END OF THE WORLD began with a library query.
…or perhaps it was the space probe. The alien was being vexingly reticent on the matter, the man thought as he straightened his dinner jacket in the mirror.
“She is hardly the first person to express an interest in that region of space. Why are you so worried about her when the others didn’t concern you?”
The others did concern us, but they were deflected with little difficulty. This woman, however, has exhibited a notable talent for discovering what others cannot. As such, we would prefer she never look.
The man smoothed out a crease in one of the sleeves then fastened the antique pearl cufflinks, an heirloom passed down to him from a grandfather that never was. “Do you want me to have her killed?”
Not unless alternative methods are unsuccessful. Her death could cause the opposite effect of drawing further unwanted attention.
The man nodded cursorily and stepped out of the washroom, crossing his spacious office to the windows lining the far wall. “Very well. I’ll work to ensure she’s distracted from this pursuit. What about the Senecans?”
They are a more troublesome problem as they have already discovered an anomaly exists. They will send others to investigate.
From the top floor of the Earth Alliance Headquarters building the man could see guests beginning to arrive in the gardens below. Another ten minutes and it would be appropriate for him to join them. He frowned, brushing a piece of lint off his lapel before he turned from the windows to face where the alien might have stood, were he actually here. “You know there’s little I can do about them for the moment.”
You needn’t concern yourself with the matter. Other resources are at our disposal.
“I’m sure. And remember, you only need stall them for a short while. Soon everyone will be distracted, and humanity will be focused inward for quite some time.”
Go forward with your plan. We hope you accomplish your objectives. Nonetheless, events are converging rapidly and they are not all within your control. Escalation may be unavoidable.
The man pulsed his wife to let her know he would meet her in the lobby shortly. “At least give me the opportunity to alter our course before you act. It won’t be long now.”
Certainly. Know, however, that the precipice is upon you; it may already have been crossed. 
Preparations have begun.
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“There are two kinds of light –
the glow that illuminates, and the glare that obscures.”
 
— James Thurber
 
 



1
EARTH
SEATTLE

“ALEX, I’M READY when you are.”
“One more second…okay, Charlie, go ahead.” The muffled response came from within the hull. 
The young mechanic wove the crystalline fiber of a conduit into the power control grid. It took only seconds. He squinted into the magnification overlay to confirm the contact points. “All set.”
“Here goes nothing.”
Colonel Richard Navick watched from the entry of the hangar bay as a shimmer passed over the smooth, midnight black exterior of the ship. 
Even marred by the docking clamps, the Siyane was sleek and graceful, with sweeping curves that converged on acute edges. Technical instruments and sensors were tucked discreetly under the wing-like midsection while the sLume drive was an elusive shadow beneath the tapered tail. The elegant lines disguised its size. Fully forty-two meters from bow to stern, it was enormous—at least for a personal scout ship.
He cleared his throat to announce his presence and stepped into the bay. “Alex, are you in there somewhere?”
A head dropped out of the belly of the ship. It was upside down and encircled by the orbiting screens of a holographic interface. “Richard, is that you?”
“Guilty as charged.”
A pair of long legs appeared next as she swung out of the exposed engineering well and dropped a meter to land nimbly on the floor of the bay. The interface winked out of existence.
He was struck—as he always was after he hadn’t seen her for some time—by how much she looked like her father. Tall and slender, with high, distinctive cheekbones and bright silver-gray eyes, she cut almost as dramatic a figure as David Solovy once had. In fact, the sole feature of note she had inherited from her mother was the thick, dark mane of hair. Whereas David’s had been dusky blond, hers was the color of fine aged Bordeaux.
It was also currently twisted up in a messy knot, flyaway strands escaping to soften her features. She wiped streaks of a viscous gel off her hands and onto snug black workpants as she jogged over. 
When she reached him she embraced him in a quick hug born of years of familiarity. “It’s been too long, Richard.”
“If you would stay in this sector for longer than a week at a time, I might actually get to see you once in a while.”
Her eyes rolled a little as she settled onto her back leg. “Ah, no can do, I’m afraid. All the fun’s out there.” A corner of her mouth quirked up in a tease of a grin. He believed her.
“So I hear. All the money too, apparently.” He canted his head toward the gleaming hull.
Her face instantly lit up; it often did when she was talking about her ship. “I just painted on a new f-graphene alloy lattice. It will reduce drag by another twelve percent, which will mean faster travel using less fuel.”
“Nice….” The reduction from pico- to femto-scale alloys had only become commercially available nine months earlier; he shuddered to think of the credits she must have forked over for the new lattice. “We should have the budget to roll those out to the fleet in a decade or so.”
She shrugged as if to say ‘your loss’ and met his gaze. For most people it would have been an uncomfortable experience. “So is this a social call? As glad as I am to see you—and I really am—I’m kind of in the middle of installing a stealth system upgrade. We could maybe have dinner this evening if you’d like?”
He mentally braced himself for the reaction he knew would be coming. “You caught me. It’s not entirely a social call. Your mother wants you to come by the office if you have any free time this afternoon.”
Her pupils constricted, the tiny flash of an ocular implant a hint she was checking her comms. They quickly focused back on him, bearing more than a little less warmth. “I don’t have a message from her.”
“I know. She thought the likelihood of you responding would increase considerably if I came in person.”
An eyebrow arched. “She have you running her errands for her now? Isn’t that a bit below your pay grade?”
“No. I volunteered, because I wanted to see you.”
She smiled with what he recognized as kindness, but it was transitory to her glance over her shoulder at the ship that dominated the hanger. “Well, sorry, but I can’t. I have to run diagnostics on the new dampener field and recalibrate the power system ratios. Assuming everything tests out okay, then I have to secure the fiber line to the hull and shield it.”
His gaze flitted pointedly to the young man swinging in a harness near the stern of the ship. “Can’t your mechanic do some of those things for you?” 
At her deepening frown his brow creased in beseechment. “Please? For me? It’ll only take an hour or two, and it…” he knew saying it would make her mother happy would be counterproductive “…will make my life rather easier.”
Her eyes narrowed; her arms stiffened against her chest to complete the impression of staunch resoluteness. But this was not the first time he had faced down her defiant glare. He relaxed his posture, softened his expression and met her scowl with a pleasant smile. 
After several seconds she exhaled to striking effect, all the tension leaving her body with the exaggerated breath. For just a moment she reminded him of the impish little girl she had once been.
“Fine. For you. I’m going to regret it, though.”

Alex stared out the window of the skycar while they cruised above Puget Sound before veering northwest over the Straight toward Vancouver Island. The unbroken line of skyscrapers to the right shone in the late morning sun from horizon to horizon, all polished silvers and whites flecked by deep green where the scrupulously maintained trees and numerous parks peeked through.
It was and had always been a beautiful view…but she was being a poor companion. She gave up steeling herself for what was sure to be the latest in a long line of unpleasant visits with her mother and shifted from the window to look at Richard. 
Her parents’ oldest and closest friend, she had known him for as long as she could recall, which was to say about thirty-five years. He was one of the very few people who had consistently accepted her for who and what she was—didn’t want more from her, didn’t helpfully suggest what her life should be like, didn’t tsk disapprovingly at even her most unorthodox activities.
“So what’s new with you? Work okay? How’s Will doing?”
He relaxed in his seat and let the car auto-navigate the crowded airlanes. “Will is good, but busy. He’s been on Shi Shen for the last month overseeing the construction of the new Suiren headquarters and finally got home day before yesterday. I’ll tell him you said hello.”
The muscles in his jaw clenched briefly, which was generally the extent of his outward signals of displeasure. “Work is rather tense, what with the Trade Summit coming up.”
She gave him a blank look. “What is a Trade Summit and why is it coming up? Help me out here….”
“Right, you don’t spend much time obsessing about the oh-so-fascinating machinations of galactic politics. The Trade Minister and his entourage will be attending a conference with the Senecan Trade Director—at a carefully selected neutral location naturally, on Atlantis.” He sighed, his gaze drifting upward to grimace at the heavens. “It’s ostensibly an olive branch intended to thaw relations with the Federation a bit, but I’m afraid in reality it’s going to be little more than a media circus.”
“And your people will be spying on the Senecan delegation, hacking their data streams every chance they get while fending off the same from their agents.” Her teasing smirk served to emphasize the point.
His mouth worked to suppress a grin but mostly failed. “I can neither confirm nor deny any such suppositions on the grounds it would violate Earth Alliance security.”
“Of course….” The car dropped through a thin layer of mist which hadn’t yet burned off and skimmed above the choppy waves as the sprawling Earth Alliance Strategic Command complex came into view. 
Stretching for three square kilometers across the southernmost tip of the Island, a network of midrise buildings, plazas and hangars fanned out from the towering structure that constituted the headquarters for what were, as a group, the most powerful men and women in the settled Milky Way. For better or worse, this included the EASC Director of Operations.
She could feel her expression tightening with every meter of their descent onto the open platform jutting out a third of the way up the headquarters building. “So how is the Admiral these days? As cheery as ever?”
He shook his head wryly, killed the engine and climbed out of the car. “She’s the same as usual, busily supervising the entire organization while breaking in yet another new secretary.”
“Lovely.” She matched his stride to the glass-floored lift, not bothering to grasp the rail as it whisked them up a quarter kilometer to the command staff offices which comprised the top ten floors. After they had cleared the security scanners and were inside, she turned to him. 
Though her mood was already darkening beneath the shadow of the looming encounter, she forced herself to smile with genuine warmth. “You better get on out of here before I start blaming you for ruining my day, especially when it was good to see you.”
He laughed and patted her on the shoulder then headed toward his office down the opposite hall. “Try not to be too much of a stranger, okay?”
She waved him off as she crossed the overly bright atrium and stepped through the wide doorway into the EASC Operations suite. 

The man behind the desk glanced up as she approached. After a blink his eyes widened precipitously. “You’re her, aren’t you? Ms—I mean Captain—Solovy. Ma’am.”
She draped an arm on the high counter. “It’s not a military title. ‘Ms.’ is fine. Would you please let my mother know I have answered her summons and eagerly await being granted the favor of an audience?”
The man—a 2nd Lieutenant according to the bars on his uniform—stared at her in horror, brow furrowing and unfurrowing in mounting panic. “Um, do you want me to say that, specifically, ma’am? I’m not certain the Admiral will—”
“Just tell her that her daughter is here.”
“Absolutely. Right away.”
She wandered over to inspect the newest addition to the artwork decorating the lobby. This secretary was unlikely to last any longer than the last one had. Even the most hardened soldier wilted in the face of her mother’s disapproving glare.
She was pondering how many credits the military must have wasted on the spectacularly bad hack Picasso rip-off when the secretary informed her she could go in now. She walked in the large but spartan office to observe without surprise that nothing about it had changed in the near year since she had last visited.
Admiral Miriam Solovy didn’t immediately turn her attention from the display panel in her hand. Her hair was drawn back in a severe bun; her uniform was crisp, its buttons spit-polished. When her gaze did rise to acknowledge Alex’s presence, a tight, thin facsimile of a smile passed across her face for the minimum time required. “You look a wreck.”
Ah, as kind and doting as always. She shrugged. “I was working.”
“I see. Would you like some tea?”
“Water’s fine,” which she proceeded to go to the cabinet and get herself.
“How are you, dear?”
Alex took a long sip from the marbled glass tumbler and leaned in deliberate casualness beside the teak bookcase filled with antique texts on military and political history. “Fine. Busy. You?”
The tiny vein in her mother’s left temple pulsed. She traded the screen for a teacup. “As well as can be expected. The Fionava Province has been a nuisance of late. I would share the details with you, but of course the parking attendant has a higher security clearance than you do.” 
The tenor with which the statement was delivered seemed to imply it was somehow a failing on her part. “Alas.”
Miriam took a slow, measured sip of her tea then stared pensively into the dainty cup, as though it would magically supply her a suitable topic for small talk. “I ran into Malcolm at the Cascades Memorial Charity Auction last week. And met his new wife.”
She needed a wiser teacup. Alex raised a studiously unimpressed eyebrow. “I’m sure she was lovely.”
“Not so lovely as you, I must say, but attractive enough. He asked about you.”
Her eyes flickered over to the window…shit. She bit back a cringe at the display of weakness, not wanting to compound the error. “And what did you tell him?”
“The truth—that you’re still gallivanting around the galaxy, raking in millions and pouring it all back into that damnable ship of yours.” She paused, undoubtedly for dramatic effect. “I do believe he looked a little morose at the notion.”
Alex groaned and plopped down in the hard, purposefully uncomfortable chair opposite the desk. She pulled one knee up to hug against her chest. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you didn’t ask me here in order to throw failed love affairs in my face. It’s a long list and I haven’t the time. What do you want?”
Miriam placed the teacup on the hutch behind her and sat as well, rigid-straight spine not touching the back of the comparably luxurious chair. “I can’t simply want to spend time with my only child?”
“You can—but you don’t.”
Her mother’s shoulders squared with military precision, an indication she wouldn’t argue the point. “Very well. I asked you here to share a wonderful opportunity for you. The Minister for Extra-Solar Development contacted me yesterday. He finds himself with a vacancy in his department. Apparently the Director of Deep Space Exploration is resigning to ‘pursue other endeavors,’ and the Minister would like to offer the post to you.”
A flashing pinpoint of light in the corner of Alex’s eVi signaled the delivery of the diagnostics she had set to run before departing the hangar. Her right pupil constricted to start the results scrolling on her whisper. “Prestigious position.”
If her mother noticed the somewhat unfocused nature of her gaze, she hid it well. “It’s not nepotism. While you lack oversight experience, you’re otherwise more than qualified.”
“More qualified than the parking attendant at least.” The whisper blurred out of focus and auto-paused as she directed a sharpened gaze toward the woman on the other side of the desk. Her mother couldn’t seem to decide whether to scowl or laugh; the result was an uncommonly animated expression. “But what exactly of everything you know about me says ‘government desk job’?”
“It’s not a desk job. You’ll need to travel to evaluate new discoveries several times a year, I’m quite sure.”
“Several times a ye—” her nose scrunched up in disdain “—you know what, never mind.”
“So you’ll consider it then.”
The whisper snapped back into focus…she frowned at the percentages displayed. A blink and a small aural materialized, and the diagnostics data began flowing in greater precision and detail twelve centimeters beyond her right eye. “No.” 
Her mother’s jaw clacked shut at the response. Or because of the aural. Possibly both. “I didn’t say accept it unconditionally, merely consider it.”
Damn, there must be a power leak somewhere along the fiber. She pulsed Charlie to send the bot in to inspect the line. The dampener had to be a minimum of twenty-eight percent more effective or it wasn’t worth the diamond picocrystals which generated it. Her last find had almost been snaked out from under her because Terrence Macolly, too much of a lazy ass to do his own work, had tracked her emission signature and followed her into the asteroid ring orbiting Delta Lacertae. She didn’t intend to risk a repeat intrusion. “No.”
“Alexis—”
Her mouth twitched, though her focus didn’t shift from the data this time. “You know I hate it when you call me that.”
“I have every right to call you by your birth name. I am the one who gave it to you after all.”
Alex spared a brief, withering glance. Her mother’s eyes were averted downward, ostensibly studying the patterns of foam in her tea, perchance for more lousy ideas. When she spoke again, her tone was softer and no longer quite the voice of The Admiral. 
“Your father was the first one to call you ‘Alex.’”
She shut off the aural in frustration. “Don’t you think I know that?”
“Yes, well.” Miriam’s chin notched upward. “I think you should reconsider the Minister’s offer. It is a position of some prominence and will provide a measure of stability you could benefit from.”
She snorted. “I realize you’re used to dictating people’s lives to them around here, but you don’t get to make my decisions for me. You haven’t for a long, long time.”
Miriam nodded with measured grace, appearing to acknowledge for the moment, Alex had the upper hand. “Perhaps it was…inconsiderate of me to insist you come here.”
“To order Richard to deliver your summons and drag me before you, you mean?”
She raised a hand in mild protest. “Richard wanted the chance to see you. I hope you don’t blame him for any unpleasantness.”
“Oh, I don’t. I blame you.”
To her credit, her mother was nearly impossible to provoke. If anything, her expression softened in response to the barb. “I’m not trying to tell you how to live your life. But I worry about you, out there all alone in deep space. That ship of yours is too powerful for one person to handle.”
Yet even in her attempt at kindness or at least civility, she managed to choose the exact wrong thing to say. 
Deep down, Alex knew it probably wasn’t intentional. But there was too much—too many hateful words and spiteful reactions to them, too much water under a broken bridge—and she had no desire to grasp at a tenuous thread only to have it fray and dissolve like all the others.
“The past eight years would beg to differ with you. With all due respect, you have no idea just how much I can handle.” She stood abruptly. “Is there anything else?”
“No. Not when you won’t listen to reason.”
She didn’t rise to the bait. She simply wanted to be gone. “If you’d like, I will send a graciously worded response to the Minister thanking him for the honor of considering me but regretfully declining due to other obligations.”
“That won’t be necessary. I’ll inform him.”
“Suit yourself.” She pivoted and headed for the door.
“Alexis?”
She paused mid-stride—an inborn response to a mother’s plea—but didn’t look back.
“At least be careful out there.”
A tight nod and she was gone.

It was well past twenty-three hundred when Alex got home. The bot had found two micro-imperfections in the fiber which had to be rewoven. Then the diagnostics had to be run again, the ware re-modded, and the power system ratios recalibrated again before she closed the ship up for the night. Securing the line to the hull and shielding it would have to wait until the morning.
She opened a bottle of Swiss cabernet and left it to breathe while she ran through the shower, then combed out her hair and slipped on a silk robe to wear back downstairs.
A glass of the cabernet in hand, she stepped out onto the balcony. The glittering night lights of the city spread out beneath her, the light reflecting off the full moon mirrored in the Sound beyond.
She didn’t pour all her profits into her ship. The loft eighty stories above downtown had cost more than a few credits; the custom tech installed in it nearly as much again. Though she was only here maybe three months out of a given year, she wasn’t above enjoying at least a few of the finer things her income now afforded her.
As the glass touched her lips her thoughts drifted to Malcolm. She hadn’t done so in some time, but after the mention of him today quite a few memories had crept to the forefront of her mind. Most of them were good…she had loved him, after all.
But according to him she loved her ship more, and that was something he couldn’t accept. And since he was mostly right, she hadn’t fought him when he left. 
She had missed him for a while, missed his warm smile and tender yet expert touch. But she had also welcomed the absence of the invisible leash which had tugged her back to Earth more often than she liked, which had whispered of duties to another and required explanations and justifications for every excursion. And eventually even the good memories had faded into the background, replaced by the thrill of new endeavors.
Her thoughts continued to linger on the past as she walked inside and her gaze fell to the far wall of the open room that constituted the entirety of the loft, save for the kitchen and the elevated sleeping area overlooking the main floor.
It was decorated in visuals she had captured in her travels across the galaxy. They included a supernova in bright, perpetual explosion, a comet on a flyby of a crescent moon, the slow pulse of a ghostly blue and lavender nebula and the gamma flare of a neutron star. 
Those and others framed the centerpiece of the wall: a panoramic side-on image of the Milky Way, taken far from the light pollution of any suns or haze of any nebulae. Trillions of stars shone and sparkled to converge on the brilliance of the galactic core.
Malcolm hadn’t been exactly right. Yes, she loved her ship more than she had loved him. But what she loved even more was what it gave her: freedom, and the key to the marvels of space. It gave her the stars, and she doubted she could ever love anything or anyone more than she loved the stars.
Speaking of…she refilled her glass and settled onto the couch. She sent a passcode to the control interface and the opposite wall dissolved into a three-dimensional holo of the nearest quadrant of the galaxy. A slight wave of her hand and it zoomed into the Metis Nebula and its environs.
Near to but definitively outside Federation-controlled territory and on the outer edge of explored space, it would take her five days to reach the periphery—far less time than most, but still a trek. It was an allegedly uninteresting, ordinary plerion wrapped in an ancient, gas-heavy supernova remnant which had stubbornly refused to dissipate into the interstellar medium.
But she had made a small fortune by seeing what others did not. The ‘experts’ had said the Lacertae asteroid ring was nothing but dead rocks until she had found the ultra-rare heavy metals in the cores of the largest ones. Now Astral Materials was using it to develop frames for space stations they claimed would be strong enough to withstand a Type Ia supernova shockwave.
The golden-blue glow of Metis had caught her attention several excursions ago and had danced and thrummed at the edge of her consciousness ever since. Now flush with the considerable proceeds of the Lacertae find and the resultant ship upgrades, she figured she could afford to indulge a hunch for a month or so.
Her eyes widened deliberately, pupils dilated and ocular implant flashing as she simultaneously reviewed the data she had pulled in her library query of the scientific archives—which was appallingly sparse—scrolling up her eVi, the rotating full-spectrum image of the Nebula, and her own data flowing alongside it. 
“Well, you lovely, mysterious Metis…what secrets do you have to show me?”



2
SENECA
CAVARE, CAPITAL OF THE SENECAN FEDERATION

THE KINETIC BLADE SLID into the man’s throat like a knife through butter. Caleb held him securely from behind as the blood began to flow and the man jerked and spasmed. 
He generally preferred clean, painless deaths. But he wanted to watch this man die, and die slowly.
When the man had lost all motor function, Caleb dumped him onto the desk and flipped him over. Eyes wide with fear, confusion and outrage met his. The man’s lips contorted in a caricature of speech, though no words came out.
He had a good idea of the intended utterance. Why. It was a question easily answered. Vengeance. 
“Justice.” 
As the pool of blood spread across the desk and formed waterfalls to the floor below, the eyes belonging to the leader of the Humans Against Artificials terrorist organization glazed over. The last spark of life within them dimmed, then went out.
One down.

Caleb Marano stepped out of the spaceport into the cyan-tinged glow of a late afternoon sun reflecting off the polished marble tiles of the plaza. The chill breeze caressing his skin felt like a welcome home. Cavare was always cool and often cold; Krysk had been a veritable oven by comparison. 
He descended the first set of stairs and angled toward the corner to get clear of the bustling thoroughfare, then relaxed beside the ledge to wait for his companions.
Isabela exited the spaceport a moment later. She held a bag in one arm and a fidgeting bundle of arms, legs and long, dark curls in the other. She looked disturbingly ‘momish’ as she struggled to brush out Marlee’s tangled hair—but he could remember when she had been that little girl with long, dark curls…and it wasn’t so long ago.
With a groan she gave up the futile endeavor and allowed her daughter to escape her grasp and make a beeline for Caleb.
He crouched to meet Marlee at eye level. She plowed into him with almost enough force to knock him over backwards. He would’ve laughed but for the forlorn look in her pale turquoise eyes.
“Do you have to go away now, Uncle Caleb?”
He tousled her curls into further disarray. “Yeah, I’m afraid I have to go back to work. But it sure was great spending my vacation with you. I learned a lot.”
She wore her best serious face as she nodded sagely. “You had a lot to learn.”
He grinned and leaned in to whisper to his co-conspirator. “You remember what all we talked about, right?”
Her eyes were wide and honest. “Uh-huh.”
“Good. Want one more ride before I go?”
Her head bobbed up and down with gusto, instantly that of a carefree child again. 
“Okay.” He scooped her up in his arms and stood, made certain he had a solid grasp of her tiny waist, and began to spin around with accelerating speed. Her arms and legs dangled free to swing through the air while she cackled in delight. 
After another few spins he slowed—he had learned her limits during the last few weeks—letting her limbs fall against him before he came to a stop. He gave her a final squeeze and gently set her to the ground as her mother reached them. 
Isabela wore a half-amused, half-exhausted expression as Marlee started running in dizzy circles around her legs. “Sorry about the hold up. They let us back on the transport and we found Mr. Freckles under the seat.” She patted her bag in confirmation of the stuffed animal’s now secure location. “Are you sure you don’t want to have a quick dinner with us?”
He responded with a dubious smirk. “You can be polite if you like, but the truth is you are sick to death of me and counting the minutes until you are at last rid of me.”
“Well, yes. But I never know when I’ll get to see you again….” The twinkle faded from her eyes, replaced by something darker and heavier.
She knew he didn’t work for a shuttle manufacturing company, and he knew that she knew. But they never, ever, talked about it. Partly for her safety and his, but partly because he preferred to continue being in her mind the strong, stalwart older brother with the easygoing demeanor and wicked sense of humor, without introducing any moral grayness to the relationship dynamic. 
Because he never wanted her to look at him with caution, disillusionment…or worst of all, fear.
He merely nodded in response. “I’ll come visit again soon. Promise.”
She reached down to pause the cyclone at her legs. “I’ll hold you to it. I’m going to take Marlee to see Mom, then we’ll head back home.”
He leaned over the struggling cyclone to embrace her. “Thank you for the extended hospitality. I’m glad I was able to spend so much time with you.”
“Anytime, I mean it,” she whispered in his ear. “Stay safe.”
He kept his shrug mild as he stepped away. “Of course.” Not likely.
Two insistent and tearful hugs from Marlee later, they parted ways. He watched them disappear into the throng of travelers, then headed in the direction of the parking complex.

Caleb stepped in the adjoining lavatory and washed the blood off his hands and forearms. Then he returned to the office, reached under the corner of the desk and triggered the ‘Alert’ panic signal—the one he had never allowed the dead man to reach. There was a surveillance cam hidden in the ceiling, and he looked up at it and smiled. He had a number of smiles in his repertoire; this was not one of the more pleasant ones.
The commotion began as he exited the building. He quickened his stride to his bike, jumped on and fired the engine. Three men bolted out the door, two Daemons and a TSG swinging in his direction. 
It wouldn’t do to get shot. A flick of his thumb and the bike burst out of the parking slot. He laid it down as laser fire sliced barely a meter overhead, his leg hovering centimeters above the ground while he slid around the corner and onto the cross-street.
He heard them giving chase almost immediately. So late in the night the street and air traffic was sparse, which was one reason he had begun the op when he did. It reduced the chances of his pursuers taking out innocent bystanders—and gave them a clearer line of sight to him. He wanted to make certain they knew where he was going before he left them behind. 
Their surface vehicles didn’t stand a chance of matching his speed and it would look suspicious if he slowed…but as anticipated, they had grabbed a skycar. He kept an eye on it via the rearcam, making sure it succeeded in following him through two major direction shifts.
Satisfied, he kicked the bike into its actual highest gear and accelerated right then left, fishtailing around two street corners in rapid succession. He activated the concealment shield. It didn’t render him or the bike invisible, but it did make them blend into the surroundings and virtually impossible to track from the air at night. 
Then he sped toward the Bahia Mar spaceport. After all, he did need to get there ahead of them.

Tiny flecks of light sparkled in the night-darkened waters of the Fuori River as Caleb pulled in the small surface lot. It was nearly empty, as most people took the levtrams to the entertainment district and had no need of parking. 
Once the engine had purred into silence he swung a leg off the bike and glanced up. A smile ghosted across his face at the dozens of meteors streaking against the silhouette of the giant moon which dominated Seneca’s sky. 
He noted the time. He had a few minutes to enjoy a little stargazing, though the conditions were far from ideal here in the heart of downtown. An exanet query confirmed the meteor shower continued for eleven days. Maybe he’d have a chance to get up to the mountains before it ended. 
Committed to this plan, he secured the bike in its slot. A last glance at the sky and he crossed the street and took the wide steps to the riverwalk park.
The atmosphere on the broad promenade hovered at the optimal balance between deserted and overrun by masses of people. As it was a weekend night the balance wouldn’t hold for long, but for the moment it pulsed with energy while still allowing plenty of room to move about and claim your own personal space. He noted with interest the outdoor bar to the right, complete with live synth band and raised danced platform. Not yet. Business first.

He slipped among the milling patrons until he reached a section of railing at the edge of the promenade to the southeast of the bar. Here the crowd had thinned to a few meandering couples and the music thrummed softly in the background. 
The light from the skyscrapers now drowned out the light from the meteors, but he couldn’t argue with the view. 
A thoroughly modern city to the core, humans having initially set foot on its soil less than a century ago, Cavare glittered and shone like a sculpture newly unveiled. The reflected halo of the moon shimmered in the tranquil water as the river rippled along the wall beneath him, winding itself through the heart of the city on its way to Lake Fuori. Far to his left he could see the gleam of the first arch which marked the dramatic entrance to the lake and the luxuries it held. 
It was an inspiring yet comforting view, and one he had spent close to forty years watching develop, mature and grow increasingly more lustrous. He contented himself with enjoying it while he waited for his appointment to arrive. 
The message had come in the middle of dinner at his favorite Chinasian restaurant. He hadn’t even had the chance to go home yet; the entirety of the belongings he had traveled with were stowed in the rear compartment of his bike. But in truth there wasn’t much of consequence waiting for him at the apartment, for it was home in only the most technical sense of the word. 
Never have anything you can’t walk away from. A gem of advice imparted by a friend and mentor early on in his career, and something he had found remarkably easy to adopt.

He stowed the bike in a nearby stall he had rented in yet another assumed name and hurried to Bay F-18. He made a brief pass through the ship to make sure the contact points on the charges were solid, then sat in the pilot’s chair, kicked his feet up on the dash and crossed his hands behind his head to wait.
They were hackers as much as terrorists. It wouldn’t take them long to break the encryption to the bay. The encryption on the ship’s airlock was stronger—for they would expect it to be—but not so difficult they couldn’t crack it.
Planting enough charges at the headquarters to take it out would have involved significant risk of discovery and ultimate failure. But here, he controlled every step and every action. 
The hangar bay door burst open. Three…six…eight initially. He sincerely hoped more showed up before they got into the ship.
His wish was granted when three minutes later seven additional members of the group rushed in. The surface pursuit, he imagined. The initial arrivals were still hacking the ship lock. He gave them another two minutes.
With a last gaze around he pulled his feet off the dash and stood. He headed through the primary compartment and below to the mid-level, opened the hatch to the engineering well, and positioned himself in the shadowy corner near the stairs.
They wouldn’t all come in at once, lest they end up shooting each other in the confusion. Three, maybe four to start, plus two to guard the airlock. They would fan out to run him to ground quickly.
The first man descended the stairs. As his left foot hit the deck Caleb grabbed him from behind and with a fierce wrench snapped his neck. He made a point to throw the body against the stairwell so the loud clang echoed throughout the ship.
Two down.

Caleb looked over his shoulder to see Michael Volosk striding down the steps toward him. Right on time. Everything about the man’s outward demeanor projected an image of consummate professionalism, from the simple but perfectly tailored suit to the close-cropped hair to the purposeful stride.
He extended his hand in greeting as the Director of Special Operations for the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence approached. A mouthful worthy of the highest conceit of government; but to everyone who worked there, it was simply “Division.”
Volosk grasped his hand in a firm shake and took up a position along the rail beside him. “Thanks for agreeing to meet me here. I have a syncrosse rec league game down the street in twenty minutes, and if I miss another game they’ll kick me off the team.” He wore a slight grimace intended to hint at the many responsibilities a high-level covert intelligence official was required to juggle…then presumably realized the impression it actually conveyed, because he shifted to a shrug. “It’s the only opportunity I have to blow off steam.”
Caleb smiled with studied, casual charm. “It’s not a problem. I just got in anyway. And if the surroundings happen to discourage prying eyes, well, I appreciate the value of discretion.”
Volosk didn’t bother to deny the additional reason for the choice of meeting location. “It wouldn’t hurt if your coworkers didn’t know you were back on the clock yet—and that’s one reason I chose you. Your reputation is impressive.”
He chuckled lightly and ran a hand through disheveled hair made wild by the wind. “Perhaps I’m not discrete enough, then.”
“Rest assured, it’s on a need-to-know basis. I realize we haven’t had many opportunities to work together yet, but Samuel always spoke of you in the highest terms.”
He schooled his expression to mask the emotions the statement provoked. “I’m humbled, sir. He was a good man.”
“He was.” Volosk’s shoulders straightened with his posture—a signal he was moving right on to business, as though it didn’t matter how good a man Samuel had been. “What do you know about the Metis Nebula?”
Caleb’s brow creased in surprise. Whatever he had been expecting, this wasn’t it. Okay. Sure.

“Well, mostly that we don’t know much about it. It’s outside Federation space, but we’ve tried to investigate it a few times—purely scientific research of course. We know there’s a pulsar at the center of it, but scans return a fuzzy mess across the spectrum. Probes sent in find nothing but ionized gases and space dust. Scientists have written it off as unworthy of further study. Why?”
“You’re very well informed, Agent Marano. Do a lot of scientific reading in your spare time?”
“Something like that.”
“I’m sure. The information I’m sending you is Level IV Classified. Fewer than a dozen people inside and out of the government are aware of it.”
He scanned the data file. In the background the synth band shifted to a slow, rhythmic number threaded by a deep, throbbing bass line. “That’s…odd.”
“Quite. The Astrophysics Institute sent in a state of the art, prototype deep space probe—the most sensitive one ever built, we believe. Honestly, it was solely for testing purposes. The researchers thought Metis’ flat profile offered a favorable arena to run the probe through its paces. Instead it picked up what you see there.
“Obviously we need to get a handle on what this is. It came to my desk because it may represent a hostile threat. We’ve put a hold on any scientific expeditions until we find out the nature of the anomaly. If it is hostile, the sooner we know the better we can prepare. If on the other hand it’s an opportunity—perhaps a new type of exploitable energy resource—we want to bring it under our purview before the Alliance or any of the independent corporate interests learn of it.”
Caleb frowned at his companion. “I understand. But to be frank, my missions are usually a bit more…physical in nature? More direct at least, and typically involving a tangible target.”
“I’m aware of that. But your experience makes you one of the few people in Division both qualified to investigate this matter and carrying a security clearance high enough to allow you to do so.”
It wasn’t an inaccurate statement. And if he were honest with himself, it would probably be best if he went a little while without getting more blood on his hands. 

He slid open the hidden compartment in the wall and climbed into the narrow passage, pushed the access closed using his foot and crawled along the sloped tunnel. When he got to the end he activated his personal concealment shield—which did very nearly make him invisible—and with a deft twist released the small hatch.
He rolled as he hit the ground to mask the sound. The lighting in the bay was purposefully dim, and he landed deep in the shadow of the hull. 
As expected, there was a ring of men guarding the exterior of the ship. He waited for the closest man to turn his back, then slipped out and moved to the corner of the bay to settle behind the storage crates he had arranged to have delivered earlier in the day. 
He was rewarded by the arrival at that moment of an additional six—no, seven—pursuers. A significant majority of the active members were now inside the hangar bay. Good enough.
They moved to join their brethren encircling the ship—and he sent the signal.
The walls roiled and bucked from the force of the explosion. White-hot heat blasted through his shield. The shockwave sent him to his knees even as the floor shuddered beneath him. Pieces of shrapnel speared into the wall above him and to his right. A large section of the hull shot out the open side of the bay and crashed to the street below.
One glance at the utter wreckage of his former ship confirmed they were all dead. He climbed to his feet and crossed to the door, dodging the flaming debris and burnt, dismembered limbs. The emergency responders could be heard approaching seconds after he disappeared down the corridor. 
He didn’t de-cloak until he reached the bike. He calmly fired it up, cruised out of the stall, and accelerated toward the exit.
Mission fucking accomplished.

Caleb nodded in acceptance. “I’ll need a new ship. My last one was, um, blown up.”
“My understanding is that’s because you blew it up.” The expression on the Director’s face resembled mild sardonic amusement.
He bit his lower lip in feigned chagrin, revealing what he judged to be the appropriate touch of humility. “Technically speaking.”
Volosk sent another data file his way. “Regardless, it’s been taken care of. Here’s the file number and all the standard information, including the hangar bay of your new ship.”
He ignored the mild barb and examined this data with greater scrutiny, but it appeared everything had in fact been taken care of. “Got it. This all looks fine.”
“Good…there’s one more thing. It’s no secret with Samuel gone there’s a leadership vacuum in the strategic arm of Special Operations. He believed you were quite capable of taking on a larger role. Based on your record—a few isolated excesses aside—and what I know of you, I’m inclined to agree. So while you’re out there in the void, I’d encourage you to give some thought to what you truly want from this job. We can talk further when you return.”
Caleb made sure his expression displayed only genuine appreciation, carefully hiding any ambivalence or disquiet. “Thank you for the vote of confidence, sir. I’ll do that.”
“Glad to hear it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go get my ass kicked by ten other men and a cocky, VI-enhanced metal ball, after which I get to go back to the office and review the Trade Summit file for the seventeenth time this week.”
He grimaced in sympathy. It was impossible to escape the growing media frenzy surrounding the conference, even with it over a week away. 
Twenty-two years had passed since the end of the Crux War; it had been over and done with before he was old enough to fight. The cessation of hostilities after three years was officially called an ‘armistice,’ but Seneca and fourteen allied worlds had—by the only measure which mattered—won. They had their independence from the mighty Earth Alliance. 
Now some politician somewhere had decided it was finally time for them to start playing nice with one another. He wished them luck, but…. “If it’s all the same, I’d just as soon not be assigned to that one, sir. It’s going to be a clusterfain of epic proportions.”
Volosk exhaled with a weariness Caleb suspected was more real than contrived. “Don’t worry, you’re off the hook—wouldn’t want to endanger your work by putting your face in front of so many dignitaries. I, however, won’t get a decent night’s sleep until the damn thing’s finished.”
Caleb sighed in commiseration, playing along with the superficial bonding moment. It seemed the higher-ups had decided he was worthy of being nurtured, at least enough to make certain he stayed in the fold. Bureaucrats. They had no clue how to manage people; if they did, they would realize he was the last person who needed managing. 
“Well, I’m sorry I can’t help you there, sir. But I will head out on this mission once I’ve pulled together what I need. It should be a few days at most.”
Volosk nodded, transitioning smoothly to the closing portion of the meeting. “Please report in as soon as you discover anything relevant. We need to understand what we’re dealing with, and quickly.”
He responded with a practiced smile, one designed to convey reassurance and comfort. “Not to worry, I’ll take care of it. It’s what I do.” He decided it was best to leave when I’m not blowing up three million credit ships and two dozen terrorists with them unsaid.
After all, he fully intended to try to return this ship in one piece.

After Volosk had departed, Caleb remained by the river for a while. His outward demeanor was relaxed, save for the rapid tap of fingertips on the railing. 
He had been on leave ever since the post-op debriefs for the previous assignment had wrapped up. Whether the vacation had been a reward or a punishment he wasn’t entirely sure, despite Volosk’s vague hint at a promotion. Nor did he particularly care. He had accomplished what he had set out to do, justice had been served—albeit with a spicy dash of vengeance—and the bad guys were all dead. But it appeared it was time to get back to work. 
The serenity of the cool night breeze and river-cleansed air juxtaposed upon the pulsing thrum of the music and swelling buzz of the crowd made for an appropriate backdrop. Time to retune himself. 
He had enjoyed spending time with Isabela and her family, especially getting to play the bad uncle and fill Marlee’s head with rebellious and unruly ideas sure to drive her mother crazy for months. The little girl had spunk; it was his duty to encourage it. 
It had been a welcome respite. But it wasn’t his life. 
He pushed off the railing and strolled down the promenade to the bar area. The throbbing of the bass vibrated pleasantly on his skin as he neared. He ordered a local ale and found a small standing table which had been abandoned in favor of the dance floor. He rested his elbows on it, sipped his beer and surveyed the crowd. 
It was amusing, and occasionally heartbreaking, to see how people doggedly fumbled their way through encounters. All the cybernetics in the world couldn’t replace real, human connection, which was likely why physical sex was still the most popular pastime in the galaxy, despite the easy availability of objectively better-than-real passione illusoire. Humans were social animals, and craved—
“What are you drinking?”
He glanced at the woman who had sidled up next to him. Long, razor-straight white-blond hair framed a face sculpted to perfection beyond what genetic engineering alone could achieve. A white iridescent slip minimally covered deep golden skin. Silver glyphs wound along both arms and up the sides of her neck to disappear beneath the hairline.
He smiled coolly. “I’m fine, thanks.”
She dropped a hand on the table and posed herself against it. “Yes, you are. Would you like to dance?”
He suppressed a laugh at the heavy-handed come-on. “Thank you, but…” a corner of his mouth curled up “…you’re not really my type.”
Her eyes shone with polished confidence. She believed she was in control. How cute. 
“I can be any type you want me to be.” The glyphs glowed briefly as her hair morphed to black, her makeup softened and her skin tone paled.
So that’s what the glyphs were for. A waste of credits born of a desperate need to be wanted. He gave the woman a shrug and shook his head. “No thanks.”
She scowled in frustration; it marred the perfect features into ugliness. “Why not? What the hell is your type?”
He took a last sip of his beer and dropped the empty bottle on the table. “Real.”
He walked away without looking back.
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TWELVE SCREENS HOVERED in a grid pattern above Kennedy Rossi’s desk. 
She regarded them with a critical eye. Her head tilted to the left, then the right, on the off chance the shift in angle might reveal a new perspective. After further consideration she backed up to lean against the window. The distance allowed her to better analyze the overall effect. At least in theory.
The desk was made of nearly transparent polycrystalline alumina glass. It displayed any information transmitted to it—in her case typically ship architectures and schematics—with micro-scale accuracy and detail. It also happened to act as a rather beautiful complement to the bright, elegant décor of the office.
This project wasn’t so far along as to require the desk’s particular capabilities, however. Not yet. The presentation contained in the hovering screens focused on the big picture. Its purpose was to weave a story the less technically minded (she was being charitable) directors might understand and, more importantly, believe in enough to invest significant funds in the project.
She gazed out the window. Large, feathery snowflakes danced in the air yet again. Maybe she should go skiing this weekend….
Erisen was the closest habitable world to Earth and had been one of the first extra-solar settlements. In a nasty storm she occasionally questioned the ‘habitable’ part, but colonists had put the chilly environs to good use. Due to little orbital tilt there weren’t seasons to speak of and while it did snow often, the low humidity resulted in a dry, champagne powder snow. Those features meant, in addition to creating a skier’s paradise, quantum-scale and other manufacturing that required supercooled conditions could be made cheaply here without the need for orbital facilities. 
The colony had wasted no time in crafting the advantages into an economic boon, building a manufacturing sector which was all too happy to supply materials for the rapid galactic expansion of the late 22nd century. More than a hundred fifty years later, Erisen was among the most prosperous Alliance worlds and a hub for electronics, orbitals and starship design and construction.
Which was why she was here, despite the reality that the social and cultural offerings still paled in comparison to those of home. But Earth was a mere three hours away, and it was easy enough to hop a transport when something interesting caught her fancy.
With an almost wistful sigh she turned away from the snowflakes and back to the presentation. A palm came up to rest beneath her chin.
As onboard CUs grew increasingly powerful and attained greater range, long-distance hacking of ship systems constituted a growing crime. The chart hovering to her left indicated the rate of increase in such attacks threatened to become exponential. 
A heavily cyberized merc ship was able to hide in the shadow of a moon and remotely take control of a corporate, personal or possibly even military ship halfway across a stellar system. Mercs were then free to disable it for boarding and raiding, turn its weapons on its friends or send it crashing into the nearest planet.
The problem hadn’t yet hit the radar of the general public, but it would do so soon enough. If she had her way, IS Design would be waiting in the wings to offer the finest in EM reverse-shielding to counter the threat—for the right price, obviously.
She had already drawn up rough schematics for how the shielding would integrate into standard ship infrastructure, determined the estimated power and material requirements and developed a lattice formulation to best improve its performance. Really, all she needed to do now was add some flowery words and a couple of charts projecting outrageous profit percentages, and she’d be ready to present to the board of directors. 
She reached over and flipped the trend statistics and market analysis scr—
—a flashing light in her eVi signaled an incoming holocomm request. She stashed the screens and allowed the holo to take their place.
“Kennedy Rossi speaking. I’m seeing the back of a head and a knot of dark red…Alex?”
“It says so right there on your screen, Ken.”
“Oh, I never check that. I prefer to be surprised.”
Alex chuckled and finally looked up. She sat cross-legged in the middle of the engineering well of the Siyane, an open panel exposing the engineering core beside her. She blew a wisp of hair out of her face. “Sorry, final diagnostics check. I have a question.”
“And I have an answer—or if I don’t, I have an entertaining-yet-relevant anecdote.”
“Uh-huh. Is it safe to tune the power outflow to the dampener field down fifteen percent or so, then run it through an mHEMT amp on the way? I don’t want to blow up my ship.”
“Hmm…give me a second and let me check the field test data.” She flicked her index finger against the edge of the desk to display the product files and scrolled down a series of tables and charts, pausing a few times to study one. “Not quite, but you can—do you keep a silica-sapphire matrix filter on board?”
“Yep.”
“Okay, if you run the conduit through it after the amp you should be fine. The dampener doesn’t like power spikes.” She picked up a diagram out of the files. “Here, I’ll send you the schem flow. I’m sure the CEO won’t mind if I toss around a bit of proprietary information.”
“Terrific, thanks.” Alex relaxed back on her hands while the file transmitted and loaded. “How’s life on Erisen? Have the dinner parties lowered your IQ precipitously yet—or would it be the boardrooms? I can never tell which is worse.”
She rolled her eyes with dramatic flair and flopped down in her chair. “Dreadfully boring. Yesterday I had to politely educate three visiting investors on how we would not be switching to the trendy new tungsten metamat for our starship hulls due to the fact it melts in warmer planetary atmospheres. They kept getting distracted ogling my legs and—well, I won’t put you to sleep with the tiresome details of what followed.
“Although, I did meet a delicious eco-dev executive at a cocktail party later in the evening, so the day wasn’t a complete loss. We’re having dinner tomorrow night. I have high hopes.” Her eyes sparkled with deliberate playfulness. “Speaking of tall, dark and handsome, have you listened to Ethan’s newest music?”
“I have. It was surprisingly mellow. He’s getting complacent in his wealth and fame.”
“Angst and rage is for the young and poor, right? You know, you should totally stop by and see him for a quick lay before you hit space again.”
Coaxing Alex to stop working for five minutes and, heaven forbid, engage in fun had been an ongoing project of hers since university, where inventing the most clever and efficient engineering designs had competed for attention with frat parties and beach bonfires. 
Of course Alex had never wanted to go to the frat parties, preferring her men brooding and intellectual; the bonfires she had been only a little more amenable to. But Kennedy was nothing if not persistent, and she had on occasion relented, even if she had usually ended up fucking with the boys rather than actually fucking any of them.
Alex worried at her lower lip while she gave a stellar impression of scrupulously studying the incoming schem flow. “Ken, it’s been eleven years. I am not going to ‘stop by for a quick lay.’”
“You’re forgetting that time you did stop by for a not-so-quick lay after Malcolm broke up with you. When was it, two years ago?”
“Two and a half years ago and I haven’t forgotten. It doesn’t count, because I was wasted…among other things.”
She twirled a long lock of hair around a finger. “All weekend?”
Alex’s eyes narrowed; it magnified the effect of the arched eyebrows above them. “Soglasen—past’ zakroi.” 
Kennedy laughed but raised her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay, I’ll let it go—but my point still stands. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to indulge you again. He’s always had a soft spot for you.” She definitely saw a brief flash of amusement cross Alex’s expression before she tamped it down. 
“And you’ve always been entirely too nosy when it comes to my sex life. Now about the field’s power requirements. You said it doesn’t like spikes. Just how much fluctuation can it tolerate, really?”
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Alex took a few steps back and let her gaze run over the length of the ship.
She had spent more than three hours the previous evening working the silica-sapphire matrix into the control grid and recalibrating the power outflow, then testing and retesting the entire system—but the results were worth it. While even extensive testing couldn’t replicate real-space conditions, the sims averaged a 39.2% decrease in emission leakage with the new dampener field engaged. 
Already an extremely quiet ship, presenting a sleek, subtle profile that shrugged off seeker pings like water down a sloped roof, her stealth level might now be unmatched. She wasn’t invisible to sensors, not altogether. But she would be damn close. 
A self-satisfied smile grew on her lips. Part of her mind ticked through the list in her head to ensure all was as it should be, any issues had been addressed and she was prepped to fly. The other part giggled silently in pleasure at the beautiful creature which hung before her. The new f-graphene alloy muted the reflective characteristics of the hull, giving the Siyane a dangerous, sinister appearance. That suited her just fine.
Her reverie was interrupted by Charlie coming around the rear of the hull to stand beside her.
“Everything checks out. I believe you knew it would, but thanks for letting me pretend to do a little work.”
She grinned and elbowed him lightly in the side. He was right of course. She understood the intimate details of every subsystem far better than he did. But his job was making sure starships operated correctly; he had checklists for each subsystem and methodical processes to confirm their proper functioning. It was simply good practice for the ship to regularly undergo a thorough operational review—particularly after installing substantive upgrades, which she had most certainly done.
“A pleasure doing business with you, as always. No idea when I’ll be back, but I’ll let you know when I know.”
“Yes, ma’am. Safe travels.”
As soon as he had left she jogged up the extended ramp to the open airlock hatch and headed straight for the cockpit. She had earlier confirmed the food supply delivery and stored her clothes and personals below. Nothing left to do but leave.
She settled into the supple leather cockpit chair, and with a thought the HUD came to life. The Evanec screen displayed the formal communication with the spaceport’s VI interface.
EACV-7A492X to Olympic Regional Spaceport Control:  Departure sequence initiation requested Bay L-19
ORSC to EACV-7A492X:  Departure sequence initiated Bay L-19
The docking platform whose clamps held the ship slid toward the interior of the spaceport. It then became a lift and rose to the roof along with dozens of other lifts in the stacked rings of the facility. All departures occurred above the ceiling of the skycar airlanes, for obvious reasons.
The platform locked into position on the rooftop deck. She idled the engine and waited for the clamps to disengage.
ORSC to EACV-7A492X:  Departure clearance window 12 seconds bearing N 346.48° W
EACV-7A492X to ORSC:  Departure clearance window accepted
The platform rotated to the indicated bearing and the clamps retracted. The Siyane hovered for 1.4 seconds before the pulse detonation engine engaged and she was flying over Whidbey Island. Eighteen seconds later she passed into the Strait of Georgia and beyond the purview of ORS Control.
Outside a spaceport’s airspace and above two kilometers altitude, air traffic was managed by a CU under the guise of the Earth Low Atmosphere Traffic Control System. Its job in the main consisted of ensuring starships and planetary transports didn’t crash into one another. It was a task uniquely suited for the raw processing power of a centralized synthetic construct, and the CU performed it flawlessly.
She veered west. The coast receded then disappeared from the stern visual screen and the Pacific Ocean stretched out beneath her. She far outpaced the sun, and like a clock winding in reverse dawn soon turned to night.
 
“Alex, would you like to fly her?”
The smile breaking across her face morphed to a frown at the midway point. The viewport revealed only the stars above and moonlight reflecting in the water below. They had left the San Pacifica Regional Spaceport after breakfast, but this far out over the Pacific the sun had not yet risen. “But Dad, I can’t see anything. It’s too dark.”
“You will, moya milaya. Come sit in my lap and I’ll show you.”
She scrambled out of the passenger seat and onto his thigh in a flash, fidgeting a bit to get situated. Though she was tall for her age, her feet didn’t quite reach the floor; instead they danced an excited rhythm in the air.
“Are you ready?”
She absently tucked minimally brushed hair behind her ear and nodded. “I’m ready.”
“Okay. I’m going to send you the access code for the ship’s HUD. You won’t be able to control it right away though. I want to walk you through what each of the screens mean first.”
A tiny light in the corner of her vision signaled a new message. She zoomed it, and a question floated in the virtual space in front of her. ‘Access ship flight displays?’
She both thought and exclaimed “Yes!” Her father chuckled softly at her ear.
The world lit up around her. A wall of semitransparent screens overlay the viewport. They painted a canvas of aeronautical splendor in radiant white light. 
Airspeed. Altitude. Bearing. Pitch angle. Air temperature. Atmosphere pressure and air density. Radar. Engine load. Other readings whose purpose were a mystery. The screens’ relative focus and opacity responded to every shift in her gaze, then to her intentional thoughts. Secure in her father’s lap, she grinned in delight.
Her life would never be the same again.
 
At seven kilometers altitude she began maneuvering toward the Northeast 1 Pacific Atmosphere Corridor. Technically two corridors—one for arrivals and one for departures to avoid nasty collisions—it was one of twenty-two such passages located on the planet, spaced 4–5,000 thousand kilometers apart at 55° N, 0° and 55° S latitudes.
Nearly all starships possessed the drive energy, hull strength and shields necessary to pass through any planetary atmosphere having an escape velocity value within fifty percent greater or lesser than the habitable zone. The exceptions were dreadnoughts and capital ships, which were built and forever remained in space. But that didn’t mean it was an especially fun or comfortable experience, and the wear and tear from frequent atmosphere traversals wreaked havoc on a ship’s structure and mechanics. 
The solution was the corridors: reverse shields which held back the majority of atmospheric phenomena from a cylindrical area. A series of rings made of a nickel alloy metamaterial absorber generated a plasma field between each ring to create the corridors.
On Earth the rings measured half a kilometer in diameter and stretched from an altitude of ten to two hundred sixty kilometers, well into the thermosphere. The details varied on other worlds, but every planet with a population in excess of about twenty thousand had at least one paired corridor. 
It was midmorning back on the coast and traffic was brisk. She slowed and eased into the queue of vessels departing Earth.
For basic security or record-keeping purposes or perhaps merely to give a few bureaucrats something to do, a monitoring device recorded the serial number designation of every vessel to enter the corridor. If one was flagged for any of a variety of reasons—but most often due to a criminal warrant—a containment field captured it at the second ring, immobilizing it until the authorities arrived. 
She’d seen it happen once or twice and found it an absurd annoyance. The system was ridiculously porous; if someone wanted to avoid capture, he or she simply wouldn’t take the corridor (except for the brainless idiots who evidently did). But thankfully there appeared to be no brainless idiots in the vicinity this morning, and in minutes she was accelerating into the rings.
Without the buffeting forces of the atmosphere fighting against her, it was a brief four minute trip. A swipe of her hand brought up the engineering controls and she initiated the transition to the WM impulse engine. Then she curled her legs underneath her and surveyed the view. 
Earth’s outer atmosphere constituted a barely organized chaos of commercial and residential space stations, zero-g manufacturing facilities, satellites and military defense platforms. The cornucopia of structures sped along a dozen progressively larger concentric orbits. Up close, it made for an extraordinarily beautiful vista: sunbeams reflecting off gleaming, smooth metals streaked in the luminous glow of the lights within. A testament to the triumph of human ingenuity.
As her distance from Earth grew, however, it began to more closely resemble a swarm of ants feeding upon the discarded remnants of a meal, a dichotomy which had always amused her. The ship’s acceleration increased as the engine reached full power, and the ants soon faded into the halo cast by the sun. 
She stood up and stretched. It would be four hours before she reached the Mars-Jupiter Main Asteroid Belt and was ‘allowed’ to engage the sLume drive.
Originally named the Alcubierre Oscillating Bubble Superluminal Propulsion Drive when the first working prototype had been developed nearly two hundred years earlier, a clever marketing executive had quickly coined the far more consumer-friendly term ‘sLume Drive.’
The mechanism which propelled her ship across the stars bore little similarity to the initial prototype. The ring which held open the warp bubble was now dynamically generated and consisted of exotic particles too small even en masse to be visible. The energy requirements were met in full by the He3 LEN fusion reactor thanks to the boost in negative mass provided as a byproduct of the impulse engine. 
And while the first prototype had achieved a mere seventy times the speed of light, her drive was faster by a factor of thousands. Admittedly, it was a very high-end model. 
The particles released by the bubble’s termination were funneled into micro-singularities so as to not destroy everything in a 0.2 AU vicinity. Still, space traffic in the Earth-Lunar-Mars conjunction was quite heavy, as the region housed greater than fifteen percent of the galactic population. Though volumes of research indicated it was perfectly safe, Alliance bureaucrats insisted on concern over the idea of billions of micro-singularities being created every day in such a congested sector—some notion about destabilizing the space-time manifold.
So superluminal drive operation by private spacecraft was forbidden inside the Main Asteroid Belt; military vessels and commercial transports naturally got a pass. And she wasted half a day on 0.1% of her trip.
Her natural instinct would normally be to work up a case of righteous indignation at the blatant capitulation to fear rather than science, but she just couldn’t muster the necessary outrage.
After all, she was home.
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THE MEMBERS OF THE EARTH ALLIANCE Strategic Command Governing Board positioned themselves around the oval table. Five of them were present in the flesh, the four Regional Commanders via full-dimensional holo. 
The table was a true antique, crafted for the Politburo Standing Committee headquarters in Zhongnanhai in the waning years of CCP rule. Constructed of natural Burmese Teak and lacquered in the ancient Chinese tradition, the finish now lay buried beneath multiple layers of AgInide secure conductive glass. 
The table was, of course, impressively large—far larger than required for a mere nine occupants—but a more practical table would have been less grand and not befitting the importance of those who utilized it.
A late afternoon sun shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the penthouse conference room. Shielding filtered the sunlight to reduce the glare without marring the view of the Pacific, seeing as the room had been placed on the western-facing side of the building specifically for its magnificent view.
General Price Alamatto waited until the door had closed behind the departing aides before turning back to the gathered Board members. “As I was saying prior to the interruption, with a minor readjustment to the Sol System construction budget we will have the funds to assemble an additional six high-orbit arrays and deploy them to the Fionava and Deucali Provinces.”
Miriam Solovy leaned forward in her chair while keeping her shoulders firmly squared. It was an assertive posture she used often to persuasive effect. “And if we supply them to Fionava and Deucali, then New Cornwall and Messium will want them as well, and probably Karelia and Nyssus, too—all on account of a mythical threat from nonexistent aliens forever on the cusp of the frontier. And indulging them will wipe out the Sol System construction budget.” 
She shook her head in a terse but firm motion. “No. If those funds are truly available, better for us to use them to reinforce Earth’s outer defense web with a redundant backup power grid and install the new longer-range emission signature sensors. Added redundancy will increase security and the sensors will give us significantly earlier warning should unwelcome visitors target Earth.”
General Liam O’Connell cocked an overly bushy eyebrow in her direction. “Careful Admiral, lest someone insinuate you were advocating an ‘Earth First’ agenda.”
O’Connell was the Southwestern Regional Commander, and seemed to believe overseeing the largest region in terms of kiloparsecs gave him the right to be an arrogant prick. He was incorrect, not that it stopped him. 
She regarded him coolly. “I don’t particularly care what someone insinuates about me, General. I am doing no such thing, save for the irrefutable fact that both the knowledge and capabilities of the Earth Alliance are concentrated here on Earth, and we should recognize this and act accordingly.”
Alamatto cleared his throat from the head of the table. “You make a commendable and valid point, Admiral. Nevertheless, we must not appear to be Earth-centric in our decision-making. Earth has plenty enough resources on its own. We need to be cognizant of the reality that the colonies often lack our inherent means and require our protection.”
A strong Earth was a strong Alliance; she’d never understand why more people didn’t see this. She worked to protect the best interests of the entire Earth Alliance, colonies included. 
Her glare was steel across the table. “Which protection we won’t be able to provide if our defense web goes down and we come under attack.”
O’Connell snorted from the safety of his holo. “Who do you think is going to attack Earth, Miriam? Seneca? They wouldn’t dare. Raiders from New Babel, or maybe some nutcases from Pandora? Be realistic. Earth is by far the most fortified, heavily defended world in settled space. No one is coming for Earth.”
Inwardly she sighed, though she was careful not to let it show. At this point the Board was in danger of becoming completely dominated by the Regional Commanders. Alamatto was too weak a leader to keep them in line and there wasn’t another faction to counterbalance them. The other three Earth-based members were too beholden to competing political benefactors to act in concert with her or Alamatto. 
She was fighting a losing battle and she knew it. But so long as she held a position of any power, she would not fold. She dropped her chin and gazed slightly up and sideways at O’Connell, one eyebrow arched; the impression created was of a master disappointed in the ignorance of the student. 
“If I could predict the nature of the adversary, rest assured we would already be meeting the threat. You believe we’ve thought of everything. But the real danger is, as it has been since the dawn of history, the enemy we cannot predict. This is what I seek always to defend against.”
Alamatto placed both palms on the table and pressed into it in an attempt to reassert control over the meeting. “You both raise valid concerns which we must weigh alongside other considerations.” 
He paused to grace the table with a smooth smile; the poised, confident yet nonthreatening countenance ranked as one of his strongest assets. 
“In my view the defense web is sufficiently strong for the time being, but mine is not the only opinion which matters. Are there any further observations, or shall we vote on the initiative?”

DEUCALI
EARTH ALLIANCE SW
REGIONAL MILITARY HEADQUARTERS
General Liam O’Connell barreled down the hall from the QEC room toward his office. His nods to the junior officers he passed, when they occurred at all, were curt. The base headquarters bustled with activity even on this most typical of days; nevertheless, the crowd unfailingly parted to let his tall, burly form pass unhindered.
The Board meeting had gone well he thought. Personally he wasn’t all that worked up over the need for additional high-orbit defense arrays, but as a power play he must admit it was a shrewd maneuver. 
Fionava seemed to be genuinely concerned by potential dangers from the frontiers of space beyond its borders. This world wasn’t subject to those concerns to so great an extent, but he was more than happy to join their cause if it meant greater resources and increased influence would come his way. 
Deucali was one of the largest ‘Second Wave’ colonies, and its population continued to grow. With each passing year it exercised greater control over the smaller settlements in the Province. The colony’s star was on the ascension, no question about it. Without slowing he barked an order at a passing Lieutenant regarding the unfinished upgrades to the QEC room. 
Alamatto was a weak-willed pussy. His entire career had been based on nothing more than the military establishment’s respect for his father—but were he alive, the elder Alamatto would be mortified by his excuse for a son. Solovy could be a royal pain in the ass, but she was little more than a pencil pusher; if she had ever seen live combat it had been back in the Bronze Age. As for the remainder of the Board, they weren’t worth wasting energy over. 
At a crossway he abruptly stopped and pivoted to face the young man traversing the opposite hall. “Corporal, did your babysitter teach you to tuck your shirt in like that? Sharpen those creases before I lay eyes on you again, son.”
“Y-yes, sir!”
He had turned and moved on before the Corporal managed to stutter out the reply.
Well, that wasn’t quite true. The Northeastern Regional Commander, Rychen, was an obstacle waiting to happen. He oversaw the region closest to Senecan space, which alone made him a significant player. Granted, he also had won numerous medals in the Crux War, was respected by his peers and by all accounts was a shining beacon of honor and integrity. The man was without a doubt dangerous. But for the moment their interests were aligned, so Liam played nice.
He waved off a couple of officers trying to vie for his attention, strode into his office and closed the door behind him. In an earlier time it would have slammed, but doors didn’t do such things anymore. A shame, really.
After a quick sip of water he shifted his focus to the series of flashing files on his desk overlay. He evaluated, assigned and dispatched them with brutal efficiency, pausing only to scowl at the status update on the construction of the new sim training complex. He personally preferred old-school live fire exercises—sim training produced weak-willed soldiers like Alamatto—but the decision came straight from the politicians. No actual action required, he sent it on its way.
His scowl vanished at the next item; in the privacy of his office, it morphed into a smug smile. The Annual Founding Day Parade was next week. The entire 1st Deucali Brigade would be out in their dress blues, proudly showing what it meant to be an Earth Alliance Marine. It never failed to bring a tear to his eye to march through the streets at the head of his men. Though the Public Relations Staff Commander was responsible for the preparations, he had taken an active oversight role. He scheduled a meeting for 0700 the next morning to review the state of readiness.
The voice of his secretary interrupted his train of thought. “Sir, Commander Bradlen has arrived for your meeting.”
With a grimace he closed the various screens and straightened his jacket. “Send him in.”
An upstart lad, Bradlen had risen quickly in the ranks due to an overabundance of competence. He returned the salute of the young Commander. “At ease.”
“Yes, sir.” Bradlen sat down across the desk and opened a series of screens between them. “I’ve uploaded the latest supply reports and inventories as well as the shipment schedule for the next three months.” 
He paused while O’Connell accessed the files. “As you can see, we’ll receive a new shipment of test drones next week, along with the new ware for the existing high-orbit defense array. I heard a rumor we were getting another array soon, sir. Any chance it’s true?”
Liam smiled thinly, the curl of his lips not otherwise impacting his expression. “I’m afraid that’s classified for now.”
“My mistake. Um, about the ware for the array…Earth says it’s ready for deployment, but I assume you’ll want it tested thoroughly first, sir?”
“You assume correctly, Commander.”
“Understood. I’ll arrange for it to be routed through Configuration/Testing before Implementation Services gets their hands on it.” He cleared his throat and seemed to hesitate in uncertainty.
“Spit it out, son, I don’t have all day here.”
“Right. Sir, I feel I should draw your attention to a discrepancy in the inventories for our VI short-range missiles. There’s a report on it in the files. The discrepancy occurred in the middle of the transition to the new inventory system, so it’s probably just a glitch, but….”
Liam snorted in clear disgust. “Goddamn warenuts. Every time they push out something ‘better’ it only makes things worse.”
“I…yes, sir. I can have Support run some diagnostics, see if they can find the problem—”
Liam shook his head in a manner which brooked no dissent. “Won’t be necessary. I will take great pleasure in informing Logistics Command they need to fix their crocked ware.”
“Of course, sir. If there’s nothing else?”
He had begun pulling up other reports; his head jerked in the direction of the door. “Dismissed.”
Once Bradlen departed, he dropped the illusion of activity. He sat silently as an epoch passed…then reopened the Inventory Discrepancy Report. Seconds ticked by while he simply stared at it, as though the authority of his glare might melt it away.
He didn’t know why he was hesitating. The decision had already been made; the deed already done. In many ways the decision had been made twenty-four years ago when he stood over his mother’s grave and made a vow, even if it had taken until two months ago for the opportunity for him to fulfill his vow to finally knock on his door.
He had expected the discrepancy to be discovered. In this hyper-cyberized, always-connected world they lived in, it would have been impossible to hide it—so he hadn’t tried. Instead he’d made sure the materials vanished during the hectic, confused inventory system transition, thereby providing a ready explanation for their ‘absence.’ 
Deucali Military HQ housed tens of thousands of armaments. Anyone who noticed a couple of dozen missiles unaccounted for would merely nod in agreement at how annoying the ‘damn ware bugs’ were and move on with their lives.
He swallowed hard, annoyed at the sudden dryness in his throat. No reason to become all emotional about it now. He had already sold his soul for a chance at vengeance, and there was no getting it back. 
He deleted the report from the system.
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CALEB IDLY TOED THE PILOT’S CHAIR side to side while he stepped through the preflight checklist a final time, mentally verifying every component which was checked off deserved to be. He had one remaining item to acquire, but it wouldn’t be on any official checklist.
Satisfied the systems were a go, the food stores stocked, the engines prepped and the weapons in working order, he killed the power and headed down the ramp. At the bottom he turned to give her one last glance-over.
He had to give Division credit; they didn’t skimp on ships and hardware. One step removed from a fighter, the scout ship wasn’t luxurious or roomy but she was lean and fast. The weapons tubes tucked into the lower hull so as not to increase drag. The custom EM sensors had been mounted beneath the nose the day before.
Yeah, she would do.
He slung his pack over his shoulder and headed out to the government spaceport’s surface parking. Yet when he reached his bike, he hesitated. 
Traffic whizzed along airlanes overhead in the evening sky and beside him on the streets. Rush hour appeared well underway, which meant he was going to have a bitch of a time getting across the city to Mom’s house—which in turn meant he’d be late for his meeting. 
The devil on his shoulder whispered in alluring, dulcet tones that he should skip the visit home and head straight for the bar. She was fine. And it wasn’t like he’d be standing her up. Unless he showed up at the front door, she’d never know he’d passed through Cavare.
But she was alone. With Isabela on Krysk for the year doing a visiting professorship, she wasn’t able to check on their mother nearly as often as usual. Mom might have had an accident, or forgotten to shop for groceries, or….
But Isabela went by a few days ago.
And won’t be back again for a month.
He groaned aloud as a guilty conscience shoved the devil aside and reasserted its dominance. “Shit.” 
More than a little disgusted with himself, he swung a leg over the bike, revved the engine and floored it out of the parking lot. He swerved into a service alley. The least he could do was take a damn shortcut.

“Oh, Caleb darling, it’s so nice of you to visit.”
Yes, that’s exactly what he was. Nice. He hugged her, trying not to stifle within the desperate embrace. “Hi, Mom. I don’t have long, but I wanted to stop by and make sure you were okay.”
“Yes, I’m just….” She ambled into the kitchen, wisps of dull brown hair falling out of a messy bun and to her shoulders. She pushed half-finished sketches off the table to the floor and gestured for him to sit. He complied, then watched her as she searched in the cabinets for tea to brew. 
He remembered when she had been a vibrant, smart, funny woman. For the entirety of his childhood that woman had been his mother. Now she was merely…pathetic. He knew this—he’d known this for a long time—but coming face-to-face with the stark reality still sent him for a loop. Old memories never die.
“It’s okay, Mom. I’m good. Come sit with me for a few minutes.”
She paused in the middle of the room, her unfocused gaze wandering across the kitchen. It was as if she had completely forgotten where she was. Seconds ticked by. Finally she jerked, a fleeting, erratic jolt of movement before her bearing returned to its former listless, empty state. She gingerly sat down opposite him. “How’s work, dear? Is the plant doing well?”
“Absolutely. We’re rolling out a new line of six-person skycars, geared toward families. In fact, I’m headed off to Elathan tomorrow to oversee the ramp-up of the production line.” After years of practice, the lies rolled off his tongue more easily than truth.
“How nice.” She nodded. It was an uneven, haphazard motion. Her eyes didn’t quite manage to meet his, which was just as well. “I’ve been talking to Federation Athletics about a design for their new regional office, so…we’ll see, maybe….”
“That’s wonderful to hear.” It took all his considerable skill to inject a note of enthusiasm into his voice. Even so, he managed only the mildest cheer. She hadn’t completed an architectural design in at least fifteen years. This one would be no different—and there would be no value in him pointing it out. “So, you’re set then? You have everything you need?”
“Oh, yes.” She gave him a vacant smile. “Glados and Meriva from the neighborhood association stop by once a week, we go out shopping and such.” The smile faltered. “I thought I saw your father the other day while we were at the syn-org market…” three seconds passed until she blinked “…anyway, everything’s fine. You go see to your shuttles and don’t worry about your mother.” She patted his hand to emphasize the point.
Harsh, frustrated words rushed forth; he choked them back in his throat. “Okay, Mom. I have to go, I have a meeting—about the plant. I’ll try to stop by again when I can.”
He prepped his most affectionate facsimile smile—but she had already drifted off, dreamily caressing the incomplete sketch of a low-orbital bio-friendly campus which had clung to the edge of the table.
He nodded to himself and stood, leaving the house without looking at the wall of visuals in the hallway displaying a couple in love and a happy family at play. He definitely didn’t look at the largest visual, the one dominating the entryway. It portrayed a distinguished-looking man with close-cut black hair wearing a perfectly pressed suit, taken two months before his father had packed a bag, walked out the door and not come back.

As he cruised into the lot behind the Crux Happy Nights Cantina, Caleb decided he was exceedingly ready for a drink—so much so he didn’t even cringe at the dreadful title. Granted, he didn’t laugh either.
But the beer turned out to be quite cold and surprisingly crisp. He welcomed the assistance it provided in forcing away the darkness which never failed to haunt him after a visit home. Escaping the gloom was an acquired skill, and he had largely regained his form by the time Noah Terrage slid onto the stool next to him.
He flung long bangs out of his face and dropped his forearms on the chrome bar. “Caleb, friend, how’s it hanging?”
The first rule of undercover work, spying and black ops in general—okay, probably the third or fourth or perhaps even fifth rule, but it certainly made the list—was anyone who made a point to call you ‘friend,’ wasn’t.
Still, Noah was a good guy, and he felt inclined to give him a pass. Despite the rebellious attitude which came as an almost inevitable consequence of the man’s upbringing, Caleb suspected an honorable soul resided somewhere beneath the bravado and shady deals and wild stunts. For one, it spoke in his favor that he had managed to overcome the fairly significant disability of being a ‘vanity baby.’ 
Cloning remained legal on most worlds with the express consent of the cloned—new births only though; all attempts to grow a fully developed adult body from existing DNA had thus far proved horrifically disastrous. Clone clauses in wills were, while not common, growing in popularity for what might be understandable reasons. Vanity babies, however, were frowned upon in most circles and rarely worked out well for either party. Nonetheless, there always seemed to be another billionaire narcissist convinced he or she deserved one.
A clone of his father, a wealthy business magnate on Aquila, like most vanity babies Noah had been brought into existence above all to feed the source’s ego. From early childhood he had been expected to behave precisely as his father saw himself, sit and learn at his father’s knee and grow up to become his father’s devoted protégé in the business. 
So naturally, Noah had run away from home at fifteen. Caught a transport to Pandora and never looked back.
He was a criminal, of course. A ‘trader’ in polite company and a smuggler everywhere else. And while the guy came off like the buddy you watched the game and drank too many beers with on the weekend, he possessed a skill bordering on magic: he could find anything. If it existed in settled space, he could make it appear in your pack inside a week—as with all things, for sufficient credits. 
In this instance he had far less than a week, but the item wasn’t a particularly rare one and the compensation generous. 
Caleb leaned over to shake his hand. “You know, just the usual—wine, women and song.”
Noah laughed and took a swig from the mug Caleb had ensured would be waiting on him. “I do know it, man.” His voice dropped as he leaned in and casually passed over the small, unremarkable-looking yet very advanced communications scrambler. Caleb dropped it in his pack and just as casually returned to his beer.
It wasn’t that he planned to engage in anything overtly criminal, much less traitorous to the Federation. In fact, he believed Volosk and likely the Division Director knew about and expected such things. Black ops were ‘black’ for a reason, yet they also fell under government supervision and oversight. A difficult quandary. 
Most things he did, most of the time, qualified as legal actions under Division’s mandate, if not always under civilian law. But every so often a mission called for actions which…weren’t. In such circumstances, his superiors winked and nodded and ignored the troublesome details, provided they had been sufficiently obscured. Hence the state-of-the-art communications scrambler—a necessary tool for those moments when even Special Operations didn’t want a recording of what was said or to whom.
Noah’s voice stayed low and conversational, barely audible amid the din of spirited patrons and generic pub background music. “I guess you misplaced the last one, huh?”
Caleb shrugged and sipped his beer. It really was rather good. “Eh, it blew up.”
“What? Dammit, I’ll have a conversation with my—”
“Not the scrambler—the ship it was in.”
Noah’s head cocked to the side. “Oh. Yeah, that does happen.”
He had met Noah nine years ago. An influx of chimerals had begun flooding the streets on several of the smaller Federation worlds; he tracked the source to a drug ring on Pandora. Noah was little more than a freelance street merchant back then, hocking black market surveillance equipment, hacking tools and modified energy blades. Illegal, but nothing hardcore. The modded gear had come in handy, as had the inside information provided as a bonus.
After a few years, Noah earned enough credits to move his operation off the streets and began serving a more discerning clientele and their more unique needs. Caleb had called on him on occasion over the years, and now…well, they weren’t friends. But in another life, they might have been.
“So how’s Pandora these days? The last time I visited, holo-babes in the spaceport terminal were selling head trips which would make you believe you sported three cocks and twice the women to fill with them lounged in your bed. Oh, and the bed floated upon a golden nebula in the stars. God knows what they were selling in the markets.”
Noah laughed in wry dismay as he motioned the bartender for a refill. “Trust me, Caleb, you do not want to know what they’re selling in the markets. I don’t mess with such insanity, nothing but trouble.”
“As opposed to the trouble you already get in?”
He shrugged. “Yeah? Still, it’s all good. Business is good. Life is good. Nobody’s tried to kill me in at least a month.”
Caleb chuckled in spite of himself. “I guess that’s all you can ask for, right?”
Noah sighed wistfully. “No…you can ask for a beautiful, witty, intelligent yet minxy woman in your arms every night, a mansion on a hill—or better yet in the sky—and the best bodyguards to protect you when someone does inevitably try to kill you. For starters.”
Caleb raised his mug to clank against Noah’s. “I’ll drink to that.”
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MIRIAM SAT AT HER DESK and tried to focus on reviewing next week’s schedule. For a moment, she failed.
She prided herself on superior compartmentalization skills…yet hours after the Board meeting, she couldn’t seem to shake a lingering unease. Disappointment. Annoyance.
Being overruled gave her no pleasure, particularly when the facts were on her side. Egos coupled with narcissistic insecurity had won out over logic and reason once again. Hopefully they wouldn’t come to regret this decision, or the dozens before it. 
With a private groan she sat up straighter and returned to her calendar. Schedule. 
The christening ceremony for the new cruiser EAS Thatcher was on Monday, followed by a status meeting for Project ANNIE. She had various staff meetings on Tuesday, then Phase II testing review of new biosynthetics for special forces in the evening. Wednesday she left for the TacRecon Conference in St. Petersburg.
Her mouth twitched involuntarily. She had tried to get Richard to go in her place—it was more his area of expertise anyway—but he was elbow-deep in the damn Trade Summit.
She didn’t want to go to St. Petersburg, where memories of David lurked around every corner and across every street. Even the places they had never visited held shadows of the stories he had told of his childhood. 
She would need to visit her father-in-law while there. David had made certain his father received the latest in stem cell rejuvenation treatments, though the elder Solovy had accepted little else in the way of financial assistance. As a result, at one hundred sixteen years old he was built like a boxer and working low-altitude field construction ten hours a day. 
It would be uncomfortable and melancholy. He would ask after Alexis, say, ‘I’ve always loved that little girl,’ leaving unsaid the insinuation ‘as opposed to how I feel about you.’ Her position of prominence meant nothing to him. In his own twisted way he would forever blame her for David’s death, ignoring the fact that David had joined the military six years prior to meeting her. He would inquire as to whatever man she must have moved on to by now, oblivious to the reality that in twenty-three years she hadn’t moved on; that she had no intention of ever moving on. 
After two miserable hours she would excuse herself and return to her five-star hotel room, order her 250-credit room service, allow herself one glass of sherry and occupy her mind with vitally important matters of galactic security until she was too tired not to sleep.
She didn’t want to go. But she’d do it anyway, because it was her job, and because she didn’t trust anyone else other than Richard with the responsibility. At least next year the conference location rotated out to somewhere—anywhere—other than Russia. 
She blinked to push aside the dangerously sentimental thoughts, opened the ANNIE briefing and proceeded to dive into breakdowns of recurrence quantification analysis, time series prediction, stochastic controls and most importantly, dynamic security feedback loops.
Nearly two hundred fifty years after the Hong Kong ‘incident,’ synthetic intelligences of all types were still locked down and circumscribed on every world, but nowhere more so than in the military. The Alliance didn’t curtail the advancement of non-cybernetic synthetic technology; they merely kept it corralled inside safety fences, as it were.
ANNIE (Artificial Neural Net Integration and Expansion) represented the most advanced Alliance-sanctioned synthetic neural net to date. It also promised to be the safest, most secure Artificial ever constructed, for they had had centuries to perfect every control and safeguard. 
Yet believing such to be true was exactly what had resulted in the Hong Kong incident in the first place. So she intended to double- and if necessary triple-check the dynamic security feedback loop protocols. 
She had made it through an entire third of the file when her secretary pinged her eVi to inform her the Minister for Extra-Solar Development was in the lobby asking to see her.
She frowned in annoyance, and a bit of surprise. She didn’t care for people dropping by without an appointment, but the man was influential enough she couldn’t afford to rebuff him. “Give me two minutes before you send him in.”
The layers of screens vanished; she went to the cabinet to fix a cup of tea. By the time the Minister walked in she was in perfect form and smiling with poised grace.
“Minister Karolyn, so good to see you again.”
“And you, Admiral.” He half-bowed from the waist. She dipped her chin and gestured him toward the chair opposite her desk.
There was only one conceivable reason for the visit—but she never made assumptions where politicians were concerned. “What can I do for you?”
He nodded and adjusted himself awkwardly in the chair. “I apologize for the unannounced visit. I found myself in the area this afternoon and thought I might drop in.” Her left eyebrow raised the slightest bit. “I wanted to take the opportunity to impress upon you in person how much we want to see Alexis in the Deep Space Exploration directorship. She’s a stellar candidate who can bring new energy and initiative to the department.”
Her lips pursed briefly. “She would unquestionably do so, and I regret she was unable to accept your generous offer. But if I may be honest? This seems rather a lot of effort for a position which, while prestigious, is not one I consider to be world-altering. I imagine you have other qualified candidates.”
“Yes, obviously.” He fidgeted again, though this time it didn’t seem to be related to the comfort level of the chair. “If I may also be honest, Admiral, I’m getting a fair amount of pressure to make sure your daughter is named to this post, and soon.”
She suppressed a frown, but barely. It concerned her if political forces had taken an interest in Alexis without her knowledge. “Pressure? Wherever from? Alexis is hardly politically connected.”
“That’s the thing about political pressure, ma’am. One rarely can see from where it truly originates. All I can say is someone higher up than me very much wants your daughter in this job. So if you were able to reach out to her again and reiterate the degree of interest, I’d greatly appreciate it.” 
She sipped her tea, both to buy herself a moment and to center her thoughts. She wasn’t eager to divulge the abysmal state of her relationship with her daughter to a stranger, much less a politician. But if there was any chance of Alexis accepting the position, she wanted to help make it happen. It would be good for her…eventually, it might be good for them. “Minister, do you have children?”
“I’m a bachelor, so not as far as I’m aware of.” He smiled.
She didn’t. “I see. You will not have experienced this yourself then, but like many children, my daughter developed a mind of her own before she was two years old and has never lost it. She stopped taking my advice around the time….” A shadow passed across her face she couldn’t fully disguise. 
 
The security office on Le Grande Retraite was as bright and clean as the rest of the orbital luxury resort. A young lieutenant in a spotless uniform greeted her at the entryway with a salute. “Commodore Solovy. It’s an honor to meet you.”
She leveled a dismissive glare at him. “This is not a social call, Lieutenant. Take me to my daughter.”
His posture wilted as he stammered out a response. “Y-yes, ma’am. We put her in one of the interview rooms. I, um, gave her a juice. And some popcorn.”
She fell in beside him. “And the young man?”
“Uh, he was of age and no laws had been broken, so we weren’t able to detain him.” He stopped in front of a doorway and glanced at her, then hastily opened the door and stepped back.
Alexis tossed a kernel of popcorn in the air and caught it in her mouth. Her feet were clad in braided flip-flops and kicked up on the desk, legs crossed at the ankle. She was all elbows and knees, half a child and half a woman. Her hair was bound in long pigtails draped over her shoulders and down her chest—strange, they somehow made her look older, not younger. Perhaps it was the sharp, spirited fire in her eyes. David’s eyes.
“Mom. Here to throw me in the brig?”
“I am here to take you home.”
Alexis gave a melodramatic sigh, rolled her eyes in exaggerated annoyance and pulled her feet off the desk. “Fine, whatever.”
She turned to the lieutenant. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter, Lieutenant. I do apologize for any inconvenience she may have caused you.”
“She was no trouble, ma’am.” He jumped when Alexis tossed the bag of popcorn to him as she passed. 
“Thanks for the snack, mes’ye.”
Miriam didn’t say a word until they reached the ship. She set the autopilot then shifted in the seat. “What were you thinking? You are fourteen years old and had no business flying off-planet without supervision.”
“It’s not like it was far off-planet….” Her hand jerked toward the viewport dominated by Earth’s profile.
“How did you access the ship? The security should have prevented you from flying it.”
Alexis snorted. “Please. I hacked full access to it weeks ago. It actually recognizes me as its primary owner now, you know.”
“Not for long it doesn’t. You will— ”
“Did you even know I was gone until they called you? You didn’t, did you? You spent another night at the office, doing whatever the hell it is you do there.”
She felt her jaw tighten, but made certain her voice remained even. “I trusted you were mature enough so I didn’t need to check on you constantly, trusted you would respect your curfew and not, for instance, steal the family ship and run off with a boy four years older than you.”
“Nick? He’s a tupïtsa, and entirely too easy to impress. I was bored with him before we got to the station.”
“That is not the point. The point is I was mistaken. You aren’t worthy of my trust.”
“Bullshit. The point is—”
“Do not speak to me in—”
“The point is you will do everything in your power not to have to spend time with me. I’m nothing but a nuisance in the way of your damn career—but hey, it’s fine. Say the word and I’ll be out of your hair forever. I’ve got things to do anyway.”
She opened her mouth to retort…then closed it. 
How could she tell her daughter it was a knife in the heart every single time she looked at her? That she saw David in the light in her eyes, the way she walked, her voice, her smile and even her frown? That she could hardly bear to be in the house where he was a ghost in every shadow and a whisper in every corner, yet couldn’t bear to let it go for the same reason? That she sought refuge in work because it was the only place where she could pretend there wasn’t a hole in the world? Where she could at least try to make sure he didn’t die in vain?
She couldn’t, of course. 
“Don’t be absurd. You are my daughter, and I care about you. But with the implementation of the armistice there’s a tremendous amount of work to do. A lot of changes are on the way. Someone has to ensure matters are handled properly.”
“Chto za khuynya! I don’t understand why you agreed to the armistice in the first place. We should have blown Seneca into space dust.”
“Alexis, please mind your mouth. Cursing in Russian is still cursing.”
“I certainly hope so. And my name is Alex.”
She gritted her teeth in frustration, inhaling a deep breath to swallow her initial response. “’I’ did not agree to the armistice—you know better. The Prime Minister and the Assembly did, because the simple fact is we were taking too many losses. It was against Alliance interests to get into a long and messy quagmire.”
“A ‘quagmire’? Is that what you call them murdering Dad? That’s cold, Mom, even for you.”
“Don’t you dare say such a thing. Your father died a hero.”
“So everyone keeps telling me. You know what? He’s still dead. They should be, too.”
Yes they should be. But David wouldn’t want—wouldn’t have wanted—it. “I’m afraid their fate isn’t up to me. But one thing which is up to me is your punishment. You are on home restriction until such time as I feel you’ve learned to be responsible. You can go to school and activities I have approved beforehand. Otherwise, the security system will not allow you to leave. If you get into trouble while at school, you will be holoing your studies for the foreseeable future.”
“I’ll just hack it.”
“Young lady, I have people working for me who are far better hackers than you. You will not.”
Alexis shrugged, threw her feet up on the dash and crossed her arms over her chest. “Right. Absolutely. You’ve got me.”
 
Naturally, she had hacked the security system within the week; the tougher encryption subsequently added, two weeks later. And after that…. 
She gave the Minister a tight, formal expression. “Well, she hasn’t taken my advice in quite some time. In any event, if you legitimately want her to accept the position, I’m afraid asking me to press the matter is not the tack you want to take. I think it best if you reached out to her directly.”
He exhaled in a suggestion of weary acceptance and stood. She stood with him and accepted his outstretched hand. 
“Thank you for your time, Admiral, and your frankness. I’ll likely do that.”
“Certainly, Minister. My door is always open.” It was a bald-faced lie, but one she had uttered at countless dinner parties and conferences, and she delivered it as smoothly as any greeting.
Once he had departed, she drifted to the window. Fall came early here, and the sun had already begun its descent into the waters. 
Perhaps her suggestion to the Minister hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Please, Alexis, don’t tell the man to fuck off.
She thought on it a minute, then turned on a heel and went down the hall to Richard’s office.
A checkerboard of screens decorated his desktop surface and an aural hovered in front of his right eye. When she walked in he shut off the aural and smiled, though it was a weak attempt. “What’s up?”
She didn’t respond immediately, instead pacing halfway across the room, hands clasped behind her back, before stopping to look at him. “You took Alexis back to the spaceport the other day, right?”
“Yeah, I caught her on her way out. Why?”
“Did she by chance say anything about the Deep Space Exploration offer?”
He huffed a brief laugh. “Not anything you want to hear.”
Her eyes squeezed shut in a grimace. “Excellent. The Minister just left my office. He’s rather eager—disturbingly so, actually—for her to accept the post. I told him he should contact her, but now I’m not convinced it was the correct thing to do.”
He gave her an understanding smile, this one genuine. “Well, I’m not sure it really matters. She left Earth yesterday morning.”
She sighed softly. “Of course she did. Listen, there’s something else. Karolyn said he was receiving political pressure to name Alexis to the post. I don’t suppose you’ve heard any chatter about that?”
“Miriam, I’m shocked you would imply we spy on domestic political affairs.”
“No you’re not.”
“Ha…no, I’m not. To answer your question, not a peep.”
“Damn. I know you’re underwater right now with the Summit, but if you get a few minutes could you dig around a little? It bothers me that politicians are meddling in her affairs without my—”
“Approval?”
“Knowledge.”
His hands rose in surrender. “Okay, I’ll look into it. It may take a few days.”
“Thanks, Richard. I’ll let you get back to work. Try to get some rest though—you know next week is going to be worse.” 

Despite Miriam’s advice, it was almost twenty-two hundred before Richard walked in the door to his home in the foothills above Lake Sammamish. 
Intelligence agents were now integrated into the official Alliance delegation to the Summit, the convention center staff, invited guests and rather voluminous press covering the event. By Monday morning on Atlantis (which for added fun was around three in the morning in Seattle) all his assets would be in place, and everything they saw, touched and interacted with fed to his office via an instantaneous quantum entanglement communication network.
He was met at the door by a kiss and a tumbler of whiskey. 
He happily accepted the kiss but looked askance at the whiskey. “Will, I have to be back at the office in seven hours.”
“And thus you need to relax and unwind in the most efficient manner possible.” Will nudged him toward the living room while still holding out the glass. He sighed, felt a small percentage of the stress escape with the breath, and acceded to both the nudge and the glass.
He sank into the couch, grateful—not for the first time—for a home which was truly a refuge from the madness. The glass at his lips, he took a long sip and relished the smooth fire of the whiskey as it scorched down his throat. “You know, I could get used to this ‘manservant tending to my every need’ routine.”
“Well, don’t.” Will chuckled while he dimmed the lights and crossed the room to settle onto the couch beside him. “My next project starts in three weeks, though at least it’s a bit closer, on Demeter. Building a performing arts center, if you can believe it. But you can live the dream until then if you like.”
“I like….” He made an effort to smile and rub Will’s shoulder, but his head fell back against the cushion and the smile gave way to a groan. The Summit hadn’t even started yet and he was already ready to tear his hair out. Although to be fair, much of the stress of the day had resulted from the ridiculous volume of bureaucracy involved in placing agents inside the official delegation. One of the best things about intelligence work was the lack of bureaucracy—but not this time. It paled in comparison solely to the sheer politics involved in placing agents in the press unit.
He tried again to push the hassles to the back of his mind. Refuge. “I absolutely believe it. Demeter fancies itself the next Romane, some kind of mecca of wealth and refined luxury or other. But hey, it’s close enough you’ll be able to come home most weekends, right?”
“Most, hopefully.” Will rubbed his chin with his fingertips, which usually meant he was bothered by something. 
Richard straightened up a little. “I’m sorry work happens to suck at the exact moment you’re home and have actual free time. If I could do anything to change it, I would.”
Will shook his head. “No, I know. I mean I understand. This is life, and we have all of it to be together. It’s…listen, why don’t you just go to Atlantis? It’d be easier than trying to control the circus from your office eighteen hours a day, and hey, at least you’d get a little sun.”
He stared out the windows lining the opposite wall, comforted by the knowledge there was a beautiful view out there in the darkness. “Because if the EASC Naval Intelligence Liaison shows up at the Summit then someone might think we were engaging in covert spying activities—and we wouldn’t want that.”
“Yes, and otherwise they’ll never suspect any such thing.”
“Oh, certainly not.” He sighed and took another sip of the whiskey. Will had been right; it was helping. “It’s the game we play with our adversary. Both sides pretend to be upstanding, sincere and earnest. Both sides secretly try to undermine the other at every opportunity. The status quo continues.”
“Or you could simply say ‘to Hell with the whole damn thing’ and go have a drink together.” At Richard’s incredulous glance, he shrugged. “Look. Earth controls sixty-seven worlds, already more than they can manage. The Senecan Federation wanted independence and they got it. They’re thriving and successful and have a lot to offer. I for one would jump at the chance to work on several of the projects they’re pursuing. But I can’t, because I’m from Earth—”
“—and because you’re married to me.”
“Which is a price I’ll gladly pay every day for the rest of my life.” He squeezed Richard’s hand to emphasize the point, then leaned forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “I’m merely saying we don’t need to keep carrying around all this animosity. The war ended twenty-two years ago.”
“Twenty-two years is the blink of an eye for the people involved. Some wounds don’t heal so quickly.”
“You’re talking about Miriam, and Alex.”
He cast his gaze to the ceiling. “Without a doubt. And thousands, Hell, millions of others…I don’t know, maybe I’m talking about me, too. I mean, I lost my best friend, and several damn good ones. I don’t consider myself as walking around bearing a grudge, but if faced with the option, I’m not sure I’m ready to be friends with the Senecans.”
Will’s nod bore conviction. “I get that, I do. My uncle died in the war. He was a good man, and my aunt has never gotten over it. And I hate I never had the chance to know David.” He paused, the telltale twitch of his mouth a hint he was pondering whether to continue. “But I still think everyone might benefit if we found a way to put aside the past and move on.”
Richard closed his eyes, but there was a smile on his lips. Will would have made an even better diplomat than he did a construction project manager…but it was only a sign of how much he cared. He laughed and finished off the glass of whiskey. “Except me—I’d be out of a job.”
Will leaned in closer. “That’s fine. I’ll support you, and you can be my manservant.”
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SCYTHIA
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

ALEX EXITED THE LEVTRAM and crossed the elevated terrace at a hurried, clipped pace. She made a passing attempt at reminding herself she wasn’t technically beholden to a schedule, but soon abandoned the effort. This stop on Scythia represented a detour, in time if not so much in location, and she intended to treat it as such.
The request for an in-person meeting had been waiting on her when woke up this morning. She almost declined, but in truth she was right there. Her planned route took her less than a hundred parsecs north of Scythia’s system. It still meant a delay of several hours in reaching her ultimate destination, but Astral Materials had proved a lucrative client. It would be folly to snub them.
Her gaze lingered on the glittering teal waters which stretched beyond the terrace as she neared the Astral offices. The gentle but dramatic tides intruded as much as eight hundred meters inland at their high point. This had led settlers to situate the coastal city largely on a series of elevated platforms, thus allowing them to enjoy the scenic and fertile environment free of constant water damage and its insidious, corrosive effects. The platforms eventually met the sloping coastal plain, and the city continued to spread across drier land; the prime real estate was above the sea, however.
The glass doors of the mid-rise building opened on her approach. It wasn’t her first visit, and she proceeded directly up to the Astral Materials executive suite on the 5th floor.
Isas Onishi greeted her as she entered, presumably having been alerted to her arrival. “Ms. Solovy, it’s a pleasure as always. Shall we go to my office?”
A pleasure so long as she continued to make him money, anyway. She shook his hand brusquely and encouraged the movement toward his office. “Yes, please. I’m afraid I don’t have long.”
“I understand. You’re a busy woman, as I am a busy man.”
She didn’t hold out for an invitation to drop into one of the chairs facing his desk. Floor-to-ceiling windows spanning two of the four walls provided a stunning view of the ocean and evoked a sensation of floating. Onishi was doing very well for himself.
“Your Lacertae discovery continues to impress, Ms. Solovy. It’s going to help us build the safest, most durable space stations in the galaxy.”
“Glad to be of service.” The earnings bought me a new lattice layer for the Siyane, three top-of-the-line scanners and a supply of long-range probes, so quite glad. “What can I do for you?”
He settled into his chair opposite her. “I’m giving you first refusal rights on a new contract. Spectrum surveys of M11 have identified an interesting L red dwarf hosting four planetoids. The system shows strong spectral lines of a magnesium/chromium isotope, one which should be paramagnetic. We need someone to confirm the findings and determine if, as we hope, the planetoids contain harvestable concentrations of the metal.”
“Interesting. What’s the timetable?”
“That’s why I was glad to learn you were in the area—you’d need to get out there in the next couple of days. We’re not the only ones in possession of the survey data, and both Palaimo Metallurgy and Surno Materials are doubtless planning their own expeditions as we speak. If we want discovery privileges, we have to move fast.”
Alex groaned inwardly. M11 was in the other direction from Metis, well to the northwest past Arcadia. “Fee?”
“Forty thousand credits up front and irrespective of your findings, Ͻ20,000 on proof of harvestable material and another Ͻ40,000 if we succeed in claiming the system.”
Her mind leapt to what the proceeds could translate into: a more efficient power allocation optimizer for the Siyane and two new ware customizations for her eVi she’d been researching, for starters, with forty thousand or so left over for savings and whims. Kennedy kept mentioning them taking a vacation to some new resort on Atlantis….
But she had her own plans. The whole point of being a freelance scout, and an unusually successful one, was the freedom to set her own schedule. To go where she wanted when she wanted. To serve no boss and owe no obligations outside negotiated contracts.
And she wanted to go to Metis. She wanted a new mystery to unravel.
She managed to look regretful. “I’m sorry, Mr. Onishi. I’m booked for the next month.”
He regarded her from across the desk as his fingertips drummed on its surface. Five seconds ticked by…he dipped his chin. “And if I tack on an additional twenty percent to the fee?”
Her lips pursed, buying herself a breath to reconsider. “That’s very generous of you, and I appreciate the vote of confidence. Unfortunately, there’s simply no way for me to rearrange my schedule.”
Onishi threw his arms in the air and slid his chair back. “I shouldn’t be surprised you’re booked up. I suppose I’ll have to engage someone else, then, as time really is of the essence. Terrence Macolly perhaps. He’s submitted competitive bids on several recent contracts.”
She smirked as she stood. “If you’re willing to accept a sloppy investigation and unreliable data, go right ahead. If you want it done in a professional manner, hire Santino Dominguez instead.”
“He’s even pricier than you are.”
“True, but he gets results.” She gave Onishi a half-smile. “Don’t tell him I said so, though.”
“My lips are sealed.” He walked her to the door of the suite, still courteous despite her rejection.
She accepted his outstretched his hand again; no reason to alienate a well-paying client. “Please let me know when another opportunity arises. Hopefully my schedule will be more accommodating in the future.”
“I’ll do so, Ms. Solovy. Safe travels to you.”

Alex stared at the billboard hovering above the glass doors. 
She’d been headed for the exit with single-minded purpose when the colorful holo brought her to an abrupt halt and demanded her undivided attention. It accomplished this feat by blasting a promo for a ‘special acoustic performance’ by Ethan Tollis at the Seaspray Amphitheatre on the adjacent platform. 
Tonight.
Damn Kennedy for seeding her subconscious with thoughts of Ethan the other day. She scowled at the promo, eyes narrowed, until it cycled to the next ad, and tried to pretend she wasn’t checking the local time. 
Seven hours from now. Of course if she were to stay for the show, it would be far longer than seven hours before she was again en route. More like tomorrow…afternoon.
It was as if the gods themselves were conspiring to entice her away from Metis. First the Deep Space Exploration job offer, then the Astral Materials contract and now this. A rather vivid image of what staying promised to bring flared in her mind—a final, deliciously prurient temptation.
But she would not be deterred. She squared her shoulders in a show of defiance, exhaled…and turned away from the billboard. By the time she hit the terrace, she had resumed her hurried, clipped pace. She had a nebula to explore.

SENECA
CAVARE
Caleb had gotten as far as the hallway to his apartment when the alert flashed in his eVi. As soon as he saw the header he opened the file.
Cavare Police Department
Harassment Report:  1628 - 02.09.2322
Complainant:  Dr. Jesse Valente
Suspect:  Mr. Francis Gerod
Summary: Complainant stated that Mr. Gerod, a coworker at Hemiska Research, physically assaulted her this evening as she was leaving work. 
According to her statement, she and Mr. Gerod had a heated disagreement during a staff meeting. He followed her out of the building, and when she refused to converse with him he yanked her arm roughly. She escaped his grip, but he pursued her to her vehicle and slammed the vehicle door shut before she could climb in, nearly crushing her hand. She retrieved a stunner from her bag and pointed it at him until he backed away, at which point she departed.
Complainant displays bruises on her left forearm (visuals attached) consistent with a handprint. She stated that she did not initially report the altercation because she “prefers to handle problems on her own.” She reconsidered after realizing if Mr. Gerod came to her home, he posed a threat to her four-year-old twins.
Complainant doesn’t wish to file charges at this time, but wanted to ensure there was an official record of the incident.
Status: Officers interviewed Francis Gerod at 1840 tonight. He admitted to having an “unpleasant encounter” with Complainant but denied he intended to harm her physically. He claimed he was upset about problems at work, but once he cooled off he recognized he had overreacted.
Mr. Gerod received a warning and was informed a second incident would result in arrest and formal charges.
The alert had been sent due to a flag Caleb maintained in the Senecan security network. It was one of many he’d placed over the last fifteen years. Some were on people he’d investigated in the past, individuals he suspected were dirty but who hadn’t yet made enough of a mistake to get caught. Those flags were designed to alert him when that mistake occurred. Others were on people he cared about—or had once cared about, as was the case here—and were designed to warn him if they might be in trouble.
Jesse wouldn’t want him protecting her. As she had admitted in the police statement, she took care of her own problems. But he hadn’t asked her permission.
Caleb went inside his apartment long enough to grab a nanobot injection to speed the metabolizing of the alcohol in his bloodstream. The evening at the bar with Noah had been entertaining, but he needed to be sober when he reached Francis Gerod.

Gerod lived in a townhouse on the outskirts of the Tellica University campus. The man’s file indicated his wife and two young children lived there as well. In deference to the children, Caleb didn’t intend to break down the door…unless it became necessary.
Twenty minutes after he arrived and set up surveillance across the street, Gerod exited his townhouse and headed for the community parking lot behind the building. He was alone.
Caleb followed.
Though night had fallen in full, it wasn’t inordinately late. Nevertheless, the streets were sparsely populated, a symptom of the family-friendly nature of the neighborhood. He slipped unnoticed into the lot and closed on Gerod as he approached his vehicle. 
He had the man locked in an armbar and shoved into the vehicle’s frame before the man knew he was there.
“What—”
Caleb used his body to keep Gerod pinned against the frame while he clasped a hand over the man’s mouth. “You’re going to want to not scream, or the arm that will then be broken will be the least of your concerns. Are we clear?”
Gerod nodded haphazardly. Caleb couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but he could feel the terror in his quivering limbs. He waited two seconds then withdrew his hand slightly.
“Wha-what do you want? I don’t have any valuables with me!”
“I’m not here to rob you. I’m here to kill you. Unless—” his palm slammed back onto the man’s mouth to stifle the cry “—unless you make me a promise and keep it for the rest of your life.” He paused to let the information sink in. “Are you ready to hear what the promise is?”
Another wild nod.
His lips hovered at the man’s ear. “You will never lay another finger on Jesse Valente. You will never threaten or in any way whatsoever cause harm to her or her family. You will be polite and respectful to her at all times. When you next see her, you will apologize for your rude behavior and assure her you bear no ill feelings toward her.”
Gerod squirmed in agitation. He stood no chance of escaping Caleb’s grasp, but he seemed to be protesting in some manner. 
Caleb loosened his hand but didn’t completely remove it. “I sincerely hope you’re not planning on refusing to give this promise.”
Spittle landed on his palm as Gerod began sputtering out a response. “N-no. I promise—I swear. It’s just I don’t know if I’ll see her again so I can apologize. You see, I got a new job offer tonight. I sent my resignation to Hemiska a few minutes ago. So it all worked out! I’m not even mad at her anymore.” His words increasingly ran together in a fevered outburst. “I-I’m thankful, really. That business at the office forced me to finally make the decision to leave it behind. But I would never hurt her. I was angry and scared I was going to get fired. But she’s a nice woman. A little intimidating, honestly—but I respect her.” He sucked in a frayed breath. “Please don’t kill me.”
Unseen from his position behind Gerod, Caleb rolled his eyes at the sky but made certain his voice remained suitably frightening. “I told you what you have to do in order to live.”
“But I—”
“If you won’t see her again, you will send her a nice, extended, groveling apology by the end of the day tomorrow. If you don’t, I’ll know.” It would require a bit of hacking on his part, but the active police investigation should make it easier. “The police are watching you, and now I’m watching you. Never, ever forget it.”
“I won’t.” Gerod tried to twist back, but Caleb tightened his grip and held him fast. The man didn’t need to get a look at his face. “I promise.”
“I’ll hold you to it.” He released the man from the grapple and stepped away.
Gerod stumbled around and peered into the darkness, but Caleb was already gone.

Jesse Valente laughed as her husband massaged her shoulders and murmured something in her ear. The tender moment was soon interrupted by a blur of motion as two squealing mops of blond hair barreled into them then whirled out of the room.
Leaning against a tree across the street, Caleb smiled, genuinely glad to see her happy. He mentally ticked off the items on his list and confirmed he’d checked everything. Dr. and Dr. Valente had a robust security system installed on the grounds and in their home—so robust he’d almost tripped one of the proximity sensors during his perimeter survey.
Satisfied, he departed for his apartment for the second time that night. 
He had found one weakness in the security system, a gap in the sensors in the left rear of the property. Several trees had grown wide enough there that an intruder could climb up and reasonably leap onto the roof without setting off any alarms. When he got home he’d access the police database and add an instruction for a security consultant to be sent out to the residence, including a note to pay particular attention to the left rear area. While he was in the network, he’d also add a new flag for Francis Gerod.
Then he’d get some sleep, because, comm scrambler now acquired, he’d be leaving for Metis in the morning.
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NEW BABEL
INDEPENDENT COLONY

OLIVIA MONTEGREU WOKE TO the sensation of calloused fingertips dancing along her hip.
She stretched and rolled over, to be greeted with the smiling face of…she had never asked his name. Not as if it mattered. He was handsome and well-packaged and enthusiastic and couldn’t be older than twenty-five.
He leaned over to kiss her, but she wound a hand into his hair and urged him lower instead. “Be a good boy and finish what you started.”
He grinned as he kissed down her lean, smooth stomach, wasting little time in reaching his destination.
She closed her eyes and let her head fall to the pillow. What a fabulous way to start the day….
When she had finished, she nudged him off the bed with her toes. “That was lovely. You’ll find your clothes laundered and folded in the entryway. The receptionist in the lobby will call you a cab if you need one.”
He stood, nonchalantly wiping the excess moisture from his lips. “Can I see you again?”
She was already on the way to the shower and didn’t bother to turn around. “Oh, I doubt it.” 
Forty minutes later she was seated at her desk, legs crossed elegantly beneath the burnished copper surface. A black silk sarong contrasted against her pale blond hair combed straight to drape down her back. It was all meticulously crafted to project the desired image.
She regarded the nondescript man standing across the desk from her with the slightest tilt of her head. 
“Kill her.”
He nodded, unsurprised. “Yes, ma’am. Should I pin the blame on anyone in particular? Maybe Trenton’s group?”
“No. I want everyone to know this one came from me.”
“Understood, ma’am. I’ll inform you once it’s done.”
“No need; I assume you are capable enough. Simply do it.”
The man’s throat worked, his composure faltering. “Of course, Ms. Montegreu. Is there anything else?”
“I hope not. Go.” She flicked a perfectly manicured hand in the direction of the exit. He spun on his heel and hurried toward the door.
She rolled her eyes in irritation, but it was for show. Gesson was a competent enforcer, a crafty overseer and most importantly, not overly ambitious. On uncovering evidence the woman in charge of managing new chimeral distribution was skimming off the top, he had first confirmed the evidence then reported it directly to her. She was confident he would handle disposing of the embezzler with similar efficiency.
Once he had departed, she carried her hot tea over to the windows to inspect the morning. 
New Babel’s mornings looked suspiciously like its nights, on account of its distant blue dwarf sun and the heavy cloud of dust and gases from the surrounding nebula. It was hardly the most hospitable of planets, but it had two things going for it: an abundance of heavy metals which made industrial construction cheap and fast, and a natural barrier via the nebula against both electronic surveillance and warfare. 
As such, it had become a home base for a wide swath of criminal organizations and black market entrepreneurs. There was no government to speak of and even less regulation; the strongest organizations built what they needed when and where they needed it. 
The result was a chaotic architecture of high-rises, slums, factories, markets and red-light clusters…well, much of what occurred on the streets of New Babel would qualify as ‘red-light’ on other worlds. Here it took on a whole new meaning.
Her office stood in stark contrast to the dark, grimy, overcrowded city beneath it—quite deliberately so. The entire penthouse suite was spacious, minimally adorned and spotless. A décor of natural marble floors, white mahogany furnishings and copper and glass complements served as a declaration to all who entered that she existed above and apart from the masses below. Like her attire, appearance and bearing, it projected only and entirely what she desired to convey: refinement, prestige, exceptionality. But above all, power.
A soft chime in her ear reminded her it was time for the call. She stepped into the triple-shielded, soundproof QEC room hidden behind the visually seamless right wall of her office. Ten seconds later a holo shimmered into existence in front of her.
It revealed a man of indeterminate age, handsome and clean-cut but average in every way—medium skin tone, medium brown hair, medium height, medium build. 
That is, until he looked up and met her gaze. Piercing, sea-green eyes hinted at intelligence and cunning, along with an indefinable spark which hinted at something else altogether. The overall effect was to transform what had been an ordinary man into one who radiated dynamism, charisma and authority.
She smiled darkly. “Marcus, it’s good to see you again.”
He raised an eyebrow in mock appreciation. “And you, Olivia. May I say you are even more beautiful than the last time we talked.”
“You may say it, but you need to work on your sincerity a bit.”
He shrugged. “It’s a finite resource, and I need to save it for the constituents. What’s the status?”
“We received the materials day before yesterday. They’re stored in a secure location until it’s time to deploy them. The team has been selected, every member screened by me, and is leaving tomorrow to train on Cosenti. The lead expects to have the final details worked out by late next week.”
“Traceability?”
“Ah, Marcus, always concerned first and foremost with covering your own ass—I know, I know, your ass must be covered for later phases to work. I get it. To you? None. To me? Virtually none. The only conceivable link is the lead, and his cover is so deep it will take Senecan Intel months to begin to peel back the layers in the highly unlikely event he’s identified.”
“Will he break under coercion?”
“It won’t be an issue.”
The muscles in his jaw flexed. “Oh, really?”                      
“Oh, really. I have it covered. Regardless, he and the rest of the team know nothing of you. No one save me knows anything of you. That was the agreement, and I honor my agreements.”
“True…” a hand rose to knead at his chin “…you are the sole link to me.”
She tsked him reproachfully. “If you try to kill me, you will not succeed.”
“Oh, I’m sure. And I won’t need to try, because you are nothing if not power-hungry, and this little project of ours will bring you more power than you ever dreamed of.”
“I can dream of a lot.”
“And you shall have it all—so long as you make certain Palluda goes down cleanly.”
She rolled her eyes in irritation, and this time meant it. “Marcus, who is the most dangerous, most effective, most Machiavellian criminal magnate in settled space?”
“That would be you, my dear.”
“Correct. Don’t question my methods, don’t question my judgment—and most of all don’t question my competency—and we will continue to get along just fine.”
His chin dipped in acquiescence. “I have been properly chastised. We’ll talk again after Atlantis.”

ATLANTIS
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Jaron Nythal stepped out onto the rooftop landing pad and felt a smile grow on his lips. A warm breeze, salty air and bright yellow sun welcomed him like the arms of a beautiful woman. He was going to enjoy this trip.
He pulled his jacket off, draped it over a shoulder and strolled across the pad toward the railing at the edge of the roof while the rest of the Senecan delegation disembarked and saw to the luggage and cargo. Until the Director arrived on Sunday evening he was in charge of the delegation, which meant someone else would get his luggage to his room. 
He rolled his shoulders to work out the kinks. The transport was fast and secure, but it was still a government vessel and nineteen hours was a long time.
His smile only widened as he reached the edge and the splendor of Atlantis spread out beneath him. A tiny planet covered wholly in water, it should have lain unnoticed and undeveloped. But the pleasant temperatures and calm weather of its equatorial region had caught the eye and imagination of a developer tycoon who found himself idle after many successful ventures and with money to burn.
The outcome was a fantasy retreat unlike any other in settled space. Winding pathways suspended a mere two meters over the crystal blue water connected islands of condos, gardens, golf courses and beaches. Only small shuttles and personal vehicles were allowed in the airspace stretching four hundred meters above the waters to allow for a variety of recreational activities, from sky gliding to paracruises and wave skimming.
Casinos, pleasure houses and vacation resorts competed with—or was it complemented?—state-of-the-art conference and convention facilities. Taking advantage of its unaffiliated status and convenient location nearly equidistant between Earth and Seneca, within ten years of opening the first hotel Atlantis had become the most popular destination in the galaxy for both corporate and government conventions.
The breeze began to wash away the grime of travel; he rolled his sleeves above his elbows to hasten the effect. He intended to make every effort to find plenty of time around the preparations and even the Summit itself to enjoy the finer pleasures Atlantis had to offer. He already had a series of high-credit escorts lined up for the room at night—more than one on several nights—but not all of Atlantis’ offerings could be indulged in from a hotel room.
The flash of red at the corner of his peripheral vision banished the train of thought and brought a dark scowl to his face. And then there was that. 
He supplied the decryption code, scanned the message and deleted it almost as soon as it had arrived. It contained suitably cryptic phrasing, but the point came through clear enough. 
Payment had been received. Final preparations were underway. The assignment would be completed at the time and in the manner the other party deemed most efficient. If all went well, Jaron would never know the man (or woman) had ever been at the Summit. That is, except for the irrefutable evidence thereof they would leave in their wake. 
He’d return to Seneca a richer man, though the new funds paled in comparison to the wealth he expected to soon follow. Yessiree…he should be able to set his wife and kids up in one of the swank new townhomes in the Pinciana neighborhood, with enough left over for a private condo retreat for himself downtown. It was a long way from his parents’ tiny apartment tucked behind their ‘herb’ shop shouting distance from the kasō shakai, the underworld slums the rest of Cavare pretended didn’t exist. A long way indeed.
Of course if all didn’t go well, he’d be facing forty-years-to-life in prison at best, permanent disappearance into the black hole of a covert intelligence detention facility at worst. It wasn’t the first high-stakes risk he had taken in his life…but it certainly carried the greatest consequences, whether win or lose.
The scowl lingered as he yanked his sunglasses off and looked around for his secretary. She tromped outside the transport cargo hull, arms flailing about to point at crates of equipment while she issued orders to the staff.
He tossed his jacket into her chest and headed for the lift. “I’ll be in the Prep Room until dinner. Be a dear and bring me a drink, one of those strong tropical concoctions.” He paused mid-step, considered the message again and glanced over his shoulder. 
“On second thought, go ahead and make it a double.”

Matei Uttara departed the commercial transport amidst a throng of passengers. It wasn’t difficult to blend in with the diverse array of tourists and businessmen and women. Some were here for networking, some for relaxation, others for assorted pleasures of a daring but not truly dangerous variety. He imagined some were here for all three.
His attire was nondescript, his hair cut to the chin and dulled to a dirty brown beneath a summer cap common on the resort world. His movements were casual, his bearing relaxed as he let himself be carried along by the crowd of travelers. His pace and gait varied at random intervals such that even the best pattern-recognition ware would be unable to spot anything anomalous.
He passed among giggling children accompanying their parents to the family resorts and young people already drunk on hormones and synthetic liquor. He surrounded himself with other visitors as he made his way to the levtrams and nonchalantly snuck in the last seat of a full tram headed in the correct direction. 
As he exited the tram an attractive but intoxicated woman bumped into him. She stumbled, grabbed onto his arm and smiled lopsidedly up at him. He returned the smile while he reached underneath her hairline and pinched a nerve behind her ear. As her limbs relaxed he nudged her to send her momentum back toward her companions. He faded away into the crowd as one of them complained he wasn’t going to carry her all the way to the condo.
The hotel was busy but not so thick with people as the transport station. He chose a family of five and trailed them through the lobby to the front desk, where he checked in under an invented identity using an untraceable credit account. 
His room was a modest affair on a middle level of the hotel adjacent to the conference center hosting the Trade Summit. The conference center had already heightened their security, and the security at the hotel was sure to soon become tighter than pleased him. But by staying here he could avoid transport complications which had foiled less talented men than he; also, it provided him ready access to staff corridors and maintenance shafts, should the need arise.
He settled in with a decent steak dinner from room service, then sat cross-legged on the bed and spread the blueprints of the conference center and hotel in the air around him. They rotated in a slow circle as he studied them. 
Periodically he reached up and paused the flow to study one more closely. He intended to know the location of each and every one of the staff corridors and maintenance shafts throughout the complex.
He planned to get a tangible feel for the layout in the morning, when the area would still be dominated by tourists rather than Summit guests. The first two days of the Summit he would attend as a credentialed reporter representing the small but growing trade exazine Celestial Industrials Weekly, one of dozens of vultures hovering on the periphery of the proceedings and stalking the halls. He would schmooze and linger and talk to people, but not to any one person for so long as to make an impression. 
At the end of the second day, his identity and tactics shifted. On the third and final day of the Summit, he would complete the job he had been engaged to do, again slip into the crowd, and vanish.
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ALEX OPENED HER EYES to the best surprise. 
The brilliant red and pink glow of the Carina Nebula filled the wide viewport above her bed. The vivid colors shone with a dazzling splendor only nature could create. She wound her hands behind her head and settled back onto the pillow to drink in the sight.
It was good practice to drop out of superluminal speeds for a few minutes at least once a day to diffuse the particle buildup. She spoiled herself by arranging it so the deceleration occurred just before she routinely woke up, and was often treated to lovely vistas as a result—but few so spectacular as this one. 
There were no colonized worlds in the vicinity due to the imminent (any time in the next five hundred or so years) supernova of Eta Carinae. As such, one rarely had cause to linger so near to Carina. What she knew to be over a million stars clumped into multiple open clusters to glitter crisp and bright through the nebular cloud. She smiled sleepily, captivated, and watched until the sLume drive re-engaged and the stars blurred away beyond the bubble wall.
With a contented sigh she crawled out of bed and splashed water on her face. She slipped on an athletic tank and shorts, twisting her hair up in a knot on the way up the circular stairwell to the main deck. After a brief check of the cockpit to make sure nothing unusual had occurred overnight and she remained on course, she grabbed a water, put on Brahms’ Academic Festival Overture and hit the treadmill.
Staying in shape while spending most of her days on a ship with under two hundred square meters of living space wasn’t easy. Prenatal genetic tuning for physical hardiness and agility—a gift from her parents by way of the Alliance Armed Forces—made it easier to be sure, but even the best genetic enhancements didn’t replace simple physical activity.
Nearly a quarter of the port wall was taken up by a treadmill, pull-up bar, pulley-based weight machine and pilates pad. It wasn’t mountain hikes or barefoot beach runs, but it mostly got the job done. 
Then she activated a full-sensory overlay of Discovery Park at sunset, and it effectively became a barefoot beach run. Almost. 
A heavy sheen of sweat coated her skin by the time she slowed the treadmill to a stop, lowered the music to a pleasant background level and headed downstairs to shower.
One could make a reasonable case for the utility of every item on the main deck. But there was simply no denying the truth that the lower deck represented pure personal extravagance. She didn’t feel the slightest bit contrite about it either; it was her money and her ship. 
Still, she occasionally had to giggle in wicked delight at the full waterfall shower, oversized garden tub, cushy lounge chair and queen-sized bed with a view of the stars. Her own personal retreat, tucked into the void of space.

She sat at the kitchen-area table and munched on a banana and peanut-butter toast while she checked her overnight communications.
First up was a cool note from her mother letting her know she would be going to St. Petersburg to attend a conference in a few days, and would tell her grandfather ‘hello’ for her. 
She ignored the tone of the message and smiled to herself. She had always rather liked her grandfather. He was simple and down-to-earth in a way few people were these days. Grumpy as all hell, but in a loveable way. A brief pang of guilt struck when she realized it had been more than four years since she had seen him. She really should try to rectify the lapse once she returned to Earth.
She was about to delete the message when she noticed it included an attachment. Puzzled, she opened it, only to find a sterile listing of Alliance command postings for the previous month. A frown tugged her mouth downward as she scanned down it while wondering if her mother had attached it in error—except that was an absurd notion, because her mother didn’t make mistakes. 
The name leapt off the list as if it were scripted in meter-high fluorescent neon colors.
EAS Juno: Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Jenner
She sank back in the chair, chuckling a little at the irony. He had left her because she spent too much time in space, and now he was serving in space. God, he must be miserable. He had never been able to grasp why she loved it so much, no matter how many times she had tried to explain it, had tried to show him what a wonder the stars were.
Maybe she should send him a brief message wishing him luck…but some wounds were best left untouched, the better to fade away. In truth, he hadn’t left because she spent too much time in space—he had left because he believed she didn’t love him enough to spend less time in space and away from him. That wasn’t the way she had viewed the issue, but in declaring such he had made her realize it didn’t much matter, because the relationship was doomed to failure. He would never understand.
She didn’t know what her mother imagined she was accomplishing by sending the attachment. Whatever. She munched on her toast for a moment, thoughts adrift in memories, before straightening up and forcing herself to refocus on the task at hand.
Her brow crinkled up in bewilderment at the next message. It contained a personal note from the Minister for Extra-Solar Development asking her to reconsider the Deep Space Exploration position, increasing the offered salary by twenty percent and offering to meet with her this week to discuss her needs.
Okay, seriously? 
A somewhat disbelieving laugh escaped her lips. She didn’t deny she felt flattered at the special attention; she had a great deal of confidence in her abilities, and her record spoke for itself, but damn.
She chewed on her bottom lip and pondered what in the hell might be the reason behind the lavish adulation. She didn’t care for mysteries. Well, it would be more accurate to say she didn’t care for mysteries she couldn’t solve…but perhaps this mystery could be solved merely by the application of the universal law that politicians were svilochnaya peshka. Mollified by the thought, she shrugged and sent back a gracious decline.
The only other message of value came from Kennedy. It detailed her enchanting dinner with the eco-dev executive and proclaimed she was absolutely positively head-over-heels in love. This guy was the one. No doubt about it.
“What is this, the third ‘true love’ this year?” The woman went through men like most people went through flower arrangements. She responded with as much, then put away her plate and walked over to the data center.
The heart of the main deck consisted of a long table, rectangular except for rounded edges. Along the starboard wall were a set of embedded screens, a small desk and a workbench. A waist-high holo control panel, linked to both the screens and the table, spanned the gap at the cockpit-facing end. A plain cylinder twenty centimeters in diameter hung suspended from the ceiling to hover a meter and a half above the length of the table.
Both the cylinder and the surface of the table were made of a platinum-germanium based n-alloy. The inert, nonreactive platinum provided an ideal tableau upon which to display the data transmitted flawlessly through the zero-dispersive, semi-conductive and highly refractive germanium.
A series of commands entered in the control panel rendered a full-spectrum image of Metis above the center of the table. The EM bands gleamed in the traditional rainbow hues but stretched far beyond the range of visible light to cover the spectrum.
She reached into the display. One by one she pulled out each band and flicked it to the side, until eight discrete images bordered the center one. She couldn’t help but smile; the images now resembled nothing so much as an old-fashioned painter’s palette. Fitting, as to her it was pure art.
She leaned against the workbench behind her and let her eyes drift across the palette. It was time to get serious about this expedition.
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MATEI UTTARA MOVED WITH deliberate aimlessness through the milling guests in the foyer of the ballroom. Dimmed lighting, standard protocol for dinner parties across millennia, gave him some measure of freedom in his movements. He took care not to abuse the privilege.
The current conditions—here, now, for the next seven to eleven minutes—most closely mimicked the environment he expected to encounter the following evening. Politicians, businessmen and press engaged in polite, formal mingling, everyone save the intelligence agents concerned solely with the impression they created. 
Beyond the threshold eighteen dinner tables were arranged with careful precision, separated by a wide aisle cutting down the center. The aisle served as a clear demarcation of the factions present: Alliance to the left, Federation to the right. Even the corporate representatives and media were required to declare their allegiance for all to see. 
The road to peace had quite a few more steps to be trod. Yet cracks in the symbolic wall were manifesting, courtesy of several brave souls among the attendees. 
Political boundaries leaked like a sieve when it came to popular culture, but visible differences still existed between Alliance and Federation citizens. The inhabitants of Earth and the First Wave colonies preferred rather baroque clothing as the current fashion; ensembles tended to include multiple hues or a vibrant, often garish accent piece. Those hailing from Senecan worlds favored dark, more muted attire or a single dominant hue. They saw it as befitting their self-proclaimed no-nonsense, pragmatic nature.
The distinctions faded as one moved up the political ladder of course, for political culture remained traditionalist everywhere. Still, you could see it in the details if you knew how to look. For instance, among the brave souls chipping at the wall was Thomas Kalnin, the Alliance Deputy Minister for Textiles, whose bright fuchsia lapel kerchief in an otherwise conservative suit contrasted with the subdued sepia pantsuit of his conversation partner Sara Triesti, head of the Senecan Trade Biomedics Subdivision.
The crowd thinned a bit as those on the periphery began to wander toward their seats. He took a half-pace back into the shadows to survey the room. 
The set of wide doors in the foyer constituted the primary method of ingress and egress to the ballroom. Halfway down the left wall were two doors used by the service personnel; one led to the kitchen, the other to supply stations then a maintenance corridor. The area bustled with activity as wait staff hurried in and out making final preparations.
Far less obvious was an unmarked door in the right wall, just in front of the dais that stretched the width of the room. It led to an engineering hub for the various screens, lighting and invisible acoustic enhancements. A single technician staffed it during events. Beyond it lay another maintenance corridor—but this one opened into a labyrinth of passages which spread through the convention center. He expected this to be his exit.
Director Kouris entered alongside his adversary-turned-partner Minister Santiagar. They would not linger amid the patrons. Not this evening. He could feel the subtle shift in the atmosphere, the intangible pressure on the guests to disperse, to take their places as rapt observers of the performance to come.
He watched Kouris and Santiagar move across the ballroom toward the seats of honor, aides trailing them in parallel clusters. The ‘aides’ included three Alliance and two Senecan intelligence agents identified the day before along with a dozen of their brethren elsewhere in the delegations.
There was danger in waiting until the final event on the final night to act. He would not be granted a second opportunity. Nevertheless, his instructions were to let the Summit play out, to let this very public spectacle of diplomacy run its very public course. 
The reason for the instructions had not been provided, but it wasn’t his concern. He knew quite well his role. He was to be the Bishop’s Opening in a galactic chess match.
His white pawn stopped to acquire a drink at the bar before heading to one of the tables. Mr. Nythal had proved adequate in furnishing necessary access and information regarding certain codes and procedures, but was of little additional use. Yet another matter which was not his concern.
His concern reached the head table, and the pressure on the crowd to alight became suffocating. He discreetly slid into the throng of reporters flowing to the media tables.

“Welcome everyone, to our banquet this evening. Friends, guests, press, we invite you to enjoy some of the famed Atlantis hospitality. Fellow Summit attendees, you’ve all worked extremely hard these last two days—it’s time to relax for a couple of hours with a fine meal and finer wine.”
Jaron was already relaxing with something considerably stronger than wine. He took a long sip of the Polaris Burst cocktail while shifting to the right in order for the waiter to place a spinach salad in front of him. The first of—was it five courses or six? He couldn’t be bothered to recall.
The dynamic voice demanded he return his attention to the stage. He truly hoped the man wasn’t intending on talking through every one of however many courses there were. The Alliance Minister was annoyingly charismatic, exhibiting an earnest demeanor which oozed sincerity and optimism. Director Kouris had spoken at the opening night’s dinner. It had been a direct and businesslike speech, as was his manner—supremely competent and utterly uninspiring.
The Minister stepped out from behind the coral-veined marble podium. It served no real purpose beyond an oversized holder for a glass of water, but podiums were a tradition which for some reason never seemed to fade away. If the man needed the crutch of speech notes, they resided on his whisper. His easy, natural mannerisms made it unlikely, though.
“We won’t hide from the truth of Earth and Seneca’s troubled past. To ignore it would be to devalue the sacrifices of those who lost their lives in a war both sides believed to be just. But we cannot alter the past. We can only move forward.”
Santiagar paused to sip his water, and Jaron leaned in to chuckle at the punch line of a joke being shared by his table companions. He hadn’t caught the setup, but it hardly mattered.
Mid-level members of the Senecan delegation surrounded him at the white-clothed table. While the Summit was by most accounts going well, few on either side were ready to mix socially yet. From a hierarchical perspective, he surmised this was the ‘auxiliary’ table—occupied by those on the fringe of real power. 
He swallowed a frown in the fiery burn of the cocktail. By right he should be seated next to the Director, but he had been bumped in favor of the Chairman of Elathan Pharmaceuticals, with the admonition that this was a trade summit, after all.
“For though we have our differences, we are all members of the human race. We share thousands of years of history. We share a heritage, for Earth is the motherland for each of us.”
Jaron nearly choked on a bite of ciabatta and quickly covered his mouth with a napkin. The Minister’s eyes shown with the fervor of a true believer. It was revolting.
“We are here this week to take our first steps on a new path. A path which will bring greater prosperity to the citizens of our galaxy, no matter the affiliation of the world they call home. Director Kouris shares my commitment to forging this new path, and I give him my deepest appreciation and thanks.”
The arrival of the soup dish provided him an opportunity to surreptitiously glance over at the press contingent. He didn’t know what he expected to see—a ninja in a mask with a saber strapped to his back? He hadn’t the faintest idea what the man looked like, or even if it was a man at all. Perhaps he might at least spot a steely gaze or an indefinable aura surrounding a dangerous person. But he could discern nothing. No sign or clue as to who among the two dozen reporters was the wolf in the fold.
He did however notice the vision in red crossing the room on her way to a corporate table near the corner. Silver hair cascaded down sculpted shoulders to frame a plunging neckline and ample cleavage.
Santiagar had abandoned the podium to stride along the front of the dais. His hands animated the energy of his words. “I believe, as the Director believes, commerce between private corporations and individual entrepreneurs should not be curtailed by political boundaries. Both the Alliance and the Federation espouse the principles of free enterprise and economic liberty. The time has come to practice what we preach.”
Jaron gestured to one of the junior attachés seated at a lesser table to come over. When the young man—Cande-something—reached his side, he leaned in to mutter in his ear. “Do me a favor and see that a Velvet Fantasy is delivered to the lovely lady in red over there. And make damn sure she’s made aware it’s from me.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.” The man—Chris Candela was his name, he thought—nodded and scurried off. Jaron relaxed back in the chair and pretended to gaze with interest at what mercifully appeared to be the conclusion of the speech.
“Tomorrow we will be presenting a series of real, concrete initiatives which will relax trade restrictions on a number of consumer goods, opening new markets for Alliance and Senecan companies alike. In addition, I’m pleased to announce Director Kouris and I have agreed to meet again next year in what we hope will become a regular conference devoted to expanding galactic commerce.” 
The Minister stopped at the perfect center of the stage and smiled with assured conviction at the audience. “Here’s to new beginnings.”
As Santiagar descended the stairs to shake Kouris’ hand, Jaron looked over his shoulder to catch the eye of the lady in red. She raised her drink to him with a small dip of her chin and a seductive smile.

Diffuse lights transformed the waters to a glowing turquoise beneath the translucent walkway. Tiny ripples danced in the mild breeze cooling the air after what had been a warm, sunny day. Glare from the many hotels, restaurants and clubs fashioned an eerie blue-filtered aurora in the night sky. 
The Summit banquet had concluded three hours earlier. Afterward the attendees had practically trampled one another in their eagerness to scatter throughout the resort colony and partake in their sin of choice.
The reputation of the man Matei followed was not that of a sinner. Those who knew him regarded him as squeaky-clean to a fault, which would be why he walked alone rather than joining any of the roving groups of his coworkers. It would also be why the man was heading toward the less well-lit area of the entertainment quarter, where his carnal lapse was unlikely to be witnessed by those same coworkers.
Matei trailed his target into a sizeable crowd spilling out of a large theatre. The façade was festooned with garish flamingos, frolicking dolphins and a strange yellow-and-orange flying creature, all intertwined with neon magenta crystals. The marquee advertised a full-sensory interactive circus performance.
Past the theatre the crowd dispersed somewhat, and with a right turn shadows began to fall across the illuminated walkway. Progressively seedier bars competed with body art parlors, sensory booths and ‘leisure’ clubs. He quickened his pace. 
As they passed the entrance to one of the more popular clubs and the foot traffic briefly increased, he bumped against his target. “Sorry, excuse me.” A clumsy grasp of a fleshy upper arm masked the pinprick of the microneedle.
The man didn’t even glance at him. “It’s fine.”
Matei blended back into the passersby to continue following three meters behind. Twenty steps later the man’s gait became erratic, then slowed to sway unsteadily.
He sidled in beside his target and placed an arm around the man’s waist for support. “Easy there. I think you’ve had a little too much to drink.”
Unfocused eyes looked over groggily. “Wha…you….” The eyes drifted closed as the man sagged into his arms.
He held the slumping figure upright and guided him to an offshoot alley, then down two more alleyways, until the discordant sounds of the quarter faded to a low buzz. They moved around the corner of the rearmost building and he let the man collapse against the wall. A few incoherent mumblings escaped, but by this point all motor function control had ceased.
Matei squatted down and placed a hand under the man’s chin to hold his head up. “Okay, smile for the camera.” His ocular implant scanned the facial features and hairstyle; he had to hold an eyelid open to get a retinal imprint. The man sank to the ground while he turned over a palm and scanned the fingerprints. Lastly, he yanked a single dark brown hair from the scalp and pressed it between the glyphs on his index fingers to extract the DNA sequence.
Satisfied, he reached in his pack and pulled out a ball. It was a mere four centimeters in diameter, made of an ultra-dense alloy and attached to a length of fine woven rope. He wound the end of the rope around the man’s ankle and knotted it securely. 
The man had slipped into a fully catatonic state. Matei lifted him enough to shift him to the edge of the narrow walkway. After injecting the man’s neck with another needle, he straightened up and nudged the body and the ball over the edge into the water.
Here in the deep recesses of the entertainment quarter there were no lights in the walkways or neon lights adorning the buildings. Within seconds the body vanished beneath the inky blackness.
The rope was constructed of a special water-soluble metamat fiber. It was coated with a resin designed to dissolve over three days, after which the rope would disintegrate and the bloated body rise to the surface. The injected solution acted to keep the core organs minimally functioning long past when the man had drowned, thus delaying the apparent time of death.
In the bright daylight sun and crystal waters, the corpse was certain to be discovered. To the world it would look like the man committed suicide shortly after committing the heinous act he intended to perform the next evening.
He picked up the pack and retraced his path through the alleyways, where he rejoined the revelers. He wound his way back toward the hotel, where he would spend the remainder of the night transforming himself into Chris Candela, junior attaché to the Senecan trade delegation.
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CALEB SAT ON THE FLOOR in the open space of the main deck tinkering with a spare circuit panel. It was a trick he had learned as a teenager when he had spent a summer placing monitoring stations for the Park Service in the mountains outside Cavare. Occupying your hands with a detailed task became a form of meditation, allowing your mind to work through concerns in the background.
His hands worked to separate the main and below deck temperature control circuits; his mind pondered Volosk’s oblique suggestion that he might, if he wanted, take Samuel’s place in Division.
It wasn’t a question of whether he thought he could do the job. It was a matter of whether he wanted to do the job. Samuel hadn’t been confined to a desk in his last few years, but he had certainly spent less time in the field. Caleb liked the way things were now. He liked the chase, the intrigue…the simplicity. There were no politics to worry about and no bureaucratic entanglements; there was only the mission. He hadn’t—
—alarms began pealing in the cabin, the high-pitched wails bouncing off the narrow walls to clash in a discordant clangor.
He leapt to his feet and lunged for the cockpit—in the small cabin it wasn’t a great distance—dropping into the seat as he brought the alerts front and center of the HUD.
The primary alarm alerted him to the fact that a particle beam had missed the ship by thirty-eight meters, sent off-kilter by the passive defense shielding. Weapons fire skimming the hull was the first warning of other ships in the vicinity? 
They must be sporting hardcore stealth, and since they were firing on him unprovoked they were definitely mercs. Drop out of superluminal for ten damn minutes and he’s getting shot at….
“VI, identify hostiles and ready weapons.”
The medium-pitched female voice responded in its pleasant, forever-placid tone. “Tracking hostiles.”

The VI represented the top-layer interface for the onboard CU which monitored and manipulated the various ship systems. In 1.7 seconds the CU used the trajectory of the beam to extrapolate the attacker’s location and analyzed the energy readings in the region to identify the unique signature of the vessel. 
A red dot appeared on the HUD’s regional map. 
Having used the information to match similar energy signatures in the area, two additional dots quickly joined the first one. The three dots flew in formation and closed rapidly. 
“Let’s do this, you bastards. VI, autopilot off.” 
“You have navigation.”
He engaged the safety harness then activated the manual-guided controls and yanked the ship upward into a sharp arc. He sailed above the pursuers, locked on and fired at the lead attacker.
Particle beam weapons were standard fare on merc vessels, because they were comparatively cheap, standardized and mass-produced. However they weren’t particularly agile, with limited on-the-fly adjustability and a non-negligible recharge time. 
He’d noted earlier how Division hadn’t scrimped on the ship’s hardware, and was never more grateful for it than at this moment. The dual neodymium-crystal pulse laser weapons his ship wielded exhibited far greater responsiveness than particle beams. They realigned each pulse to account for the movement of the target and were capable of firing continuously for upwards of twenty seconds before needing to recharge. Granted, each pulse carried rather less force than a particle beam shot—but in practice the continual fire more than made up the difference. 
Twenty seconds of fire was enough to rip through most vessels’ primary and secondary shielding, much as it was doing right…about…now.
The lead ship ripped apart into jagged metal shards, followed shortly thereafter by the bright white nova-like implosion-explosion of the sLume drive. His ship shuddered in his hands as the shockwave passed over it.
He concentrated back on the HUD and the two outstanding attackers. The rush of adrenaline in his veins focused his thoughts and created the illusion of time stretching out. Intellectually, he knew nanobot regulators in his bloodstream were honing and directing the adrenaline to enhance the effect. Physically, he only knew his eyesight became sharper, his reflexes faster and his decision-making clearer.
He’d exploited an advantage with the initial shot; they hadn’t known he could track them. Now they did. Predictably, the two ships began zigzagging while attempting to track his own erratic path. 
Maneuvering to slide behind them, he flipped the ship around and set the weapons to track one of the them until it gained a reliable lock then automatically fire. Unfortunately, while he did so the other attacker got a lock on him. The ship jerked in a violent wrench from the instantaneous impact of the particle beam. The shielding held but after two hits now stood at thirty-seven percent power. 
He tried to make his movement as unpredictable as possible. It was one of the reasons why humans remained better pilots than CUs. Even seemingly random variations by a CU were able to be predicted to a reasonable probability by another CU; an Artificial might be another matter, but building a synthetic neural net into a ship remained impractical, not to mention highly illegal. The decisions of a human acting on instinct under combat pressures, however, could never be predicted with any degree of accuracy. Or so the scientists said.
Of course this meant he couldn’t predict their movements either. The weapons would fire within a picosecond of achieving a lock, though—and everyone paused at the controls for a picosecond or two. He was sweeping below and aft of the attackers when his weapons locked and the second vessel followed the first into the beyond. 
He made a snap decision and pushed the ship’s speed to one hundred five percent maximum. The mercs—one merc now—were fast, but not that fast. 
He had been traveling at seventy-five percent max sub-light speed when the attack occurred, and they had been gaining on him. Still, on the assumption the pilot of the final ship would spend at least a few seconds reeling from the close-proximity explosion and the fact all his companions were now dead, he figured he stood decent odds of escaping in those critical few seconds. Given the depleted state of his shielding, better odds than surviving another hit.
“VI, divert non-critical power to impulse.” 
“Eighty percent of environmentals and utilities power diverted.” 
He amped the speed an additional twelve percent. It wouldn’t be maintainable for long without blowing out the engine—maybe ten minutes—but it should be long enough to lose the merc and transition to superluminal. 
“VI, divert communications power to dampener field.”
“Communications is classified as a critical system.”
“I’m aware. Divert communications power to dampener field.”
A slight pause. “Dampener field at 97.2 percent strength.”
He sped ‘north-northwest’ toward a region of denser interstellar gas and dust. Concepts like “north” had no real meaning in space, true. Nonetheless, the intrinsic human need for directional bearing had led to the development in the early days of extra-solar space travel of a heading scheme based on Earth’s location relative to the center of the galaxy.
Eight minutes later he decreased his speed to ninety-eight percent max, sent the diverted power flow to the dampener field and began altering his route. He’d veer about for a couple of hours and approach Metis from a different angle than his previous trajectory. As a precaution.
The air in the cabin started to get uncomfortably cold. He withstood it for another fifteen minutes, tucking his arms against his chest to maintain body heat. When his jaw shivered so violently he accidentally bit his tongue, he decided the success or failure of his escape had by this point surely been decided.
“VI, return power to normal distribution.”
“Standard power flows restored. Primary systems nominal. Two thermal blankets are located in the aft supply cabinet should you require them.”
“Thank you, VI. I’ll be fine.” The breath he had metaphorically been holding since the attack began escaped in a very real expulsion of all the air from his lungs as he sank deeper into the chair. No longer required to focus on escape, evasion or keeping warm, the last of the adrenaline dissipated. He was left with little to do but sit there and attempt to wrap his head around what had just happened. 
How had they tracked him? For all practical purposes ships were not able to be tracked while superluminal. Theoretically the warp bubble could be detected, but to track it one would have to be traveling at the same precise speed on an identical trajectory. Even then, the minimal maneuverability coupled with the vast distances being covered made it effectively impossible to follow a ship in superluminal through a miniscule change in trajectory.
At sub-light speeds his ship was virtually invisible from greater than 0.1 AU; the odds of a band of mercs randomly encountering him at such close proximity in deep space were so low as to be nonexistent. Certainly, merc bands loitered in space waiting on targets all the time; but they did so in populated, high traffic areas and preyed on far larger, less stealthy vessels. 
Lycaon was almost 0.6 kpcs behind him, Gaiae more than 0.7 kpcs to the southeast—and neither of those worlds were exactly hotbeds of activity. There was essentially nothing between here and the borders of explored space except the Metis Nebula.
“VI, initiate an analysis of all systems and a nano-scale scan of the interior and exterior of the ship.”
“What am I to look for?”
“A tracking device or item capable of sending out a signal, but I’ll settle for anything which doesn’t belong. Also, run diagnostics on the dampener field and let me know of any errors.”
“Acknowledged. A scan at such a level of precision will take 3.62 hours.”
“Understood. Inform me of any anomalies as soon as you find them.”
He didn’t expect the VI to find anything amiss. Security on Division’s wing of the spaceport was as tight as that of Headquarters; tampering with the ship would have been quite difficult, though he had to acknowledge not impossible. 
For the moment he had no choice but to operate under the assumption the ship was clean….
So how the hell had they found him? And more relevantly, why had they been so eager to vaporize him on sight?
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ATLANTIS
INDEPENDENT COLONY

MATEI STEPPED THROUGH the wide doors and into the foyer of the ballroom. 
His position was two-thirds of the way down the receiving line for the dignitaries, a prelude to the final gathering of the Trade Summit. It was the appropriate station for a junior member of the Senecan delegation—after the diplomats and CEOs, before the administrative personnel.
The disguise wasn’t perfect. There were limits to what even glyphed cybernetics could do, the most significant one being they couldn’t alter bone structure. That had been one of the factors in choosing the victim though, so it wasn’t a major issue. Silica-cellulose injections added sufficient depth to his cheekbones and prominence to his chin; block-heeled shoes added the extra four centimeters.
His skin had darkened two shades, eyes hued to light green and hair tinted to a chocolate brown and cut to match Candela’s style. Foam padding beneath the borrowed clothes provided the extra thirty pounds to his lean frame. 
A friend or family member of Mr. Candela wouldn’t be fooled—but the man had no friends among his coworkers, and his family was kiloparsecs away. 
Matei had made public appearances over the course of the day only when necessary, during which he remained quietly invisible among the Summit attendees. Here, he had positioned himself in line between two Alliance officials; he would not be expected to speak to them.
As the line continued its slow procession forward, the polite greetings and repetitive small talk began to rise above the low din of those who forewent the receiving line. The line was an odd, anachronistic formality, a tradition he thought had perhaps become malformed somewhere along the way. Nevertheless this night it was to his advantage, for the man he impersonated would not otherwise be allowed to get so close and he might have been forced into a more risky strategy.
The woman in front of him took another step, and he entered the critical zone. He didn’t look around—not for security or agents, nor for cams or sensors. He knew where they were and had factored them into the plan.
In the next step he triggered the release of nanobots into his bloodstream which secreted a specially formulated epinephrine compound. It heightened his senses by twenty-two percent and sped his physical reaction times by thirty-six percent above already genetically and biosynthetically enhanced capabilities.
He spotted Mr. Nythal sitting at a table to the right, his eyes a little wide as they scanned up and down the receiving line with a drink in hand for easy access. If the man spooked security with his vaguely panicked expression, they would have…words.
The next advancement brought him to the Atlantis Governor. He smiled politely and shook the woman’s hand. His voice, though not loud, was clear and crisp so as to be easily overheard and later recalled by those in the vicinity. 
“A pleasure to meet you, ma’am. Chris Candela, Seneca Trade Division.”
She smiled as all politicians do, possibly with a tad greater warmth than most since she oversaw a resort world. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay here, Mr. Candela.”
“Very much so, thank you.”
The Senecan Trade Director was occupied talking up the trophy wife of a Senecan dignitary and didn’t even glance at him as they shook hands. All the better.
Without altering his gait or demeanor he stepped face to face with Alliance Trade Minister Santiagar and extended a hand in greeting. 
“Chris Candela, Seneca Trade Division. It’s an honor, sir.” 
His eVi activated the virus which had been quarantined in his data cache for the last week and directed it through his cybernetics into his hand. As he shook Santiagar’s hand, he shifted his grip so his index finger made contact with the Minister’s index finger on release.
Like every person in society above the poverty level, the Minister’s index finger contained the conductive fibers necessary for interaction with a variety of screens, panels and the millions of other electronic devices which pervaded the world around them. The fibers at a minimum connected to the man’s eVi, which at a minimum connected to his brain. 
In Santiagar’s case, the files indicated his body contained a reasonable amount of additional cybernetic enhancements. The minimum would have sufficed, but the enhancements removed all chance.
There wasn’t even a vibration or tingle when their conductive fibers made contact and the virus passed from his fingertip into the Minister’s cybernetics. He smiled, dipped his chin in appreciation and moved on.
He made a point to have his pace appear aimless while winding between the milling guests toward the plain door in the right wall.
The first gasps of horror and panic began to echo behind him as he slipped through the door. 

METIS NEBULA
OUTER BANDS
Caleb frowned at the Evanec screen again. 
Static wasn’t something one commonly encountered in the twenty-fourth century. Yet static was precisely what he was looking at. 
Upon entering the golden-blue wisps of Metis this morning, communications had begun to deteriorate. First the exanet feed had stuttered for a few minutes then died. Being cut off from the endless avalanche of media populism and celebrity gossip and pseudo-political intrigue was mostly a welcome respite, but it did nag at him that if anything of actual import were to happen, he’d remain ignorant of it for a time.
Next the Evanec had started to flicker in and out, and after an hour the ship couldn’t establish a connection to Senecan security channels or anywhere else. It shouldn’t be a problem, seeing as he wasn’t expecting to be engaging in ship-to-anything communications deep in the void of space…though the static was a bit unnerving.
Finally, his eVi’s communication system fell silent. Locally stored messages remained, but any attempt to send or receive a message or ping the network resulted in a chilling response:
Connection unable to be established. System is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Messages will be queued until able to be delivered.
Well. Should Division feel the need to alter his mission, he wouldn’t get the memo. Should they need him for a more urgent mission, he wouldn’t get that one either, which bothered him a marginal amount more. If something happened to Isabela and he didn’t know…but he’d only be here for a few days. It would be fine.
His gaze drifted to the viewport. The Nebula’s luminous, misty haze formed an eerie, even ghostly environment. Not frightening as such; only dust, gases and the charged particles of the pulsar wind inhabited the sky, and they wielded neither sentience nor intentionality. Rather, it created the impression one had crossed over into an ethereal, incorporeal plane of existence—an effect without a doubt magnified by the disconcerting silence of a formerly ever-present and quite loud civilization.
He assumed the particular makeup of Metis’ EM signature interfered with transmission protocols, both governmental and commercial. Given communications were ‘classified as a critical system,’ he imagined the VI might be somewhat concerned about the matter. 
“VI, do you know the reason for the interference in communications?” 
“Though no single emission is strong enough to interfere with our systems, the overall EM makeup of this region is nonetheless diffracting all external signals to the point their integrity is lost.”
“How so?”
A pause, far longer than normal. “I cannot determine the precise mechanism at this time.”
Though cognizant it consisted solely of qubits, he felt a strange urge to reassure the VI. “It’s fine, it doesn’t matter.”
“I will continue to analyze the problem.”
Wave diffraction was a common enough occurrence, if not often to such damaging effect. Space in its natural state did not always cater to human preferences. On his return he’d submit a log of the interference, and within a few months the Senecan security protocols at least would be adjusted to counteract it. So long as the region stayed uninhabited, the exanet purveyors weren’t likely to give a shit.
He played with the Evanec settings for a while, but refining the bands merely seemed to make the problem worse—not that ‘null’ could really be made worse. Resigned to the fact he did not possess the ability to improve matters, he relaxed in the pilot’s chair and surveyed the situation.
Whatever the source of the anomalous readings which had sent him here, it was a solid day to day and a half away based on the rate of increase in the signal strength. The probe had traveled more than a hundred parsecs farther into the Nebula than his current location. 
Still, for obvious reasons he took things slowly. This was unfamiliar territory with unknown factors at work and no safety net should something go wrong. While he would be the first to go in with guns blazing where the circumstance called for it, this one did not. So he moved carefully, scanning and recording for future analysis by those more scientifically minded than he.

He was standing up to go make a sandwich when the physical sensor blinked an alert. He eased back into the chair and magnified the screen. 
Buried in the shadow of backlit clouds, 0.01 AU away, floated a small planet. The initial scan indicated moderate gravity and a reasonable atmosphere, albeit one consisting of toxic air and volatile weather patterns, which didn’t come as a surprise. What star did it belong to? The pulsar? It wasn’t common for pulsars to have planets, though it did happen. Perhaps it was a rogue, ejected from orbit in the eons-past supernova explosion.
He called up his astroscience files, projected them to an aural and scrolled down them in an effort to recall—
—a flicker…no, an absence, a dark gap in the nebular clouds, caught the corner of his eye. In a breath he shifted to full alert. 
There was no logical explanation for why his senses were instantly hyper-focused and nanobot-aided adrenaline already rushed through his veins. But preternatural instincts was one reason the government paid him a rather generous salary. 
He swung around to sweep the area in a broad arc, and came up empty. The sensors detected only the noise Metis radiated. Yet a moment later a well-defined void was distinctly silhouetted against a dense fog of dust, illuminated by the pale golden glow of the Metis interior. He checked the scans again. Nada. 
The sensors told him the region was empty. His eyes told him otherwise. His ocular implant strained to zoom in and focus on the distant shadow; he would have a headache later. He tensed as the silhouette solidified in his vision into the outline of an artificial construct. He’d call it a ship, but….
Then it whipped about and accelerated toward him and he decided it was most definitely a ship. Aerodynamic and tinted an inky black, it resembled nothing so much as a bird of prey preparing to swoop down upon him.
“Son of a bitch!” How the bloody fuck had those mercs tracked him here? This vessel was supposed to be stealthy. It was stealthy. The scans of the ship had come up squeaky clean. No bloody fucking way could they have tracked him—except for the fact they very plainly had. He slid into the heavier gas clouds to his right, using the visual and EM cover to strafe to the side of his adversary.
Based on the trajectory and speed when the ship had been visible, he estimated the amount of time until it drew even. With a jerk across the controls he emerged from the clouds and fired on where it should be.
His instincts served him well; the other ship tacked away as an explosion blazed bright against its hull—it plummeted and swerved into a dense clump of dust—
—the laser lost tracking. Terrific. It must have one hell of an aversion shield.
No time to ponder it, for he promptly became the target of the return flare of a pulse laser—silver-white in hue, suggesting ytterbium crystal construction. Not a particle beam…and Alliance-produced? Odd.
In a smooth motion he accelerated in an arc up and over the attacker and entered a wall of thick nebular gases. He strafed horizontally before sinking down into the cover, hoping to sneak around and catch his adversary from underneath.
He exited the cloud to find the enemy due ahead and waiting for him. 
Didn’t see that coming.
He jerked up at a fifty degree angle and away—
—but it was too late. The ship quaked beneath his hands from the impact of point-blank pulse laser fire.
He managed to get off a staccato of fire while in full reverse, though it was unclear if any of it hit. The attacker’s weapon did not lose tracking. A relentless pulse stream tore through his shields, then the outer hull. The rear of the ship plummeted into a wild spin as alerts flared across the HUD bank. 
Letting loose a string of curses in half a dozen languages, he wrenched out of the spin and set a trajectory for the nearby planet. It had obviously been placed here just so he could crash on it. 
He surrendered the controls to the CU long enough to pull on the environment suit and carry the helmet back to the chair. The helmet annoyed him; it cut off his senses and narrowed his perspective, and he wasn’t putting it on until it was required to continue living and breathing.
On retaking the controls he worked to approach the planet at an angle which stood a marginal chance of not turning the ship and him to flaming meteoroids. Concentrated as he was on flying a vessel which seemed to have lost most of its tail section, it took a few seconds for him to realize the incoming fire had ceased—possibly on account of the fact he was clearly already dead.
The turbulence of the planetary atmosphere sent the ship into violent convulsions. He threw everything into holding her steady, but he was fighting a losing battle.
Then the HUD went dark.
Then the aft section of the ship exploded. 
Goddamn pain-in-my-ass mercs…with a groan he pulled the helmet on and secured the seal to the suit, punched the evac and dove for the hatch.

It went without saying that there were no atmosphere corridors onto the small, barren planet buried within Metis. 
Alex fought to maintain control of the damaged Siyane in the buffeting atmospheric forces. Visually she was blind, for the viewport revealed only the whirl of an impenetrable caramel-colored dust. She relied on the bank of displays to track altitude and angle of descent and to search the topography for a safe place to land. She needed to inspect the damage, and she just wasn’t crazy enough to open the engineering hatch while in space when she was fairly certain the lower hull had been blown wide open.
The fiery bloom of an explosion thirty degrees to starboard cut through the dust and haze. A harsh breath escaped between gritted teeth. She should feel satisfaction at the attacker’s destruction. Bastard had the gall to shoot her ship!
But extinguishing life wasn’t actually something she routinely—or ever—did, and deep down it hadn’t been her goal. She’d merely done what was necessary to defend herself. It was one of many lessons her father had impressed upon her once she was old enough to comprehend them.
Alex, if an attacker means you harm, you cannot hold back. The attacker will seize advantage of your attempt to preserve their life. They will take yours.

The simple and stark truth was the other ship fired first, giving her no choice but to destroy it before it destroyed her.
Still, her heart leapt of its own accord when a pinpoint blip appeared on the radio, mid-infrared and electronic sensor screens. The pilot had escaped prior to the vessel’s disintegration and currently plummeted toward the planet’s surface. Presumably they wore a suit and a chute and would land intact, for all the good it would do them. 
Her initial relief at the sign of life dissolved into dismay. Without a way off the planet or any rescue incoming—assuming their communications capabilities were as nonexistent as hers had been since entering the Nebula—whether in two days or two weeks, the pilot was as good as dead.
“Gavno!” This person had tried to shoot her down, and would doubtless have left her to die had they succeeded. Likely a merc, assuredly a criminal and clearly dangerous; in all probability a killer who deserved to die.
But not by her hand.
She wasn’t a killer…though for perhaps the first time ever she almost regretted it. 
Groaning in exasperation at an obstinate conscience, she yanked the ship into a rough trajectory toward where the pilot should be landing. It took some doing; the ship gyrated like a teenager on a chimeral high at a rave. When the opportunity came to inspect the hull she expected to find a royal shit-ton of damage. 
But for now the exterior plasma shielding continued to hold. She forcibly drove the ship downward, weaving a path toward the projected impact point. She had to dodge the wreckage of the enemy ship twice as it cavorted wildly and wrenched apart from the pressure of the atmosphere and the pull of gravity.
Finally the air cleared—so to speak. Sand-saturated winds whipped through the sky, and physical visibility increased only to meters. She zeroed in on the weak electronic signature of the pilot’s suit while keeping an eye on the ground sensor; given the presumed damage to the lower hull there was no guarantee the collision warning still functioned. 
She had slowed almost to a stop before the vague outline of a tensile-fiber chute billowing in the wind came into view. 
Last chance to bail, Alex. Land beyond that hill on the topo map there and make sure you have basic functionality. Then hobble to Gaiae, repair your ship and get on with your life.
She rolled her eyes in annoyance and settled to the ground with a modicum of grace. After scanning the system monitors to make certain nothing threatened to go critical for the moment, she stood and pulled on her environment suit. She grabbed the Daemon from the cabinet and primed it prior to activating the hatch. Twenty seconds later she stepped onto a rather rudely unwelcoming world.
She struggled against punishing winds to approach the chute and the prone form tangled in it. Goddammit, was she going to have to go back and get a blade and cut the suky sranuyu out?
In a flurry of motion the pilot somehow disentangled from the chute and crawled to their knees. Guess not.
The chute rose in the air to be caught by the wind and shredded to ribbons. The pilot stood, faltered for a second, then righted themselves and focused on her.
A deep male voice bearing a lilting, melodic timbre came over her suit’s vicinity comm. “Listen, whoever you are, I’m sure we can work something ou—”
She steadied the gun with both hands and fired. 








 
PART
II:
CAUSALITY
 
 
“Civilization begins with order, grows with liberty, 
and dies with chaos.”
 
— Will Durant
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EARTH
VANCOUVER, EASC
HEADQUARTERS

MIRIAM DOUBLE-CHECKED THE FILE index a final time. She wanted to be able to review her notes during the flight for the session she would be chairing at the TacRecon Conference, on the economic viability of continuous passive planetary-wide hyperspectral scanning. They had been sent to Reference Confirm this morning and needed to be ready by the time she arrived at the spaceport. 
With any luck the notes would occupy her for the entire flight, and she’d have no opportunity to dwell on the destination. She allowed a quiet sigh to escape as she reached for her jacket.
The sound of the door sliding open caught her by surprise. She could count on one hand the number of people who dared enter her office unannounced. If the entrant wasn’t on the list….
Richard’s eyes were starkly bloodshot even from across the room. He clearly hadn’t been getting much sleep the last several nights. “Turn on the news feed.” 
“I was just on my way out the door for St. Petersburg.”
“You’re not going.”
She arched an eyebrow. She didn’t want to go of course, but he had very little say in the matter.
An aural materialized in front of him; he leaned against the front of the desk and shifted it out so she could also see it. “The data stream from the QEC to Atlantis. Now please, turn on the news feed.”
“Very well.” A finger press to the edge of her desk and a large panel embedded in the far wall burst to life.
“—Atlantis security and Alliance officials are refusing to provide any information regarding the incident. However—”
Her eyes flew to the aural Richard had generated. 
Trade Minister Santiagar confirmed to have suffered a catastrophic overload of cybernetics resulting in stroke and brain hemorrhage
“What?” She hurried around the desk and positioned herself beside him for a clearer vantage. “Are you certain?”
“—guests at the dinner recount seeing nothing unusual as the Minister joined the Senecan Trade Director and Atlantis Governor in greeting attendees, and say he abruptly began shaking violently then collapsed—”
remote injection of self-replicating virus suspected, confirmation expected within seven minutes
He ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I’m afraid so.”
“—the ballroom has been cleared and everyone present is being detained, though officials assure us it is only precautionary—”
surveillance scans identify an individual exiting the room through a service door 1.8 seconds after initial manifestation of symptoms
“—we realize several other networks are reporting that Minister Santiagar has died. We don’t want to jump the gun and report something which turns out to be inaccurate—” 
“Is he dead?”
He merely nodded.
individual was tracked into maintenance corridors but disappeared from surveillance cams during level transition 26.4 seconds after incident 
“—responses from both the Earth Alliance and Senecan Federation representatives are confused and conflicting, making it difficult—” 
review of visuals confirm individual physically interacted with the Minister 7.8 seconds prior to incident
He blew out a sharp breath. “Means it was an official guest. There will be a record.”
“One of the Senecans?”
“Or one of ours.”
“—again, we are reporting an incident at the final event of the Trade Summit involving Alliance Minister—”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Miriam, it’s my job to be suspicious.”
82.6% certainty individual is Christopher Candela, listed as a junior attaché for the Seneca Trade Division
Her jaw clenched, causing a painful jolt as her teeth clacked together. “I told you.”
“—we are now able to confirm that Earth Alliance Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar has died. The cause of death is still undetermined—”
Her eVi began signaling a cascading avalanche of alerts and incoming data. A red alert force-loaded on her whisper. 
Board meeting in twenty minutes. Level V Priority.
Richard pushed off the edge of the desk and killed the aural. “I got it too. If you’ll excuse me, I have nineteen minutes to pull together everything we have into some sort of coherent form.”
She was already crossing back around her desk and waved distractedly after him. She sat down, took a deep breath and began issuing orders.

Barely controlled chaos ruled the conference room as she walked in. A cluster of advisors surrounded General Alamatto at the head of the table, and several military officials huddled by the windows gesturing in animated whispers. The holos of the remote members jerked and flickered as they handled interruptions and rushed to prepare. Aides hurried around in a bustle of activity which closely resembled pointless circles.
Miriam simply crossed the room and took a seat. Her shoulders locked straight as she opened three small screens and proceeded to study their contents.
Richard hurried in, both hands interacting with two separate aurals and only belatedly remembering to make sure his uniform shirt was tucked in properly. She spared him a tiny, sympathetic smile but didn’t otherwise acknowledge his presence.
Alamatto cleared his throat loudly; it barely registered above the din. Again, to no avail. In frustration he slammed his palm on the table. 
“If we can bring this meeting to order…” he paused as those present scurried into some semblance of order “…thank you. First, I’d like to note that in addition to the regular Board members, we have present this evening Major Lange from Security Bureau and Colonel Navick from Military Intelligence in person and Defense Minister Mori and Deputy Foreign Minister Basak via holo.”
He waited for the last person to settle on a location to stand. “As you’re all aware by now, approximately thirty minutes ago Trade Minister Santiagar collapsed and died while attending the Trade Summit on Atlantis. I don’t want to misrepresent any of the facts, so I’ll let those closest to the situation bring us up to speed. Major Lange?”
Lange was a tall, wiry blond with pale blue eyes which connoted his strong Scandinavian ancestry. Miriam had worked with him on occasion and found him professional, if cold, and highly competent.
He nodded brusquely at the General. “Thank you, sir. The incident occurred while Minister Santiagar and other senior officials greeted guests in an official receiving line before the closing banquet. Including staff, seventy-nine individuals were in the ballroom at the time, as well as another sixty-five in the entryway and hall area.” He flicked his wrist and a three-dimensional schematic of the ballroom and immediate surroundings materialized above the table.
“The ballroom was locked down six seconds after the Minister collapsed, the wing of the convention center containing the ballroom twelve seconds later. All exits from the convention center were staffed and monitored within two minutes.” The schematic zoomed out to encompass the entire building and the exits lit up in red.
“All spaceport departures are being held and searched beginning five minutes after the incident. Atlantis security has been extremely responsive. Despite the frivolous nature of the colony, they are a well-trained and professional department and I have every confidence in their ability to support our investigation.”
He took a sip of water from the glass an aide had placed on the table. “Alliance doctors treated the Minister on the scene. He displayed no vital signs upon their arrival and was declared deceased after six minutes. Initial analysis indicates he suffered a cybernetics malfunction which triggered a neural stroke and brain hemorrhage. No other attendees have experienced health issues. Nonetheless, officers on the scene are investigating every possibility, including biological and chemical weapon dispersal, food tampering and remote cyberbomb delivery.”
He gazed around the long table and to those standing along the walls. “Any questions?”
Admiral Rychen, the Northeastern Regional Commander based on Messium, spoke up. “What about the guests? A lot of people were in the room. Could someone have slipped in?”
“We’re obviously still questioning the attendees, but we have confirmed everyone present was on the official guest list or approved staff. At least one person present departed before the lockdown was complete, but I’ll let the Colonel speak to the matter.” He nodded to Richard, who stepped forward as Lange backed away.
Richard coughed a tad awkwardly. She knew he wasn’t fond of speaking in front of large groups, preferring to work in the background if not the shadows. But matters were what they were.
“Yes. Though preliminary, examination of the Minister’s body suggests his cybernetics were sabotaged by a self-replicating virus, resulting in a forced overload designed to damage the brain.”
“So he was assassinated then?”
He glanced at the Defense Minister. “Yes, sir. It appears that way. We are pursuing every lead, but the primary suspect at the moment is Christopher Candela, a junior staffer in the Senecan delegation.” He displayed a visual of an unremarkable-looking man with dark brown hair. Looks were often deceiving these days, but the man seemed to be in his late twenties.
“Mr. Candela was seen greeting Santiagar in the receiving line several seconds before the Minister collapsed. He left the room via a service door immediately thereafter. EAMI agents initiated pursuit and tracked him through multiple corridors before he vanished from surveillance cams, likely due to a cloaking shield. By that point the lockdown had been completed…” Richard was too polite to look over at Lange “…and the fields placed on the exits will disrupt cloaking tech, so it is unlikely he will be able to escape the net. An exhaustive search of the conference center is ongoing.”
“Goddamn Senecans! I knew this Summit was a trap.”
Alamatto grimaced at the holo of General O’Connell. “General, we don’t yet know anything for certain. Please, Colonel, continue.”
“Yes, sir. Nine individuals attending the Summit did not attend the dinner: three reporters, five corporate executives and one of our low-level staff members. We’ve confirmed they didn’t leave Atlantis prior to the dinner and are in the process of tracking them down.” 
O’Connell spoke up again, though he appeared to be making a marginal effort at restraint. “How did an assassin get past your background checks, Colonel? I was under the impression EAMI had their spies all over this damnable Summit.”
Miriam smiled to herself. Like many people, the General assumed Richard was a pushover due to his mild, nonthreatening demeanor. He was incorrect.
Richard focused in on O’Connell. “We are and one didn’t. While we have limited ability to blacklist Senecan government personnel, we do have extensive files on each of them. Christopher Candela is as clean as they get. Family man, hard worker, upstanding member of society. A little quiet and keeps to himself, but zero history of trouble. Never been arrested, never affiliated with extremist groups or vocalized anti-Alliance sentiments. Frankly I would be less surprised if you accused my hundred sixty-four year old grandfather living in Bonn of being an assassin.”
O’Connell snorted. “That simply means his government put him up to it. If you ask me, this was an act of war.”
The Deputy Foreign Minister looked down her long, pinched nose at him. “That remains to be seen…General, is it? We will naturally be demanding answers from the Senecan government. This man might have acted alone, or as an agent of a terrorist organization. It’s far too soon to be throwing around declarations of war.”
“Well, ma’am, how about you just let me know when it is time, all right?”
The glacial stare which came in response would have frosted the room had the woman been present in person. The Defense Minister stepped into the tête-à-tête to redirect the conversation. “Have we implemented additional security measures yet?”
Miriam acknowledged the Minister with a miniscule nod. “Absolutely. Security at Alliance buildings galaxy-wide has been increased to Level IV, military bases to Level III. As a precautionary matter all military leave has been canceled and personnel recalled. Heightened security is in place for the Prime Minister and Assembly Speaker as well as their families and homes. Protective details are currently being dispatched to senior administration officials and Assembly members.” 
She gave a rare, wry smile. “And as we speak the dust is being brushed off the strategic plans for a number of military scenarios.” She should know, she expected to be spending the next twelve hours preparing recommendation briefs on them.
Alamatto gave the room a formal nod. “If there are no further questions, we’ll adjourn for now. All updates should be forwarded to my attention. I’ll be flying to Washington to brief the Cabinet shortly. Unless there are significant new developments, the Board will meet again at 0800. Dismissed.”
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ALEX LUGGED THE UNCONSCIOUS FORM to the jump seat, deposited it unceremoniously and engaged the safety harness. 
Mesh straps emerged from the wall and snaked around to pull him upright in the chair, hands snug against his sides. She activated a web normally used to secure cargo; the subtle silver glimmer barely registered against the gunmetal fabric of his environment suit. She code-locked the web.
Only then did she disengage the suit’s seal and remove the helmet from her captive. A mop of soft, loosely curly black hair tumbled across his forehead and along his neck. She ignored it to scan the manufacturer imprint inside the helmet.
~ 2321, Seneca SpaceEX, Ltd. ~
The accent, of course. “Well that’s just fucking…great.”
She carried the helmet over to a cabinet on the opposite wall and dropped it in a drawer, stripped off her own environment suit and stowed it, then sat down in the cockpit chair. Her toes propelled the chair in agitated circles while her fingers drummed a staccato rhythm on the armrest. 
This did not fit in her schedule. Not repairing a gaping fissure in the hull and certainly not babysitting a prisoner. Why did she have to go all honorable and rescue him? She could have simply kept going and everything would have been fine….
Admittedly, there would still be the small matter of the hole in her ship. And he would be dead.
She spun the chair around to face him. The Daemon rested on her thigh, but her hand maintained a loose grip on the trigger. With a flick of her thumb the nervous-system suppressor field keeping him unconscious dissipated.
It took only a few seconds for the man’s eyelids to begin to flutter, long black lashes beating against tanned olive skin. An additional second ticked by. 
His head snapped up. Bright indigo eyes met hers, startlingly clear and alert. She forced herself not to flinch and to meet his gaze coolly. 
“You’re Senecan.”
He glared at her with what she took to be cocky contempt, almost as though he hadn’t noticed he was rather extensively restrained. “Are you insane? Why the hell did you shoot me? I didn’t even have a weapon!”
She didn’t answer right away, instead eyeing him appraisingly. Advanced if utilitarian environment suit. Beneath the suit, hints of a lean but athletic build. A taut posture which evoked the impression of a panther poised to spring, restraints be damned. Well-defined but not angular facial features dominated by vibrant, piercing irises.
In sum, every pore of his being oozed one thing…
…okay, fine. Every pore oozed two things. The first was irrelevant. 
The second was dangerous. She arched an emphatic eyebrow. “Somehow I don’t think you need a weapon in order to kill me.”
He didn’t argue the point. “And why should I want to kill you?”
“I don’t know, you tell me. You’re the one who opened fire.”
“Merc raiders attacked me on the way here. I thought you were one of them. Are you?”
“No.”                                      
“Well I’d say ‘sorry,’ but seeing as how you shot down my ship then shot me, I’m not feeling particularly generous at the moment.”
She shrugged with intentional mildness, a counter to the intensity of his stare. “Self-defense. What are you doing here?”
“Studying the pulsar. What are you doing here?”
“Just seeing the sights. You’re lying.”
“So are you.”
“Maybe. I’m also the one holding the gun and the key to those restraints.”
“Fair point.” He paused as an odd shadow flickered across his eyes…then chuckled with surprising lightness. “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you what I’m doing here.”
She nodded deliberately, as if she were contemplating a philosophical assertion, and decided to play a hunch. His lilting and very distinctive accent had vanished, replaced by the generic intonation heard on the largest independent worlds. Such a talent was uncommon, and typically found in a very specific skillset. 
She crossed one leg over the other and relaxed a bit in the chair, though the Daemon remained on her thigh. “Hmm. Well, I suppose that means you’re likely either military, intelligence…or a criminal.” 
Her eyes narrowed in pointed accusation. “I bet you’re a criminal. A human slave trafficker, or maybe a gunrunner, arming the violent gang wars on the independents? Or are you a drug dealer…yep, I bet that’s it. I bet you sell hard chimerals to kids so they can burn their brains out, but not until they—”
He growled in palpable frustration. “I wouldn’t do that. Ever.”
She grinned smugly. And she was quite proud of herself.
 “So military or intelligence, then.” 
Her gaze ran down and up the length of his body again, this time for dramatic effect. “And I highly doubt the military would let you keep that mess of a haircut, so intelligence it is.”
His brow furrowed into a tight knot at the bridge of his nose; the muscles of his jaw contracted beneath cheeks shadowed by the hint of stubble. He looked at her as though she resembled some sort of alien creature, perhaps with slimy tentacles swirling about her head, but remained silent. 
She took the silence as confirmation. “Why is Senecan Intelligence interested in the Metis Nebula?”
He blinked, and with the act his expression morphed from dismay to wary detachment. “This is unclaimed space. I have as much of a right to be here as you do.”
“Wasn’t what I asked. Why is Senecan Intelligence interested in the Metis Nebula?”
“I still can’t tell you, especially not when you’re Alliance. What are you doing here?”
Her mouth twitched before she managed to squelch it. “What makes you think I’m Alliance? This is a civilian vessel.”
“Oh, you’re not military—though you’re not far removed from it—but you are definitely Alliance.”
“Why?”
“The way you said ‘Senecan.’ Like it was a curse.”
She met his penetrating stare with her own cool one. “It is.”
“Lovely.” The left corner of his mouth curled up in a brazen smirk. She instantly disliked it. “In fact, I’d put credits on you being from Earth.”
“There are sixty-seven Alliance worlds. Why would I be from Earth?”
“Earthers exude this arrogance, this pretentiousness—as though even now, nearly three hundred years after colonization began, they’re still the only people who really count.”
“That is not true.” Her toes swiveled the chair again. Her gaze drifted away from his to stare at the ceiling. Seconds ticked by in silence; she felt him watching her.
Finally she rolled her eyes in reluctant exasperation. “Okay, it’s totally true—but not me. I don’t feel that way.”
His self-satisfied smile noted he could give as good as he got, and knew it. “So you are from Earth.”
Dammit. “That’s irrelevant. What’s your name?”
“Samuel.”
“I’m sure. Well, Samuel, make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a little while.”
His expression turned imploring. “Can I at least get some water?”
“When I get back.” She leveled an unimpressed glare in his direction but gave him a wide berth as she passed him and headed down the circular stairwell.

First things first. She double-checked the status of the plasma shield to make certain it was holding. Getting sucked out onto an inhospitable planet sporting unbreathable air and limited atmosphere absolutely didn’t fit in her schedule. Satisfied with the readings, she lifted the hatch to the engineering well and descended the ladder.
The dull sallow of the planet’s surface could be seen through a roughly three meter long rupture in the hull. The reassuring plasma shimmer kept the interior free of the churning sand and harsh wind. 
A smaller gash twisted diagonally from the midpoint of the rupture up to the base of the right internal hull wall. The wall had been ripped open to expose the housing for the plethora of conduits, filters and cabling which powered the ship. The external hull, partially visible behind the mess, sported merely a hairline crack. 
From one perspective, this was quite good news—more structural integrity, less hull to repair. On the other hand, it meant the laser had likely danced around wreaking havoc in the gap until it dissipated. Even absent closer inspection she noted several of the photal fiber weaves were shredded in multiple places. Dread pooled in her gut at the thought of what systems they might belong to. 
With a sigh she maneuvered around the rupture in the floor to the open gap. She crouched and peered into the aperture, rocking absently on the balls of her feet. Once she got in there it would be hours just cataloging the damage. Perhaps she should get her captive a little water first….
What did Senecan Intelligence want in Metis, anyway? 
She had picked up some rather unusual spectrum readings on the long-range scans before being so rudely interrupted by laser fire. Had someone else already found the same thing—or more?
“Puzzle it out later, Alex. Prioritize: Water, damage assessment, repairs.” She stood and climbed out of the engineering well, went upstairs and rummaged around in the kitchen storage for a field water packet. 
‘Samuel’—she doubted it was his real name—regarded her as she approached. His acute gaze made her strangely uncomfortable, but she did her levelheaded best to not let it show. She gave him an irritated look and shoved the water packet in his face.
“Something wrong?” he inquired as he accepted the straw.
“Yes, something is wrong. You totally wrecked the undercarriage. God knows what it’s done to power and navigation. We’re going to be grounded for days thanks to your handiwork.” 
He lazily sucked on the straw, eyes twinkling in blatant amusement. Annoyed, she yanked it away and stepped back to cross her arms stiffly over her chest. “I’ll be below for the next few hours cataloging the damage.”
She pivoted and left before he could respond.

The damage was even worse than it had appeared at first glance.
She lay on the narrow strip of flooring that wasn’t ripped open and stared at the wrecked tangle of conduits and cabling. The blast had shredded twenty centimeters of one of the three lines going to the impulse engine. With the inflow reduced by a third, it was questionable whether the engine had the power to escape the atmosphere.
Even worse, fully half the conduits feeding the plasma shield were damaged—which meant the likelihood of it failing in the vacuum of space was…high.
She never would have made it to Gaiae.
Half a dozen other somewhat less critical problems were immediately evident, thanks to the fissure occurring along one of the primary cabling paths. Aft navigation controls had suffered measurable damage. Splinters of the mHEMT amp for the dampener field decorated the floor. 
And all this was ignoring the obvious, irrefutable fact that the undercarriage of her ship had been torn to shreds.
She only hoped the pulse laser hadn’t vaporized too much of the hull material, and once the ragged shards were smoothed back out the hull would be able to be resealed. She kept reserve components for the internal electronics and extra conduit coils; spare sheets of reinforced carbon metamaterial? Not so much.
She opened a work list in her eVi and began. The end of the gash closest to the ladder seemed as good a place as any. She shimmied along the edge of the open wall, periodically crawling half into the exposed aperture for a closer inspection. Goddamn it was a mess.
When she finally finished cataloging the damaged components along with severity and criticality, she started constructing the most efficient order of repairs. At least the internal systems resided farther inside and hadn’t been damaged—electronics, mechanical, temperature control and water recycling were all fine. So too was the crucial LEN reactor powering them.
Crawling out of the opening, she found an undamaged section of the wall, leaned against it and drew her knees up to her chest. After a deep breath she projected the work list to an aural, expanding it until it no longer required scrolling. The result stretched for more than half a meter.
She made a couple of notations and adjusted the order. Realized she had made a mistake. Corrected it. Corrected it again.
She was tired. Too tired to begin repairs tonight for certain.
Then there was the matter of her prisoner. His restraints secured him for the time being, but long term he constituted a significant problem. A damn Senecan intelligence agent. Dangerous, clever and wearing an arrogant smirk that was going to annoy her real fast.
She wished he had just been a merc. Even the smart mercs were simple and straightforward, with easily discernible motives usually involving credits. This guy represented far more of a mystery, making him even more dangerous than his profession already did. And while in any other circumstance she would simply go on her way, the option wasn’t currently available to her.
A groan emerged from the back of her throat as she banged her head against the wall. Anywhere else and she could hand her prisoner over to the authorities, pay a premium for materials and have her ship back in near-to-good-as-new-shape in a day, two days max. But here on this forbidding planet in the middle of nowhere, there were no communications, no supplies and no authorities. 
She was on her own.

Several hours did in fact pass before she reemerged from the depths of the ship. 
Caleb didn’t spend the time dwelling on the unfortunate reality that he had been ‘captured,’ as it were. It was regrettable, but he hadn’t exactly been at his best, on account of having plummeted eighteen kilometers through a violent, punishing atmosphere with a centimeter of fabric and a nanopoly faceplate protecting him then crashed onto a barren, unforgiving wasteland. 
Instead he carefully studied his surroundings.
By the time she returned, he’d identified the functions of the controls within line of sight, noted several crucial junction points and potentially useful screens and—actually first—determined the nature of the encryption on the restraint web. The cockpit appeared blank and unadorned save for a single chair, which meant it was the most advanced area on the ship. Virtual and impenetrable. 
The overall design of the interior conveyed a sense of understated, elegant functionality, with as much attention paid to comfort as to utility. Definitely not a military ship. No, this vessel was of private origin and very, very expensive. Corporate perhaps, though it didn’t feel corporate. It felt personal.
Once he completed the visual inventory his thoughts shifted to formulating a plan of escape. Well, not so much ‘escape’ as freedom; it would be counterproductive to abandon the only viable means off the planet. 
But he had to admit he was impressed, and more than a little curious. Not about why the most advanced scout ship he’d ever seen was running around Metis. Clearly Alliance interests had discovered the same anomaly as his government and dispatched an investigator.
No, mostly he was curious about what this woman—mechanically savvy and with undeniable flying skills, acerbically sharp, ill-tempered, caustic…and rather stunning in an uncommon, confounding way—was doing piloting it, much less who she might be. At least he would be able to answer the latter question soon enough.
The woman retrieved a new water packet from the kitchen area in the aft of the deck and once again approached him. Her arms glistened from a thin sheen of sweat, while grease and fluids streaked her pants and shirt. Tangled strands of very dark red hair had slipped out of a twisted knot to tickle her cheeks and jaw. 
She was making a valiant effort to come off as cold, aloof and even threatening. But he read the exhaustion in the stiff way her feet hit the floor with each step and the tense cording of the muscles in her long, slender neck.
She extended the packet straw toward his mouth. The motion was less rude than earlier; he rewarded the good behavior by giving her a quick smile as he accepted the drink. After a moment he nodded, and she stepped back. 
Her expression was flat with weariness. “I’m going to get some sleep.” 
He gazed earnestly at her, looking as hopeful as he could manage. “No food?”
“You won’t starve before the morning.”
True enough. “What if I have to, um, use the facilities?”
“Pozhaluysta, ya zhe ne tupïtsa. Your suit has provisions for that.”
His eVi identified the unfamiliar words as an Earth-based Russian dialect. He priority-cached Russian into the translator then shrugged within the confines of the restraints, a dry chuckle on his lips. “No, of course you aren’t a moron, but I had to try.”
She managed to look highly unimpressed as she turned away. “If you say so. Sleep well.”
“What are the odds?”
Halfway down the stairs she paused and gestured toward a screen embedded in the wall. The lights dimmed to a faint glow.
He called out after her. “Thank you….” But she was already gone.
He waited another ten seconds, his posture relaxed and nonchalant in the uncomfortable jump seat. Slowly his eyes drifted downward. 
Even in the low light he recognized the strand of her hair which had fallen to rest on his thigh. He took a deep breath and cracked his neck.
It was going to be a long night.
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“I DON’T SUPPOSE YOU CAN tell me what the hell is going on here?”
Michael Volosk nodded with proffered conviction, though his inner thoughts were decidedly less confident. 
This was his worst nightmare, if not only his. A prominent Alliance diplomat was dead, and all signs pointed to an official member of the Senecan delegation being responsible. He didn’t need to be a politician to recognize the clusterfain of trouble it meant.
Intelligence Director Graham Delavasi dropped his elbows on the desk and waited expectantly for answers he didn’t have. 
The man’s bushy salt-and-pepper hair had strayed onto the wild side, an indication he too had been awoken in the middle of the night. He wore faded denim and a wrinkled polo and kept a giant thermos of coffee in easy reach. There were no aurals around him and no screens active on the desk, which was his way. When he met with someone he gave them his full and undivided attention, for good or ill.
Delavasi had always been a bit of a renegade, wielding a blunt demeanor unusual in the intelligence trade and even more unusual among the political ranks he now technically belonged to. He had risen to a position of power due in large part to a keen intellect, a sharp eye for bullshit and unassailable integrity. Michael admired the man; didn’t always like him, but admired him.
He met the Director’s gaze. “The Alliance Trade Minister was the target of what looks to be an assassination hit during the Summit’s closing dinner. The scene remains in a state of flux, but the evidence indicates the hit was in all probability conducted by a member of our Trade staff.”
“Have we executed the son of a bitch yet? Because that may be the only thing standing between us and the full might of the Alliance military showing up at our doorstep.”
The data stream from his agents on Atlantis continued to scroll on his whisper; he checked it a last time to make certain it held no better answer. “No, sir. Neither my agents, the Senecan security detail, Atlantis police, nor Alliance security have as yet been able to locate Mr. Candela.” 
He cringed at Delavasi’s disbelieving glare and rushed to reassure the man. “It’s simply a matter of time. Atlantis is locked down hard. He won’t escape.” His hand came to rest at his chin; it was a tic and usually meant he was bothered by something…which he was. “I recognize the undeniable seriousness of the situation, but sending in the military would be a rather disproportionate response, wouldn’t it?”
“Assassination of a government official is an explicit violation of the armistice. Now that may not matter to everyone, but I guarantee it will matter to someone with more authority than good sense.” Delavasi took a long swig from the thermos. “Who is this guy anyway?”
“He’s nobody. A low-level staffer in Director Kouris’ office. He’s worked in the Trade Division for three years, prior to which he served as an intern for the Parliament’s Commerce Committee. Graduated 3rd honors from Tellica with a degree in economics. Has a wife and a new baby. His record is spotless, and he has a reputation as a competent if unexceptional employee. There’s no history of political activism or fringe activities. He didn’t even vote in the last election.”
“Enemies? What about his family, his wife’s family? Any potential for blackmail or coercion there?”
“We’re looking into it.” ‘We’ had started looking into it three hours earlier at one in the morning when he had been awoken by a flurry of alerts and left Shera sleeping in their bed, and it likely would be days before ‘we’ knew anything for certain. The Director no doubt recognized this.
Delavasi sighed and sank into the high-backed leather chair. “Bloody hell, Michael, this is a disaster. Nobody wants open conflict with the Alliance. Well, maybe a few fire-breathing Parliament back-benchers and some wackos on Caelum who want an excuse to shoot over the border. But nobody who matters wants another war—and the Chairman definitely doesn’t want one. He put a lot of political goodwill on the line in pushing for this Summit.”
Michael frowned. “Could that be what this is about? Perhaps it’s not actually about the Alliance at all, and instead an attempt to discredit the current administration and destabilize the government.”
“Damned if I know. Which is a problem, seeing as I’m the Intelligence Director and thus expected to know the justifications of lunatics and devils. But I do know something isn’t right here. This smells from top to bottom and I need answers. You’ll have all the men you need. Find out what’s going on.”
“Absolutely, sir. The official delegation should be cleared to leave Atlantis in the next few hours. My men on the ground have already begun private interrogations and will continue them during the flight home. Agents are at Mr. Candela’s home now and en route to extended family locations. My best analysts are scouring every aspect of his past for clues as to what might have led to this action.” 
He paused to take a sip of his own coffee. “As soon as the delegation arrives we’ll begin whatever extended interrogations are required at HQ. I intend to personally interview the Assistant Trade Director first thing, as he was in charge of planning and staffing.”
Delavasi’s eyes creased, drawn inward by the furrow in his brow. “That still Jaron Nythal?”
“I believe so.”
“Be careful with him. He’s a slippery bastard.”
“…care to elaborate?”
Delavasi kicked his chair away from the desk and slowly spun it around. “A couple of years ago—back when I had your job—we took down a spy network operating in several of the high-profile corporations. They were selling secrets acquired via their ‘special’ access to certain government agencies to the Zelones cartel. Nythal was Corporate Liaison in Trade at the time, and was on the periphery of the scandal. I couldn’t make any allegations stick to him, but he was entirely too smooth for my taste.”
Michael chose his words carefully. “He would need to be fairly smooth to parlay with the corporate bigwigs, wouldn’t he?”
“Without a doubt. Nevertheless, the man was…wrong. I’m just saying be on your toes when you talk to him, and don’t assume you’re getting the whole story merely because he’s on our side.”
“Understood.”
Delavasi stood and grabbed a gray trench coat lying rumpled on the window sill. “Now, lucky me, I get to go tell the Chairman that yes, it appears one of our people did assassinate the bloody Alliance Trade Minister, and no, I don’t have any evidence he can present to the Alliance government to show it was an isolated act by a lone crazy.”
He gave Michael a slightly worn smile as he pulled the coat over his shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’m not throwing you to the wolves. I know you’re all over it, and it will take a little time to get answers—a sentiment which I will also convey to the Chairman.”
“I appreciate the support, sir.”
The first steel-hued rays of sunlight broke across the horizon beyond the office window as he stood and shook the Director’s hand. It was going to be a long day, and probably not the last.
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FRESHLY SHOWERED. HAIR PULLED BACK in a ponytail and twisted up out of the way. Clean workpants, pockets empty and ready for use. A fitted shirt that wouldn’t catch on any jagged edges. Grip-soled slip shoes for ease of movement in the narrow spaces of the engineering well.
Her battle armor. For repairing her ship below—and facing the unknown above.
Alex blew out a long breath and scrunched her face up at the mirror. She only hoped her mental preparation equaled the physical prep. She gave a sharp nod to her reflection and headed up the stairs to the main deck.
Her prisoner resembled…well, someone who had crash-landed on a barren planet then spent the night tied up in a utility jump seat. The hint of stubble had graduated to full shadow, tousled locks to a wild shock of curls. But his eyes were unsettlingly bright and alert as he watched her cross the cabin.
She flopped into the cockpit chair, Daemon back in her hand, and regarded him with a critical eye. “So. What am I going to do with you?”
He was ready for her, too. “I’ve been thinking about that. Let me assure you I’m not a threat to you. It’s clear you’re my only ticket off this rather inhospitable world, and as such it is against my interests to harm you. So you can remove the restraints, for one.”
An eyebrow arched. “So you can kill me, dump my body and steal my ship?”
One corner of his mouth curled up; damn that was going to get annoying. “I’m quite certain your ship won’t leave the ground unless you’re piloting it. Every control in here is locked and keyed to you. Further, I imagine the navigation system requires regular interaction with your eVi to function.”
“True enough. But you could hold me hostage and force me to fly you wherever you wanted to go.”
He shrugged within the restraints. “At least you wouldn’t be dead.”
“Very funny. Until we got where we were going.”
His jaw tightened into a rigid line. Before, it hadn’t appeared ‘square’ as such. Now though, she thought she could probably cut a steak with the edges. 
The flicker in his eyes hinted he hadn’t meant to display frustration so visibly. She watched as he willed his jaw relaxed. “Why would I want to kill you?”
“Because I know Senecan Intelligence is after something in the Metis Nebula. Because I know what you look like and what you do, and that is a threat to you. Because then you’d have a shiny new ship as bounty.”
His mouth opened, presumably carrying a snap response. Instead of delivering the response though, it closed in silence, then after a pause opened again. “Okay, those are…fairly decent reasons.” He looked at her with what might be mistaken in civilized company for honesty. “But I’m not going to hurt you, especially not when you’re the daughter of an Alliance Admiral. I have no desire to start another war.”
What? He couldn’t possibly….
Of course. He’d have access to the extensive files the Senecan government doubtless maintained on their adversary. Hell, he likely kept the files in his internal data cache and had the tech in his ocular implant to do a retinal scan from at least a meter away. She must have merited a footnote:
Alexis Mallory Solovy: Born October 17, 2286, San Francisco, Earth. Father: Dead Martyr. Mother: Cast-Iron Bitch. 
She snorted in mock appreciation. “Neat trick you got there. Still not good enough.”
He exhaled softly. Something akin to disappointment flitted across his face. 
“Okay.” 
With a flick of his wrist the restraints vanished. He had unlatched the safety harness and stood before she had blinked.
She and the gun were both up in the next blink, her hands clenched tight on the grip. “How did you?”
His hands were in the air, palms open, and he made no move to approach her. The tone of his voice remained scrupulously even. “The web field was DNA-coded to you, obviously. You left behind a strand of hair last night. I used it to create a hack and unlock the web.” His shoulders raised in an exaggerated shrug; freed from the restraints it became a far more expressive motion. “Intelligence? It’s what I do. If it helps, I didn’t get much sleep.” 
Her response consisted of an icy glare. 
He sighed. “Look, the point is, I could have killed you in your sleep, but I didn’t.”
Her finger only tightened on the gun’s trigger. Her thumb hovered over the stun toggle. “Because you need me to do the repairs and, as you noted, fly the ship.”
“True. But you are not getting me back in those restraints.”
“Oh really? I might just shoot you again.”
He glanced around the cabin. “In here? I don’t think so. You’d overload half your systems.”
“You have no idea the kind of—”
In the space of a breath he had crossed the distance separating them and spun her around into a vise grip from behind. Somehow, the gun was out of her hand and in his. He locked her arms between them and raised the gun to her temple.
She was thoroughly disgusted with herself. One, because she had been standing too close to be able to react, even if he had moved ridiculously fast. Two, because she was having to work unexpectedly hard to focus on the gun pressed against her temple rather than the body pressed against her back. Get your head on straight, life-threatening situation here!
His voice resonated low and dangerous at her ear. “Just so we’re very clear. If I want to kill you, I can kill you.”
She growled through gritted teeth in response; she would not show weakness. “Motherfucking Senecan scumbag.”
“I’m flattered. Now, I’m going to—” His grip loosened as he began to move away. 
She wrenched an elbow up and slammed it against his forearm. His arm jolted back, and her elbow continued upward to catch his eye socket. Her left leg swept around to knock his feet out—
—he dodged the sweep by a centimeter and rolled out of reach, coming to his feet three meters away with the gun raised. 
He smiled at her, and seemed almost amused. “I’m impressed. That was close.”
Her expression was a black hole from which no amusement dared escape. “So what now? You tie me up?”
He bit his lower lip, and a dark flare glimmered in his eyes. “Don’t tempt me.”
Her face screwed up in disbelief. He was making a sexual innuendo while holding her at gunpoint? What did he think this was?
As he stood there though—pointing a gun at her—his expression turned serious. If asked, she’d say it was earnest, even…well, it didn’t matter how it looked. 
His voice returned to an even and controlled tenor. “I need you to listen to me very carefully. I need you to hear what I am saying. If you try to hurt me, I will respond in kind. Otherwise, I. am. not. going. to. hurt. you. Not now, not later, not when we get to wherever we go. You have my word.”
He paused for effect then slowly crouched down, his gaze never leaving hers, and set the gun on the floor. He stood up, palms open in submission, and kicked the gun over to her.
Her gaze also did not stray from his while she retrieved the gun and holstered it to her belt. Then she simply stared at him. She didn’t know exactly what she hoped to find. Some sign, any sign, of deceit or artifice maybe, or…. 
He waited patiently.
It would be counterproductive to spend all morning standing on the deck staring at one another when there was a gaping fissure in the hull in need of repair. She made a snap decision. 
For the moment, she would take him for what he appeared to be: a smart man demonstrating a realistic perspective on matters and a healthy self-preservation instinct. For the moment, it reduced the threat he represented to a manageable level. 
“If you touch anything, I will kill you.”
He nodded in ready acceptance of the edict.
She exhaled an exaggerated breath, rolled her eyes and strolled past him. “Want some breakfast?” 

She contemplated him over a buttered croissant. Having shed the environment suit, he wore a faded slate-hued Henley, soft black utility pants and an air of calm self-assurance. He casually nibbled on a slice of grapefruit, having taken only a single bite of his own croissant. 
Puzzled—by more than one thing concerning him, but currently his lack of an appetite—she frowned at him. “I expected you to be hungrier, seeing as you didn’t eat anything last night.”
His lips tweaked up. “I, uh, sort of did eat last night.”
Her eyes widened in indignation as realization dawned. “You didn’t.”
“Forgive me, I really was hungry. After I finally broke the encryption on the restraints, I might have opened a few of the kitchen cabinets until I found the energy bars. And helped myself to a few.”
The idea of him wandering around her ship in the middle of the night, getting into whatever he cared to and probably brandishing his damnable smirk while he did…. Ugh, she wanted to strangle him, and only the likelihood of him killing her for the effort stopped her. It’s only the kitchen, Alex. But it didn’t have to be only the kitchen. And that wasn’t the point.
His expression and demeanor projected an affable, nonthreatening persona. His actions a mere few minutes ago told another story. Her brain struggled to process the discordant information, to reconcile what she knew to be true with the man sitting across the table from her.
“I swear, I should have just shot you again.”
“I know, I touched something. But it was before your warning, so you can’t fairly hold it against me.” He shrugged and traded the grapefruit for the croissant. 
“You were physically restrained. I would have thought my wishes had been made clear.” She pinched the bridge of her nose in irritation. “Fine. Whatever. So here’s the deal. I need to keep an eye on you, but I also need to be below doing repairs. Therefo—”
“What damage could I do up here? You know I can’t access any of the controls.” 
Her response was a harsh laugh. “If it’s all the same to you, after your magic trick on the restraints—and the fact you spent last night running rampant all over my ship—I’m going to err on the side of caution. I’m sure you understand. Therefore, you’re going to come down to the engineering well with me, sit in the corner and not bother me while I work.”
“Okay.”
“Okay? That’s all I get?”
He relaxed back in the chair and began licking excess butter off his fingers. “I think you’ll find I’m rather easygoing when I’m not tied up.”
“I’ll be sure and remember that—” 
It was all she could do to keep from slapping a hand over her mouth. She had been momentarily distracted by…things, and the words had simply slipped out. She stuffed the last of her croissant in her mouth and studied the crumbs adorning her plate, trying to ignore how the statement might have arguably sounded. And it didn’t really, not unless you thought about—no.
Seconds ticked by, and the moment mercifully passed. 
She looked up to find him regarding her…mildly? Displaying slight curiosity perhaps? Even bearing a relaxed posture and amiable expression, the intensity of his gaze unnerved her. She gave him a tight smile and busied herself gathering their plates. 
She carried the plates to the counter and stowed them in the sanitizer, then glanced back over her shoulder. A splash of water to the face and a hand through the hair had improved his appearance a surprising amount, but had done nothing to remedy the darkening bruise beneath his right eye.
With a quiet sigh she went to a cabinet in the starboard wall. Beneath the medical station was a drawer containing basic first aid supplies; she removed the wrapper on a small gel pad. 
“Here.”                       
He barely looked up in time to catch it before it whacked him in the face. She stifled a cringe.
The pad suspended in the air between two fingers, he tilted his head curiously and raised an eyebrow the tiniest bit.
“For your eye.” 
“Ahh.” He chuckled. “You did nail me pretty good.”
She made an effort to not appear amused, though she kind of was. “Stick it on for five minutes and be done with it already. Or don’t. Makes no difference to me.”



17
PANDORA
INDEPENDENT COLONY

“HEY NOAH, OVER here, man!”
Noah Terrage picked his way through the crowd in the direction of the voice. Twice he had to maneuver past slumped bodies, kids zoned out on head trips and oblivious to the world around them. Those people who remained upright were shopping, often for the same.
“Dude, you got any Skies?”
He ignored the beggar, other than to surreptitiously nudge him to the left and into the crowd.
The Boulevard was not his favorite place on Pandora. To anyone visiting it for the first time, the name would be taken as an ironic joke. Booths and fabs lined both sides, stacked at least eight deep. The open way through no longer ran down the middle; instead it veered left, then right, in a seemingly random pattern resembling a path of one of the trippers who frequented it. Multi-sensory signs and giant screens blaring out jarring, discordant rhythms jammed the overhead space to entirely obscure Pandora’s rather nice sky.
Yet beneath the chaos did exist an actual boulevard, stretching fifty meters in width and paved with marbled stone. At least, that was the rumor. No one had seen it in thirty years.
So, no, The Boulevard was not his favorite place. Still, occasionally his business necessitated a visit. He didn’t deal in chimerals, but there was a lot more for sale here than merely chimerals. More to the point, there were dealers here who dealt in a lot more than merely chimerals.
He slid in around the storefront to where his contact rested on a lounge stool and leaned in close so as to be heard over the raucous din. “Emilio, my man. How’s business?”
Emilio shook his head, sending long, glittering green braids swooshing through the air. “Same old. Want a beer?”
“Ah, wish I could, but I’m tight on time. Got to gather with a needy client on the Prom in twenty. Next time?” It never hurt to remind Emilio he had a diverse and well-paying clientele.
“I hear ya. Hang on a sec, I’ll get your gear.” Emilio slipped behind the shimmering barrier which separated the ‘store’ front from the supply area, but returned in seconds.
A handshake and Noah palmed the small, innocuous-looking gadget and slipped it in his hip pack. He instructed his eVi to transfer the funds to Emilio’s account. And like that, the deal was done.
He patted Emilio’s shoulder. “Pleasure doing business with you, as always.”
“I’m gonna buy a top-shelf illusoire with the proceeds, man.”
“Enjoy, then!” He laughed as he slid out of the booth and back into the crowd.

The city which comprised Pandora’s inhabited region constituted a two hundred kilometer swath of gleaming metal and bright lights. There existed dark areas of Pandora, but they resided below even the Boulevard.
People assumed Pandora was unruled, out-of-control chaos, a patchwork of merchants and clubs and black markets. In truth, it had been constructed and continued to be overseen by a loose association of wealthy entertainment moguls. Which individuals participated in the association was a closely guarded secret, presumably because they held important positions in society. 
They built out additional infrastructure when it became needed and ensured the power grid and transportation system continued to function. They kept the slums corralled in small, well-defined areas and made sure the criminal cartels didn’t gain too powerful of a foothold in the commerce of the planet. Agents of the cartels existed on Pandora without a doubt; some of them even had significant business ventures, but they ranked no higher than the successful independent entrepreneurs.
Pandora was a world where anything went, where you could buy anything and sell anything, where you could live out your wildest fantasy or spend forty years in a haze of parties and booze and chimerals and sex—or do both. And it was an illusion.
Oh, you could do all those things, to be sure. But the world was an artificial creation. A planet-sized theme park where the machinery of the rides was kept hidden from public view.
Noah knew this because his father acted as a minor player in the association which controlled Pandora. In the weeks before bailing on his father’s grand plan for his life, he had hacked and made copies of his father’s personal and business records. For insurance, for blackmail if necessary, and out of mild curiosity at what he would be leaving behind.
He’d never used the information to his advantage, at least not overtly. But simply being aware of the ‘men behind the curtain,’ as it were, gave his life here a certain unreal quality. Like he had been immersed in a nineteen-year-long deep-dive full-sensory head trip. It gave him freedom and, it could be argued, encouraged a level of recklessness and imprudent behavior he might not be inclined to engage in if any of this were real.
Still…it was all good, he thought as he stepped off the levtram and into The Approach.
Most of the districts on Pandora were named some variation of a thoroughfare; there was also The Channel, The Promenade, The Avenue, The Passage, and so on. Their names gave no clue as to their character or quality, however. Visitors arrived clueless, but enterprising street urchins stalked the spaceport, willing to size up what a visitor had come to find and what they could afford and send them in the right direction—for a few credits, of course.
His apartment was located in The Approach, which only meant it lay in the region between the transport hub and the most popular entertainment district. It actually did have a lot of character, inhabited by a chaotic jumble of artists, merchants and runaways who had decent funds in their account—which he supposed, even after nineteen years, included him.
He unlocked the door and slipped in his apartment, grateful for once no one frolicked in the hallway, as he did need to work this afternoon. His proffered excuse for not hanging out with Emilio hadn’t been a lie, as such. He did need to meet a client on the Prom in twenty; it happened to be in twenty hours, not minutes. Emilio was an okay guy, but his cohorts weren’t. And besides, he’d just as soon not loiter on The Boulevard any longer than he had to.
He grabbed a water from the fridge and stepped in his work room. A floor-to-ceiling cabinet lined the left wall, full to the brim with components, spare parts and pending orders. The far wall contained four shelves of equipment and tools. He sat down at the workbench along the right wall, spun around to retrieve the other components from the cabinet, then sat back and contemplated the pieces spread on the table in front of him.
The item he had picked up from Emilio represented the final component for a special order of custom equipment. Individually, each component was innocuous: a neck wrap, a contact pad to access the tiny fibers at the base of the neck which connected to a person’s cybernetics, a quantum data transmitter and a data buffer. Combined, they created an extremely powerful and quite illegal tool.
When worn by an individual, the item allowed the person to interface directly with a remote synthetic neural net (‘Artificial’ being the somewhat derogatory but widely used term). The buffer was a necessity because even a heavily cybernetically-enhanced human brain couldn’t begin to process the data streaming from a neural net in real time; absent one you risked frying your cybernetics from the overload of data.
Artificials were required to be registered and pre-approved by regulatory authorities, who certified the mandated security blocks were in place and sufficient. Even on the most free-wheeling independent worlds they were carefully monitored. And remotely interfacing with one—which thanks to quantum transmission might literally be halfway across settled space—was strictly forbidden. A person walking down the street, or more likely sitting in a corporate boardroom, sporting secret access to zettaFLOPs of mental power went several steps beyond the unfair advantages tolerated by society.
Seeing as it really was a dangerous tool, he wouldn’t normally be comfortable either constructing or selling it. In this case, however, he knew the client personally and felt certain she didn’t intend to use it for galactic domination. No, he suspected she simply wanted to see what it was like to effectively meld with the mind of an Artificial…and because she could.
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SIYANE
METIS NEBULA, UNCHARTED PLANET

CALEB SAT ON THE BOTTOM RUNG of the ladder, arms draped over his knees and hands clasped loosely together. 
She lay half-subsumed beneath the tear in the wall, working to re-secure a long strip of threaded cabling in the narrow space between the interior wall and exterior hull. She hadn’t said more than two words since they had come downstairs, the two words having been ‘stay there.’
He had already analyzed what he could see of the hold. Though the rather significant damage muddled matters somewhat, he had quickly classified the engineering section as an advanced but mostly standard layout for a ship of this size, albeit featuring several unusual customizations. 
This conclusion he had come to in the first two minutes; thirty-seven minutes later, there was only one thing left in the hold for him to analyze.
“So you’re a treasure hunter.” 
It was the most rational conclusion. The instruments and panel readouts on the main deck were geared toward measurement and detection of element concentrations, spectrum spikes and notable astronomical phenomena. They covered too broad a range for a purely scientific expedition; and besides, a double Masters in mechanical engineering and stellar astronomy yet no doctorate suggested she was far too practical to be a scientist. 
The ship displayed a complete lack of corporate branding anywhere, and the last employer listed in her file was from eight years earlier. Taken together with the fair number of personal extravagances, it meant she had to be independent.
The muffled response came from within the aperture. “I’m an explorer.”
“That’s what I said—a treasure hunter.”
She grunted in exertion and a section of cabling snapped snugly against the wall. “And I said for you not to bother me.”
He gave an exaggerated shrug, though he doubted she was able to see it. “Right, my bad.”
A few seconds passed. She groaned and slid into the open to glare at him in obvious annoyance. “I find undiscovered planets, resources, astronomical events, other anomalies, and sell the information to whoever can make the best use of it.”
“To the highest bidder.”
“If they’re legitimate and meet the correct profile? Usually, yes.”
“That’s cold. Ruthless even.”
She exhaled. It was less a sigh and more a forceful expulsion of air from the lungs. He took note of the way the firm muscles in her stomach expanded then contracted beneath the thin, pliant fabric of her shirt, but decided it would be best to ignore the smooth rise then fall of her chest.
“No, it’s not. Everyone is better off as a result. Without my work, no one knows about the resource. With it, others are able to develop new tech, new materials, even new worlds. I’m merely improving civilization.”
He burst out laughing. It was genuine and unplanned and he just couldn’t help it.
She straightened her arms behind her and sat up, the better to direct the full power of her glare at him. “What.”
The white-blue light of the screens hovering in the otherwise dark hold transformed her irises to liquid silver. He blinked and tried to ignore the startling effect—which was somewhat difficult if he was to continue meeting her gaze. Ignoring every attractive quirk of hers might be harder than first thought. 
But he wasn’t here to get laid; he was here to get off this planet in one piece. Building an amicable relationship furthered his goal, but he suspected coming on to her would result in another elbow to the face. For starters. 
Of course, he probably shouldn’t tease her either. Ah well, too late now. “You are not out here, on this very unique ship, to ‘improve civilization.’”
Her eyes widened in offense. But he merely regarded her with amusement, and the severe countenance melted away. 
She rolled her eyes at the low ceiling, but her shoulders snapped straight into a proud posture. “I sleep well at night, comforted by the knowledge what I do helps rather than hurts. But…no, perhaps it’s not my primary purpose.” 
Then she frowned, and it occurred to him maybe she hadn’t intended to say so much—which meant she thought she had revealed something about herself she hadn’t wanted to. 
She dropped to the floor and slid back under the wall. “Now would you please shut up?”
He needed some time to ponder what the accidental reveal meant, anyway. “Certainly.”

She was eyeing him over her sandwich—roasted penzine, which his data cache told him was a small fowl native to Erisen, and Swiss cheese on dark rye bread. “Why are you out here?”
His lips pursed together, his own sandwich poised in midair. Damn she was persistent. “I still can’t tell you, except to say it wasn’t supposed to involve violence.”
“How comforting.”
He shrugged, annoyed she doubted him, then annoyed at himself for being annoyed. He should really be more in control of the situation than this. “What do you want me to say?”
“What you’re doing out here.”
He dropped the remains of his sandwich to the plate in frustration. She raised an eyebrow in response, which only made things considerably worse. He looked around the cabin, eager to change the topic of conversation. “So do I get to sleep in the chair again tonight?”
She shook her head in the negative, then jerked it in the direction of the starboard wall. “There’s a guest cot, pulls out of the wall. There’s even a privacy screen. You’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.”
He chuckled at the odd, quaint-sounding idiom. “A what?”
“It’s just something my—” Her eyes darkened and she practically leapt out of the chair to carry her plate to the sink. “Never mind.”
He frowned, as much at her abrupt change of mood as his unexpected desire to make it better. No, it was the proper reaction; a cheerful mood meant harmonious interaction and the absence of guns and hand-to-hand combat. “Thank you, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Not quite the luxurious nest you have downstairs but—” 
The loud clang of a plate against the sink’s surface cut him off. His frown deepened; he made sure his voice sounded neutral and nonthreatening. “Is everything okay?”
She spun around to lean on the counter, an indecipherable look on her face. “Look, I’m not used to having someone out here with me, in my space and asking questions and—particularly a suspicious and dangerous spy who tried to kill me.”
“I didn’t try to kill you.” At her dubious glare he grimaced. “Okay, I might have tried to shoot you down. But you did shoot me down, and you don’t see me holding a grudge. Second ship blown up in two months, but whatever, it’s fine, they’re only ships.”
“To you, maybe.”
For the briefest moment, her expression became totally unguarded and open. Until this instant, he hadn’t realized the cold, hard demeanor was a mask she had donned for him, or possibly for everyone. This though…this was beautiful. 
He smiled with what he hoped conveyed sincerity. “Your ship’s important to you, I imagine.”
“You could say that.” The unguarded, beautiful expression lingered for another breath before fading away behind the mask. 
He stood, plate in hand, and headed over to the sink as well. “You’ve obviously put a lot of time and money into it.” He leaned in to stow his plate right as she reached across to grab the hand towel.
For a solid two seconds they both froze in place, shoulders touching and faces centimeters apart, too close to even focus on the other. He was suddenly consumed by the thought of how damned hot the air felt for a supposedly climate-controlled room.
She snatched the towel off its hook and stepped back, and the spell broke. He busied himself with stowing his plate…and slowing a racing pulse.

As the afternoon faded into evening, she gradually started talking, responding to his casual inquiries in a more conversational tone and even volunteering information from time to time. What she was doing and why, details on the mechanics in the engineering well and other parts of the ship. 
He responded by sharing where appropriate. He talked about what his experiences had and hadn’t taught him about ships, some of the more interesting designs he’d seen and so on. Building rapport with his captor.
It was late in the evening ship-time when she sank against an undamaged section of the wall and looked at him. Damp strands of hair had glued themselves to flush cheeks; grease had smudged along her neck. 
“Can you cook?”
He shrugged in careful nonchalance. “I’ve been told I’m not half bad at it, yeah. Why?”
She climbed to her feet and wiped her hands on by now filthy pants. “I’m going to take a shower. You can cook dinner.”
“You realize in order to cook I’ll have to touch something.”
“I grant you a specific, limited exception.”
“Fair enough. But how do I know how to work the stove, or where the food is?”
She shot him an odd look as she passed him and climbed up the ladder. “You’re a smart guy, and seeing as you’re apparently already familiar with my kitchen, I assume you’ll figure it out.”
And he did figure it out, because he was a smart guy…and was already familiar with her kitchen. By the time she came up the stairwell the aroma of steaming vegetables and roasting potatoes filled the cabin. 
He glanced over upon her arrival and nearly dropped the wok mid-toss. 
She wore flimsy little gray shorts and a black tank top. The tiny straps exposed a sculpted collarbone and delicate hollow at the base of her throat. She was toweling dry her hair, which turned out to be quite long when it wasn’t tied up in a ponytail or knot or whatever she did to it. Burgundy locks fell in soft waves to frame those remarkable cheekbones, then down along her neck to tease alabaster shoulders before draping midway down her back. Beneath the shorts slender but toned legs seemed to go on forever.
He swallowed and promptly gave up on ignoring any and all attractive traits of hers; it was far too much work. It had been some time since a woman had legitimately taken his breath away. 
“Um, stir-fry okay? I wasn’t sure….”
She smiled, and for yet another moment her expression was genuine and unguarded and easily as beautiful as before. She appeared completely unaware of the effect she was having on him. “Definitely. It smells delicious.”
He tried to match the tenor of her smile. “Excellent.” The steam started stinging his eyes; he returned his attention to the stove and hurried to make sure the potatoes didn’t burn while mentally berating himself for getting all goo-goo eyed and flustered like he was fourteen.

He sprinkled pepper on his vegetables. Thanks to the flash freezing they had retained much of their flavor, but Senecan dishes tended toward spicy, and he had acquired the taste. “Caleb.”
Her fork paused at her lips. “Hmm?”     
“My name. It’s Caleb.” Why was he telling her?
The corners of her mouth rose a fraction. “Better.” 
That was why. Shit.
She took a sip of water. “I knew a Samuel in elementary school. He was a bully, tried to beat my friend up.”
“What happened?”
“I beat him up instead.”
“Naturally.”
She shrugged. “It worked. He left us alone from then on. Caleb what?”
“Marano.”
Surprise flashed across her face. “You’re just telling me?”
Apparently. “I could be lying again.”
“True. But you’re not.”
Was it painted in neon letters on his forehead? “No, I’m not. You fancy yourself good at reading people?”
“Hell, no. I’m terrible at it.” She continued eating, but her motions slowed as her eyes unfocused. “Caleb Marano: Born June 3, 2283, Cavare, Seneca. Father: engineer for the Senecan Civil Development Agency. Mother: freelance industrial architect. Younger sister Isabela, age thirty-two: professor of biochemistry. Parents divorced in 2301. It says you’re an assembly line manager for Terrestrial Avionics—which is a lie, of course.” 
Her gaze sharpened back on him. “And that’s it. There’s no public record of what you’ve spent the last twenty years doing. But there wouldn’t be, would there?”
“How did you access the information? I assumed your communications were down as well.”
“They are. There’s an exanet backup in the ship.”
“The entire exanet?”            
“No, not the entire exanet, don’t be ridiculous. Merely some repositories I find useful.”
He nodded and speared a potato wedge. “Well, now you know as much about me as I do about you, Alexis Solovy.”
She studied her glass of water with a startling intensity. “It’s Alex.”
His voice softened as hers had. “Better.”
No response followed, and when the silence verged on uncomfortable he ran a hand through his hair. “So, what’s the state of the repairs?”
She grimaced a little, her body language shifting subtly. “Full power’s restored to the impulse engine, and I’ve replaced all but one of the conduits to the plasma shield. Probably another half-day on the smaller problems before I can turn to the hull itself. I’m going to try to weld it back together. Hopefully sufficient material is left, plus whatever I can scrounge up, to close it.”
“I can help with that—I mean I’m not bad with a welding torch and a metamat blade.”
She regarded him with a guarded expression. “We’ll see.” Then she stood, grabbing both their plates and taking them to the sink. “Dinner was very good, thank you.” She glanced over her shoulder. “You can use the shower if you’d like. I’ll clean up.”
“Thank you. I am feeling a bit ripe at this point.”
“Just—”
“I know.” He laughed lightly as he started down the stairs. “Don’t touch anything.”

She was standing at the data center when he returned. A number of screens floated above the table, bright with graphs and visuals. Actually, he realized, there were no screens, only the data. The table itself must be a conductive medium. 
Her focus on the information displayed, she didn’t notice him. He took advantage of the opportunity and paused at the top of the stairwell to watch her.
Her right hand reached up and three fingers glided fluidly over one of the graphs. The lines shifted color and position in their wake. 
Now he could see. Starting at her fingertips and running along the inside of her arm, across her shoulder blades and up to the nape of her neck where they disappeared into her hairline, wove a pattern of elaborate, intricate glyphs. They pulsed a vibrant white glow when she touched an image or data point and faded after her fingers lost contact.
Most people who had extensive glyphs brandished them like a badge of honor, tattooing them in bright glittering colors to declare the extent of their cyberization for all to see. Hers, however, vanished when not in use; until now he had been unaware they existed, and he was a rather observant guy.
He smiled as he watched her blow up a waveform to dominate the space above the table. The glyphs indicated not only was she absorbing the data into her cybernetics, she was likely manipulating it internally and sending it back to the table. Her movements displayed a seamless connection between her and the information she studied. He suspected he was witnessing her in her natural habitat.
Best for her not to catch him watching though. He cleared his throat and ascended the last stair. She glanced at him but didn’t clear the displays.
He joined her but kept a respectful distance by leaning against the nearby worktable. “Thank you for the shower. To say it was needed would be a colossal understatement. I, uh, couldn’t do anything about the clothes. I don’t suppose you have any…?”
She shook her head, a hint of a twinkle in her eyes. Though in fairness it may have simply been the reflected glow of the graphs. “Sorry, no. Haven’t had any boys sleep over recently.”
“Now that is a tragedy.” 
Somewhat to his surprise, she laughed. “Perhaps, but everything has a price.”
He wanted to ask what she meant, but that question lay several steps further away in their precariously thawing relationship. Instead he gestured at the table. “What you got?”
“Full-spectrum scans of the Metis interior, at least as far as my instruments were able to penetrate before…well it wasn’t as far as I’d like. The nebular dust is maddeningly dense, particularly when you consider how old its supernova is. Nonetheless, I picked up some unusual readings.” 
“How so?”                            
She flared her palm and one of the graphs zoomed in. It showed a single line exhibiting multiple, regular peaks. “This is the pulsar beam. Firmly in the gamma spectrum, and with a spin of 419 revolutions per second it’s clearly a millisecond pulsar. So question one, where’s its companion?” She worried at her lower lip. “If the companion’s radius is small enough, its signature might be hidden in all this dust or on the other side of the pulsar, but…anyway, so that’s curious.”
She nudged the graph off to the top right corner and magnified another graph to the center. It overflowed with data, multiple overlapping waveforms of differing widths and colors. 
Two fingers reached into it and pinched the thickest waveform, a line of deep purple. “So this is the gamma synchrotron radiation. It’s by far the strongest reading.” She flicked it off to one side where it shrank into a small square, then pinched a more diffuse but thick line blue in color. “The pulsar wind, gamma bleeding into x-ray.” It landed above the purple square.
After their removal a pear-colored line dominated the graph. She spared a quick glance at him; he studied the graph with interest and didn’t acknowledge it. “Ionized particles left over from the supernova. This is the glow we see.” A flick and it minimized below.
The graph was now virtually bare. She pushed away two thin lines of dark and light orange. “Random infrared and microwave readings from whatever.” 
A single, tiny line of dark crimson remained. Thin and semitransparent, it marked a nearly horizontal path across the graph. She crossed her arms over her chest and rested on her back leg. “Then we have this.”
He kept his tone scrupulously neutral. “Radio emissions I presume?”
“Tremendously Low Frequency—TLF—technically, but they don’t even have a proper term for a wavelength this long. This wave is propagating at a frequency of 0.04 Hz. Nothing emits at so low a frequency.”
A soft breath fell from his lips, and the response with it. “Not 0.04 Hz. 0.0419 Hz.”
Her eyes shot to him and flared a lustrous argent hue. “What?”
He focused on the graph, difficult though it was. “Can you expand the period shown?” A glance at the top right corner of the spread. “Say to ten hours?”
“Okay.” Her stare bore into him as her right hand slid along the graph. The crimson line now undulated in long, smooth waves.
“Now superimpose the pulsar beam on top of this one.”
“No fucking way.”
“If you don’t want to it’s fine, I—”
“I mean no fucking way.” She yanked the pulsar beam graph out of the corner and dropped it in the center. It wasn’t a surprise to him, and he assumed no longer a surprise to her, when the pulse spikes lined up perfectly on the crests of the crimson line.
“That’s why I’m here.”
She still stared at him instead of the graph. “Explain.”
“Last month we sent in a prototype, state-of-the-art probe for testing. Among a few other things, it returned this congruence. My government would like to determine what it is.”
“But you’re not a scientist. Why send in a black ops agent?”
“Well, the thought was the level of precision strongly suggests it’s artificial, and thus it might be hostile….” He sighed. Shit. “I never said I was a black ops agent.”
She gave him a wicked grin. “Not until now.”
She had managed to fit in manipulating him in between sophisticated data analysis. Impressive. 
He brought a hand up to run through his hair, still damp from the shower. “Well played. Anyway, given the concern it might be hostile they were reluctant to send civilian researchers. And while I’m not a scientist, I know my way around spectrum analyses and whatnot better than the average black ops agent.”
Her gaze had finally returned to the graphs, and his returned to her. “Is this what you’re here for?”
Her voice was soft, almost whimsical. “Maybe.”
“Look, you don’t have to tell me, but there’s no reason to hide it.”
She half-smiled. “Not what I meant. The Nebula caught my eye. I knew there would be something to find…I didn’t necessarily know what it would be.” 
Her expression shifted even in profile. “Did you learn what it was? You know, before you tried to shoot me down.”
“No. I had only been here a few hours when you blew my ship out the sky.”
“Right.” She rolled her eyes a little. “I’m sorry about that, by the way. In the same circumstances I’d do it again, but I am sorry.”
He looked at her askance. “Um, thanks?”
“Certainly.” The graphs abruptly vanished; the cabin darkened in the absence of the holographic images. “I’d like to get an early start in the morning, so good night.”
“Good night….” He frowned, taken aback by the sudden shift in tone and quick exit. In a few brief seconds she had waved the lights dim, descended the stairwell and disappeared. 
Then he was alone and unrestrained on the main deck of her ship.
He noted the previously identified stations, controls and junction points. While the security on them was doubtless more complex than his restraints had been, he suspected he could hack at least some of them.
But he didn’t need to, and gained nothing by doing so. The repairs weren’t complete; if he tried to fly away now he’d just get himself and her killed. And given their ‘relationship’—if one wished to call it such—was improving, odds were decent once the repairs were complete she would in fact drop him on an independent world and be on her way.
So instead of hacking her ship he unfolded the cot from the wall, pulled the privacy screen over, took off his shoes and lay down. The cot wasn’t too bad; he’d slept on far worse. 
He laced his hands behind his head and pondered how she had managed to get him to tell her his name, his profession and his mission, all in less than a day.
It went against one of the mandates of his job: never reveal anything more than is necessary to finish the mission. On the other hand, he was in a compromised position and reliant on her to get out of it. In such a situation exceptions could be made.
Even so, he should get on his game. Though….
As long as he didn’t kill her and she didn’t kill him, this would likely end with him making it back to settled space in one piece. Therefore, other than ensuring she felt enough goodwill toward him to not throw him out the airlock—which seeing as she had gone out of her way to rescue him in the first place, he suspected was a fairly low threshold—he really didn’t need to play her.
He had been trained to always be looking for an opening, for a weakness he could use to his advantage to cripple the enemy and complete the mission. But she wasn’t an enemy. She wasn’t even a mark.
So he decided he was marginally comfortable with her knowing a few truths. Which was interesting, seeing as he allowed very few people to know many truths at all about him. 
Special circumstances and all.

Alex crashed onto her bed, relishing the sensual, almost carnal feel of her head sinking into the silky pillow. 
After several deep, luxurious breaths she glanced up, and promptly scowled. The viewport above the bed often revealed twinkling stars or occasionally a glowing nebula, but at the very least the blurred shimmer of superluminal travel. Tonight it revealed a thick haze of sickly amber dust and little else, serving as a stark reminder she lay stranded on a nasty uncharted planet with a broken ship and a confounding…she didn’t even know what he constituted now.
Why had she let him see the scans? Worse, why had she explained them to him? 
Because he was putting on a very convincing act of being friendly and nonthreatening? Of course he was convincing. It was his job to convince people he could be trusted until he was ready to kill them or arrest them or dispense whatever justice he fancied upon them. 
Because he was a good cook? While a rather nice surprise, it hardly qualified him for ‘friend’ status. 
Because he was disturbingly good looking, with hair as black as the void between stars which sent her pulse aflutter when it fell across his brow? Because he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen—the color of the uncut natural sapphires they displayed in geology museums—which sparkled from a thousand facets when he made a teasing remark?
Yep, that was probably why.
She groaned and rolled over to bury her face in the pillow. “I’m waxing poetic about a man. Kill me now….”
In a world of cheap genetic enhancement before and even after birth, handsome men were a dime a dozen. They’d never distracted her or done much of anything in particular for her, at least not from looks alone. 
No way was she going to be led astray by a pair of pretty blue eyes. Especially not when they belonged to a Senecan, and a Senecan black ops agent at that.
She possessed enough self-awareness to realize her view of the world was slightly jaded and perchance cynical. Nonetheless, objectively she recognized being born on Seneca did not automatically make him an evil monster. Granted, hardly a galaxy-altering revelation. Seneca was an adversary, one toward which she bore deep-seated animosity for her own personal reasons. But most people living there were no different from everyone else, spending their time doing the things most people did and not torturing puppies or sacrificing virgins.
And even being a black ops agent didn’t automatically make him an evil monster, though it did make him dangerous. Her mother was and her father had been military; Richard, Malcolm and a number of her acquaintances were military—and thus trained killers. She had no right to judge him for engaging in activities those closest to her would do, and had done, if asked by their government.
The experience of the day seemed to bolster the decision she had made this morning. He appeared to be a smart, rational guy and not a zealot or fanatic or psychopath. As such, he presumably realized getting along and not causing trouble for her would result in him getting out of this situation alive and unharmed, and anything he did to actually help would speed up said resolution.
Thus, she came to the conclusion that while she definitely couldn’t trust him, she could perhaps ‘trust’ him a little for now.
She went through the reasoning two more times to make certain it was sound, logical and had nothing whatsoever to do with a pair of pretty blue eyes.
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DEUCALI
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

LIAM ENTERED THE PUB as unobtrusively as possible. His tall, stocky frame placed a lower limit on his ability to be unobtrusive, but he did try. 
The pub was located many kilometers from the base, in an upper-middle yet not quite upper class neighborhood. He had dressed out of uniform, wearing navy slacks, a crisp white button-down shirt and a navy blazer. Well, perhaps not far out of uniform. But he wore an unadorned navy cap over his distinctive ginger hair so as to avoid being recognized.
When one was a Regional Commander of the Earth Alliance Armed Forces, one possessed no ‘peers’ in the region—no one it was appropriate to go out with for a couple of beers, or watch the game or barbeque with on the weekend. No one to assemble with to watch the tides of war gather.
Maybe it was better this way, lest he give something away in a careless laugh or knowing nod at a crucial moment, but a man such as him did not have friends. Subordinates, professional colleagues, rivals and enemies. But not friends.
If he stopped to give thought to it, there did exist a time when he had had friends…teammates in primary, a few worthy cohorts in university ROTC. But that had been before. Before the war against Seneca, before his mother had returned home in a flag-draped coffin and gutted his father’s spirit. Before he had sworn a vow to his mother’s eternal soul and the God who shepherded it that he would have vengeance.
As an only child, since his father died in a construction accident seven years earlier he had no family of note either. He’d never married, unwilling to let another person inside his private affairs much less his private emotions. His spouse was the Alliance military, which was all he’d ever required. And it worked out for the best, as it meant the chance of bringing shame to his family had not needed to be a consideration in his decision whether to collude in recent events, and events soon to come.
He acquired a chair at a high table in the bar area and motioned for a waiter, remembering at the last second not to bark an order for immediate service. He ordered an Earth ale; since he was out of uniform he didn’t need to publicly support the local economy, and Deucali’s meager attempts at hops brewing left a good bit to be desired.
Deucali wasn’t a particularly scenic world either. Its landscape had been painted in browns and yellows and decorated with dull waters and minimal mountain ranges. Nevertheless, it was rich in natural resources and boasted a calm, temperate climate, one reason it had been the first world colonized on the Perseus Arm of the galaxy and for a brief time the most distant colony in existence. The Alliance had established a strong presence here and for decades used it as a base from which to expand outward along the southern arc of the Arm.
After a hundred and ten years a thriving, self-sufficient economy was firmly established, even if much of it continued to be centered around military operations. The patrons of the pub were engineers, defense contractors and civilian managers, yet even they retained a rugged, down-to-earth aura. You wouldn’t find glitzy balls or elaborate sensory circuses on Deucali, and he thanked God on an almost daily basis for their absence.
The waiter delivered his drink and a bowl of crusted bread, then vanished upon his disinterest in further purchases. The pub was busy bordering on packed, and he assumed the young man had others to service who would be freer with their credits. 
He twisted the cap off the pure-bottled ale and rotated the chair toward the nearest exanet news screen in time to see Prime Minister Brennon walk to the podium. 
Brennon was a sturdy, solidly built man, with a slightly lined face and slightly graying hair that could mean an age anywhere from sixty to a hundred sixty. He held himself as all politicians did, shoulders back and chin a notch high.
“As you no doubt know by now, yesterday we suffered a great tragedy in the loss of Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar. He was one of our brightest young stars, a dedicated public servant and a personal friend. He volunteered to lead the delegation to the Trade Summit because he believed in the possibility of a peaceful future with the Senecan Federation and the benefits which could result therefrom.”
The Prime Minister paused to look troubled. In the pub, most of the patrons shifted their attention away from the various sporting events playing out on the other screens; the previously lively room grew subdued. Though situated in nearly the opposite corner of settled space from Seneca, the strong military presence here meant even civilians on Deucali exhibited a strong patriotic streak.
“It was a good dream, one we all hoped would come to be. But it, and he, were betrayed by those who might have reaped its benefits—by the very Senecans he reached out to in a gesture of peace. He was savagely murdered by those who came forth in a costume of friendship but wielded daggers beneath their cloaks.”
Liam took a sip of his ale. Politicians could always be counted on to turn a phrase when the fires of outrage needed to be fanned. Hyperbole and metaphor were powerful tools in the right hands. He doubted the PM was anything other than a vapid politician in an empty suit, but he certainly knew how to give a performance when a performance was required.
“The General Assembly has convened in emergency session and is discussing the best manner of response to this shocking outrage. Rest assured that our response, when it comes, will be measured, deliberate and commiserate with the crime committed against the Earth Alliance.” 
He paused again, his voice softening in tenor. “For now, our hearts and prayers are with Minister Santiagar’s wife, his children and all the members of his family. I grieve with them, as we all do, in their time of loss. Thank you.”
Liam gestured to the waiter for another drink. The pub had a nice atmosphere and safe anonymity. He decided he might linger awhile. 
Perking up at the renewed prospect of further purchases, the waiter quickly reappeared to deliver his drink. Liam nodded to himself as he turned the fresh bottle up. He didn’t know whether Santiagar had been a good man or a bad one, but it made no difference. He had been a sacrificial lamb to the mission.
Mr. Prime Minister, you ain’t seen nothing yet.

COSENTI
INDEPENDENT COLONY
A chill breeze drifted in from the flatlands as Thad Yue instructed the bots to bring the crates down the ramp and move them into the unmarked hangar. 
Eight crates in total were unloaded from the transport. Each one contained four autonomous VI-guided short-range Earth Alliance missiles tipped with high-density HHNC warheads. As missiles went they were lightweight and compact; even so, each crate required two of the industrial-grade mechanized bot lifters to be moved inside.
As soon as the last one cleared the ramp he signaled the transport to depart. The pilot had no knowledge of the contents of the crates, and probably didn’t care to find out. Just another routine delivery from New Babel.
Cosenti was a tiny colony not far outside Senecan Federation space. Nominally independent, it maintained only the most basic governance infrastructure, and in practice the criminal cabals ran things here. It served primarily as a storage and staging location for smuggling illicit goods onto Senecan worlds, which was just as well, for its arid, infertile soil and flat landscape rendered it suitable for little else.
Although it sported fairly substantial defensive measures, if the Senecan military really wanted to they could wipe the colony off the map. Thus far they hadn’t chosen to, presumably because they realized a replacement would spring up somewhere else within a month. The real source of illicit trade—chimerals, weapons, gear and all manner of cyber tools and unauthorized enhancements—was New Babel. And wiping it out would be another matter entirely.
The land outside the small town which constituted Cosenti’s sole inhabited locale was populated by a patchwork of warehouses, flight hangars and plain structures of hidden purpose. Kilometers separated each cluster of buildings and perimeter drones guarded every region, programmed to eliminate any vehicle or person who did not possess the correct code. Various organizations controlled the buildings, but no markings, signs or other identifying features designated ownership. Visitors either knew where to go, or had no business going there.
By the time Thad walked in the hangar the others were already unpacking the crates. He watched several of them guide the smaller, more precision-oriented bots in securing the first missile beneath one of the fighter jets while the others readied the next missile. 
The four jets dominating the hangar’s open space had arrived two days earlier and were carbon copies of current generation Earth Alliance Navy ships. The paint on the Alliance logos and distinctive blue stripes shone like new. Which it was of course, having been applied about eighteen hours earlier.
This particular hangar belonged to the Zelones cartel, so named for the family who founded and ruled it for almost two centuries. Their rule had ended decades ago, though, with the rise to power of Olivia Montegreu. Formerly the chief lieutenant to Ryn Zelones, following his death under the suspicious circumstances typical of a criminal kingpin’s demise, she had rapidly secured control of the cartel under her sole and absolute authority.
He had met the woman on several occasions, and found she more than lived up to her reputation—sharp, cold, beautiful and utterly, soullessly ruthless. It didn’t represent a problem for him. He was confident in his ability to meet her admittedly considerable expectations.
The others didn’t know for whom they worked; from their perspective he had hired them for a job, end of story. They were all independent mercs-for-hire, all skilled enough to actually be able to maintain their independence and all being paid quite well for the op. Still, he imagined their payment en masse didn’t touch the cost of the fighter jets. Most were ex-military, a mix of Alliance and Federation, and brought with them the requisite knowledge and understanding of military procedure. None possessed sufficient morality to harbor any qualms about the nature of the op.
He came from a military background as well, having departed the Alliance armed forces in the wake of an unfortunate incident during ground operations on Elathan in the Crux War. Unfortunate indeed.
“Hey!” He shouted at the men docking the missiles. “Don’t load up one side first, you’ll tip the ship over.” He received curt nods in return. The camaraderie level wasn’t particularly high on the team, but it didn’t have to be. They were all professionals.
“Janse, join me for a few?”                                            
The tall, lanky man finished popping the lid on a crate then came over to where he stood near the hangar wall. 
Janse’s skin was as black as unburnished onyx, a rarity in a world where racial and ethnic distinctions had blurred to the point of virtual meaninglessness. The man liked to claim his family were aboriginals living in the Australian outback until twenty years earlier. It was a blatant lie—he had been a third-generation hoverflyer racer before becoming a mercenary—but one which served to enhance his already fearsome reputation.
Thad projected an aural in front of them displaying the flyover layout of Palluda’s single city. “I’d like to go over the targets and assignments again. No need for us to be crashing into each other on our flight paths.”
“Yue, if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s how to not crash into other vehicles in close proximity.”
“Be that as it may, you’re not the only pilot and I don’t want to take any chances. Now I’m reasonably happy with the target choices, though I would like to fit this industrial machinery building in if we can.” He pointed to a flat, rectangular building near the top left corner.
Janse leaned against the wall and shrugged. “Thirty-two missiles man. No more, no less. Unless you’ve figured out to make missiles blow their payload then keep going, turn left and detonate again, you’ll have to trade something for it.”
Thad allowed himself a small smile. “Well, let’s do a walkthrough and see what we can find.”
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SIYANE
METIS NEBULA, UNCHARTED PLANET

ALEX GLARED AT THE TWO LENGTHS of fiber conduit in annoyance. Also a trace of disgust. 
They insisted on entangling one another every time she tried to secure them in place alongside their brethren against the hull wall. The aft navigation line really shouldn’t be so cranky about the whole situation. True, she had removed it from where it typically rested to repair the section which had been sliced almost in two; that was no excuse for it not to go nicely back where it belonged.
The dampener field conduit on the other hand, being a recent addition, didn’t natively integrate into the cabling layout of the other systems in the first place. In Seattle she had had the time and tools to devise a relatively elegant arrangement which kept it safe and secure. Well not from errant pulse lasers obviously, but at least from normal dangers. Here, though, she was using spare supplies and jury-rigged fixes and…
…they just wouldn’t
fit. No matter what she did, it ended with a jumbled pile of conduit in her face. She blew out a breath through clenched teeth. 
“Hey, could you come help me a minute?”
No response. 
Maybe he couldn’t hear her over the music. She worked better and faster when music played in the background, and the last two days had needed every edge available to her. She gestured toward the small embedded panel by the ladder to mute it. 
“Caleb, you got a second?” His name rolled off her tongue with surprising ease.
Still nothing. She frowned, suspicion flaring about what nefarious deeds he might be engaging in while alone on the upper decks of her ship. She was two seconds away from crawling out of the aperture and sneaking upstairs to catch him in the act when he leaned into the hold at the top of the ladder—
—wearing nothing but a towel wrapped loosely around his hips. Loosely and low around his hips. His head tilted into the hatch opening. “What do you need?”
Long, lean muscles rippled subtly beneath tanned skin, confirming her earlier assessment of a well-built, athletic but not overly muscled frame. It was the type of body one developed from an active, physical lifestyle rather than a weight bench. A neat pattern of dark hair tapered in from his pecs to trail down the center of his abdomen and disappear beneath the towel. The Greek/Italian genetic heritage of the initial Senecan colonists asserting itself no doubt, and more chest hair than the current fashion. Then again she’d never particularly cared for the prepubescent look. And it wasn’t as if it appeared unkempt or…. 
She arched an eyebrow to stare at him with exaggerated incredulity.
“What? I’m washing my clothes, remember?”
Right. Should not have forgotten. “Right.” She gave him a tight, close-mouthed smile. “You know what, it’s fine. I’ve got it.”
“Are you sure? Cause I can—”
“No, that is o-kay. Really. You just concentrate on getting dressed.”
He returned her smirk. “All right, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”
Offer what, exactly? 
He vanished from view, leaving her to drag a hand raggedly down her face. “Well, where was I? I think I was…connecting one thing…to another…thing…of some sort….”
His yell echoed in the hold. “Are you talking to me?”
“Nope!” She cringed and slid into the aperture, dropping her voice to a murmur. “No sirree, not at all. Merely having a little chat with my libido, ordering it to kindly go back into hibernation before it gets me into far more trouble than I need….”
She stared at the two lengths of fiber conduit sagging freely in the open space in annoyance. The trace of disgust she reserved for herself. Not getting led astray, dammit.
In a fit of redirected energy she shimmied deeper inside the gap, suspended one line out of the way using her toes and right pinky and balanced the other in place with her left knee while she secured it. The final line then fit taut along the outer row.
There.

Diagnostic screens hovered in front of her when he climbed down into the hold—mercifully fully clothed, she noted through the translucence. 
“So should I hang out back here again, or what?”
She raised a finger. “Hold one sec, confirming all the power flows are stable.”
“Holding.”
After a few seconds she killed the screens to find him leaning against the opposite wall, one ankle crossed over the other to match his arms. She regarded him a moment. “You seriously want to help?”
“Yes. Absolutely.”
“Okay. Grab a welding torch and metamat blade from the cabinet, get suited up and head outside.”
His mouth twitched while his eyes did the damn sparkly thing. “Dare I ask why?”
“I suppose. Right now the plasma shield is extended out about two meters beyond the body of the ship to encompass all the shredded pieces of the hull. I’m going to pull it in to the rim. You’ll heat the shards, shear off the jagged edges and bend the pieces as flat as possible against the hull, after which I will re-extend the shield and we will try to mend the hull back together.”
“Sounds reasonable. And what are you going to be doing while I’m braving the elements?”
“I’m going to be telling you which pieces to work on, how much to shear off and when to stop, of course. From the comfort of my insulated, heated ship.”
“Of course…” he gave her a positively evil look as he pushed off the wall and went to the supply cabinet “…I’m likely to get all sweaty and need to wash my clothes again afterward, though.”
She snorted and reached for her water bottle. “Don’t think so. Just strip before you put on the suit—” his head had already begun whipping around “—in private, please.”
“Hmm, should have thought of that myself.”
He ran a fingertip along the contour of the blade then slid it easily into a notch on his pants and quickly checked over the torch. The fluid, efficient motions left no doubt as to his proficiency in their use. 
For a few minutes she had almost forgotten what he was. A mistake on her part.
“Let me know when you’re suited up and I’ll open the airlock. Once the internal hatch has closed, the external one can be opened by pressing the panel beside it, and a ramp will extend to the ground.”
“Got it.” He nodded sharply and ascended the ladder.
She stretched out on her stomach at the edge of the hull rupture. With no sun in sight, as the pulsar would provide no day-night cycle, the meager yet ever present light came solely via the glow of the Nebula.
The wind had died down somewhat compared to the gale forces it had exhibited during her arrival, and fine dust particles danced about in the air. The overall effect bore a slight resemblance to the heavy, misty fog of a winter Seattle morning, albeit doused in pale sallow paint. She loved to go for a run on such mornings, when the dew blanketed so thickly it bowed the tree limbs and turned the grass silver and the fog brought silence to a noisy world. 
“Ready!” His shout echoed down from the main cabin.
She waved at the panel behind her to open the airlock. A moment later Caleb arrived under the ship from the left, gloved hand already flicking on the torch as he glanced up at her. “It sucks out here. You know this, right?”
“Hell yes I know. I had to drag your unconscious body through it, remember?”
“Well, you didn’t have to. You could have, for instance, not shot me, and instead asked me politely if I’d like to come aboard where it was warm and cozy.”
Her eyes narrowed in feigned non-amusement. “Easy for you to say now. Start with this long piece here.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He pulled the blade off the belt of the environment suit and raised the torch to the piece in question.
“Smooth the ragged corner, but only a little. I don’t want to lose any more material than necessary. Okay, now heat it along the bend. Not too much or it’ll melt!”
“Don’t get your panties in a twist. I’ve got this.” He eased the sheet of metal up toward the hull and her. His tone was conversational. “Carbon-based metamaterials become pliant at around 1340°C and don’t begin to lose their atomic structure until 1920°. The torch is set to 1460°, which will create malleability without damaging the integrity of the material.”
“They teach you that in spy school?”
The metal shimmered as it met resistance at the plasma shield, and he lowered the torch. He stood less than a meter beneath her, only the shield and the faceplate of his helmet separating them. “Engineering school.” 
He looked up at her, the curl of his lips clearly visible through the faceplate. “Yes, I have an engineering degree. Try to contain your shock. Where to next?”
She worked to keep her expression neutral and unaffected. So he possessed skills beyond subterfuge and selective removal of criminals from the gene pool. And culinary endeavors. It didn’t change anything. 
She pointed to the narrow piece at the end of the rupture closest to her. 
“This one.”
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KRYSK
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

IN THE LATE 22ND CENTURY, a number of social philosophers asserted their belief that the expansion of humanity beyond the bounds of the Sol System would usher in a new era of civility and order. With unparalleled prosperity and a galaxy to explore, we would at last put behind us petty foibles such as crime and violence in favor of higher, more noble pursuits.
But through the Renaissance and the discovery of the Americas, the Industrial Revolution and the taming of Earth, the invention of computers and the advent of space flight, human nature had remained fundamentally unchanged. It was foolhardy to believe this latest advancement would bring about some profound transformation in the souls of men. 
In reality, those predisposed to violence did not give it up; they simply developed more sophisticated methods of going about it. Avenues for physical and mental pleasure only became more refined and powerful, and thus an ever greater temptation. Physical addiction was now able to be cured easily enough—but many didn’t want to be cured.
Through gene therapy, stem cell manipulation and biosynthetic treatments the medical profession cured the great diseases of the body: cancer, Alzheimer’s, muscular dystrophy, paralysis, the list was endless. Diseases of the mind, however, proved to be another matter entirely. The brain represented the most complex organism ever to exist, and impossible to tame. Morality could not be spawned by tweaking a few genes or shutting off a few neurons. Not yet.
So though humanity conquered the very stars, it remained unable to conquer the darkness within. Thieves, rapists and murderers continued to occur in roughly the same percentage of the population they always had. The weak continued to be preyed upon by the strong in the prolific shadows not policed by any government. 
The Zelones cartel was the strongest criminal organization in settled space because its leadership had always understood certain core truths and harnessed them to maximum effect. Some people desired nothing more than to spend their lives on a synthetically induced high and merely needed the chimerals to do so. Cutthroat businesspeople needed thieves and hackers. Thieves and hackers needed tools and funding. Bullies and thugs needed targets and outlets for their aggression. 
One who could not only recognize these opportunities but channel and exploit the disparate needs was as a puppeteer pulling the strings of the world. 
Olivia Montegreu knew this, because she was one of the puppeteers. It wasn’t arrogance on her part, but simple truth. The veil had been ripped away and the lie at the heart of ‘civilized’ society bared to her a very long time ago.
She had watched her older sister—weak-minded, impressionable, helpless to take care of herself—eschew their upper-middle class life to hook up with a gang and get addicted to a particularly nasty chimeral. The drug of choice created a state of utter bliss for half an hour that felt like days, then swung in the opposite direction for twice as long. Her sister spent two years as a literal sex slave to the gang’s local leadership before she ended up dead in a back alley in the slums of Buenos Aires, naked and strangled.
Olivia had watched her parents wail and gnash their teeth and pull at their hair, then resume living their lives. She had watched the authorities take statements and nod in feigned sympathy and close the case as ‘gang-related.’ She had watched the world proceed onward, as if nothing at all had happened. One family, one girl, one death among the multitudes.
Six months later she joined the same gang. The ‘Montserrat Matónes,’ they called themselves. In reality they were financed by an arm of Zelones, one of thousands of such street-level interests, but not even the leaders realized it.
At first she played the innocent, impressionable young girl her sister had been. She slept with who she needed to but carefully avoided the chimerals in copious supply. She made herself useful and displayed enough capability to get close to the leadership. In time she learned the details of how the gang worked. Though it gave the impression of being an unorganized group of thrill-seekers and dropouts, it did have structure and rules. They procured chimerals from a larger, more powerful group; they were given targets for shakedowns and small-time thefts.
Once she was satisfied she had learned everything she could, she slid a gamma blade into the base of the Matónes leader’s neck while he fucked her. She killed his lieutenant when he found them—he had been the one who strangled her sister, after all. Then she took over leadership of the gang. 
The year was 2229, and she was sixteen years old.

Olivia instructed the pilot to wait with the ship at the Krysk spaceport. She didn’t expect to be long, and did not require a chaperone. 
She was meeting the head of the Ferre ‘corporation,’ in all likelihood alongside a retinue of his lieutenants, at their headquarters in the center of downtown. On New Babel she traveled with a small entourage of bodyguards and lieutenants; it was expected and projected the correct image. Here on his turf, Ilario Ferre would doubtless do the same. It wasn’t a problem. In fact, she was counting on it.
The sweltering heat from the midday sun burned against her bare arms. She wore a sleeveless, lightweight white tunic and loose, breathable linen-style pants to temper the heat. 
The oldest and largest Senecan-allied colony, Krysk offered a robust urban infrastructure. As she walked along the moderately busy sidewalk, she looked to the world like any other young, fresh-faced professional; perhaps a mid-level marketing executive or entertainment director. For she spent a notable percentage of her considerable annual income on cutting-edge cellular regeneration therapies, and would appear to the world—as she had for more than eighty years—in her late twenties. 
No one she passed had the slightest idea one of the most powerful people in the galaxy walked among them. A face scan by a high-end ocular implant might have revealed it, but anyone who tried would find themselves inexplicably unable to capture such a scan. The invisible, nanometer-thick shield coating her skin blocked any and all intrusions of her body and cybernetics and scrambled the signals of any such attempts.
Her destination was located in an unremarkable midrise just off the main thoroughfare. It claimed to house a company called Fotilas Services, which she suspected didn’t exist beyond a government filing, if that. Senecan Federation regulations were after all notable primarily for their absence.
She gave the receptionist, a woman with flowing mahogany curls and skin the color of sun-bleached toffee, a charming smile. “Would you tell Mr. Ferre his twelve o’clock is here? I’m expected.” While the receptionist frowned and readied a protest, she added a courteous nod to the camera hidden in the ceiling. 
A second later the woman cleared her throat and stood. “I’ll show you to the conference room, ma’am.”
The room was deep in the complex. A windowless affair consisting of a conference table and little else, no inner workings of the business would be on display in this venue. As the receptionist stepped in to announce her presence, Olivia nonchalantly ran the bracelet circling her right wrist over the small embedded panel in the wall.
Ilario Ferre greeted her with a glib smile and a firm grasp of her hand. “Ms. Montegreu, so kind of you to come all this way…” he glanced behind her, a puzzled expression ghosting across his face “…is it only you? You have no escort?”
“Do I need one? Given all these armed guards here—” she motioned toward the half dozen enforcers lining the walls of the room “—I imagine I am quite safe from anything less than an invasion.”
To his credit he recovered quickly, dipping his chin in appreciation. “And of course you are. You must forgive me, my father took paranoia to an art form. Old habits and all. Shall we sit?”
She followed him to the table and took a seat opposite him. Immediately a door opened at one end of the room and a young man and older woman entered. Ilario nodded as they joined them at the table. 
“My mother, Alaina, and my cousin and first lieutenant, Laure.” 
She was familiar with both of them from her files. Alaina, she gave a respectful but curt nod; Laure, a tiny smile.
“Now I know you are a very busy woman, Ms. Montegreu, so let’s get straight to business, shall we? I confess to being intrigued by the idea of a strategic partnership between our interests. I think we both have much we can offer the other.”
A strategic partnership—it was the ostensible purpose of her visit. The Zelones cartel was the strongest criminal organization in settled space, but its reach was not absolute. In point of fact, its presence was weakest on Senecan Federation planets, where an entrepreneurial culture encouraged the rise of homegrown, enterprising ‘freelancers’ and where the wholesale change in government twenty-two years earlier had muddled their network of contacts.
Ilario without a doubt knew this, which was why her overture had likely been perceived as logical and natural. But what he did not know was there was chaos on the horizon, and she did not intend to share the spoils. 
Her expression turned predatory. “Yes, about that. I think the better choice is for you to simply work for me.”
The man almost choked on the water he was sipping. “Ms. Montegreu, I don’t mean any disrespect, for your, shall we say, business prowess is legendary. But my family does not work ‘for’ anyone. We are doing rather well in the Federation, which I believe is a good deal more than you can say. Now I am willing to entertain discussions of a mutually beneficial arrangement, but nothing else.”
Her lips pursed together in a show of thoughtfulness. She allowed the silence to stretch a breath longer than was comfortable, then shrugged and stood. “Very well.”
She lifted her wrist to eject two aSTX-laced blades from her bracelet and into the necks of Ilario and his mother. The toxin would paralyze their respiratory muscles, suffocating them even before they bled out from their throats being sliced open.
The laser fire from the guards bounced harmlessly off her personal shield. A thought and she activated the EMP she had staged when she touched her bracelet to the panel by the door. Most of the guards were still within three meters of the walls, and the EMP fried their cybernetics along with much of their brain matter as a side effect.
One guard had been moving toward her and escaped the EMP. Likely deducing—correctly—that physical restraint was the only way to neutralize her, he lowered and squared his shoulders in preparation for tackling her. She slid the gamma blade hilt out of her pants’ pocket and activated a two-meter long blade which sliced him in half at the waist. She took a step back to avoid the blood spurting out of the body and returned the blade hilt to her pocket. 
Physical violence had been an occasional necessity over the years as she climbed the ranks. These days she employed people who would happily engage in it on her behalf, but there were times when a more personal touch was required. She didn’t particularly enjoy it; nor did she particularly loathe it. Violence was simply a tool, and in this instance the most expedient tool available to her.
Her gaze locked on Laure Ferre. He sat at the table beside his dead cousin and his dead aunt, deep green eyes wide but not panicked as he stared at her. He presumably had by now deduced, first, if she wanted him dead he would already be so, and second, if he tried to harm her his status would change. His file indicated he was intelligent and quick on his feet, but not so narcissistic as Ilario.
“You work for me now. The Ferre organization is now a wholly-owned subsidiary of the Zelones cartel. For the time being you will be allowed to continue doing business as you have up until now, subject to a few minor adjustments. Someone will be in touch with the details. Are we clear?”
A harsh, ragged laugh bubbled up from his chest, but he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” His eyes roved around the room, taking in the massacre, then back to her. “I, um, look forward to being a part of your team.”
“Glad to hear it.” She pivoted and walked out.
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ALEX HAD SANDWICHES and sliced fruit ready by the time Caleb returned from showering. An environment suit protected a person from the elements outside the suit; it did not create a comfortable environment inside the suit, and three hours in it had left him a sweaty, sticky mess.
He settled in one of the chairs at the small dining table while she brought the plates over. “Thanks. So what do you think? Is enough material remaining to seal the hull?”
“I honestly don’t know. You saw, there were definite gaps, but I keep a few spare mats I can use.” She looked across the table at him. “Eat fast so we can find out.”
“Right.” She was smiling, so he added a light chuckle. It was still a guarded one though, only hinting at reaching her eyes. After a bite of his sandwich he decided to ask about something which had bugged him on the trip out of and back into the ship: the silence. “I can’t help but notice you don’t seem to have a VI on board.”
“Nope.”
“Are you uncomfortable with the idea of giving a VI access to the systems?”
“Not at all. I simply don’t need one to tell me the status of my ship.” She paused, and a smile which felt somehow private tugged at her lips. Her left hand nonchalantly gestured in the direction of the embedded panel behind her. 
As they had the last two nights when she went to bed, the lights dimmed; a second later they returned to full strength. The strains of a synthwave ballad began wafting through the cabin. A frown, and the volume decreased. 
Her right hand brought the sandwich to her mouth as the left waved toward the cockpit. The glyphs along her wrist pulsed faintly. 
“It’s a brisk -54° outside, while in here it’s a cozy 23°. The system repairs are essentially complete: the plasma shield is up to 93%, and the self-healing hydrogel on the damaged conduit should bring it to 100% by morning. The impulse engine reports all systems fully functional. 
“The LEN reactor is expending 12% of its output capacity on keeping us alive and comfortable…and it’s a little cranky at having to work harder on account of there being two of us.” She winked at him—sending an unexpected wicked shiver down his spine—and took a bite of her sandwich.
“Most impressive. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen such extensive wireless interconnectivity from cybernetics alone, no hardware adjunct.”
“Planet-side there’s almost always too much interference for it to work reliably. The invisible yet teeming cloud of electronic signals permeates everywhere, clogging the air with noise. Here though, it’s just me.” 
“And, as the reactor noted, me.”
She gazed at him a moment, and he could see thoughts flitting across her eyes. He wished like hell he knew what they were. “And you.”
Her gaze darted down to acquire an apple slice. “Bet you didn’t think I was a warenut, huh?”
“I still don’t. I would say you have simply optimized both yourself and your ship for maximum capability and performance.”
She shrugged but seemed pleased by the response. “More or less.”
He took another bite—despite her admonition, neither of them were hurrying through lunch—and cocked his head to the side. “This music…Ethan Tollis, right?”
“Yep. You’ve heard of him?”
“Of course. Music doesn’t respect political boundaries. But it’s a different style than what you’ve usually had playing.”
“He’s a friend.”
He arched an eyebrow in genuine surprise. “You’re ‘friends’ with one of the most successful prog synth musicians in the galaxy.”
She nodded, her mouth full. “Mmhmm.”
Hmm, indeed. She came off as so serious, so focused and no-nonsense, he would’ve thought she’d have no patience for artistic types.
She caught him staring at her. “What?”
“Nothing.” He didn’t try to hide the mischief in his eyes. “Good friends?”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It’s not supposed to mean anything. I’m merely asking how good of friends you are.”
“Very funny.” She took a sip of water. “If you’re asking me if I slept with him, it is so far beyond your business.”
He laughed. “So yes, then.”
She sighed in clear annoyance and picked up her sandwich, only to set it down again to glare at him. “Fine. I met him after university while I was doing an externship at Pacifica Aerodynamics. He was a struggling coffeehouse musician at the time. We dated for around a year. I took a job on Erisen, we parted friends. A few years later he hit it big. I was happy for him. End of story.”
The notion of her dating a musician threw him for even more of a loop. It appeared he had quite a bit more to discover about her—but he’d ponder it later. “Interesting. You keep in touch?”
“We catch up every now and then.”
He really shouldn’t rile her up; it was not conducive to him making it off this rock alive and in one piece. But he couldn’t help it. When she got annoyed or flustered her nose crinkled up and sideways and her mouth contorted into the oddest shapes. It looked so…. 
“And by ‘catch up’ you mean?”
She glared at him again and…yep, there it was. Adorable.

“Are you done? You look like you’re done.” She reached across and snatched his plate away, stood and marched to the sink. 
He grinned to himself and began clearing off the rest of the table. “You know, feel free to ask me embarrassing, invasive things about my life. I’m good with tit-for-tat.”
She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why bother? Whatever you said would be a lie.”
Ouch. The lighthearted mood instantly evaporated. “No, it wouldn’t be.”
“And I could tell the difference…how?”
He opened his mouth, then closed it. He gave her a pursed smile that wasn’t. “You probably couldn’t.”
Her shoulders notched upward to emphasize the point. She turned back to the sink to stow the dishes.
He didn’t think he had ever been shamed so thoroughly and to such stinging effect by a few casual words. He sank against the table, taken aback by the rebuke…and by how badly he wanted to change her mind.

They lay on their stomachs at right angles to one another in the engineering well. She heated an edge of intact hull while he heated a torn section and brought it to meet her edge; she aligned them and they held the pieces in place until they cooled and bonded together.
The conversation since lunch had been polite but strained, and fairly minimal. He struggled to find some way to get back to the comfortable interaction they’d been playing at having all morning. Because it had been nice.
He nodded in appreciation as the metal melded seamlessly together. “This is seriously high-quality material, not that I’m surprised. Maybe the Trade Summit was a success, and we’ll get access to material of this caliber.”
“What Tra— oh yeah, that political circle-jerk. Yes, let’s decide to sell doilies and mantle ornaments to each other, it’ll make everything better.”
He followed her lead and scooted to the next section. “It’s been twenty-two years, it’s arguably time to at least try.”
She didn’t respond, acting as if she were focused on heating the metal at her fingertips and positioning the now pliant material. She kept her gaze on it when she finally spoke. “My father was killed in the war.”
Well this topic isn’t likely to bring back the lighthearted atmosphere. Way to go. His voice was carefully soft. “I know.”
She let go of the metal to screw her face up at him. “What?”
He attempted a self-deprecating smile. “Hey, even us backwater Senecan rubes study history. The Kappa Crucis Battle is famous, it…well it was an important event in the war.” The battle turned the war in Seneca’s favor and ultimately led to the armistice. She knew this. It didn’t need to be said.
He took on an officious tone as he recited from memory, having reviewed the entry a mere two nights ago when studying her file. “Commander David Solovy, commanding officer of the Earth Alliance cruiser EAS Stalwart, successfully blocked the Federation fleet’s advance for twelve minutes, giving a number of Alliance vessels, the staff of a nearby monitoring station and nearly all of the Stalwart crew time to safely escape. It is estimated he saved the lives of over 4,000 Alliance men and women before the Stalwart was destroyed.”
“4,817.” It was less than a whisper.
“I’m sorry, Alex.”
“Why? You weren’t to blame.” Her gaze rose to meet his in challenge. “Unless you were there—were you?”
“No. I was sixteen, and finishing primary.”
The taut raise of her lips was somehow the antithesis of a smile. “Well there you go. Clean hands.”
“It was war. A lot of people died—on both sides.”
“Which made it so much easier for a thirteen year old to understand.” She reached over and tried to wrench his piece up to meet the hull. It wasn’t sufficiently heated and refused to budge, leading to a harsh, frustrated expulsion of air from her lungs.
“I’m not saying it….” He squeezed his eyes shut in equal frustration. He was doing this all wrong, and in serious danger of wiping out whatever goodwill he may have built up. After a moment’s pause he tried a different tack. “You were close to your dad?”
She shot him a fierce glare; her eyes blazed silver ice. He resisted the urge to retreat into the corner to get further away from the glare. He thought he would do almost anything to not be the recipient of such an expression ever again.
“That is none of your business.”
So yes, then. He gave up any attempt at a kind, sympathetic tone of voice; it clearly made no difference. “Right. Of course. My mistake.”
They worked in silence after that, save for the occasional instruction or question. It was efficient, for they had naturally settled into a productive routine. Even with the weight of uneasy tension hanging ignored in the air, they undeniably worked rather well together. He wanted to diffuse the tension, but under the circumstances silence seemed the least damaging choice.
Since his position forced him to move backwards through the hold, he hadn’t been focusing on what lay behind him. Therefore he wasn’t as prepared as he probably should have been for her abrupt shattering of the heavy silence.
“Dammit!” She dropped her torch to the floor and rose to her knees, only to sink back on her heels and drag a hand down her face. “It’s not enough. We’ll keep going, but there’s not sufficient material to seal her up. Not even close.” With a visceral growl she sent the torch skidding across the hold.
While his own self-interest led him to wish for a friendlier, more amicable situation, he had to admire her intensity and spirit. Far too many people hid behind holos and aurals and sensory overlays to project an air of cool aloofness and detached disinterest. This woman though…she had fire. And even when directed at him, it was something to see.
He sat up and leaned against the nearby wall. Once he saw the entire area, he didn’t dispute her assessment. A much smaller but still substantial opening ran along much of the center. The metal converged in only two locations, and they had already used all the spare mats. 
He raised a hesitant eyebrow. “The shield’s at full power now, right? Will it hold in space?”
“Maybe, but I’m not particularly anxious to test the theory out in the void. Are you?” It sounded like another challenge.
His head tilted as though an idea had come to him. In truth the option had occurred to him immediately upon seeing the enormous rupture in the hull the day before, but he hadn’t known if it would be needed, and if it were needed whether it would be feasible. Now, however, their options were rapidly dwindling.
“What about my ship?”
“What about your ship?”
“The hull was made of an amodiamond metamaterial. It’s similar enough to yours to patch the gaps, isn’t it?”
She huffed a breath that was almost a laugh. “Well, yes—but I kind of blew up your ship. Or have you forgotten?”
“Oh, I have absolutely not forgotten. But we’re okay to fly in-atmosphere? If we can locate some of the wreckage, I’m sure there are intact pieces large enough to salvage material from. Especially since we don’t need very much.”
She regarded him in surprise…and perhaps a measure of appreciation. “That’s a really good idea.”
He smiled, relieved more than he cared to admit to be the recipient of a softer, gentler expression. “Great. Now we just have to find the wreckage.”
She was already climbing to her feet, renewed vigor in every motion. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. I dodged the remains of your ship most of the way down. Navigation ought to be able to extrapolate a landing zone from their trajectory.”
When she reached the first step of the ladder she paused. “You know what, I’m certain it will. Let’s go ahead and finish this work while we’re in the groove. We’ll go hunting in the morning.”
He watched her retrieve her torch from the corner where it had landed and return to her previous spot on the floor, then joined her and flicked his torch on. 
“We have a groove? I mean, I felt like we definitely had a groove thing happening, but I didn’t know for sure if you thought we had a groove.”
Her eyes cut over to him, now dancing with mirth rather than ice. “Are you going to help, or is droll commentary going to be the extent of your contribution?”
He bit his lower lip, and was intrigued to see an odd flare in her eyes before she directed her attention to the hull. “I can’t do both?”
“Nope. It’s scientifically impossible.”
He sighed for added effect. “Ah well. I guess I’ll help then.”
“Thank god.”
As they settled back into the routine, this time with considerably less tension in the air, he pondered her rapid and dramatic shift in mood. Unquestionably the prospect of locating additional materials for the hull would be a welcome development and should cheer her up, but not to so great an extent.
It took him a few minutes to figure out the answer, though in retrospect it seemed blindingly obvious given what he had ascertained about her thus far. 
He had provided her the means to make her ship whole. To fly again.
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“IT’S THE SAME PRINCIPLE as the dampener field, except blocking signals from getting in rather than keeping them from getting out. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel, merely reapply the principles in a slightly adjusted manner.”
The young engineer looked at her as though she had sprouted a second head. She checked, she hadn’t. “Well? I’m not forgetting some fundamental rule of chemistry, am I? Quantum physics? Electronics?”
“Um, no ma’am, not as—”
“Kennedy’s fine.” She smiled at him in the ghostly light. The prototype lab was of necessity windowless and dark, save for the scattered glow of dozens of screens and interfaces. 
“Yes, ma’am. Kennedy. Ma’am. It’s just the dampener field doesn’t block everything, even at its strongest. It only tamps down the strength of the waves. For reverse-shielding to work, it’ll have to be impermeable.”
“True, but the energy the dampener field blocks is on the order of terajoules. The energy we want to block here is far smaller.”
“Right. Good point.” He ran calculations on the screen in front of them. The blue and teal glyphs coating his arm pulsed brightly to splash color in the air. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to create a strong Faraday cage using a silver-based nonlinear metamat. We could—”
“And we should do that—but not now. For this project to be successful it has to be easy to install and inexpensive, relatively speaking, not another costly lattice which has to be painted on.”
He stared at her. “A cheap virtual shield blocking the entire spectrum?”
“No, I’m not that crazy. It has to protect against directed signals, not space radiation or anything. I think it doesn’t need to be a Faraday cage at all. It simply has to disrupt specific signals, after all. We disrupt signals all the time.”
His eyes widened and looked to the ceiling for inspiration. “We can certainly design a shield to diffuse or disrupt incoming waves. But it would disrupt the exanet as well, including messaging, and I, um…” he chuckled to himself, then blushed “…don’t think our customers would like that, right?”
She patted him on the shoulder in encouragement. She loved nerdy engineers; they were so pure. In point of fact this was the root of the problem she had sought him out to solve. But she had wanted him to work through the variables and come to it on his own, because now he would feel he owned it, too. 
“You are absolutely correct, which is why I need you to figure out a way to allow exanet signals in without creating a hole big enough for the evil pirates to sneak through. What do you think? Can you do it?”
His brow furrowed and his gaze bounced around the lab. “Well, it will have to be adaptive and semi-intelligent, so we’re looking at some manner of active ware in its core and—”
She laughed and began backing away. “Just let me know when you have something.”
He nodded distractedly, his mind already lost in a magical mathematical world.
In truth she needed ‘something’ rather fast. The Board presentation had gone better than expected, and they had requested practical design plans as soon as possible. But the fastest route to those plans was to get a techie intrigued by the challenge then give them the room to be brilliant.

She stepped out the glass doors of IS Design’s offices onto the broad sidewalk, only to grin in delight. Light, fluffy snowflakes danced about in the air to become a luminous gold in the refracted evening rays. 
She pulled her hat snugly over her ears and started off, though not too quickly. Her apartment was eight blocks away in the heart of downtown, and she decided to enjoy the walk.
Erisen had been her home for eleven years now, but having grown up in Houston and attended university in Pasadena, she still found herself a little enamored by snow. It made everything feel…softer. Gentler. Brighter. It was okay to be a child again when in the presence of snow.
Halfway down the next block she lingered at the window of a shoe boutique, futilely as always. She was going to Houston for her parents’ anniversary in two days and required eye-catching attire to wear to the party. In her parents’ vernacular, ‘party’ meant gala extravaganza involving five hundred guests, a private orchestra and delicacies shipped in from half a dozen worlds. And while Erisen’s fashion offerings had matured to a point, retailers tended toward the practical attire required by a cold and snowy climate. 
Alas. Maybe she should head to Earth early and swing by Manhattan first. She wouldn’t want her parents’ friends thinking Erisen was some backwater hick world, because at a hundred seventy-two years old, it wasn’t. Much.
Her eVi indicated an incoming message, and a frown tugged at her lips when it opened. Miles, the eco-dev executive, would like to take her to an art exhibit the next evening. She pondered it a moment while crossing the street, and abruptly stuck her tongue out to capture a falling snowflake. 
Once the initial thrill of a new romance had worn off, she was finding him increasingly high maintenance. He had turned out to be a horrific skier, which could have been cute if he hadn’t been so damn whiny about it. He prattled on about his work incessantly, which could have been interesting if his work didn’t consist mostly of lobbying. And while he was quite handsome, his mouth did this odd downturn thing in response to whatever you said; it made him look churlish.
With an eye roll she sent back a decline and excuse. The excuse was easy, as she legitimately wasn’t available on account of needing to get ready for the trip home. Whether he interpreted it as a more permanent decline…well, she would worry about that on her return. 
Another one bites the dust. She laughed to herself, fully aware she had done it again, but opened a compose anyway.
Alex,
…or not. He’s entirely too needy, and on the verge of petulant. Oh well, tomorrow is another day.
— Kennedy
She sent the message as a gleam to her left caught her attention. The last moment of the sunset over the mountains tossed glittering beams into the snow-filled sky. It looked—
Message unable to be delivered. Recipient is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until it can be delivered.
What? 
The person behind her collided into her, and she barely caught her balance in time to prevent a tumble to the ground. She mumbled a “sorry” and moved out of the way. 
Distracted by troubling thoughts, she managed to wind through the busy pedestrian foot traffic to the low ledge marking the barrier between the sidewalk and a small sculpture park. She sank against the ledge.
There were a few instances when one might be cut off from the ubiquitous exanet infrastructure. Spelunking beneath a couple of kilometers of solid heavy metals, for instance, or catching a front-row seat to a supernova explosion. Not much else…other than being dead, of course. 
The Siyane was equipped with the most robust radiation shielding available, but even it had limits.
Oh Alex, what are you doing?
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THE SIYANE SKIMMED FIFTEEN METERS above the ground, cutting through a harsh wind toward the only reading for kilometers which showed any signs of being artificial.
Alex pointed at the screen taking up the uppermost-right quadrant of the cockpit display. She had given him view rights to the HUD, because it was simply practical to do so. “Keep an eye on this readout while I try not to crash into any sudden mountainous objects. Let me know when it spikes.”
Caleb nodded from his position leaning against the half-wall separating the cockpit and the main cabin. “Gotcha.”
They had spent the previous evening stretching the hull material as far as possible and called it an early, tired night. This morning they had set out in the direction of the region the navigation system identified as the likeliest crash site zone. They’d been flying for more than an hour to reach the edge of the region; for obvious reasons she flew conservatively. 
He had baked muffins after they had lifted off, then showed up in the cockpit and casually handed her two.
Muffins. He had utterly confounded her with muffins. Banana nut multigrain muffins, to be precise. The man’s arsenal of weaponry was truly impressive.
She found her mind wandering to what other weapons he might have in his—Jesus, Alex, get your mind out of the gutter. It’s far too early in the morning for those sorts of thoughts.
“Hey, got a spike.”
She blinked hard and glanced at the display. “Yep.” She arced toward the flashing signal. When they were in range she slowed to a crawl until they could see the wreckage among the blowing sand.
He moaned and sagged against the wall in apparent despondence. “My baby….”
“Look, I said I was sorry. There’s nothing else—”
“She was a loaner. I’d had her all of a week.”
“Unh!” She leaned over and punched him in the shoulder. “Very funny.”
“Ow.” He rubbed his shoulder gingerly. “So what’s the plan?”
She studied the hazy outline of the wreckage. “It looks promising. The wind is nasty strong though, so we’ll tether ourselves to the hull. I say we take turns slicing off a piece and bringing it to the airlock. I’d like to end up with at least three square meters, as solid and flat as possible.” She leaned in closer to the viewport. “Given the state of the wreck, it may mean a lot of small pieces.”
“Works for me.”
The ship’s landing gear settled to the ground, and she cut the engine. “Let’s get to it.”

She rejoined him after depositing a sheet in the airlock, her fourth such trip. They had accumulated a nice stack of material by this point, but she didn’t want to come up short and have to do this all over again. The wind made every step a challenge, and the swirling dust reduced visibility to a few meters. “Goddamn this planet sucks.”
He chuckled over the vicinity comm. “You don’t have to tell me—I’m fairly certain I’ve been telling you. But that’s not even what bugs me the most about it.”
“And what does bug you the most about it?”
“How is it even here? What is it orbiting? We’re a long way from the pulsar, and there’s no indication of another star in the vicinity.”
“Perhaps the answer’s in that unusual radiation. I don’t know. Regardless—”
A powerful gust swept across them from out of nowhere; the crashed ship rocked precipitously, several loose sections tearing off to disappear into the sky. 
The punishing wind ripped the piece of hull he had just severed out of his hand. Its jagged edges sliced right through the line tethering her to her ship on its way to oblivion.
The velocity of the wind increased yet more and began to push her relentlessly backward. She reached to grab onto the wreckage, and had succeeded in doing so when a fresh gust whipped in and her tenuous grip slipped on the metal surface.
His voice was low and steady. “Hang on. I’m going to—”
“I can’t!” The gust shifted direction, and she felt herself being blown sideways away from the wreck—
—his arms wound around her waist and gripped her against him. She didn’t understand how he managed to reach her. Somehow he had. 
“It’s okay. I’ve got you.”
Her pulse raced, pounding in her ears above the howling wind. A wave of dizziness crashed over her with the rapid flood of adrenaline. She gasped in a breath. “Don’t let go.”
His faceplate dropped forward to rest on hers. “I won’t. I promise.”
Her eyes rose to meet his. She was shocked at how frightened he looked. Those beautiful irises had darkened to a raging midnight blue surrounding pinpoint pupils. Rigid lines of clenched muscles cut beneath his cheekbones. 
But the tone of his voice remained calm and confident. It made her feel safe…as did the firm grasp of his arms around her. It seemed his deceptively lean build hid a great deal of strength. She sucked in several deep breaths until her pulse began to slow. “Thank you.”
He grinned, if a little shakily. “Couldn’t lose my pilot, now could I?”
“We should probably…head to the ship.”
“You want me to carry you?”
And the cocky wit returns. She glared at him through the faceplate, though any annoyance was contrived at best. “That’s quite all right. How about we just tie my line onto yours instead.”
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”
“Noted.” She hoped the helmet hid the smile which insisted on pulling at her lips as she reached around him to secure the frayed end of her line to his. “Let’s each get a piece and head in. I think we have enough.” She jerked the knot tight and pulled back to face him. 
A second passed, then two. Her pulse decided to reverse direction once more. She swallowed. “You can let go now.”
He laughed softly. “Right.” But he waited another full second before loosening his grip and taking a half-step away.
She spun toward the wreck, only to grumble in frustration. “And my blade’s gone.”
“S’ok. You can take…this one.” He finished cutting off a small piece and handed it to her, then went for the last one. Once he held the final slice in his hands, he paused to stare at the remnants of his ship.
“What is it? Is there something else you wanted to try to find?”
She saw his shoulders drop fractionally, though the sigh wasn’t audible. He looked back at her. “Nope. We’re good.”

She smiled to herself as the metal cooled to meld together into a nearly seamless sheet. The materials weren’t identical; as such, the hue underwent a noticeable shift at the…well, seam. Still, it would do. More than do, honestly. She had to admit, she was impressed by the Senecan-manufactured metamat. It wasn’t better than hers, merely different. But not bad different.
She began heating the next section. After laying out the recovered material and matching the pieces to the remaining gaps, they had divided up the repairs to save time. His work the previous afternoon had more than convinced her he knew what he was doing. She trusted him to get it right, which was saying a fair amount. 
“So I was thinking. Once the repairs are finished, we should go check out those anomalous readings.”
His torch froze above the hull. “You think so?”
“We should consider it at least. At this point we’re practically there, we might as well drop by. I mean it’s why I’m here, it’s why you’re here. It won’t be much trouble to check it out.”
Her torch created a bright glare, and beyond its halo she couldn’t see his expression at the opposite end of the hold. She could see him set his tools on the floor. A reply was several seconds in coming, however. 
“You’re right. It is why you’re here, and why I’m here. So what does that mean? If it turns out to be important, do I get a copy of the data?”
She didn’t even hesitate. After all, ‘I’ve been thinking’ meant she had previously identified the parameters and analyzed all the branching considerations. “Yes.”
His response was also quick, though she suspected for a different reason. “You mean it? Why?”
She returned to the still-ragged edge of the salvaged material. “Because I don’t gain anything by keeping it from you. You’ll know what the phenomenon is, at least in general terms, because you’ll be there. I suspect unlike my typical clients, your bosses won’t demand detailed scientific analyses and spectrum charts before acting on the information, so you’ll already have everything you need. I won’t gain any advantage by being a bitch and I’ll lose….” Her hand paused two centimeters from the shard.
“You’ll lose what?”
Asshole, as if he didn’t know the answer. “Comity.” 
He choked back a laugh. “Comity?”
She scowled at the torch. “Yes, comity. Goodwill. Friendly relations. You not trying to kill me. Call it whatever—” She yelped as the flame grazed her fingertip, and quickly extinguished it lest she set the ship on fire.
“Alex, you have to know by now I’m not going to kill you.”
She sucked on the scalded finger to buy a second or two. “Of course I do. I was trying to be humorous. Failing miserably apparently. Not a huge surprise, it was never one of my strong suits.” He didn’t comment further, and she flicked the torch back on and turned to the hull—
—then realized he had come over and crouched on the balls of his feet against the wall beside her. Damn he could move quietly.
She eyed him without actually looking at him; a corner of his mouth tweaked up in response. He was entirely too cute for his—or her—own good when he did that…. Surprised at her own reaction, she wondered when precisely it was his smirk had stopped being annoying and started being cute. The evening before? This morning with the muffins? Just now?
“I don’t believe you.”
She blew out a breath, flicked the torch off again and rolled onto her back. “You understand why, don’t you?”
He nodded. “Because it’s my job to be a chameleon, to become whatever I need to be in a given situation in order to complete the mission—or at least get out alive, as the case may be. And I’m very good at my job, which I imagine you have surmised. Therefore, you have no way to be certain whether or not I’m simply acting the part of the easygoing, agreeable, helpful, funny, charming stowaway and will slit your throat the minute it benefits me to do so.”
She shrugged, and didn’t bother to deny he was all of those things. “Kind of sums it up, yeah.”
“And I don’t see how there’s any way for me to convince you otherwise…especially when I’m not even sure myself.”
“Not helping.”
He cringed visibly. “That came out wrong—I’m sure I’m not going to slit your throat. I meant…it’s been so long since I’ve truly been myself around someone else, I’m not sure I even remember how to do it anymore.”
She frowned. “That’s kind of tragic.” The frown deepened. “Unless this is just another layer of the act, designed to win my trust when the easygoing, agreeable, helpful, funny, charming routine wasn’t getting the job done.”
He groaned and sank the rest of the way down to the floor. “Totally valid point. It’s impossible for me to talk my way out of this.”
“Yep. Sorry.” She shifted onto her stomach and activated the torch. Again. “Okay. Thought experiment. If you weren’t in dire straits, if this wasn’t a ‘situation,’ if it had nothing to do with a mission and instead you were on vacation, what would you be doing right now?”
“Kissing you.”
Fuck.

His voice had dropped in pitch and volume, and its lilting tenor washed gently over her like a lover’s caress. She bit her lower lip hard enough to draw blood, but did her damnedest to not display any reaction. Her tone remained casual and nonchalant. “Oh, so the real you is a modern-day Casanova, traversing the galaxy and wooing a damsel in every port?”
She glanced over to find his eyes twinkling devilishly and his mouth wearing a far too kiss-worthy smirk again. Fuck.
“That’s not what I said.”
She nodded and focused on the hull, the metallic tang of blood stinging her tongue. “My mistake. And what would the real you do when I said ‘in your dreams’ and shoved him on his ass?”
He sighed loudly, doubtless for dramatic effect. “He’d return to his post and help you finish the repairs so we can go check out this anomaly….”
She looked back at him, an eyebrow arched, and gestured toward the other end of the hold expectantly.
He rolled his eyes and pushed off the floor. “I’m going, I’m going.”
Fuck.

Caleb prepared dinner while she ran through the preflight checks—twice for good measure by the looks of it—then at last they departed what had been, all things considered, a rather unfriendly planet. The atmospheric traversal was rough, but on such a small planet it took only minutes.
The ship held together, everything stayed in the green, and he saw a wave of tension leave her even in profile. Her posture relaxed and her jawline softened markedly as she spun the chair around to face the cabin. 
“I’ll engage the sLume in a few minutes once the impulse engine builds up some negative mass. We’ll run superluminal overnight, and when we drop out in the morning we should be close enough to the pulsar to get far more definitive readings. What’s for dinner?”
“Seared salmon with wilted spinach and lemon rice. You genuinely do have a fine selection of food aboard.”
“As much time as I spend out here, hell yes I do. Is it ready?”
“Two seconds. Impatient much?”
She smacked her lips and danced her toes along the floor, impatiently. But she seemed more at ease than he had ever seen her. And why not? She was flying again, which he suspected meant a great deal. 
The blatant flirtation earlier had been a gamble, though not necessarily a failed one. Time would tell. He had worried it may backfire and push her away, but it appeared not. Why had he done it? Because it felt…right. The situation was now quite a bit different from his initial assessment on his first day of freedom. Quite a bit.
He positioned the salmon on the plates and served them up with great formality. “And now it’s ready. Oh Great Starship Captain, your dinner is served.”
“Smart ass.” But she wore a smile as she came over, gestured to dim the lights and settled into the chair. Now the smile did reach her eyes, and the result took his breath away.
“Well, yes.” He buried his reaction in a chuckle as he joined her. She had already dug into the spinach. “And how is it?”
“Ymmmm.” Her eyes closed, a blissful expression spreading across her face, and he found himself wondering if she looked this way when she…. Wow. Best save those thoughts for when you’re alone behind the privacy screen.
“It’s delicious, which I’m sure you know. I suppose being multi-talented is a job requirement for becoming a spy.”
“I—” He paused, fork in midair, his brow furrowing up a little. “Not cooking skills necessarily, but yes, I suppose it is.”
“How did you? Become a spy I mean.”
Hmm. Test time was it? His instinct told him to spin a web of half-truths around the truths and lies; it was his modus operandi. 
He recalled their earlier conversation. He hadn’t been lying—much—when he said he wasn’t sure how to be himself around someone else, but he was fairly certain it didn’t involve lying when the truth would suffice. She knew what he did for a living. So long as he refrained from revealing state secrets, talking about it held no danger. 
He finished his bite of salmon and smiled the slightest bit. “They found me. I was about to graduate from university with degrees in history and engineering physics. I was going to build orbital communications arrays. See, I had this idea for a new kind of adaptive array which could intelligently shift its orbital distance depending on the signal load and transient needs. It would require coordination of—it’s not important. Anyway, a week before graduation a—” not that, not yet “—man representing the Intelligence Division approached me.”
He shrugged mildly. “Something I had done, or maybe everything I had done, had attracted their attention. And I said yes.”
“Why?” She was observing him rather intently, bright gray eyes dancing in the dim lights. It might have felt like an interrogation, except he wanted to tell her. 
“I didn’t want to end up stuck in a corporate job for the next eighty or a hundred thirty years. I enjoyed engineering well enough, but I also loved the outdoors and working with my hands. I had good people skills, and orbital hardware construction isn’t known for its vibrant social scene. This though, it offered adventure. New places, new goals, new challenges on every mission. I would never be bored.”
He paused to take a bite of rice. “And before you ask, I don’t regret it. There are downsides I didn’t foresee at the time, but I’m not sorry I chose this life.”
“Hold that thought.” She slipped away in the direction of the cockpit, he assumed to activate the sLume drive. It occurred to him he was busy spilling forth his life story to her…but he found he couldn’t summon up the urge to stop.
A few seconds later he felt the almost imperceptible shift in the purr of the engine beneath them and the glow of the Nebula blurred outside the viewport. She didn’t return to the table immediately, and he sensed her move behind him to the corner of the kitchen area. 
It came as a pleasant surprise when she showed up at the table holding a bottle of wine and two glasses. “I think escaping that godforsaken planet is worth a little celebrating. Want some?”
It was so easy to get lost in her eyes, and for a moment he let himself. “I’d love it.”
She broke the gaze to sit the glasses down and pour the wine before returning to her chair. “What about your parents, your sister? It wasn’t difficult having to lie to them?”
He took the time to enjoy the first sip of the wine. A chardonnay, chilled to the perfect temperature. Deep golden in color, it drew in the light until a glow emanated from within. Also, it tasted delicious. Then again it would.
“We weren’t close—I mean my sister and I are fairly close now, but she was still a young teenager then. And my parents…well, they weren’t a consideration.” He sighed. “Probably sounds cold and heartless, doesn’t it?”
She had finished her dinner and settled back in the chair, legs comfortably crossed and the glass of wine in her hand. Her hair, damp from her shower, cascaded messily across her shoulders. She grimaced at the glass; it didn’t appear to be vicariously directed at him. 
She took a long sip, then contemplated the wine as it swirled languidly in the glass. “Perhaps, but I understand how it can happen. My mother and I don’t exactly get along, and haven’t for years.”
His head tilted a fraction. Curiously, but nonthreatening. “Why not? If you don’t mind me asking.”
She glared at the ceiling. “What does it matter why not?”
He flinched at the sudden sharpness in her tone. Goddamn but her parents were a touchy subject. 
“It matters to you.” 
He almost frowned, taken aback by the intimateness of the words coming out of his mouth, not to mention the sincerity of them. He had fallen so far off his game it was laughable. Except he wasn’t actually playing the game any longer, was he? Nope, apparently he was not.
She didn’t seem to notice his mental gymnastics; her words dripped with bitterness, but again it didn’t appear to be directed at him. “It really doesn’t….”
He nodded slowly and sipped his wine, letting the silence linger. Finally he sat the glass on the table and idly ran a fingertip along the rim. Already shared far more than you meant to, might as well go all in. What the hell. “My mother’s a nutcase.”
“I thought your mother was an industrial architect?”
“The two are mutually exclusive?” 
She merely shrugged in response.
“She is—or was anyway. Had a decent career and several prominent buildings to her name. Then one night, out of the blue and after twenty-four years of marriage, my father walked out on her. Said he simply didn’t love her anymore and needed to find some happiness for himself.
“She had always tended toward the emotional side, but so long as he was there she stayed stable and fully functional. But…I don’t know. I guess she viewed him as her whole world. When he left, she just…broke.”
He stared at the bottle a moment, grabbed it, refilled his glass and took a lengthy sip. “She quit working, quit sketching, quit doing much of anything at all. Even now, she mostly sits in the house and waits for him to come back.”
“Do you think he will?”
“After twenty years? No.”
“Well, what does he say?”
“Don’t know. Haven’t spoken to him since the night he walked out.”
Her eyes creased at the corners as she regarded him over the rim of her glass. “I’m sorry.” 
She sounded like she meant it, but he supposed he carried a bit of parental baggage himself. “I’m not. He showed his worth when he left.”
Upon first being given the advice to ‘never have anything you can’t walk away from,’ he had been skeptical. After all, wasn’t it the very thing he hated his father for? He had resolved the matter by developing a corollary rule: Never let someone get close enough to depend on you. That way they don’t get hurt when you walk away.
He didn’t share any of those thoughts aloud, of course, and they fell silent again. He watched her without watching her. It was evident she struggled with something. Her gaze drifted around but failed to focus on anything while she absently twirled the stem of her glass between two fingers. Her lips pursed together as if to prevent words from spilling forth without prior approval.
He hoped she viewed his confession for what it was: an honest, unpremeditated sharing of a less-than-pleasant part of his life—because apparently he intended to spill forth his entire damn life story to her—rather than a manipulative feigning of vulnerability to get her to open up in return. He had done such on more than one occasion; this wasn’t one of them.
She refilled her glass and appeared to come to a conclusion. Her gaze finally settled on him.
“The answer to your question yesterday is yes. My father and I were very close. He taught me to fly, he taught me to love the stars. Work took him away a lot, but he always came home with some new adventure for us to embark on. He was….” Her voice drifted off, but then she blinked and straightened her posture.
“After he died, my mother shut down emotionally. She had never been a particularly affectionate or doting mom, but she became a robot, a cold automaton throwing herself into her work for eighteen hours a day. At a minimum.” 
She took a deliberate sip of wine. “Looking back, I realize she was grieving and it was the only way she knew how to deal with the pain. But I was thirteen years old and I was grieving, too, and she wasn’t there to comfort me, to tell me it would be okay. She wasn’t even there to silently dry my tears. She wasn’t there at all.”
Her shoulders raised in a half-hearted shrug. “I rebelled. She reacted harshly. I rebelled more. She tried to exert military-style control over my life, and did not succeed.
“And that’s it. We tolerate one another, but we never really made up. We never talked about it. And we most certainly never talked about my father.”
“Maybe it’s not too late.”
The laugh she gave rippled with cynicism. “I tried once. Before I left for the job on Erisen, I took her to lunch one day. I apologized for some of my more…extreme behavior in the wake of Dad’s death. I told her I understood now she had been grieving as well. And though I was only a child, it had been selfish of me to act as I did, and I was sorry if I had made her life more difficult at an already difficult time.”
She stared into her glass, but her gaze seemed focused on someplace very far away. “She responded by saying I was still a child—note, I was twenty-five at this point—and I should never presume to believe I was capable of understanding anything she had gone through or anything she had or had not felt.” A quick gulp of her wine. “And as for my behavior, while it was disappointing as she had expected better from me, it amounted to nothing of real consequence.”
“No…” her head shook with an air of finality “…I’m afraid it is much, much too late. Whatever emotions the woman may have once possessed, they departed the premises long ago.”
“I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve such a reaction.”
“Maybe, maybe not. I was quite the recalcitrant teenager.” She took a deep breath and slid her chair out, leaving the nearly full glass of wine on the table. “And on that lovely downer, I’m going to call it a night. But….” 
Her eyes found his. “Thank you.”
He met her gaze with his full attention. “For?”
She gave him an almost wistful half-smile. “Being honest.”
He had told her she probably couldn’t tell the difference, but perhaps she truly could. He didn’t know whether the possibility comforted or terrified him.
He instinctively leaned forward, his hand moving toward hers. It paused halfway to its destination.
She hesitated halfway to standing, her expression now completely unreadable to him. “What?”
Stay.

He withdrew his hand and eased back in the chair, though his attention didn’t leave her. “Nothing. Good night, Alex.”
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SENECA
CAVARE, INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS

IT WAS ONE-THIRTY IN THE MORNING when Michael, freshly showered and wearing pressed khakis and a crisp forest green shirt, walked in the incident command center at Division HQ. His wife was a saint, and as soon as this crisis passed—if it passed—he owed her a nice dinner out, if not a weekend getaway.
He smiled at an agent who handed him a steaming mug of coffee and let his gaze run calmly across the room. Most of the Summit delegation had been brought directly here from the spaceport upon their arrival; a few lower-level staffers cleared of involvement or knowledge were allowed to go home for now.
The agents tasked to Atlantis having exhausted their avenues of interrogation during the nineteen hour trip to Seneca, his best interrogators had taken over upon the delegation’s arrival. Several of the senior Trade Division officials were, shall we say, displeased about being detained. They shouldn’t have hired an assassin as an employee, then.
Karin Pitrone, the team lead on Atlantis, spotted him and came over. Her stride appeared purposeful and her shoulders rigid, though she must have been awake for going on fifty hours now. He gave her a sympathetic smile, which she acknowledged only by a tight nod. 
“You asked to speak to Assistant Director Nythal, sir? He’s in Interview Room 3 whenever you’re ready.”
“Thank you, Karin. No time like the present.” He was kept apprised of events via a constant stream of updates over the last two days and didn’t need further briefing.
Jaron Nythal sat on the edge of his chair, his hands drumming a rapid rhythm on the table while his eyes darted around the empty room, then up to Michael as he entered. A half-empty cup of coffee sat to his right, a crumb-filled plate to his left. Dark irises almost masked the dilated pupils.
Michael recognized it had been a long few days for everyone and would understand if the man was running on caffeine and adrenaline, but he just wasn’t sure it had been the best idea for him to take amps before the interview. He recalled Delavasi’s warning regarding Nythal; he already understood what Delavasi had been getting at.
He made certain none of those thoughts tainted his expression as he smiled professionally. “Mr. Nythal, I’m Director Michael Volosk with the Division of Intelligence. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I realize the situation is far from ideal for everyone involved, so I appreciate it.”
Nythal cracked his neck. “It’s fine…Volosk, is it? I’m still in shock over what happened. I can hardly believe it. We all had high hopes for the Summit, and it’s a shame it went down this way. It truly is.” He dragged a hand through sleek black hair. “So what do you need from me?”
“Merely a bit of information.” Michael cleared his throat and sat down opposite his ‘guest.’ “I won’t take any more of your time than is necessary. What can you tell me about Christopher Candela?”
Nythal shrugged. “I didn’t really know him.”
“I understand if you didn’t know him socially, but he served as a staffer in your department, and you oversaw administration and coordination for the Summit. You approved his attendance, correct?”
“Well, yes. But you must realize, there were thirty-seven people in the delegation. I can’t be expected to know each of them individually. I can tell you Mr. Candela’s record was clean. He wouldn’t have been permitted to go were it not.”
“I’m sure.” He really wished the man hadn’t doped himself up, as it made it difficult to judge and interpret his body language. He considered putting the man on ice until he’d returned to a baseline state…but there was a lot to do and little time to do it in. “Do you have any personal impressions of him you can share?”
Another shrug. “He was…young. Eager to please. Seemed intelligent enough, but we hadn’t asked anything of him yet. My impression of him is he didn’t make much of an impression.”
“What about during the Summit? Any out-of-character behavior?”
Nythal leaned into the table and clasped his hands together. His thumbs continued to dance erratically. “Look, Mr. Volosk. I stayed busy two ways from Sunday during the Summit. I barely noticed what my personal secretary did, much less some no-name lackey.”
Michael maintained perfect composure, offering no hint of annoyance. “Of course you did. Do you remember the last time you saw him?”
Nythal blew out an exaggerated breath and crashed back in the chair. “Uh, I think I saw him at the dinner Tuesday night. Wednesday though? I attended meetings all day.”
“And around the time of the incident?”
His gaze drifted around the small room as if deep in thought. “No, I don’t think so. I mean I was in the ballroom, so I suppose my eyes might have drifted across him, but….”
Now Michael did show annoyance, with deliberate intent. He’d let the man play out his routine. Now to remind him he wasn’t actually in control of his situation. Nythal was a government official of moderate stature, certainly, but one didn’t get far in the intelligence business without learning to disregard political niceties. Granted, once you rose to a department directorship you needed to begin to practice them again, but not in this particular circumstance.
“Fine. Did he have a reason to be in the receiving line? He doesn’t sound like the type of person who would want to glad-hand dignitaries.”
“Maybe it was a secret dream of his. I don’t even know if he’d ever met Kouris—”
“What was his job at the Summit? It doesn’t appear as though he did much of anything.”
“He was an attaché, he…got shit for us. Ran errands. Made notes, whatever.”
“How many attachés did you have serving you?”
“Um, four, five? I don’t…remember….” The lines had begun to deepen around his sagging eyelids. The amps were wearing off.
“Seems like a little too much bureaucratic padding to me—this isn’t the Alliance. What about the following individuals: Alice Terre, Gerald Michaels, Treyson Rivers, Brandon Chao?”
“Wha—what’s special about them?”
“They also participated in the receiving line and greeted Minister Santiagar prior to his collapse. We’ll need to review their files and activities as well.”

Michael sat at his desk, the door closed. A few moments’ respite. His hands rested at his chin in a thoughtful pose. And he was thoughtful.
He’d conducted half a dozen interviews at the request of his agents, spent hours reviewing summaries of three dozen more interviews and viewed the footage of the incident from every angle and the cams of the pursuing agents. He’d confirmed the logs of every exit and patrol on Atlantis. 
The man in the receiving line was Chris Candela. Scans of both Kouris’ and Santiagar’s hands minutes after the incident recovered trace DNA. Yet the man pursued into the service corridors displayed evasion and subterfuge skills which nothing in Candela’s life history indicated he should possess.
Worse, he was gone. Despite an ironclad lockdown on the facility in under two minutes—due as much to quick-moving Alliance security as anyone else’s actions—and a meter-level grid search, no trace could be found of the man.
The exit logs stared back at him from the screen above his desk. Eventually they had been forced to allow the uninvolved guests and bystanders to depart. The official Summit attendees were accounted for, save Candela. The nine attendees not present at the final dinner—an Alliance staffer, three reporters and five corporate executives—were interviewed on-scene and provided viable reasons for their absence. After follow-up they had been cleared and allowed to depart as well. 
He exhaled softly, feeling every gram of the weight though it didn’t show in his posture or the bearing of his shoulders. Diplomatic relations with the Alliance hung by a dangling strand of a thread. If they could provide hard evidence of this being the act of a lone crazy, they stood a chance of at least regaining an uneasy détente. Otherwise, their claims of non-involvement came off as weak and impotent. But damned if he could find any such evidence.
He traded the exit logs for the rapidly growing file on the life and times of Chris Candela. 
He had seen many criminals in his years in Division. Dangerous men and even more dangerous women. Small-time hucksters and savvy crime lords. Spies, gangsters, assassins, insurgents and wannabe-revolutionaries. True believers and soulless mercs willing to kill children for the right price.
Candela was none of these things. While the possibility continued that something in the man’s past, some event they had yet to uncover would open a Pandora’s box of secrets, it became increasingly unlikely with each passing hour. Even if—
His eVi blinked red, and a second later a brief message flashed into his vision.
We found him.

The body had floated onto a beach filled with frolicking children mid-morning Atlantis time. Once the children were corralled for counseling and the scene secured, a thorough forensic investigation was conducted onsite before moving the body to a medical facility.
The examination indicated a time of death between late afternoon on Wednesday and mid-morning Thursday; two-plus days in the water made a more precise TOD impossible. The cause of death was determined to be drowning. All evidence indicated that upon escaping the convention facility, however he accomplished it, he had simply dived off a walkway and let himself drown.
Oceans did not constitute a significant feature of Senecan topology. They existed of course, but were shallow and unexceptional, and generally far too cold to frolic in. It was conceivable Candela didn’t know how to swim. Unlikely, but conceivable.
It remained a mystery how he escaped the lockdown. But he clearly had—after which, by all indications, he committed suicide.
The evidence at this point was near to irrefutable. And despite herculean efforts and their most earnest protestations, they had nothing they would be able to show to the Alliance government to prove the assassination was anything other than a premeditated act on behalf of the Senecan Federation.
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PALLUDA
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

THAD YUE LED THE FIGHTERS into Senecan Federation space. He had swung down a bit to the south so should they be tracked, they would appear to be approaching from the nearest Alliance military base on Arcadia. They were unlikely to be picked up until they reached Palluda however, as other than one tiny Alliance colony the region to the south of western Federation space was a desolate wasteland devoid of life.
At 0.2 AU out from Palluda they dropped out of superluminal. He signaled the other fighters to move into a tight standard Alliance approach formation, one they had practiced several times in the last week in the skies above Cosenti. 
From here on out, everything needed to proceed according to the script.
“Activate transponders.”
Acknowledged.
“Switching to Alliance encrypted communications protocol. Confirm.”
Confirmed.
He consciously added a crisp abruptness to his tone. “This is Vengeance Alpha. Operation Vengeance is a go. Initiate jamming of orbital sensors on my mark. And…mark.” 
Palluda became visible in the viewport moments later. It was a smallish planet, two-thirds the size of Mars, and the lone habitable world in the system. Nevertheless with a location solidly in the goldilocks zone and a stable orbit, it was a bountiful if ordinary garden world. 
The colony had been founded ten years earlier as an agricultural outpost. It supported a population of under thirty thousand, for bots did most of the work tending the vast kilometers of farmland. A single town sat in the center of the cultivated land. Thankfully the first atmosphere corridors had begun operation six months earlier—corridors which helpfully included transponder monitoring, though no connected security measures.
“Bravo, Charlie, Delta, on me. Prepare for corridor transit.”
The corridor ended to the southwest of and outside town. Only the most basic defense system protected the colony, consisting of two surface-to-air turret lasers and a single patrol drone. He planned to knock out the drone immediately, and custom jamming ware would disrupt the STA turrets.
His ship emerged from the corridor and the distant outline of the town came into view. The other three fighters followed him out as he banked east.
“Vengeance, you have your targets. We are weapons heavy.”

Thomas Harnal was deeply engrossed in watching Ava Loumas saunter across the street. As such, he didn’t see the patrol drone until it crashed to the ground three meters in front of him.
“Ah shit!” His arms cartwheeled in the air as he was thrown backward to land on his ass on the sidewalk. He looked up to discover Ava staring wide-eyed at the scattered wreckage of the drone and the deep crater it had created.
He laughed gamely and climbed to his feet. “Well, there’s my brush with death for the day, eh?”
She glanced over at him, a perplexed frown animating her pretty features. “Oh…Norm…Tom? That’s your name, right? Are you okay?”
She didn’t even know his name. His shoulders sagged. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He looked back at the crater marring the park grass. “I wonder what happened to make it fail? Maybe the—”
A sonic boom reverberated, so close the ground trembled beneath him. His eyes jerked up to see two fighter jets zoom overhead. The distinctive navy Earth Alliance emblem was clearly discernable—they were flying that low.
He hated the Alliance. Alliance soldiers killed his grandfather in the Crux War. He had never met his grandfather, but his mom said he had been a great man, which was good enough for him.
A fireball plumed into the sky from the vicinity of the spaceport. Three seconds later the sound of the explosion reached them, a low rumble vibrating along his skin as it built to a malicious growl. 
In a burst of adrenaline-fueled bravery, he grabbed Ava’s hand and started sprinting in the direction of the town hall. His dad worked for the Agriculture Bureau; he should be there if he wasn’t on his lunch break. 
“Come on! We have to warn them the Alliance is attacking!”

Gerald Harnal sat at his desk, picking at a sandwich while he reviewed the quarterly production reports. The whole-grain hybrid fields were doing really well, which was fortunate since the food corps on Krysk were requesting an increase in shipments next quarter. 
No matter how smart, how fast or how resilient humanity grew, they still needed food to survive. Sure, using adaptive cybernetic subroutines most people could now survive longer without food, so long as they had water. But the limit had only been stretched to four months at the outside, and no one wanted to live in such a state for any length of time, much less months. 
So the seeds to feed humanity continued to be planted, nourished, reaped and transported across the galaxy.
He knew he was a small cog in a very large machine, but he liked to think he did his part. His great-great-great-grandparents had been farmers on the Oklahoma plains, and in his own way he carried on their proud tradition.
Nevertheless, it—
—his eVi flashed red and pushed an emergency pulse into his vision. 
Dad Alliance ships are attack—
He never saw the missile, nor the ship which fired it.

The town hall appeared to implode from within, then expel an enormous red-gold wave of fire to consume all in its wake. The heat rolled over them like a blast furnace.
“Dad!” Thomas fell to his knees in horror. “No, Dad….”
Ava was pulling on his arm, trying to drag him back up. “Come on, we should get somewhere safe.”
“But my dad…he might still be alive and need our help….”
She glanced at the collapsed, destroyed building at the end of the square. It bowed in to the center, where jagged pieces of synthetic stone piled twenty meters high. Black smoke billowed out of every surface, licked by bright yellow flames. 
“I don’t think so, Tom. I’m sorry. We need to move!”
He gazed at her, eyes wide and desperate. It felt like a dream, everything hazy and sluggish. Ava was talking to him…and his father was dead. Slowly he nodded and struggled up.
She tugged him around the rubble. “Come on, let’s go to the school—they’ve got a storm shelter!” 
They stumbled through huge chunks of debris and upended vehicles and veered left toward the school. People were running in every direction, some panting, others screaming. A few merely huddled on their knees beside bodies. 
Behind them the jets could be heard approaching again—or maybe it was different ships, more ships. The beam of one of the defense turrets chased them as they passed overhead. 
He saw the beam trail off in the air to the right. Why didn’t the lasers hit the ships? The government had promised they were state of the art. 
Someone crashed into him from behind, and he remembered to start running again. 
Ava’s hand felt sweaty and clammy in his. Not at all like he had imagined it would feel. But she was probably scared, right? That was why it wasn’t soft and warm and gentle.
To their left the community center smoldered in ruins. A gust of wind blew a cloud of ash and smoke onto them; he accidentally inhaled some of it and doubled over in a coughing fit.
“Tom, please, we have to keep going!”
Ava was crying now. Her tears cut wet streaks into the ash coating her face, but her gorgeous green eyes, stark with terror, shone through the smoke.
He tried to stand, but another coughing fit crippled him. 
She stared at him, panic bubbling forth. “I’m sorry, Tom, I don’t want to die. I have to go!” She let go of his hand and took off running.
“Ava, wait….” His voice was hoarse and cracking and there was no way she heard him above the cries and screams and thunder of collapsing buildings.
He crawled to his feet and stumbled after her. She seemed far ahead of him now. He saw her join a group of people scrambling up the stairs and fighting to squeeze through the doors all at once—
—the front of the school erupted in a pillar of fire.
His steps slackened to a halt. It was a dream. It had to be. Only in a dream would Ava finally talk to him, then have the life stolen from her. 
“Ava?”
A column of thick black smoke flowed down the street toward where he stood. He let it wash over him, no longer caring if he could breathe.

NEW BABEL
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Olivia observed the feeds from the jets on a large screen above her desk as their fourth and final run began. The perfectly manicured nail of her left index finger tapped a slow, measured beat on the surface of the desk; it was the only sign of tension in an otherwise calm and poised demeanor.
She waited until the first of the final two missiles had been loosed by each ship. Twenty-eight high-powered precision Alliance missiles had done quite sufficient damage to a nascent village of thirty thousand. She entered a code on the control panel beneath her right hand. The custom ware installed on the jets to jam the defense turrets ceased to function.
Five seconds later Charlie fighter exploded. Confused chatter burst forth in the other three cockpits. 
“Wha—? How’d that laser hit?” 
“Jamming is down. I repeat jamming is down! Evasive maneuv—” Bravo took a missile to a wing and spun out of control to disintegrate on impact with the ground. 
“Abort! Delta, abort!”
But they were too close to the town and its meager little defense systems. 
“Eject!” 
She checked, concerned for a moment at least one team member had somehow managed to eject. The eject mechanisms were supposed to be disabled, but mistakes did happen—and would be paid for if they did. Area scans identified no chutes, however.
She listened as Thad Yue grumbled in the final seconds before his fighter caught a laser from one of the turrets and exploded as he pulled ineffectually on the eject lever. “Qu si, gāisĭ biăo zi.”
Her eVi helpfully provided the translation: Go to Hell, you fucking whore.
A wry smile grew on her lips as she shut off the screen. “You first.”
She had told Marcus traceability wouldn’t be an issue and she had meant it. Yue had been the sole team member who knew the operation was under her direction, but they all knew they weren’t working for the Alliance. Modern interrogation techniques were quite effective, no matter the will of the captive. She simply could not risk the slightest chance of any information being revealed to either Alliance or Senecan agents. 
Therefore none were allowed to survive.
She sent a brief pulse to Marcus, one whose meaning would never be construed as incriminating. 
As requested.
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SIYANE
METIS NEBULA, CENTER

THE SIYANE DROPPED OUT OF SUPERLUMINAL into an ocean of light. 
Like most plerions, Metis grew brighter as one neared the center despite the lack of visible light from the pulsar itself. Alex had been prepared for it, and spectrum filters were in place over the viewports above and beyond the strengthened radiation shielding. Even so, she had to blink away halos while her eyes adjusted to the increased brightness and her ocular implant adapted to the new range of signals it now received.
The wispy, amorphous nebular dust of before was gone, replaced by sweeping, dramatic cloud formations in vibrant shades ranging from crisp gold to rich cornflower blue. They towered in thick pillars, resembling the storm wall of a galactic hurricane and spilling forth as crashing waves upon a shore.
It was magnificent. A stunning tableau of brilliant color and radiant luminance.
“Well that’s not something you see every day.”
She tore her attention away from the scene to look over her shoulder. Caleb stood behind her chair, hands perched on the headrest. His attention was directed out the viewport, but sensing her gaze he looked down. 
He wore a spirited grin, one which only broadened when he saw her own expression of delight. Dear lord, when it was genuine his smile could illuminate a world.
Things had been different between them this morning…more comfortable, more naturally at ease. It was as if giving full voice to the unresolvable conundrum of their circumstance enabled them to, if not break through it, at least put it aside for the time being.
She returned his smile before returning to the vista. Silently she framed and captured a number of visuals using the external cameras, including several excellent candidates for future additions to the wall in her loft. Satisfied, she leaned forward and rested her chin on her palms to simply stare out and soak it all in. 
Moments such as this made everything else worth it. The difficult choices, the judgmental frowns and even scorn of others, the fading away of friends and lovers, the isolation and solitude and, every now and again, perhaps loneliness…
…of course she wasn’t alone right now, was she? She found—somewhat to her surprise—she was okay with that.
After a soft exhale she sat up and straightened her posture. “Time to get to work.” She glanced back and found him watching her instead of the view. Huh. “All the sensors are wide open. We can monitor the readings along the top of the HUD, though not to the level of detail we can analyze later at the data center.
“The pulsar resides about half an AU in that direction.” She gestured to an area fifteen degrees port. “Physically it’s quite tiny, only a few kilometers wide, yet obviously the pulse is very strong.” 
The top far right screen showed the rapid, spiking frequency of the gamma flare. “We won’t be able to get any closer than 0.15 AU or the radiation shield will be overwhelmed. But we don’t have to. We can see everything we need to from here.” 
She leaned back in the chair and kicked her feet up on the small dash lip, crossed her arms against her chest and watched as the screens lit up to display new readings. Thirty seconds, a minute passed in silence, her focus wholly on the screens. 
Finally she looked over at him. He had taken up a position beside the half-wall of the cockpit. “See anything interesting?”
He huffed a laugh. “If you’re seeking an opportunity to put me in my place, now would be a fairly good one.” 
She merely shrugged, and he sucked in a deep breath. “Well, for the most part the readings match the earlier ones you took. The TLF radiation is definitely stronger now, but…it seems a little off-kilter. I can’t put my finger on why.”
Her lips smacked together, though she was impressed he picked up on the oddity. “Yep. Sure does.” She swiveled to contemplate the far left screen for a moment, then stood and went to the data center. In a few seconds she had redirected the feeds to the table. She pulled up a large physical map of the region and began superimposing the various electromagnetic waves.
The gamma flare, not surprisingly, lined up directly on the location of the pulsar. The synchrotron radiation also originated at the pulsar to spread in all directions. Same for the pulsar wind. The visible light was diffuse throughout the region, having no clear origin point—consistent with a late-stage supernova remnant. The minor infrared and microwave readings were a bit haphazard, clumping around the pulsar but peaking at several other locations as well.
The TLF radiation…. “It’s not coming from the pulsar.”
He had joined her at the table, and stood near enough if she shifted her weight their shoulders would brush against one another. Yet for the moment the unsettling effect of his rather close physical proximity was outweighed by the sheer magnitude of the impossibility in front of her. 
“Impossible. It lines up perfectly on the gamma flare.”
“I know. But it’s not coming from the pulsar.” She zoomed the map in. “It intersects the pulsar, but it’s coming from…there.” ‘There’ was a region of thick nebular clouds 0.2 AU to the right and behind the pulsar. “And…” a thought and the entire table updated with new data “…I think the pulsar’s orbiting that location.”
He ran a hand through his hair in consternation. In its wake loose curls spilled down across his forehead, sending her pulse subito
accelerando, to put it in polite terms. She willfully blinked the sensation away.
He seemed completely unaware of the effect he was having on her. “Which would mean it’s a binary system, just as you suspected. Can you detect a companion in here anywhere?”
“Nope. I mean it’s possible it’s one of these infrared or microwave markers. Still, they don’t really line up correctly for it.”
“Well if the companion’s a white dwarf—given the age of the Nebula it would make sense—it might be difficult to pick up, right?”
He continued to impress her with his knowledge of astrophysics concepts; it was layman’s knowledge, but very well informed layman’s knowledge. He was certainly turning out to be quite a bit more than simply a black ops agent. 
“Sure, but from this position it should be detectable. Hmm…the pulsar’s in a tight orbit. If I had to predict, I’d expect the companion—” 
She pivoted and headed to the cockpit. But instead of resuming her seat, she stood so close to the viewport her nose almost pressed to it. Her eyes roved across the scene, pupils dilating and contracting as she repeatedly adjusted the focus of her ocular implant.
“Come on you little star, shine for me….”
Abruptly she spun back around. “Let’s go over there.”
He was leaning on the edge of the data center, ankles and arms crossed loosely as he regarded her with a look of…she couldn’t classify it. But his eyes sparkled and one corner of his mouth was curled up the tiniest bit, causing a flutter in her chest beyond the excitement of the discovery. 
One of his eyebrows arched in question. “Over…where, exactly?”
She laughed as she settled into the chair. “Sorry, guess I didn’t actually finish that sentence. Not used to having company.” She gestured about ten degrees starboard. “Over thereish.”

It took them more than an hour to find the companion, despite the fact it was in the end precisely where Alex had thought it would be. It took so long partly because the companion traveled in a bright, dense mass of nebular dust which masked any visual cues, partly because it was smaller than it should have been—roughly the size of Europa—and partly because it was impossibly cool.
The Siyane hovered 1.5 megameters above the white dwarf. Deep red in color (despite the name), it pulsed at a leisurely period of thirty-six seconds. Seven different ways of measurement told her it radiated a temperature of 910 K.
“That’s not possible.”
“And that’s the fourth time you’ve said so.”
She shot him a glare. “It’s the fourth time it’s been true. The coolest white dwarf ever measured is 2440 K, and it is a helluva lot closer to the center of the damn universe than this is. A temperature so low means it’s almost as old as the Big Bang—and that is impossible.”
“Excellent.” He shrugged. “So…we go back home and win the Nobel Prize in Astrophysics?”
She burst out laughing, and felt the tension which had been building within her, and thus in the cabin as well, since locating the dwarf melt away. “Maybe, yes.” 
She dragged a hand down her face and blew out a long breath. “Okay, fuck it. I’ve measured and recorded everything. Floating here staring at it isn’t going solve any mysteries. On to the next questions: what are they orbiting and why?”
He frowned a little…in concentration, she thought. When he frowned the bridge of his nose drew together until his eyebrows were virtually horizontal. Two fierce streaks of discontentment. 
After a second he glanced over and caught her watching him. The frown curled upward into a half-grin. “Yes?”
She looked as innocent as she could manage. “Nothing. You have thoughts?”
“If I remember correctly, nobody ever gets worked up about whatever binary stars are orbiting. It’s usually some arbitrary center of mass they happened to be drawn around.”
“All true. But you forgot one thing—the TLF radiation. There’s nothing arbitrary about it.”
“Consider me chastised. So we go check it out?”
“We go check it out.” She swiveled the chair to the viewport and began pulling away from the strange, impossible dwarf star. “We’re likely half an hour out from any visuals.” She gazed at him wearing a hopeful, imploring expression. “Make me a sandwich?”

She had taken a mere two bites of the quite tasty penzine and Swiss cheese sandwich when it dropped forgotten to the plate in her lap. “What the…?”
The nebular clouds had thickened precipitously as they neared the epicenter of the binary orbit, until it was like traveling through fog in a muggy swamp. Flying by instrumentation was a skill of necessity, so it wasn’t a problem as such. It had become disturbingly eerie, though.
The cause of her outburst however was not the fog, but rather the spectrum analyzer output. Two minutes into the dense clouds it had begun displaying new frequencies, at first in the background then strengthening until they dominated the noise of the Nebula and even the pulsar.
She sensed him at her shoulder and pointed at the screen.
“What the hell?”
“Indeed.”
She had tuned the analyzer as broad as practicable to capture any unusual readings across the spectrum. Now it was capturing exactly that.
The primary spectrum display updated every two seconds with a measurement of amplitude over frequencies ranging from 0.01 Hz to 1030 Hz. It showed a deeply concave shape, featuring strong peaks at both extremes and a severe dip along the middle, except for a narrow but massive spike in the upper terahertz range. Every update saw the peaks grow in power.
Below the primary a smaller display mapped the measurements over time. It showed a continual series of deep red, light orange and purple spikes—precise, well-defined and increasing in a perfect linear function as they drew closer.
He dropped his hands to the headrest and leaned into her chair. “Okay. The two extremes are the signals we already knew about, right?”
“The lowest band is in fact our mystery TLF. But I filtered out the gamma flare and synchrotron radiation on account of them being so noisy. I wanted to be able to spot new anomalies. And it seems I have.”
“The gamma wave really isn’t from the pulsar?”
“Nope. And it’s a harmonic partial of the TLF wave.”
“What’s the source of the terahertz?”
“No idea.”
His voice dropped low and acquired a carefully measured tenor. “Alex, slow down.”
“Why, you want to see if the rate of increase slows?”
“No, I’m sure it will. I want you to slow down because I think we should approach more cautiously.”
“Right….” She decelerated to half speed. To neither of their surprise, the sequential graph increases slowed proportionally.
“You think the signals are artificial.”
“I do.”
“You know a number of astronomical phenomena produce very exact, fixed waves, including pulsars.” As she spoke, she sent the terahertz and gamma bands to new screens of their own. At the greater detail the level of fidelity was astonishing.
“Uh-huh. Is the dampener field on?”
“It is. But I can probably kick the power up a bit.”
“Strikes me as a good idea.”
She glanced up at him. He had again moved to lean nonchalantly against the half-wall to the cockpit, one ankle thrown over the other, the picture of casual interest. But the rapid twitching of the muscles in his now rigid jaw and the steady flexing of his left hand told another story. 
For the first time in days, he radiated dangerous. She didn’t feel threatened, not by him—which was interesting. Yet he clearly felt threatened by whatever lurked in front of them.
She shifted her attention back to the viewport. Her direct line of sight was free of HUD screens so she would have an unobstructed visual of their course. “The clouds look to be thinning out. We may get a glimpse of something interesting soon.”
Three minutes later the nebular clouds didn’t just thin out, they effectively evaporated away— 
“Holy mother of god….”
She threw the ship in full reverse to slide backward into some measure of cover while diverting all non-critical power not being used by the radiation shielding to the dampener field. The lights in the cabin dimmed and the temperature control could be heard shutting off. 
Then she sank into the chair, instinctively reaching up to grasp Caleb’s hand as it landed on her shoulder. He didn’t let go; neither did she.
A halo of thick clouds—similar in color to the gold and blue of the Nebula but of a distinct form and illuminated from within—roiled like a thunderstorm billowing forth out of…nothing. 
The halo framed a ring of seamlessly smooth metal the color of lustrous tungsten-carbide and perhaps a hundred meters in width. The ring itself spanned more than a kilometer in diameter. Its interior was filled by a luminescent, rippling pool of pale gold plasma.
Emerging from the pool was a ship. It was approximately halfway through—which they could tell because it was plainly evident the vessel was identical to the other seventy plus ships filling the space beyond the ring.
Each ship was twice again as large as any human-made dreadnought. Made of an inky black material and laced with bright red fluorescents, they resembled nothing so much as mythological titans of the underworld.
Behind the columns of dreadnoughts were a dozen ships of a different style. Less angular yet still unmistakably synthetic, these ships were long and cylindrical and were woven through with pulsing yellow-to-red filaments. One end expanded to become a claw-like structure, out of which hundreds…no, thousands of small craft streamed. 
The small ships were almost insectile in form. Multiple—at least eight or nine—spindly arms appeared to be comprised of a material similar to the dreadnoughts. Yet this material was pliable, for the arms twisted and writhed around a glowing red core. The craft poured out of the birthing ships then flew to the dreadnoughts and docked into their hulls in tight lines.
It was a caricature of the most extreme ‘space monster’ horror films popular in the early days of space exploration. Vids had made millions capitalizing on worries of what fearsome and powerful aliens may be encountered in the void of space. As humanity continued to expand, they never encountered such aliens—or any aliens at all—and in time the fad had passed.
But now they were here.
Her voice trembled at a whisper; she didn’t seem to have enough breath for proper speech. “What is this?”
His was lower and darker, though not much stronger. “It’s an invasion.”
The dreadnought finished emerging from the pool of light and began moving toward the end of the flawless columned formation as the nose of yet another ship broke through the plasma.
She swallowed hard to dislodge the lump in her throat. “Where are they coming from? The ring’s obviously artificial, but the interior doesn’t look like a black hole, or a white one. It looks…no, that would be impossible.”
He squeezed her hand; she wasn’t sure he even realized he was doing it. “I think we’ve fairly well redefined ‘impossible’ today already.”
“Ha. Yeah. Okay. It reminds me of conceptual drawings of a brane intersection—a dimensional border.”
“Wow. And I thought I’d learned to expect anything.” 
She worried at her lower lip. “Regardless, it’s clearly a portal of some kind. I wonder what’s on the other side.”
“If I had to guess, I’d say they are. You’re recording all this, right?”
She spared him a smirk. “Visual and every band since we arrived.”
He spared her a smile. “Of course you are.”
She stared at the mouth of one of the birthing vessels, watching in fascinated horror as the spidery ships spewed forth. Extrapolating from the apparent number docking on each dreadnought, there must be at least half a million of them—and their generation showed no sign of slowing. A quick scale overlay confirmed while they appeared tiny against the dreadnoughts, each one was nearly the size of the Siyane.
His grip on her shoulder tightened. “We need to go, before they notice we’re here. We have to warn someone.”
“We have to warn everyone.”








 
PART
III:
RECURSION
 
 
“I do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act;
but I do believe in a fate that falls on them unless they act.”
 
— G. K. Chesterton
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SENECA
CAVARE, SENECAN FEDERATION HEADQUARTERS

“SO IT’S WAR, THEN.”
Chairman Vranas didn’t scan the room to search for confirmation. Or if he did, it wasn’t with sufficient flair as to be noticeable. From his seat at one end of the long oak table taking up most of the room, he likely could assess the inclinations of the others without so much as a shift of his gaze. 
The Senecan Federation government prided itself on being efficient, utilitarian, tasteful and modest—quite deliberately everything the Earth Alliance bureaucracy was not. As such, the conference room was large enough to hold the conference table at which conferences took place. No more, no less. Its walls were lined with sophisticated EM shields and assorted flourishes, but as they were hidden away they didn’t spoil the image of minimalistic functionality.
Vranas notched his chin upward in a show of confidence. “We can’t allow the Alliance to paint us as weak—not when we are stronger than ever. Twenty-two years ago we matched them on the field of battle and won our freedom. Today we are far more capable. Today we possess the capability to achieve unconditional victory. Field Marshal Gianno?”
The head of the Military Council nodded brusquely; she also wasn’t one to waste effort on unnecessary motions, albeit for different reasons. “The presumed source of the Palluda attack force is the Alliance base on Arcadia. We’ve finalized a plan to destroy the base and cripple their short-range incursion capabilities. Authorize the operation, and we can engage within twelve hours.”
“Arcadia is a large, established colony. It will be heavily defended, won’t it?”
Gianno gave a condescending glance in the direction of the Parliament Minority Leader while not actually turning her head. The Senator had a reputation as an alarmist, typically with little justification to back up the accompanying histrionics. 
“Of course it will be, which is why we’re dispatching the entire 3rd Wing of the Southern Fleet. The offensive will be swift, massive and overwhelming. It will immediately weaken their ability to launch attacks into Federation territory, as their next closest base is another kiloparsec away—and it borders far more fortified space.” Her tone broadcast not annoyance, but rather disappointment at having to explain what she meant by ‘crippling their short-range incursion capabilities.’ The Senator remained oblivious to the implied insult.
The Chairman smiled, the corners of his mouth so nearly reaching his ears he could be accused of preening. “A clear show of force will send an unmistakable message that the Senecan Federation is not to be trifled with.”
“They’ll declare war on us for certain after an attack of such magnitude!” The Minority Leader’s voice had already risen to a keening level.
“Certainly. But they will be the ones who do so. We are merely responding to an incursion and assault upon one of our colonies. It will be the Alliance who starts the war—a fact we will not allow anyone to forget. Marshal, the operation is authorized.”
Graham Delavasi cringed and didn’t bother to hide it. “So…what is our ultimate objective? Say we kick their asses all the way back to Earth—what then? We take over? Is that what we want? Because I was under the impression we wanted to minimally govern a loose association of worlds by mandating a core set of democratic principles and capitalistic standards—or was it just me?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. We have no intention to take over ruling the Alliance. We shall simply defeat them convincingly enough to cow them into not committing aggression against us again.”
“Oh, I see.” He ran a hand through too-bushy hair; he had found it was uniquely suited for such tics. “Well, not as if anyone cares at this point, but my assets within the Alliance report the highest levels of the bureaucracy are in a state of confusion. No one can figure out who authorized the Palluda attack, and no one is stepping up to take responsibility. They’re trying to keep the discord under wraps lest the government appear weak—but it seems all is not well in the Brennon administration.”
The Chairman shrugged. “It hardly matters. Alliance forces came onto our soil and attacked a peaceful colony, and that cannot stand. All the better if their leadership is squabbling amongst itself. We may be able to win this war in short order.”
He bit back an annoyed sigh. Vranas had been a mid-ranking senator during the Crux War and spent his time serving on commerce committees and the like. A week ago he had been championing the virtues of peace; now he was rattling sabers. Though an assertive, confident leader, the man knew almost nothing of the military, and like many politicians had a case of selective amnesia when it came to the ugly realities of war. 
Graham had fought in the war, spending two years leading stealth tactical interdiction squads behind enemy lines. It was an experience which had led him to jump on the intelligence post offered at the war’s conclusion. Combat was messy, violent, terrifying, costly and tragic—truths few people at the table appreciated. 
These days much of the ‘fighting’ occurred between ships at a distance of megameters from their targets, making it even easier for noncombatants to lose sight of the underlying reality. Especially politicians. They viewed war as a sterile and clean affair, a remote non-sensory circus performance holding little in the way of real consequences.
Nevertheless, he held his tongue. His post earned him some influence and his blunt manner was common knowledge—but he was far from the most powerful person in a room filled with powerful people. Instead he watched as the Chairman straightened up in his chair and nodded perfunctorily, a signal the Cabinet meeting was drawing to a close.
“We will not issue a statement until the operation on Arcadia is complete, at which point I plan to address the media and explain the necessity of removing this blatant threat to Federation security. If as expected the Alliance subsequently issues a declaration of war, then—and only then—will we reciprocate. Senators, I assume the Parliament will be in a position to pass a counter-declaration swiftly when the time comes?” 
The Majority and Minority Leaders each indicated agreement. 
“Thank you everyone for coming. Dismissed.”

EARTH
VANCOUVER, EASC
HEADQUARTERS
Miriam found Alamatto sitting placidly at his desk, shoulders squared and head high as he performed a stellar imitation of reviewing materials on said desk. Her entry had doubtless been announced sufficiently in advance for him to compose himself.
“Admiral, what can I do—”
“Close the door.”
If he took offense at what was clearly an order, he gave no indication. It wasn’t insubordination, strictly speaking; he may be her boss but he did not outrank her. The door slid shut in a faint whirr.
She motioned him silent with a terse slash of her hand. “You and I have our differences, but I’ve consistently respected your military judgment. If anything I’ve found it too conservative. But this is beyond the pale. How could you authorize such an action?”
“I di—”
“We killed children, Price! I recognize why you saw fit not to inform me of your intentions, as I would have objected in the most strenuous terms—”
“Miriam, I didn’t authorize the strike.”
“I am not gullible, Price. Neither am I a fool.”
All the air left his lungs in a laborious breath; with it his shoulders sagged and carefully fabricated expression collapsed. Stripped of the poise, he appeared a beaten man, small in the oversized chair. “I swear to you—I did not authorize the strike.”
Her head tilted a mere fraction. “There is no one else who could authorize such an action.”
He forced out a jittery laugh and gazed up at her. She had not availed herself of any of the chairs opposite his desk, and the height advantage added to the impression she was now in charge here. It was not an inaccurate impression. 
“The Prime Minister can. Arguably. At least he retains a Statement of Position from his Attorney General saying he can.”
Her mouth descended into a small frown at that. “Brennon? He has no military experience—why would he keep you out of the loop?”
“Maybe because he knows, like you, I would object. He’s denying responsibility, though he doesn’t need to. But who else is there?”
“Defense Minister Mori might counsel Brennon to take this sort an action, but he wouldn’t stick his neck out so far as to attempt it himself.” She paced along the front of his desk, hands clasped behind her back. “Have you considered the possibility we’re dealing with renegade officers further down the chain of command?”
He sank lower into the chair. “Oh, Miriam….”
“You know there are segments of the officer corps who continue to harbor significant animosity toward the Federation.”
“I’ve always counted you among them.”
She made it a point to keep her personal feelings separate from her professional judgment, to project an impression of objectivity. She liked to think she was in fact objective. Still, the world expected her to harbor a degree of animosity toward the Federation, and it had not been difficult to oblige them. 
“In some respects I am. But I am also a realist. I’ve seen the costs of war and do not desire to repeat them. And I would never provoke a war by blowing up a school full of children, thereby painting us as the evildoer from the start.”
“Technically they provoked it with the assassination.”
A dismissive wave landed in his general direction. “An assassination of a mid-level diplomat is hardly reason enough to start a galactic war. Sanctions for certain, perhaps a blockade—but not war. However, others may have seen it as an opportunity to right old wrongs. Others who are more hot-headed than rational.” Unlike me went unsaid. “It is possible the assassination spurred such individuals to take matters into their own hands.”
“Rogue officers—even entire units—committing offensive operations without authorization because they’re angry? What a disaster….”
He went over to his cabinet, poured a glass of water and gulped down half of it, then scowled at the glass as if he had expected it to provide something far stronger. “It will look like I can’t control my own officers, like I’m unable to command discipline and obedience from the rank and file. Brennon will have my head.”
And he should, because you cannot. Price had invariably proven a weak leader, too eager to foster harmony and accord and unwilling to make the difficult decisions or stand behind them on the rare occasions when he did. It was a management style which had served him well enough in a time of peace, yet was wholly unsuitable for the discord which marched in lockstep with armed conflict. 
Whether at Brennon’s ‘request’ or due to his own implosion, the prospect of him lasting the year in his current post was low and decreasing by the hour. She began making plans to distance herself from him, quietly and without fanfare. She would not actively work to bring him down, but she owed him no duty to fall upon her own sword on his behalf.
“I believe the Prime Minister has more pressing concerns at the moment than your head. Most notably, the fact that we appear to be on the verge of another war. The Senecan Chairman is consulting his senior advisors as we speak—and I don’t believe we should expect a peaceful outcome.”
He stared at her, bleak desperation in his eyes…and she realized any self-assurance which resulted from his position, family heritage or even experience had abandoned him with the advent of the crisis. He looked as frightened as an FNG on his first orbital drop.
“I’m meeting Brennon and the cabinet in six hours. What do I tell them? What do I say?”
She smiled thinly. “Only you can decide your best course of action. If you are asking my advice, I suggest you tell them the truth.”
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SIYANE
METIS NEBULA, INNER BANDS

“WOULD YOU SHUT UP for two seconds and listen to me?” 
Alex cringed at the frayed edges and shrill pitch of her voice. She sounded hysterical. Hell, she felt hysterical. If it weren’t for the fact she’d never been hysterical in her life—other than on the day her father died—odds are she would be hysterical.
They had run. They were still running. 
She hadn’t wanted to engage the sLume drive at first, worried the notable expansion and contraction of the fabric of space might be detected, and god only knew how fast those alien ships were capable of flying. But she’d thrown so much power at the dampener field on their retreat the field’s module had overloaded and fried out. Thankfully the silica-sapphire matrix filter caught the backflow and prevented any damage to the LEN reactor. 
Figuring an unmasked full-power impulse engine was likely to attract at least as much attention as initiating a warp bubble, she had relented and switched over to vanish at superluminal velocity. Thus far no alien ships had trailed her to blow her out of space.
Beyond its designated requirements, feeding more power to the sLume drive did not result in greater speed. The limit to how rapidly it propelled her and her ship through space was built into the design of the drive, and no amount of power in creation could make it go any faster. So she’d also turned the heat and lights back on.
She would lessen the frequency she dropped out of superluminal. Two days in between particle dumps should be fine, so long as she did so far outside any outpost of civilization. She’d run the sLume at 100% instead of the 95% she typically did to minimize wear and tear. Together with high-tailing it out of Metis at full speed from the start rather than meandering around on impulse as she’d done coming in—and the fact she intended to acquire herself a goddamn superluminal travel waiver for inside the Main Asteroid Belt—and she should be able to trim nearly a day and a half off the trip home.
Three and a half days had never seemed so long.
But it wasn’t three and a half days. As soon as she escaped Metis communications would return. She could warn people. She could get the information to her mother, who could get it to those who mattered, and they could…deal with it.
The Earth Alliance armed forces were very capable. Certainly they were very large. Not state of the art, but reasonably advanced. Were they strong enough? She imagined it depended on how many ships were still to come through the portal. Perhaps if the Alliance cooperated with Senecan forces—she cut a glance over to evaluate the state of her Senecan companion.
His jaw had locked in place, and his eyes were flaring as hot as the bright blue core of Messier 32. But his expression was one of…of pained patience, which only made her want to strangle him more. At least he had acquiesced in one respect—he shut up. She should probably start talking before her two seconds ran out.
“I am not trying to allow genocide to be committed upon your ‘people.’ I am not leaving them to the wolves, to those…things, okay? I realize Seneca and its friends lie directly in the way of any path to Earth and are located substantially closer to Metis.”
She forced herself not to pace in a manner which might be interpreted as hysterical. “The instant communications return, you can comm your boss or your President or Chairman or whatever it is you call him or her. Comm whoever the hell you desire. Send the visuals—send the entire fucking data set. Talk to them for hours. Whatever you feel you need to do to prepare them is fine by me. I want you to warn them.
“All I am saying is I’m going to Earth, and I’m not taking a two-day detour to Seneca on the way.”
He sank back with a sharp sigh against the wall behind the data center, where she had been pulling in the information captured and trying to begin to organize and categorize it while they raced at maximum speed away from the center of Metis and its otherworldly portal and army of monster ships. 
That was earlier though. Before the argument.
He had assumed they would be heading to Seneca forthwith to warn his government of the danger in person. A logical enough assumption she supposed, given Senecan space extended practically to the outskirts of the Metis Nebula and thus its inhabitants may be in a wee bit of clear and present danger. 
She wasn’t going to Seneca. She didn’t care to go there when things were peachy, much less when aliens were knocking on the door. For one, on Seneca she’d be dependent on him and not even remotely in control of her situation. For another, she possessed a direct line to the highest ranks of the Alliance military; she needed to get to Earth and if necessary yell and scream at her mother and her mother’s bosses and anyone and everyone else required until they understood the magnitude of the fucking problem. And she had no time to waste.
The shock of witnessing an invading army of unimaginably powerful aliens emerging through an unfathomably advanced portal had left them both on edge and not exactly at their best. When he had expressed his assumption regarding their destination, she had protested. He had misinterpreted. Words had ensued.
After seeming to search her face for a moment, as if for reassurance of the truth of her statements, his chin dropped to his chest. It was followed several seconds later by a weak nod. “Okay. I hear you. And I’m…sorry I accused you of being insensitive.”
“I believe the term you used was ‘soulless’?”
“Right.” A desperate-sounding breath escaped his lips. “All of those ideas sound reasonable, and I’ll likely do most of them. But what then?” He looked up at her from beneath long lashes, his gaze less hard but no less troubled. “Where does that leave me?”
She dropped her hands to the rim of the table and leaned into it, allowing her eyes to drift down rather than hold his. “Look, if you want I can drop you off on Gaiae. I know it’s small and the residents are kind of creepy, but it has a spaceport and regular transports. You can get home from there. It’ll cost me four hours or so, but I’ll compensate somehow.” 
Unable to resist any longer the pull of his stare boring into her, she raised her head to again meet his gaze. “I’m sorry, but we have no time. It’s the best I can do.”
“Thank you. I—Gaiae will be fine.” 
The corners of his mouth twitched but exhibited no definitive direction, forcing his jaw to relinquish its clench of death. His Adam’s apple bobbed a heavy swallow. “You said ‘if I want.’ Is there an alternative? Are you asking me to go to Earth with you?”
She opened her mouth to respond…and let it close. That was precisely what she was doing, wasn’t it? Well. 
“Yes, I suppose I am.”
“Why?” A few hours earlier the tenor of his voice would’ve been playful, even teasing, when uttering such a question. Now it was somber and dark, weighed down by responsibility and the dread which came with terrible knowledge.
Why, indeed. Her eyes slid away from the intensity of his stare, and she made a show of inspecting the checkerboard of data sets spread out above the table. “Two voices are better than one. I stand a better chance of not being deemed crazy if you back me up. Yes, I recognize I have hard data to back me up. Still, you’d be shocked at how little bureaucrats respect hard data.”
“Is that all?”
Stop. Please. This was a conversation she was so far from ready to have. “Don’t be an ass.”
“I’m not being an ass. I’m simply asking if there’s another reason why you want me to go with you.”
She ignored him and expanded the set containing the visible light images. “I need to get this data into some semblance of order so we can send it along as soon as we’re clear of the Nebula. It’s still in raw form and a jumbled mess right now.”
After a moment’s pause—she didn’t know what he may have done or what expressions he may have displayed during the moment, because she didn’t look at him—he joined her at the table. 
“We need to do a lot more than organize it. I barely comprehend half of this, and most people won’t understand any of it. Presentation matters. We need to structure the data so it tells a story, one which is compelling and easy to understand in a couple of minutes.”
Her eyes cut over at him. “We?”
For the briefest second the trademark smirk returned. “Don’t be an ass.”
“Touché.”
He sighed and squeezed the bridge of his nose, then pulled her gaze in once again. “Listen. I would…I would like to go to Earth with you. I don’t know if I will be able to do so. There’s a good chance once my superiors see this information they’re going to ask me to come in. And while I enjoy a significant amount of freedom in my job, in this situation I won’t be able to say no.”
She nodded, possibly too quickly. It felt too quick. “Of course. We’ll play it by ear. If it takes them a while to decide I’ll need to drop you on New Orient instead, but I can make it work. It’s fine.”
It wasn’t fine at all, but she told herself she had far more important problems to worry about right now. Like how to break the news to the world—or at least its rulers—that the elusive aliens everyone had been searching for had at last been found, and they most decidedly did not appear friendly.
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ARCADIA
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

ARCADIA’S ORBITAL DEFENSE ARRAY detected the approaching ships at a distance of 0.2 AU beyond its outer atmosphere. 
The detection was expected. The commander of the 3rd Wing made no attempt to hide the force’s arrival, as it was futile to try. A flight of stealth electronic warfare ships deployed in an advance position and began scrambling the array sensors, introducing errors into their targeting mechanics. A number of bolts from the enormous plasma weapons nevertheless reached the frigates forming the bulk of the Wing. 
Long, dark and sleek, Senecan Federation frigates stretched for one hundred forty meters. They were constructed of a lustrous amodiamond metamaterial which absorbed and reflected the steel blue glow of their powerful twin impulse engines. Plasma shielding and reinforced layered p-graphene lattices deflected and dispersed the majority of the high-energy plasma, though in the opening seconds two frigates suffered critical damage from direct hits and were forced to disengage. The remaining frigates targeted the orbital weapons infrastructure and drew its fire while three fighter squadrons launched from the Wing’s carrier ship.
The Arcadia Earth Alliance Forward Naval Base went on full alert the moment the defense array picked up the approaching ships. Fighters were scrambled to guard the mouths of the nearby atmosphere corridors and patrol the surrounding airspace. Eight SAL turrets ringing the facility activated and began searching for targets.
The Senecan squadrons didn’t take the corridors however, for to do so would have been to fly directly into a massacre. Instead they battled the punishing atmosphere in nine flights of four, each flight closing in on the base from different directions and altitude.
Arcadia’s topography was mountainous and lush, and the base lay nestled in a vale at the northern end of a long valley. The valley entrance was heavily guarded by automated systems, and four of the eight SAL turrets were positioned along the gap in the mountains. Drones dispatched with the 2nd flight broke off to engage the turrets, while the accompanying fighters followed three seconds behind to eliminate the automated defenses.
Senecan fighter jets possessed exceptional maneuverability, even in-atmosphere. Constructed of a hyper-light honeycombed metamaterial and sculpted into sharp edges and acute lines, they sacrificed non-electronic defenses for speed and agility. The jets raced over the mountains bounding three sides of the base, braked to a near stop at the crests and dropped into the vale, pulse laser weapons firing in long arcs through the surface facilities. 
The offensive did not go unchallenged; in fact it was met with considerable resistance. Alliance fighters engaged the attackers in the sky above the base. Ships on both sides suffered catastrophic damage, the fiery wreckage often causing yet more damage to the facilities upon impact with the ground. 
Alliance fighter jets featured considerably sturdier hulls than their Senecan counterparts. This meant, though more difficult to destroy, they were also slower and less agile. Several attempts to chase down the Senecan ships led to mountainside collisions when an Alliance fighter was unable to execute the hairpin maneuver its quarry performed to clear the treacherous terrain.
Over 8,300 troops were stationed at the Forward Naval Base. Most of them were noncombat servicemen—ship and equipment technicians, engineers, administrative officers—and the remainder were troops who rotated through in tours on the frigates and supply and patrol ships which called the base home. Thus for fully ninety percent of the base personnel, there was simply nothing they could do to repel the attack.
Many of the personnel present realized this and bunkered down in the most fortified area of the facility, an underground storage warehouse. In the end this kept the loss of life disproportionately low when measured against the destruction inflicted. 
Nevertheless a few soldiers, caught in the throes of battle-rage, charged onto the field of battle wielding shoulder-fired SALs. But even ocular implant-aided human eyesight could not hope to track the movements of a Senecan jet. One hundred percent of the shoulder SALs missed their targets; seventy percent of the wielders—exposed and in the open—perished.
With the automated turrets eliminated, the sixteen Alliance fighters were relentlessly whittled down by the superior Senecan numbers. When the last one fell, twenty-six Senecan fighters remained to wreak havoc on the base facilities unimpeded. In thirteen minutes the attackers disabled or destroyed every structure more than forty square meters in size, save the massive headquarters building. They settled for blowing out all its windows and leaving two thirty-meter craters in its core.
Mission parameters successfully completed, the Senecans bugged out, taking the easier corridor routes on departure. The orbital array weapons had by this point been obliterated by the frigates and they faced no resistance as they exited Arcadia’s atmosphere and docked with their carrier.
All told, the 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet lost two of twelve frigates and ten of thirty-six fighter jets. Though the Arcadia base was not a Regional Command Center, as the closest military facility to Federation space it constituted a strategically and politically important location. In twenty-seven minutes it had been, for all intents and purposes, eradicated.
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SIYANE
SPACE, NORTHEAST QUADRANT

BY MID-AFTERNOON THE SIYANE finally left the Nebula behind for the comparatively empty void of space. They had worked late into the previous night, a visceral, slow-burn panic driving her and him both forward. 
Alex had wanted to study the data captured, to try to understand what these aliens—or at least their ships—truly were and what they might be facing. Caleb, being the practical sort, had pushed her to first catalog, organize and summarize the data, so if nothing else they would be able to send the information out to others as soon as the ability to do so returned. 
Being still more practical, he had also forced her to sleep for a few hours—even if ‘sleep’ meant crawl in bed and proceed to toss and turn for the bulk of those hours. She couldn’t say whether he had taken his own advice and gotten any sleep himself. 
Breakfast had been fruit and warmed-up bread consumed at the data center; lunch, neglected. They slowly pieced together a coherent package which could be delivered alongside a brief summary and nightmare-inducing visuals, and waited for their connection to the rest of the galaxy to reappear.
She raised a somewhat erratic eyebrow across the table at him. “So do you think we should lead with the panoramic shot of the seventy-eight superdreadnoughts or the enormous close-up of the synthetic tentacle creature from Gehenna?”
He chuckled in response; it came out half-strained, half-weary and half-genuine. “When I was six years old, my dad called himself taking me camping in the mountains outside Cavare. I woke up in the middle of the night to find this kartinga—you’ve probably never seen one, but it’s sort of a cross between a tarantula and…an enormous locust—hanging in the air a few centimeters from my face. I say we lead with the tentacles. It’ll make a stronger impress—” He broke off mid-sentence. “We’re coming back online.” 
A second later her eVi lit up in a deluge of comms and data deliveries. Far more than usual came in marked ‘urgent’ or ‘priority’ or ‘important,’ and she had to override the force-loading mechanism before she got blinded by pop-ups.
She picked out a recent message from Kennedy, because why not.
Alex,
Well, this is going to bollocks up all our fun, isn’t it? Whatever it is you’re doing that has you off the grid, stay clear of this mess, will you?
— Kennedy
What? With some reluctance she selected the most recent communication from her mother. It was marked ‘priority,’ but hers were always marked ‘priority.’
Alexis,
Wherever you are, you must realize it’s best if you come home now, for your own safety.
— Miriam 
“Okay, what the hell is happening?”
He held up a finger to silence her, irises jerking across an unseen whisper. She ignored her remaining forty-seven messages to watch him.
Finally his eyes focused on her. They looked…complicated. “I think you’d better turn on a news feed.”
“What is going on?”
“I don’t even…just turn on the news, okay?”
“Right.” She gestured toward the embedded screen on the opposite wall and tuned it to a generic Alliance news feed channel.
“Again, we are reporting that in response to what they say is confirmation the Earth Alliance was responsible for the attack on Palluda, the Senecan Federation military has retaliated by destroying the Alliance Forward Naval Base on Arcadia.”
“They did what?”
“A spokesperson continues to deny the Alliance was involved in the Palluda incident or that it was in retaliation for the assassination of Trade Minister Mangele Santiagar last week. However, they—hold on, we’re getting word the Prime Minister is about to speak. Let’s go live to Earth Alliance Headquarters.”
She sank back onto the edge of the data center as dread pooled in her gut, already sensing whatever followed was, in fact, going to bollocks everything up.
“Ladies and gentlemen, citizens across Alliance space. As announced yesterday, we have irrefutable evidence one or more Senecan Federation officials perpetrated the tragic assassination of Minister Santiagar at the Trade Summit on Atlantis.
“Likely anticipating our reaction, today the Federation has opted to falsely accuse the Alliance of attacking one of their colonies and use it as a pretext to launch a violent and destructive incursion against strategic Alliance assets. I am saddened to report over six hundred men and women lost their lives on Arcadia, a number which is likely to increase.
“Let me assure everyone the Alliance was not responsible for the unfortunate incident on Palluda. Nevertheless, at this point it is obvious Seneca intends to provoke us into renewed war by any means necessary. We must and will defend all our citizens from aggression. Therefore, moments ago the General Assembly approved a formal Declaration of War against the Senecan Federation. We will begin mobilizing forces immediately. I will speak further as events warrant. In the meantime, follow the »SFWar feed for the latest information. Thank you.”
“You have got to be kidding me. We disappear for five days and the galaxy goes insane? Now there’s an armada of alien ships at our doorstep and we’ve decided to start a war against each other?”
He was pacing in agitation around the cabin, but didn’t respond. In fairness though, she hadn’t technically asked him a question yet. “Why would the Federation assassinate our Trade Minister?”
“They didn’t. Why would the Alliance respond to a minor assassination by blowing up an entire colony?”
“What do you mean, they didn’t? And weren’t you listening? I don’t know what happened on Palluda, but the Alliance isn’t to blame.”
He stopped pacing long enough to glare at her. “Alex, I’ve got classified reports coming in which state it was Alliance fighter jets bearing Alliance transponder codes and using Alliance communication protocols firing Alliance missiles on Palluda. Politicians lie.” 
“Of course they do. But Earth doesn’t want war with Seneca. I mean some people do, but the politicians can barely keep track of the colonies they do govern. And they’d never take such drastic action before spending three months debating it and forming four commissions to study it first. The real question is why Seneca so badly wants war with Earth.”
“They don’t. We got everything we needed in the armistice: to be left alone to go our own way.”
She arched an eyebrow in challenge and pushed off the table to meet him at eye level. “Maybe you’re no longer content with your little corner of the galaxy. Maybe you desire more influence and power.”
Frustration crept into the creases of his eyes. A muscle beneath his left cheekbone twitched. “I don’t desire anything. If my government desired more influence it would start by persuading the nearby independents to join the Federation. Think about this logically, please.”
“Oh, now we’re applying logic to government practices? Tell me then, logically, why would your government assassinate our Trade Minister?”
“They wouldn’t. They didn’t. There’s always some nutcase championing a cause he’s willing to die for, but all the information crashing into my head indicates it was absolutely not officially sanctioned.”
“Well it’s not like they’d own up to it once the Alliance has called their bluff.” 
“By destroying a farming colony? That’s low, even for them.”
“So you say. Regardless, attacking Arcadia makes it quite clear Seneca does want war with Earth. They sent half their damn fleet to destroy one base—hardly a defensive action, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Not when it’s to disable the military facility posing a proximate threat to Senecan worlds and the presumed source of the Palluda offensive.” His brow drew into a tight knot above eyes squeezed shut. “My god, for being one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met, you can be blindingly stupid!”
Her mouth fell open in shock. Or outrage. Possibly both. “How dare you—”
Both hands rose in surrender. “You’re right. My bad. I’m sorry I said it.” His expression said he was sorry for saying it, but little else. 
He took a long, deep breath and seemed to forcefully will a portion of the tension out of his limbs, the pose of his shoulders and the set of his jaw. “Perhaps we should not fight our respective governments’ war for them here on the deck of your ship, and instead remember the real threat we’re facing.”
For a few brief moments, she had forgotten. Now the crushing weight of what they had seen descended on her anew. She could feel her posture falter from it. “The invading army of giant alien monster ships.”
“Yeah, those.”
“Dammit, Caleb. How are we supposed to get anyone to listen when they’re busy blowing each other up?”
His mouth opened, only to snap shut as he resumed pacing. He lapped the cabin once, twice before slowing to run fingertips along the top of the couch. 
She watched his lips quirk around as his eyes darkened, a shadow passing across them and refusing to leave. It occurred to her she watched him a lot. Watched him move; watched his lips move. She needed— 
“Stupid….”
“Oh you are not seriously calling—”
His focus jerked over to her, sparks of light dancing behind the shadow. “Not you. I…I really am sorry. You’re not stupid—in fact you’re kind of brilliant. You said it: there’s an armada of alien ships at our doorstep, and we’ve decided to start a war against each other? That’s not merely stupid, it’s improbable beyond all reason.”
She frowned. “I agree it does seem rather ridiculous. But I’ve learned not to underestimate the sheer idiocy of government bureaucrats.”
“Exactly. Politicians can be counted on to make rash, short-sighted decisions.” His pace regained speed, purpose now animating his steps between the kitchen table and the couch. 
Curious, she watched—again—and waited, until his gaze returned to her. “Look, the information I see is as close to the raw, unvarnished truth as you can get. It is not propaganda and it is not sugar-coated and it says my government did not assassinate the Trade Minister.”
She blew out a harsh breath. She wasn’t eager to rehash the earlier argument, but she also didn’t intend to give in. “Well one of your government officials did.”
“Yes. Granted. And maybe he was simply a lone crazy and that’s all there is to it. But then the Alliance blows up a farming colony, except they say they didn’t—and you’re right, it is out of character for them. And now in a matter of days—far too quickly for cooler heads to prevail—we’ve gone from improving relations to all-out war. And I have to wonder if anyone has stopped reacting long enough to ask why.”
The world had flipped upside down upon the sight of the invading alien army, and once more at the revelation of this nascent war. Did that make things right-side up again? For a moment she couldn’t decide if he was a genius or delusional—or whether she even remained capable of telling the difference. “You think someone is manipulating events in order to provoke a war? You might be a tiny bit paranoid.”
“I know. I’m just suggesting that coming into this from the outside it appears damn suspicious. Which brings us back around to the question, why now?”
She suddenly felt an intense desire to get off the crazy train and return to reality, such as it was. “It’s possible the Trade Summit provided the first real opportunity. Or perhaps the answer to ‘why now’ is the Summit. There are plenty of people in the Alliance, and I imagine plenty on your side, too, who don’t want better relations between Earth and Seneca.”
He seemed to still, as if all the energy of his movements came to rest within him. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”
The sharpness of his gaze speared into her. It left her feeling naked and exposed, but she refused to look away. “I didn’t say that. I only…Caleb, I don’t want war. I never did.” She swallowed. “Well not for a long time now anyway.”
He smiled with unexpected softness. His eyes softened to match, transforming his expression to one of gentleness. “Okay.” 
His shoulders rose in a weak shrug. “And you’re probably right. It makes more sense for the Summit to be the trigger, and not anything to do with the aliens. It nonetheless means something’s fishy. We’re walking into an even bigger mess than we thought—and we’re about to toss a bomb into the middle of it.”
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SENECA
CAVARE

MICHAEL PULLED THE COLLAR of his jacket up to his ears as he exited the restaurant. A cold front had moved in over the course of the afternoon, and the night air now carried a stinging chill. 
Nonetheless, he chose to walk the dozen blocks back to Division HQ. He needed the brief solitude—if one considered being surrounded by hundreds of pedestrians going about their business solitude—to get his head focused in the right direction. The dinner had been a brief but necessary departure from work, if only to make sure his father was doing well. Which he was. His father perpetually insisted Michael didn’t need to worry over him; it never stopped him from doing so.
With the arrival of hostilities—a full-on war as of this evening—his teams were being pulled off the Summit investigation and re-tasked toward Alliance missions. Pretty much everything about the assassination still struck him as wrong, but he tried to convince himself it hardly mattered now. Events were moving fast; before long the assassination would be merely a footnote as the incident which kicked off a series of incidents which kicked off another war.
Though he had a few people embedded in the Alliance infrastructure and its periphery, for the most part such long-term espionage missions fell under the purview of other sections of Division. Special Operations tended to undertake focused, directed actions in lieu of passive spying. Going forward those actions were to be targeted at Alliance interests. He bore no particular ill will toward the Alliance or its citizens as a rule, but war was war—and the visuals of Palluda were certainly disturbing enough to stir up a case of righteous indignation.
He wove through the crowd materializing when a levtram arrived and its passengers disembarked. For the moment, life continued on as normal in Cavare, and the streets thrummed with citizens working, playing and transitioning between—
His eVi signaled an incoming livecomm request from Caleb Marano. Huh. In the chaos which had been the last week he’d had no chance to wonder about the Metis Nebula mission. He started to put the agent off…but once he got to the office he expected to again be overwhelmed for many hours.
“Agent Marano, it’s good to hear from you. As soon as you can get back to Seneca, your services will definitely be in demand.”
“The war, of course. We’ll talk about it in a bit, but I’m afraid there’s a larger problem.”
His pace slowed. “Larger than a war? You found something in Metis?”
“You could say so. I found an army.”
“An army? I’m going to need you to be more specific.”
“A sizeable army of alien warships gathering. I’m sending a few visuals.”
“Now is not the time for—” An image of a tentacled ship of obsidian metal with a red glowing core appeared on his whisper. It was followed by one showing an uncountable number of identical such vessels docked in rows along the hull of a massive—there was no scale reference, but he sensed it was massive—carrier ship. A final image pulled out to reveal dozens of such carrier ships.
He came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the sidewalk, hardly noticing as pedestrians jostled against him then continued on their way. “I sincerely hope you are joking.”
“Would that I were. I—”
“Are you seriously telling me an alien civilization is hiding in the Metis Nebula, and we’ve somehow missed this fact until now?”
“Not exactly. There’s no signs of an actual civilization. You can see a large portal ring behind the ships in the last image—they’re coming through it.”
“From where?”
“No idea. Perhaps from some other region of the galaxy, or another galaxy. Perhaps from somewhere else. For obvious reasons it wasn’t feasible to approach close enough to determine much with respect to the portal.”
He exhaled, long and slow. Things were never simple, were they? His job often required him to adapt quickly to rapidly changing circumstances, but damn. “Do you have any hard data on the ships or their inhabitants? These visuals are powerful, but as you can imagine our superiors are currently rather preoccupied. I could use some additional data to attract their attention.”
“I do. I’m sending a full report detailing all the findings to your account.”
“Excellent.” He resumed walking, albeit at a reduced pace. “What kind of numbers are we talking about? Does the last image constitute the entire force?”
“The larger ships were still emerging through the portal when I left. I didn’t want to risk detection before getting this information out—hmm. The report bounced. It’s being blocked.”
“Really? We’ve strengthened the defense grid on account of the conflict, but your ship’s authorized so transmissions from it should be allowed.”
“Well…I’m not on my ship.” 
“Where are you?”
“On a civilian vessel.”
“Agent Marano, did you blow up another ship?”
A notable pause. “Not intentionally.”
He groaned. The man’s reputation was unmatched in Division; he had a fifteen-year-plus record of successful missions, including several no one should have been able to pull off. But he was proving to be a tad expensive. “Division’s resources are not unlimited. You realize this.”
“I do, sir. It was unavoidable.”
“I’m sure it was. You said you were on a civilian ship?”
“Yes. It is registered under an Alliance designation though.”
“I imagine there’s quite a story—” He frowned as an unwelcome possibility occurred to him. “You’re not being held under any coercion, are you?”
“No, it’s nothing like…no, sir.” He thought he detected a trace of amusement in the response.
“Well civilian or not, chances are it’ll still be blocked. We can’t risk remote electronic attacks so the defenses are casting a wide net.” He paused. While not officially sanctioned, the use of comm scramblers was at times a necessity in their line of work. “You don’t have any method of sending from a different designation?”
There was a longer pause this time, as if the matter was under discussion. “No, sir. Not at this time. Can you obtain a waiver? I can provide the ship’s serial number designation if necessary.”
“I can, but I’ll need to certify it Level IV. Is it worth it?”
There was no hesitation in this response. It is.
“Okay. Send me the ship ID and I’ll put in the request right away.”
“Sent. Sir, regarding the war? It seems as though—”
He drew to a stop once again as the ship ID came in. “Caleb, are you certain you’re not being held under any coercion?”
“Quite certain. Why do you ask?”
“Because you’re on a ship belonging to the daughter of a very powerful Alliance Admiral—were you not aware of this?”
“Ah, that. Yes, I’m aware. It’s a long story, but she’s not acting on behalf of the Alliance military. She’s a civilian.”
“Is she now. Nevertheless, I’m sure you will utilize any opening which may occur as a result of your current situation, yes?”
“Absolutely. It’s just…yes, of course.”
“I’ve filed the request. It shouldn’t take longer than an hour. If this report is as serious as you indicate, I’ll advance it up the chain with all due speed.” He sighed, his shoulders sagging briefly from the placement of yet more existential weight upon them. “Aliens, truly? As if everything hadn’t already gone to clusterfained Hell and back….”
“I had noticed. Is this war supposed to make any sense? Because from here it simply doesn’t.”
“Not so far as I can tell, but no one’s asked my opinion on the subject.”
“We can talk about it further when—do you need me to come in, sir? Provide perspective or an eyewitness account to go with the report?”
“Normally I would say yes, but your, um, rather unique situation complicates the issue. It’s an opportunity I’d hate for you to lose. I tell you what—hold tight until we have a chance to review your report. This alien threat is likely to fall to the military to handle, in which case they may want you to consult, or you may be able to turn your attention to other matters. I’ll get back to you as soon as I know something.”
“Understood. I would implore you to treat the contents of the report with the utmost urgency, but I suspect the report will accomplish that for itself.”
The connection ended, and he paused at the side entrance to HQ. The visuals Marano had sent were horrifying, almost incomprehensibly so. They were otherworldly, as if out of a nightmare…. 
A nightmare which now made the real horrors of the actual war waiting for him inside those doors seem almost welcome by comparison.

“Graham, the eve of war is not the appropriate setting for your brand of humor.”
Delavasi leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms against his chest. “Chairman, even I wouldn’t attempt such a joke tonight of all nights.”
Vranas stared at him, skepticism ranking high in his expression. “Aliens.”
“And not the fluffy bunny kind. It’s best if I just show you.” He sent the report to the screen above Vranas’ desk. “These images came in from one of our SpecOps agents three hours ago, but they’re over a day old. Apparently communications into or out of the Metis Nebula are difficult, as in impossible.”
The Chairman sank into his chair as most of the color drained from his face. “Those are…what’s the scale?”
“The dreadnoughts measure approximately 2.4 kilometers in length and 410 meters in width. There are seventy-eight of them in the visuals, but they were apparently still emerging from that ring structure when our agent departed the scene so he could get the report to us. As for the smaller ships, there are easily hundreds of thousands.”
“And this is in Metis? But there’s nothing in Metis.”
“Agreed. Clearly the portal originates elsewhere. Where that might be is anyone’s guess.”
Vranas guzzled his bottle of water and activated a holo. “Field Marshal Gianno. Apologies, but I need your immediate attention.”
The leader of the Military Council and Commander of the Armed Forces crystalized into view. She stood at a bank of screens bright with data, but turned to face them. “Chairman. Director Delavasi. What can I do for you?”
“I’m sending you a file. Take a moment to review it then we’ll discuss the matter.”
Graham stood to pace along the rug in front of Vranas’ desk while they waited. It didn’t take long.
Unlike Vranas or even Graham himself when Michael had initially shown him the report, Gianno’s expression remained as neutral as when she had answered the holo. The woman gave new meaning to the word ‘unflappable.’ 
“Well this represents a complication. I don’t relish fighting a war on two fronts. Am I looking at the most up to date information we have?”
“You are.”
“Is the Alliance aware of this development?”
Graham nodded. “If they aren’t yet, I believe they soon will be.” Vranas’ eyes shot over to him in question; he gave a weak shrug. “It’s complicated.”
Gianno opened a new screen and scrolled through data too detailed to be read over the holo. “The 2nd GOI Platoon on New Riga can be inside Metis in a day and a half. They’re heavily armed, fast and very covert—and should it be necessary they’re unmatched in a fight. We need updated intel and a location on these ships.”
The Chairman raised an incredulous eyebrow. “They can stand up against those dreadnoughts?”
She gave the tiniest little smile. “Well, as much as anyone can. Perhaps more relevantly, they can bug out faster than anyone can. The report states communications aren’t working in Metis?”
“Correct. I’ve set one of my Tech groups working on it, but it’s not looking like an easy fix.”
The tiny smile had already faded to a tiny frown. “The lack of real-time intel is going to be problematic. I’ll instruct the team to send back drones with updates for the time being, until we devise a better solution. Chairman, on your order I’ll initiate the operation now.”
Vranas let out a long, heavy exhale and stared at the foreboding images, then nodded. “Authorized.”
“Very well. Director, is this Agent Marano available to accompany the team? His experience in Metis and observing the ships firsthand would be valuable.”
Graham rubbed at his forehead then ran the hand through his hair. “I don’t believe he’s in the region at the moment, but I’ll request he report to New Riga promptly.”
“Thank you. It will take around twelve hours to ready the mission. If he can’t be there in sixteen, we go without him.”
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CALEB WAS LEANING AGAINST the back of the couch when she came upstairs. The expression on his face was as weighty as when they’d discovered the portal and its travelers. She paused at the top of the stairwell. “What is it?”
“I heard back from Volosk.”
“And?”
His eyes closed with a slow exhale that screamed weariness. He looked tired in a way she had never seen. Of course, she probably did, too.
“Alex, I need to get back home.”
“Why, so you can join the war effort?” Damn that sounded snippy. She hadn’t meant it. Unless it was true.
“So I can do my job. Listen, I don’t want this war any more than you do—almost certainly less—but they didn’t ask me.” 
“And the army of invading aliens?”
“My top priority—my only priority. They want me to join a team heading into Metis for a more extensive investigation. Which is a good thing—it means they’re paying attention to the threat.”
She flinched and spun away, toward the kitchen. Tea. She needed tea. It kept her mother absurdly calm, no reason it shouldn’t do the same for her, right? Her pulse pounded in her ears, causing his voice to sound distant, all echo-y and muffled. Why did she feel as though she was about to panic?
“No.” Her voice was so soft she hardly heard it above the pounding.
Silence lingered for aeons. 
“No…what?”
“No, you can’t go home right now. We passed New Orient hours ago and are well into Alliance space.” She half-turned to him, leaving herself the option to retreat again. “At this point I can’t afford to turn around. I’m sorry, you’ll have to come with me.” 
He blinked at her. His jaw solidified into a chiseled line. His lips pursed together. He blinked again. She could see his eyes darken, until they were the color of the Pacific under a moonless night sky. “So I’m still your prisoner after all.”
“There’s no reason to look at it that way….”
“Not really seeing another way to look at it.”
“I told you before, I need you with me when we get to Earth.”
“You need me. Tell me Alex, how exactly do you need me—and don’t even try the ‘two voices are better than one’ line, because that is bullshit.”
She wished then she were the recipient of an expression of pained patience, as it beat being the recipient of the expression he wore right now by several parsecs. But she had no answer for him. She couldn’t have an answer for him.
“I guess you’re still my prisoner then.”
“Well. That’s…outstanding.” The tight muscles along the line of his jaw flexed. Abruptly he pushed off the couch and started down the stairs.
“Where are you going?”
“To take a shower. A long one.”
“But you already—”
He paused mid-step, but didn’t even glance up at her. “I. Don’t. Care.”
She watched him disappear down the stairwell. Terrific move, Alex. Top notch.
She walked slowly to the cockpit, tea forgotten. She sat and toed the chair in aimless circles and tried to puzzle out precisely why she had done it and what she had expected the result to be. But she hadn’t expected any result, because she hadn’t thought. Instead she had panicked and reacted instinctively.
Which wasn’t like her at all. She felt…detached, untethered. Like the firmament of the world had been yanked out from beneath her, leaving her adrift without an anchor. It was odd, since she usually felt more grounded in space, on her ship, sailing amongst the stars. Now though, her beloved stars had become the enemy. And she was on the verge of turning an ally into another one.
But when he reappeared upstairs half an hour later, she couldn’t bring herself to retract her declaration. She told herself once he cooled off it would be fine. “Listen—”
“Don’t.”
“I only—”
“And I said don’t.” 
Okay, not quite cooled off just yet.
He practically stalked over to the data center. “Give me access to the raw data. I’m going to search for anything else to help the team heading in.”
When she didn’t respond, his gaze rose to find her. Her brow had furrowed in uncertainty at him.
“Alex, give me access to the raw data.” 
The tone of his voice brokered no argument, permitted no resistance. She found she was standing and walking over.
She entered a sequence in the holo control panel then reached across and activated the interface in front of him. Their shoulders touched, and she looked up at him; he didn’t look down at her. 
She swallowed and backed away. “You can access whatever you need from there. I’ll be over here working…if you have any questions.”
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THE BALLROOM GLEAMED from a ceiling adorned in thousands of fiber-optic icicles. The orchestra occupied a circular raised dais in the center of the room so their dulcet strains could be heard throughout the space without overpowering any portion of it. The bar and buffet lined the left wall, split in the middle by the cake—an enormous affair which spelled out ‘Happy 50th Anniversary.’ It should provide sufficient pieces for the 640 guests. She had underestimated. 
War may have been declared the day before, but it had not yet hit the radar of this social scene. That much was certain.
Kennedy entered the room fashionably late, having just arrived on the suborbital from Manhattan where she had picked up her dress, her shoes and her date. The dress was sea foam lace, the shoes translucent strappy heels and the date the CEO of a startup solar-power satellite firm. He also happened to be an old friend from university, and more than happy to entertain her when she came to town…or Earth for that matter. It was a shame she had never managed to fall in love with him, because he genuinely was quite a good time and a good friend on top of it.
She leaned in close on his arm. “Oh my. I haven’t lived here in twenty years, I don’t recognize any of these people—except the famous ones, obviously. You run in these circles, help me out, Gabe.”
He chuckled. “Well, to the left is your brother, alongside his dashing husband. And there toward the middle near the orchestra are your mother and father. If I’m not mistaken, they’re talking to the Alliance Attorney General and the District Governor.”
“They are such ass-kissers. And you’re a smart ass.” She sighed and rolled her shoulders gamely. “I suppose we should go speak to them. But I see Tara Singleton over there eyeing the cake—we’re escaping to her at the soonest available opportunity. Oh, and drinks first.”
He gestured for her to lead the way. “You know, if you dislike your parents so much, why did you travel over three hundred parsecs to be here?”
“Because it is expected. Because I deplore making a scene, even by my absence. And because I don’t dislike them—I’m merely bored by them.”
Her parents were intelligent enough people. Capable and shrewd. In their years together they had served as excellent stewards of the family fortune, growing it by over forty percent while investing handsomely in the economic and environmental improvement of the Texas coast and Louisiana delta.
But they didn’t do anything. They didn’t make anything. The family fortune existed solely due to the genius and sheer determination of her great-great-grandmother, whose design of a commercially viable Woodward-Mach impulse engine opened the solar system to colonization and development. Sixty years later the sLume drive opened the galaxy to the same and rendered the impulse engine a commodity, but those were a very lucrative sixty years.
Though her great-great-grandmother had died in a construction accident during the early days of the Jupiter orbital habitats, her devoted husband had ensured her legacy endured. Yet each generation since had been less impressive. Her great-grandfather helped improve the radiation shielding necessary for interstellar travel, while her grandmother and granduncle contented themselves with managing—but not improving—deep core oil drilling in the Gulf. Her uncle was a representative in the Earth Alliance Assembly and served on several environmental committees. Her father…he simply married well. 
“Dad, how are you?” She smiled broadly as she hugged him, careful not to spill a drop of her drink in the process. As she pulled back the smile remained firmly in place. “Mom, you look ravishing, as usual.”
“Oh, but you put me to shame, Kennedy dear. What a stunning gown, truly. And Mr. Hamilton, isn’t it? I believe I saw you on the cover of Galactic Entrepreneur Weekly recently, yes?”
He bowed at the waist to kiss her hand, ever the gentleman. “It was an honor to be mentioned.”
As he rose, Kennedy extended a hand to her parents’ companions in turn. “Governor Samus, it is so good to see you again. We met once, at the party my parents gave for my university graduation—I don’t presume you would remember, of course.”
“And of course I do.” The woman accepted her hand with refined elegance. As a politician, it presumably was her job to remember everyone she met lest they later prove relevant. “You had a bright future then, and it is my understanding you are not disappointing. Your father and mother both have been bragging on you nonstop.”
Her smile grew into genuineness. Just when her parents threatened to annoy her beyond reproach, they went and reminded her they loved her. She gave her mother a small, heartfelt nod in appreciation and turned to the distinguished-looking man standing beside them. 
“Forgive me, I spend my time these days slaving over ship schematics on Erisen, far from the center of power….”
The man tilted his head in respect, then met her gaze. Sharp, piercing eyes which almost matched her dress but sparkled far more intensely met hers. “I would not expect you to know me even were you to frequent the Earth social scene, for I am only a humble public servant. Marcus Aguirre, Ms. Rossi. It is a pleasure.”
“The pleasure’s mine, I’m sure.” She directed her most diplomatic smile at him, though she found his gaze a tad unnerving. “What brings you to my parents’ little celebration? Given current events, I must say I’m surprised your presence isn’t required in Washington or London.”
She ignored Gabe’s subtle elbow to her side. She wasn’t insulting the man; she was curious. No, that was a lie. She wasn’t remotely curious, but rather making conversation until she found an opportunity for escape. 
Aguirre’s mouth curled into a dark sneer for the briefest second; it was gone before she could be sure it had even been there, replaced by a grim frown. “Such unfortunate circumstances we find ourselves in. I had hoped we had at last moved beyond the need for war, but alas. When I leave here I will be traveling up to the EAO Orbital to join the Prime Minister in meeting with the governors of the colonies closest to Federation space. It will be a late night, I’m afraid—but I didn’t want to miss the occasion.”
“How do you know the family? Are you from the area?”
“Kennedy dear, I’m sure the Attorney General doesn’t—”
He gestured her mother silent. “In a manner of speaking. My family benefited from your parents’ Gulf rehabilitation initiatives in the second half of the 23rd, enough to pay my way through university until I earned a scholarship. I am showing my appreciation in the smallest possible way.”
“Well…” she paused to sip on her drink “…I imagine that is a very good story. I would love to hear it—but I must excuse myself for a moment first to speak to my brother. It was a pleasure seeing you again Governor, and meeting you, Mr. Aguirre. Mom, Dad, enjoy your party.”
She grasped Gabe’s hand firmly in hers and delicately yanked him away. Once they had put a safe distance between them and her parents she leaned in to whisper in his ear. “While I speak to Ian, you get us fresh drinks. And use your powers of persuasion to ensure they’re strong, please.”

PANDORA
INDEPENDENT COLONY
The Promenade was not the wealthiest district on Pandora, but it was close. The entertainment engaged in here included no less depraved activities than what occurred on The Boulevard; it was merely engaged in via far more refined surroundings by guests in far more refined clothing.
Gleaming mid-towers rose alongside the walkway, all constructed of a brushed chromium and all lit in in a soft blue-white glow. The walkway appeared suspended twenty meters in the air, but in reality an invisible membrane extended out beyond it, ready to catch anyone who fell off the side due to clumsiness or intoxication. A small sign of the men behind the curtain.
Noah didn’t feel much more comfortable here than he did on The Boulevard, but his father had at least made sure he knew how to act, and dress, in places such as this. He straightened his blazer and joined the fashionable denizens strolling toward their evening’s entertainment.
His destination was a club not far into the core of The Promenade. Distraire was a mid-range establishment striving to become something greater. As such, it tended to attract clientele seeking the same thing. 
Mia Requelme fit the bill perfectly: a feisty young entrepreneur striving for more rarified heights. He admitted to being a bit surprised she’d agreed to come to Pandora…but he supposed any ghosts she harbored were by now either dead or long vacated.
Over a decade ago she had been a street rat here—a hacker and thief working for Eli, a lieutenant in the Triene cartel. Noah had looked out for her when he could, though his resources were pretty meager back then. Then one day she had simply vanished. He’d feared she was dead, especially since most of Eli’s operation got taken out around the same time.
But two years later she contacted him out of the blue, searching for some specialized items. Come to find out she had gotten away, gotten out from under Eli—somehow—and was running a home tech supply business on Romane. She ran a good deal more than that now.
He found her at the bar, slender legs crossed beneath a midnight black dress and significantly exposed by the slit which cut up it. A mane of even darker razor-straight hair fell across a toffee-hued shoulder. She sipped on a martini and scanned the crowd for him. Her mouth curled up ever so slightly when she spotted him.
He slid in beside her and dipped his chin in appreciation. “You are looking most stunning this evening, Mia.”
Her tongue ran lightly along subtly glossed lips. “What can I say, I clean up well.” Her gaze ran over him appraisingly. “As do you. I must admit, you are cutting quite a striking figure yourself these days.”
His grin sported a wicked flair as he accepted the drink the bartender placed in front of him with a nod. “I do try. So how is business on Romane?”
“Profitable. How is business on Pandora?”
“…entertaining.”
She laughed, but her eyes were serious; then again, he remembered, they almost always had been. “I guess we’ve both gotten what we wanted.”
“I guess so.” He slipped the interface, secured in a small case, out of his jacket pocket and into her hand. She’d paid him upfront so there was no need for an exchange of credits. It disappeared into a small black bag made of the same shimmery material as her dress. “Dare I ask what you intend to use this for?”
“I have an Artificial. I imagine it’s clear what I intend to use it for.”
“Hmm. Is it registered?”
She regarded him over the top of her martini in a manner indicating she questioned either his intelligence or his sanity.
He gave her a mild chuckle. “Right. Silly of me to ask.” His own eyes grew serious—briefly. “Just be careful, okay?”
She signaled the bartender for another drink. “Noah, darling, I am always careful. I value the life I have now quite highly.” After the bartender departed she shifted to face him. “So, what do we do now?” The glimmer in her eye suggested she had something in mind.
Though she was only a year or two younger than him, back when she had lived on Pandora he’d thought of her as a little sister; someone to be protected. The times he had seen her in the years since had been friendly but businesslike, and brief. Now, though…she clearly no longer needed protecting, and appeared more than his equal. And my god but she was a stunner.
He smiled, this time with a wicked flair of another sort, and leaned into the bar and closer to her. “I tell you what. First, I’d like to buy you dinner. Then, perhaps a little dancing. And later, if all goes well, I’ll show you a side of Pandora you never got to see when you were living on the streets.”
She arched an eyebrow, but her lips curved gracefully upward. “Oh? And where might that be?”
“My apartment, of course.”
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CALEB LAY ON THE COT and stared up at the ceiling, barely visible in the dim light. He wanted to hit something. Anything. Instead he stared at the ceiling.
For one, hitting anything—the wall for instance, or one of the tables—would result in a loud noise sure to bring her running. And he did not want to bring her running. It had been late into the evening when, scarcely able to keep her eyes open, she had finally retired downstairs and given him the solitude, the space to think, he desperately craved. For another…well, that was plenty reason enough.
A portion of his brain busily formulated a plan to get to Seneca. Despite the dramatic nature of the report, he worried his government didn’t truly understand the seriousness of what they were facing. He had discussed the situation with the leader of the investigation team heading to Metis, a Major Fergusson. The guy seemed sharp enough, if a typical special forces type. Still, he needed to be there, else they were liable to get everyone killed. Or worse, with no one reminding them to keep their eye on the ball, get distracted again by the bloody war and lose sight of the real threat.
He groaned to himself. He was a patriot, as far as it went, but it wasn’t as though he cared for politicians, bureaucrats or military leaders. The war was idiotic, a fool’s errand likely to end in tragedy for far too many involved. Or worse—again—a trap they had all been ensnared in, one certain to leave them easy pickings for the aliens when they showed up to feast on humanity.
He felt like a traitor, relaxing here on this ship while others ventured out to confront an unimaginable threat. Granted, he was the one who had alerted them to it. But he should be doing more.
After six days on the ship he was familiar with the functions of the vast majority of the controls and screens. He at most required her very minimal input to fly wherever he desired. He had no doubt he would be able to force her into providing him access to the controls, and without even harming her—assuming she didn’t fight him like a possessed hyena.
Which she would.
Thus, in order to take control of the ship and get himself to Seneca or even an independent world, he’d probably need to hurt her. 
And he didn’t think he could do that.
No matter how angry at her he was right now—which happened to be quite angry—he didn’t wish to cause her harm. He understood she had legitimate reasons for acting as she did. And though she clearly bore personal animosity toward the Senecan government if not its people specifically, he doubted she actively wished them ill. She was doing what she thought was necessary. It simply happened to conflict rather directly with what he thought was necessary.
He definitely didn’t want to hurt her. But more to the point, he wasn’t at all sure he was even capable of doing so…
…because he was emotionally compromised. Badly. 
His training, his rules of engagement, his experience and the teachings of his superiors and his mentor all told him he should take control of this vessel and use it to get wherever he needed to go. Only he wasn’t going to do it.
Another in an already fairly long line of rules discarded in the face of Alex Solovy.

Two hours later he still lay awake. He pondered the nonsensical, suspicious events leading to this new war and how they might have occurred; he considered his options going forward. But mostly he brooded about the alien ships at their portal and the dark feeling of dread which had taken up permanent residence in his gut since witnessing them. 
He heard her come up the stairs, her steps slow and a bit uneven. She didn’t come over right away; it took a minute before her faint outline appeared on the other side of the privacy screen. 
“Caleb, are you awake?”
He considered whether to let his muscles tense, to confront her again or to hide behind feigned sleep. But the situation would be no better come morning. 
“No.”
There was no breath of amusement in response. “I’ll drop you on Romane tomorrow.” Her voice sounded flat and toneless, belying the significance of her words. “It’s the last independent world still somewhat nearby. I’ve shifted our route and input the new destination.
“I’ll have to backtrack a bit, but…it’s fine. I’ve been able to put the report in front of some ‘important’ people on Earth, so they can wait another day for me. We should be at Romane by late morning. Of course you can take a hardcopy of the data and the report when you go.”
He pulled the screen back, leaned against the wall beyond the edge of the cot and attempted to meet her gaze. Her eyes were so sleepy and unfocused it was difficult. Her hair was a tangled mess, tumbling to cover half her face and down over bare shoulders. She wore a white tank and navy shorts; the dark material was wrinkled and hung unevenly above her frankly remarkable legs.
He wanted very much to hug her. Instead he softened his expression. “Why did you change your mind?”
She gave him a tired, half-hearted smile. “Turns out I’m not very good at keeping prisoners.” She couldn’t keep up the smile, and it faded away. “I understand why you feel you need to go home—I understand you need to help protect your people. And you don’t owe me anything so….”
“Only my life.”
She made a valiant effort at rolling her eyes. “True, but I did try to kill you before I saved you, so it’s likely a wash.” She started toward the stairwell, but not before a sad, almost desperate shadow passed across her expression. “I’ll let you get some sleep. I just…thought you’d like to know.”
“Alex, why did you really want me to go to Earth with you?”
The words had spilled forth unbidden…and the answer suddenly seemed the most important words in the universe.
In her weariness she revealed a series of pained, frustrated emotions in her eyes and the quirking of her lips. Finally her shoulders dropped, as though she had given up. On what, he couldn’t say. 
“Because what we saw terrifies me, and I didn’t want to face what it might mean alone. With you here, it all somehow seems a little less daunting. You…you make me believe maybe we have a chance. Intellectually I know you can’t do any more than I can to stop what’s coming but…but still you make me feel…safe.”
She squared her shoulders and stood up straight. Proud. Defiant. “But it’s fine. I’m a big girl, and I’ve spent twenty-three years facing challenges alone. I’ve got it covered.” She nodded sharply to emphasize the statement and started down the stairs.
“I’ll go.”
She froze, one foot hovering above the second step, and whipped her head over to him. “What?”
What, indeed. “I’ll go to Earth with you.”
“Are you serious? We went through all this drama and angst—enough to fill a smeshnoy soap opera vid—and now you’re just—”
He raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Do you want me to go with you or not?”
“Well yes, but—”
“Then quit bitching.” He gave her the smirk he had already figured out drove her nuts.
She stared at him for a second—and burst out laughing. It was uncontrolled, weary and beautifully genuine. 
When she had minimally composed herself she gestured to the cockpit. “I’m going to go revert our route back real quick….” Halfway there, she paused. The dim light faded to darkness near the cockpit, and her profile was a shadow against blurred stars.
“Thank you.”
He merely nodded in response. After a breath he drew the privacy screen closed, lay back on the cot and closed his eyes. 
What was he doing? 
Following her, apparently.
When he had stood there and watched her, hair all tousled and tangled, gaze sleepy and unfocused, defenses worn away, defeated and near to broken but standing proud nonetheless…he had realized he simply wasn’t ready to let her walk out of his life.
Okay. Going to Earth, then. To Earth Alliance Strategic Command, in point of fact—
His eyes flew open. 
He had an idea.

“Sorry if I disturbed you, sir. I realize it’s very late there—or very early, I suppose.”
“It’s fine, Agent Marano. None of us are getting much sleep at the moment. Has there been a change in your circumstances?”
“Of a sort. I’d like to propose a new option.”
“I’m listening.”
“First I have a question, and I’d appreciate your honesty when answering. Did our government authorize the assassination of the Alliance Trade Minister?”
“To my knowledge it did not. As far as I’m concerned everything about the assassination is wrong…but events have moved beyond it now.”
“Perhaps not. One more question. Does the government desire war with the Alliance?”
“They do after Palluda. That kind of slaughter can’t go unanswered. But before the attack? No.”
“This war—I believe it’s a trap, one which will leave us weakened and defenseless when the aliens attack.”
“What are you implying?”
“I suspect we didn’t assassinate the Trade Minister and I suspect the Alliance didn’t attack Palluda. I suspect everyone has been tricked into going to war against one another. And I hope to find us a way out of the trap.”
“Okay, now I really am listening.”
“Thank you. I want to act as an unofficial, off-the-record envoy to Alliance military leadership. If I can prove to them we didn’t start this war, perhaps we can end it.”
“Well, that’s a problem, because I don’t have any proof—beyond the word of politicians—we didn’t start the war. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve tried like Hell to find it. But all the evidence points to Chris Candela as the assassin, which makes it damn hard to deny it was our doing with a straight face.”
“You think he’s not responsible for the hit?”
“I think I can’t prove he’s not responsible because the Minister’s body became an Alliance state secret approximately two minutes after he ceased breathing.”
“What if you could?”
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THE QEC ROOM ALWAYS made Liam feel as though he was suffocating. It wasn’t so much the size—while hardly what he would consider spacious, it included a desk, a full-sized chair, a long wall for holo projections and plenty of space to maneuver around. But the three layers of six-centimeter thick sound-absorbing nanomaterial together with the active phase cancellation waves reverberating in the gaps between each layer created a hyper-silence in the air which was both unnerving and stifling.
Still, it was a required accommodation for EASC Board meetings, and these days it may even be necessary.
A large holo projection filled the back half of the room, creating a near-real representation of the view from his ‘chair,’ were he to be sitting in Vancouver. If he turned his head the holo followed his eyes, in a complete 360-degree circle should he desire to see if anyone stood behind his virtual presence.
As it had been for the last several meetings, the scene was rather chaotic. Aides bustled about and mini-conferences were underway scattered around the room. In the past it might have made him feel like an outsider, cut off from the real power. Today though, he simply couldn’t get worked up over it; he was in too good a mood.
After all, he had his war.
He made an effort to tamp down the smile he realized was growing on his lips as Alamatto called the meeting to order.
“Good morning. By now I assume everyone has transitioned to wartime protocols and procedures within their organizations. It’s still early yet, but we need to stay in front of developments. General Foster, if you would update us on the Arcadia situation?”
The Northwestern Regional Commander nodded solemnly. In Liam’s opinion, he should be handing in his resignation and crawling off in shame after allowing such a humiliating defeat to occur on his watch.
“Yes, sir. The casualties have risen to 763, but I don’t expect them to rise appreciably further. The damage assessment has been completed, and it is not good. We lost all the fighters stationed at the base and two of the four frigates which were groundside—the other two sustained significant but repairable damage. Seventy-two percent of the physical structures are a total loss. Temporary plasma shields have been placed around the headquarters building to enable it to retain some functionality. Most of the electronic systems were underground and are undamaged, thankfully.”
“What’s the status of the orbital arrays?”
“Sixty-four percent of the sensors suffered damage and are functioning at reduced capacity. Six of the fourteen plasma weapons—those facing the region the attackers approached from—were destroyed.”
“It’ll take months to replace those—and hundreds of millions!”
Liam rolled his eyes in the direction of the EASC Logistics Director. If ever there was a more whiny, pansy little bitch, he hadn’t met them.
Alamatto acknowledged the Director but kept his attention on Foster. “In the short term, the diminished planetary defenses are our largest concern. It’s my understanding a squadron is inbound from Fionava to provide active patrols in the system for now.”
“Obviously this initial setback is unfortunate. However, given no declarations of war had been issued at the time, we must not view it as a defeat. But we are at war now, and the important thing is to focus on winning it, as quickly and bloodlessly as possible.”
Liam leaned forward expectantly. “What’s our first front? We should have already moved by now, in my opinion. The 2nd and 3rd Brigades attached to the Southwestern Command are at full strength and on alert, ready to engage against any target identified.”
Solovy exhaled in the annoying, holier-than-thou way she had. “General, it would take a week for your ships to reach Senecan space. If you will send a squadron to Fionava to compensate for the one dispatched to Arcadia, that will be sufficient for now.”
“Well what are we doing, then? Sitting around with our thumbs stuck up our asses?” Dammit, now that his war was here, he needed to be in it. He had lobbied for one of the northern regional commands several times in the last few years, but had been unsuccessful. Maybe with Foster in a weakened position….
Solovy looked positively smug. “Far from it. While Admiral Rychen’s forces maneuver into position for strikes on Senecan targets—forgive me, General, perhaps you’d like to brief everyone?”
Alamatto smiled weakly. He seemed nervous and uncertain, even for him, and practically bowed in deference to Solovy. Liam briefly wondered what power plays may be at work in Vancouver.
“For several years Senecan Intelligence has maintained long-range passive hyperspectral scanners near significant Alliance assets, including Scythia, Messium, Erisen, Fionava, August and New Cornwall. They haven’t succeeded at placing any in range of Earth, but nonetheless, this has been one area in which their technology is superior to ours. We haven’t been able to do anything about the scanners, beyond obscuring signals where we can, for fear of provoking further hostilities. Obviously that is no longer a concern. Within the next two hours they will find every one of their scanners destroyed and their ability to eavesdrop on any strategic discussions or monitor troop movements effectively nulled.”
Liam sighed. He had to admit it was a smart tactic. A little too sneaky and clever for his taste, but arguably necessary. “And after that?”
“Here are the plans for the next four days.” A screen superimposed itself over the holo of the conference room. “For obvious reasons, this information will not be transmitted over the exanet, even secure channels, so please study it now.”
Alamatto gestured to one of the ‘guests,’ EASC Special Projects Director Brigadier Jules Hervé. “Brigadier, thank you for coming. Would you brief us on the status of Project ANNIE?”
Goddamn Artificial. Mere mortals should not be playing at creating life.
“Certainly, General. ANNIE was not scheduled to go live for another four months, but given the current circumstances we are working to accelerate the timetable—” the woman glanced around the table to head off premature objections “—while maintaining strict safety protocols.”
“During our testing, we’ve begun feeding it our existing data on the Senecan military—fortifications, assets, leadership, numbers—as well as historical data, and plan to compare its analyses with our existing tactical forecasts. We expect it to produce a number of refinements and likely valuable new insights. This will allow us to utilize some of its capabilities before formally bringing it online.”
Rychen spoke up. “And what does ‘bringing it online’ mean, precisely? I assume we’re not handing over the codes to the missiles, but what are we planning to do?”
Hervé adopted a more confident posture in her chair. She was an attractive woman, with piercing, intelligent blue eyes and rich mahogany hair wound back in a conservative braid. It was a shame she was a warenut. 
“Certainly we will not be handing over the codes to anything bearing lethal capability. Once ANNIE is live it will receive real-time feeds of all military, war-related and surveillance data. It will also monitor news feeds and exanet traffic.
“To put it simply, it will look for patterns in the chaos. It will see what we cannot. We anticipate it to be able to alert us to impending attacks, secret troop movements and exploitable weaknesses in the enemy. For starters.”
Rychen nodded. “That does in fact sound useful—and safe. Might we be overdoing the safety precautions a bit?”
“Well, Admiral, the thing about synthetic neural nets is they display a habit of developing a mind of their own, so to speak. It’s best to keep them securely inside a high fence, because even if the core programming is perfect—which is a very big ‘if’—synthetics have been known to rewrite their internal code on occasion.”
Alamatto gave her an appreciative smile. “Thank you, Brigadier. It goes without saying we need ANNIE’s capabilities as soon as feasible, but of course we can’t sacrifice safety and security.”
Once Hervé had excused herself from the room, Alamatto turned to Solovy. “Admiral, when is your daughter projected to arrive?”
“She should be planet-side midday tomorrow.”
What?
“Good. We’ll tentatively schedule an audience for day after tomorrow, say 1500. Needless to say, if her claims prove to be accurate they are a significant concern we must take into account.”
“General, my daughter is many things, but fanciful is not one of them. I expect they will be exceedingly accurate. Unfortunately.”
Alamatto appeared to wilt into his chair. “Aliens, on top of everything else…but let’s not rush to any conclusions for now.”
Liam pushed aside the strategic plans screen he had been reviewing with half an eye—but before he could interrupt, the Logistics Director had. 
“Excuse me, did you say ‘aliens’? Is there something we haven’t been informed of?”
Alamatto hurriedly straightened up; the expression on his face made it clear he hadn’t intended to let that slip out. “Our scientists are still examining the initial data, and I don’t want to send it to the larger group until they’ve evaluated it. It’s not an immediate concern.”
Liam jumped in this time. “Perhaps we would be a better judge of how immediate a concern it is.”
“You will be fully informed before we make any decisions on the matter. We’ll discuss it when the data is ready, and not before.”
He scoffed but settled back in his chair. Aliens? Two hundred years of extra-solar exploration, and no extraterrestrial life with intelligence greater than that of a canine had been discovered. No ruins, no artifacts, no trace of sentient life. If ‘evidence’ of aliens had suddenly materialized now, it had to be an attempt at distraction on the part of the Senecans. The timing was too fishy for anything else.
And who the Hell was Solovy’s daughter, anyway?
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“EBANATYI PIDARAZ, u etogo pridurka poehala krisha!”
Caleb heard the outburst from the lower deck and hastily finished dressing after his shower. 
The morning had been a little awkward for them both as they tried to figure out what these new circumstances, this new phase of their…relationship, he supposed, meant for them. That and he struggled with what and how much to reveal regarding his new mission. 
He was relieved to have devised a way to get in the game, to be able to act to avert disaster. Volosk was on board with the plan, which essentially involved him walking into enemy territory, straight into their seat of military power—and asking for their help. It was risky, daring, highly likely to fail and reasonably likely to get him arrested or shot. 
But he didn’t make a habit of failing. Or getting shot. Getting arrested had occurred a few times, and once or twice it hadn’t even been on purpose.
The plan stood a better chance of succeeding with her help; in truth he had no reason to keep it from her. Yet he was no longer merely the prisoner-turned-stowaway-turned-traveling companion, but again the intelligence agent. This was his job, and in his job secrecy and subterfuge were the order of the day. 
Reveal only what you must; lie if you can. 
Still, the current situation constituted an exception, right?
The argument continued unabated in his head as he went upstairs and found her pacing in considerable agitation between the data center and the couch. “What’s wrong?”
“This. This is what’s wrong.” He didn’t think an aural was capable of displaying anger in its generation—but if it could, this one would’ve done so. He crossed the deck to her side to read the message she had projected.
Ms. Solovy,
Thank you for your report on possible anomalous activity in the Metis Nebula. As you are no doubt aware, all reports must be submitted via physical data disk in order to be officially accepted. Once we receive a physical copy from you, the Astronomical and Space Science Department will review the scientific findings and contact you should we need further information. 
However, as a courtesy to the EASC Director of Operations, I have briefly looked over the report. While startling and rather disturbing, according to Earth Alliance Assembly Regulation AAS 41767.239.0655k, any claims of alien discovery must be validated by an official envoy of the Earth Alliance government using approved protocols. 
After receipt of a physical copy of the report and analysis of its claims, if the Astronomical and Space Science Department finds them worthy of investigation, we will request authorization to assemble a survey team and deploy it to the Metis Nebula. Given the severity of the claims, we look forward to receiving the materials in a timely manner.
Regards,
— Dr. Aaron LaRose
Director, Astronomical and Space Science Department
Science Advisor to the Office of the Prime Minister
“Well—”
“This is why I hate politicians. This is why I hate bureaucrats. This is why I refuse to have anything to do with the government or the military or anything which remotely looks like it might be connected to the government. Stupid, bloated, overwrought bureaucracy has lost the capacity for even rudimentary independent thought. Ugh!” With a visceral groan she threw herself onto the couch and dropped her head into her hands.
It took him a minute to get past his own stunned reaction and circle around to sit beside her. “Perhaps he didn’t actually review the report—I have to believe if he did his reaction would be a bit more alarmed.”
“Oh, I’d believe he reviewed it.” Her voice was muffled against her hands. “But he’s a government lackey. What else is he expected to do? He has a checklist full of procedures and every fucking thing which crosses his fucking desk must be corralled through that fucking checklist. It’s the only thing which exists in his world—without it there would be chaos! And he’s probably got a fucking checklist for that, too….” 
She groaned into her hands. “I swear, I should just let them all die.”
“Hey….” He reached over and gently pulled the closest hand away from her face, then lifted her chin so she was forced to look at him. “Possibly. But you won’t, because you’re a better person than they are.”
“I’m really not. I can count on one hand the number of people in the universe I truly like or even particularly care about…well, maybe plus the other pinky if I have to add you.”
“Do you?” It came out far more serious in tenor than he had intended.
She shifted her attention away, but her mouth curved up in what closely resembled a smile. “I suppose.” He suspected it might have come out far more affectionate in tenor than she had intended.
Then she sighed, and the moment passed. “I can already see how it will all play out. I’ll yell and scream and make an ass out of myself, and the bureaucrats will frown and hem and haw and suggest calm and caution, and I’ll end up flipping off the EASC Chairman or the Defense Minister or, hell, the Prime Minister himself. And getting kicked out of the building isn’t going to help the situation, but it’ll hardly matter at that point….”
Abruptly her hands fell to her lap; she nodded sharply. “Okay. Pity-party over.” She leapt up and strode over to the data center. 
“I am responding to let Dr. LaRose know he will have his precious hardcopy by tomorrow evening. I am checking to make sure my mother is arranging me an audience with the EASC Board, because if anything is a matter for the military, this damn sure is.” 
She worried at her lower lip. “And I think I need to make the visuals of the scary tentacle ships bigger.” 

She eyed him over her fork piled high with pasta. He had managed to pull her away from the data long enough to sit down and eat something for dinner, though not until after he had whipped up the angel hair pasta with Campari tomatoes and spinach and the tempting aroma filled the cabin. 
“What.”
He chuckled, a little chagrined at having been caught. Her ability to read him was approaching uncanny levels. “You do realize you’re bringing an enemy spy into Alliance military headquarters, right?”
She rolled her eyes in mild amusement. “You won’t be recognized, will you?”
“I highly doubt it. No more than two dozen people in the galaxy are aware of what I do for a living—and I’m fairly certain none of them are on Earth. My official record shows me as an assembly manager for Terrestrial Avionics, as you discovered, but even it’s a very old image.”
“You’ve got fake identities, right? Can you use one of them? Samuel maybe?”
“Samuel isn’t one, but yeah, absolutely. I can—”
“It isn’t? Why did you use it with me, then?”
“It’s just somebody I knew and was the first name to pop in my head.”
“Hmm.” She frowned. “Can we say you’re a scout for a corp and we bumped into each other while investigating the Nebula?”
“I happen to have a ready-made identity for such an occasion. I can be Cameron Roark, minerals scout for Advent Materials out of Romane.”
“How many fake identities do you have?”
“More than two, fewer than ten….” At her widening eyes he shrugged. “What? I’m a versatile chameleon.”
Her expression darkened as she busied herself twirling more pasta around her fork. When she spoke, her voice had lowered noticeably in tenor and volume. “So we’re once again back to the fact that I wouldn’t know if you were lying to me.”
He exhaled through pursed lips. “Normally I’d say no, you wouldn’t…but you appear to have my number, don’t you?”
She regarded him with such intensity he felt stripped, bare. “Do I?”
Still, he struggled past the instinct to mask himself behind a façade and forced himself to meet her gaze honestly. “A minute ago, I wasn’t entirely truthful as to where the name ‘Samuel’ came from—and you knew it, didn’t you?” Her mouth merely twitched in response, which was response enough. 
“The truth is he wasn’t just somebody I knew. He was the person who recruited me into SpecOps. He was my mentor and my friend for seventeen years, and he was murdered four months ago by anti-synthetic terrorists. The funny thing is, he wasn’t even especially pro-synthetic. He was simply doing his job. I didn’t mention it because…well, because I’m not ready to talk about it.”
“I’m sorry, Caleb.”
“So am I…but that’s a tale for another day. Alex, I’m not lying to you—about anything. And if I try you catch me, so I may as well not try. But I can’t prove it, I can only say it. And you can take it for…whatever you think it’s worth.”
It seemed as if her eyes were searching his very soul for traces of deception, and he wondered why he had ever thought he could lie to her. He straightened up in the chair. “Which is why we need to discuss something.”
Her gaze didn’t budge or falter. “Okay.”
“You’re right, I do need a false identity to get inside EASC, because there’s no way they’re going to let a Senecan intelligence agent walk in the front door. But I have an idea, one which stands a chance of bringing an early end to this war and uniting us against the alien threat. And I’d like your help.”

“Good news. Richard’s available to meet us tomorrow as well.”
He stowed the last of the dishes and raised an eyebrow at her over his shoulder. She had responded enthusiastically to the plan, jumping at the prospect of being able to diffuse the ‘stupid khrenovuyu war.’ She had proceeded to strategize and improve upon the plan and now had increased its odds of success considerably by bringing to the table someone who might actually possess the information he needed. 
She continued to surprise him in the most unexpected ways, and he had been an idiot to think he should—or even could—do it without her.
“So, Naval Intelligence Liaison to Strategic Command, huh? Sure he won’t shoot me on sight?” 
“It’ll be fine. He’s a teddy bear.”
“Alex, no one in intelligence is a teddy bear.” The man was a necessary and arguably welcome player—but he would be an adversary, at least to start.
“Well he is.” She turned to him when he joined her at the data center. “Listen. I’ve known him my entire life, and he is one of the few genuinely good people I’ve ever met.”
“Okay. My life is in your hands, but okay.”
“Whatever. Besides, he’ll have no reason to doubt you because you’ll be with me. I’ll be talking about alien superdreadnoughts, and you’ll simply be….”
“Alex’s boy-toy?”
She laughed. “Um….”
“How many times have you visited Strategic Command wearing a random man on your arm?”
Her brow furrowed in a farce of deep thought. “Almost nev…once, maybe twice…three times at most. Definitely.”
His jaw dropped open in mock indignation. “Then I shall be Alex’s boy-toy. Now that I will enjoy.”
She grinned playfully at him, and he found himself yet again drawn into her eyes. They reflected the light from the visuals above the table, transforming her irises to an incredible luminous platinum. Mirth danced in them like fireworks against a star-soaked sky.
Seconds passed before she tore her gaze away and focused back on the data. After a moment she flipped the position of two of the images, frowned, and flipped them again.
“The second way was better.”
She didn’t question his opinion and immediately flipped them back while chewing on her lower lip. “It’s not as though the fate of the galaxy rests on the order of a couple of visuals. I only hope it’s enough. Maybe when decorated by some high theatrics on my part….”
He grasped her shoulder and shifted her to face him. “I have no doubt you’ll make them listen. You have a way of refusing to accept any alternative to getting what you want, and everyone else will find they’ve no choice but to fall in line.” 
A corner of his mouth curled up. “I mean, you got me here.”
Her voice dropped to a murmur. “I did, didn’t I?”
They were already standing so close. His hand, still resting on her shoulder, drifted up and slowly, carefully tucked her hair behind her ear…then lingered along the curve of her jaw. She didn’t pull away, and the ticking by of endless seconds faded to insignificance. 
The pad of his thumb drew softly over the hollow beneath her extraordinary cheekbone. With a breath she began turning into his hand, as if to place a kiss on his wrist—
—when a chime pealed through the cabin.
Her eyes were a little wide as she stepped back, but he couldn’t be certain if he heard regret or relief in her voice. “And that would be the Gould Belt monitoring system…with the tightened security I’m guessing I need to check in.”
He somehow managed to wait until she moved toward the cockpit before dragging a hand roughly over his mouth to stifle a groan, followed by a curse or two. He sucked a deep breath into his oddly constricted chest. Jesus.
She spent several minutes in the cockpit. He leaned against the wall, ankles and arms crossed loosely in a stellar imitation of casual relaxation, and waited.
When she finally returned to the table she was grimacing a bit and managed to avoid his gaze while not looking like she was avoiding it. “Security’s even tighter than I expected—we’ll need to check in half a dozen times before we get to Earth, but I set up the next few to be automated so I can get some sleep. Which….” 
She glanced at the Metis report a final time, then shut it and the other data on the table down. “I should do. Busy day tomorrow, so I’m going to call it a night.”
He didn’t bother to hide anything in his eyes or his expression. His voice was soft but its tone unmistakable. “Are you sure?”
She huffed a breath that came out a ragged laugh and at last met his gaze, irises swirling liquid silver filled with unknowable thoughts. She almost smiled. 
“Not in the slightest…” a retreat toward the stairwell “…which is why I really should.”
He bit his lower lip, blinked and forced a smile. “Understood. Good night, Alex.”
Her eyes closed for a moment. She nodded, seemingly to herself, and started down the stairs. “Good night, Caleb.”

Alex lay on the bed, still dressed, the bed still made, and stared at the ceiling. 
What was she doing?
She ached to leap off the bed, vault up the stairs and claim the kiss stolen from her by the alarm. And whatever followed.
She wouldn’t have stopped him; she had been moving into him, welcoming the embrace and its consequences. 
She had no particular problem with casual sex. Though she’d never give Ken a run for her money, she had engaged in it from time to time. And given all the stress and tumult of the last week, god knows she could use some about now…. 
So why not follow through now? Why not leap off the bed, vault up the stairs and give in to the undeniable attraction and sexual tension which had been building for days—hell, since about five seconds after they met?
Because she was afraid.
It wasn’t easy for someone like her, to admit even to herself she was afraid. Unless it was of an army of massive alien ships—and that hadn’t been easy to admit.
But she was afraid.
She was afraid it wouldn’t be casual at all. She was afraid if she fell into the ocean of those devastating blue eyes, she might drown. His easygoing demeanor belied an intensity simmering just beneath the surface, one constantly threatening to overwhelm her even from afar.
She was afraid if she allowed him in, if she opened up, if she shed the multiple layers of emotional armor in which she wrapped herself, she risked losing the very control over herself and her life she so treasured. Control she had cultivated for years, decades. 
And when he inevitably left, she was afraid she would have lost her way.
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METIS NEBULA
INNER BANDS

MAJOR DONEL FERGUSSON STOOD at the wide viewport of the SFS Aegea and gazed out at nothing.
It wasn’t actually nothing, of course. It was nebular gas and dust and particles. It glowed the color of lemonade with dashes of periwinkle. 
It was a tactical nightmare. There were no distinguishing features, no points of reference and no shadowy recesses in which to hide.
In addition to the Aegea, the 2nd GOI Platoon consisted of four electronic warfare and two reconnaissance vessels. All the ships were well-equipped both offensively and defensively, but the majority of the firepower was concentrated in the Aegea. It also sported a suite of VI-driven probes and wideband passive sensors. 
And though every ship possessed the finest in multilayer dampeners, the Aegea provided further protection in the form of an adaptive field. Dynamically generated and powered by a dedicated LEN reactor, it extended out in a five kilometer radius from the hull and blended all emissions within it into the surrounding cosmic radiation. ‘The Bubble,’ as the team referred to it, encompassed the entirety of the Platoon during normal impulse travel. In the absence of shadowy recesses in which to hide, it would have to suffice.
“Rather beautiful, wouldn’t you say?”
He glanced over at Lieutenant Udine, who had joined him at the viewport. “Just looks like gas and dust to me.”
The young man laughed. “My mother’s a cosmologist. She’d faint on the spot if she heard you say that. I guess a bit of her perspective wore off on me.”
“I didn’t know we let dreamers into the special forces these days.”
“Only on the sly.”
“Well, I won’t spill your secret, but you might want to keep it to yourself. Some of these soldiers may be inclined to break your spine if they catch you waxing poetic.”
“I welcome them to try, sir.”
“Ha! Good to hear.” His gaze drifted around the bridge. The Aegea was thinly staffed, and everyone on board doubled as a commando, sniper, EMT or half a dozen other roles along with running the frigate. “Scans?”
“Expected EM signatures continue steady from the core region of the Nebula, sir. No deviations and no additional readings.”
He activated the platoon-wide comm. “Re-engage sLume drives on my mark, destination 0.4 AU out from the portal, heading 22.4° NE. This will be our final superluminal traversal before reaching the target zone. Ready state on arrival. Two…one…mark.”
The gas clouds blurred and faded, though it hardly looked any different to him. As they had already been deep in the Metis interior, the journey took minutes. 
The ‘scenery’ which snapped back into focus shone considerably brighter than before and had organized itself into pillars of thick, nearly solid cloud formations.
“Status report.”
“EM signatures match those provided, sir. TLF signal originating N 297.41° W, distance 0.39 AU. No anomalies detected.”
“Recon 1, Recon 2: fan and approach TLF origin, full stealth. Slow and easy, boys.”
Acknowledged.
He waited. Civilians imagined special forces missions were all gunfire and explosions—but whether in an urban incursion or deep space, eighty percent of any mission involved waiting.
Somewhere beyond the towering golden clouds sat an army of alien vessels. Once located, the team would take measurements and visuals from maximum safe distance. They would send a drone back out of the nebula to report contact. Then they would remain here, hidden in The Bubble, ready to track the alien force if or when it departed.
Unless the aliens were already gone, a far worse scenario. If they had departed the portal they could now be, quite literally, anywhere—in which case in order to track them, the team would first have to find them. Hopefully before the aliens massacred a world or did whatever it was they were planning to do.
He fully understood the size and scope of the enemy force which awaited. The power of the force he couldn’t say, as the type or size of their weaponry remained unknown. But one thing he had learned over the years was every adversary had a weakness. Fortified ships were slow and unwieldy; small ones were fragile. Bombs could be disarmed, EM attacks shielded. In this case, enormous ships simply made for enormous targets—not that he intended on shooting at them. Not this mission anyway.
“Recon 1, Recon 2, report. See anything yet?” 
He was met by silence. Sometimes their shielding was a little too good. “Comms, can you establish a connection with either of the recon units or their pilots?”
“Negative, Major. Recon units are not responding, nor are they showing up on scans.”
Well, they wouldn’t. “Keep trying. All ships, prepare to advance at 0.5 impulse. Stay inside The Bubble. I repeat, stay inside The Bubble.”
Acknowledged.
The Aegea and its complement of electronic warfare ships flew silently into the pillar of nebular clouds. The viewport revealed only a bright yellow haze, thick as the fog rolling through Cove Bay when he was a child visiting his grandparents on the Scottish coast. He hadn’t been to Earth since the First Crux War. If galactic events continued on their current path, he may never see Cove Bay again…which seemed a shame.
A bank of screens filled with broad-spectrum sensor readings created the illusion of sight as they advanced. The screens displayed the positions of the other ships (minus the Recon units), the locations of the pulsar, its companion white dwarf and the location of the portal, as well as a plethora of scientific data beyond his expertise.
“Major, we should clear the densest clouds in another thirty seconds or so.”
“All ships, slow to 0.2 impulse. Again, stay inside The Bubble.”
Acknowl—
“Sir, I’m picking up a—”
The last thought Major Fergusson had as the blazing white pulse incinerated the Aegea and the rest of the 2nd GOI Platoon was that the viewport’s spectrum filters really needed to be upgraded, because this was just too damn bright.
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ALEX SPUN THE COCKPIT CHAIR around when she heard him come up the stairs. He wore a smile; she returned it in full. If he had taken her retreat the night before as a snub, he wasn’t showing it. They had quickly fallen back into a comfortable, easy, mildly flirtatious routine this morning. She was glad for it.
It wasn’t the only reason she felt rather relaxed, all things considered. While normally she retained at most a vague, mild attachment to Earth as ‘home,’ in the current circumstances she had been relieved to enter the Sol System. Yes, it was home, but it was also the best defended stellar system in existence. If Earth’s defenses weren’t enough to keep it safe, nowhere would be safe.
“Final clearance granted. Looks like your alter ego ID held up. Ready to see the homeland?”
“I’ve seen Earth, Alex.”
“In vids.”
“In full-sensory overlay.”
“Still not the same.” She shrugged teasingly. “You’ll see.”
When they exited the Northeast 1 Pacific Corridor they were above the Gulf of Alaska. She veered south-southeast and slowed the angle of descent to run slightly off the coast.
The waters began a deep cerulean, but shifted to a paler cyan as they approached land. It being late fall, the massive glaciers had already begun descending from the mountain peaks toward the shore. Two icebergs were mid-calving from a glacier and the water was sprinkled with free-floating chunks of ice.
She watched him out of the corner of her eye as discreetly as she could manage. He had doubtless seen many worlds and more than a few wonders. He wouldn’t be easy to impress…but it didn’t hurt to try.
His gaze was riveted out the viewport, but his expression in profile appeared scrupulously neutral except for the faintest hint of a smile tugging at his lips—
—he sucked in a gasp, and the formerly neutral expression lit up in delight. She followed where his gaze led. A school of five orcas had broken the surface in dramatic fashion as they pushed through the ice slush and into the open waters. They danced and dove—then the largest one leapt out of the water, spinning through the air to land on its dorsal fin and send a cascade of frothing water over its companions.
She gave up watching him discreetly and grinned. “They were once nearly extinct. It took a lot of work to bring them back into the wild.” She paused, simply enjoying his delight for a moment. “Seneca doesn’t have oceanic wildlife?”
He shook his head. “What we call oceans are…well, not like this. Only about forty percent of Seneca is covered in water. It’s a young planet, rich in metals due to the active stellar cluster, but indigenous species are limited and tend to be small. This is amazing.” 
Her attention drifted to the view once more. “I’ve always thought so.”
The terrain soon gave way to tundra followed by the coastal forests of the numerous islands dotting the coastline. In minutes the northern edge of Vancouver Island came into sight; beyond it the midday sun reflected brilliantly off the first of the skyscrapers which stretched from North Vancouver to Portland. It was a beautiful fall day in the Pacific Northwest.
She swung to the east, dropped into an airlane and headed down the Straight toward the spaceport. He leaned against the half-wall and draped his arms across his chest. “Nice city you’ve got here.”
“This?” She scoffed with feigned nonchalance. “This is nothing. The Northeastern Seaboard Metropolis stretches for over 1,000 kilometers along the east coast. But it is the largest metropolitan area in settled space, so it would.”
“Uh-huh. You done showing off now?”
“You’ll just have to stick around and find out.” Oops, that might have come out a little differently than she had intended….

His voice became both softer and deeper in tenor. “Okay.” Yep, sure did.
She chose to ignore it while slowing and banking toward the rooftop docking platform.
EACV-7A492X to ORSC:  Arrival sequence initiation requested Bay L-19
ORSC to EACV-7A492X:  Arrival sequence initiated Bay L-19
ORSC to EACV-7A492X:  Arrival clearance window 14 seconds Docking Lane 27
She eased in and lowered the ship to the roof. The clamps grasped the ship with a gentle clang.
The process was all automated for the next few moments as the lift descended to the L level and rotated to her private hangar bay. The force field shimmered as they passed through it, re-solidifying once they were on the other side. A small jolt and the clamps locked into place in the hangar floor. 
She shut off the engine and toed around to face him. “Shall we—” A blinking red light flashed in the corner of her eVi; she frowned but accepted the livecomm.
“Alexis, dear, I’m afraid the Defense Minister has arrived and requested a personal briefing. We’ll need to push your meeting until 1430.”
“Oh, for fucks sake, Mom.”
“Now, I—” 
“Was there something about ‘urgent’ and ‘vital importance’ and ‘grave threat’ and ‘alien yebanyy superdreadnoughts’ that you didn’t understand?”
“Of course not. But I have many responsibilities which impact the safety and security of the entire Alliance, and we are at war, and some—”
“You mean you have a Very Important Job? I hadn’t noticed.”
“There’s no reason for you to take such a tone with me. I can’t exactly keep the Defense Minister waiting.” 
“I’d keep the Defense Minister waiting, if it was important enough. Probably even if it wasn’t.”
“Alexis.”
“Fine. 1430. Don’t postpone it any further.” She cut the link and pursed her lips, grimacing at the effort of not punching the wall or spewing forth a tirade of expletives. She realized Caleb was looking her expectantly, an eyebrow raised in question. Unsurprisingly, as he would have only heard one side of the conversation.
She glared at him, though not at him. “There’s been a small delay. Let’s get some lunch.”
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“YES, I UNDERSTAND WE NEED a larger production facility. But these things take time to build. Besides, I’m not happy with the chosen location. I don’t enjoy the thought of flying halfway across the planet should I decide to pay a visit.”
Olivia regarded the holos above her desk. “It will be cheaper and faster to simply seize an existing facility for ourselves.”
The man in the left holo frowned. “It would mean bloodshed to do so….”
“Obviously it would mean bloodshed—inevitably everything always means bloodshed, it’s merely a question of timing. If this war generates the level of chaos I expect it to, we need to position ourselves quickly. Hence, bloodshed now rather than bloodshed later.” 
Her nod foreclosed any further discussion. “It’s decided. John, I need a list of the top four candidates in two hours. I’ll arrange a team and the post-op additional security. That’s all for now.” 
Not waiting for their sign off, she gestured away the holos, stood and stretched. She needed—
Her eVi indicated a priority incoming message. It was encrypted and coded, but Marcus wanted to speak, now if possible.
She scowled at nothing in particular. She didn’t care to create an impression with him that she was at his beck and call, lest it set a dangerous precedent. On the other hand, events were moving rapidly and significant wealth was at stake. With a roll of her eyes she went over to the QEC room.
She had met Marcus almost fifty years earlier—though that hadn’t been his name at the time—when she ran Zelones operations in South America. He had risen to the top of an upstart gang on the streets of Rio, one which had begun to impinge upon clearly demarcated Zelones interests. After a series of escalating threats did nothing to stop the encroachments, she had sent a squad of her best enforcers to wipe them out.
Marcus and his lieutenants killed the entire squad. He sent her a message to let her know of this—despite the fact he shouldn’t possess her contact information. He then proceeded to come to her headquarters, kill, incapacitate or evade the entire building’s security detail and her personal guards, and stroll into her office.
For one of the few times in her life, she had been genuinely surprised when he walked in. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old, scrawny and gangly in secondhand threads. But the sharp, dynamic sea-green irises regarding her shone bright with intelligence, cunning and most of all confidence.
Her personal weaponry had not been so advanced then as it was now, but she pointed a quite lethal customized Daemon at him while she calmly inquired what she could do for him.
 
“I want out.”
“Done. You’ve proven your point. Walk out the door, and no one will stop you. Keep walking, and no one will come after you. You have my word.”
“You misunderstand, Ms. Montegreu. I want a new life—a new identity and a new background, one which is gold-plated and foolproof. I want fifty thousand credits and a ticket to Miami and your vow you will never speak a word of this conversation to another soul.”
She arched an eyebrow and rested against the front of her desk, though the gun remained in her hand. “And why ever should I agree to do such favors for you?”
A smile crept across his face, more chilling than any she had seen on the cruelest, most malicious killers. A shiver ran down her spine…but at least now she knew what she was negotiating with.
“Because then I will be in your debt. And at some time in the future, I expect that will be worth a great deal.”
 
She had conceded to the transaction, arranged everything he had asked for and not seen a trace of him for more than thirty years. Then one day his face showed up on the news feed. It seemed he was being named the youngest ever Deputy Minister of the Justice Department for the North American Region. 
She wouldn’t have recognized him, so transformed was his appearance, but for the memorable sea-green eyes—and the name she had given him.
It was another fifteen years before he reached out to her and, in due course, offered her the opportunity to collect on an old debt.

He was turning around as he shimmered into existence on the QEC holo, a charming smile well in place when he faced her. “Olivia. My apologies for the short notice. Are the materials on their way to Earth yet?”
She likely looked far less charming, and didn’t especially care. “Are you trying to micromanage my end of the operation, Marcus?”
“Not at all, Olivia dear. I do have a good reason for asking.”
“I certainly hope so. The answer is no. The ‘materials’ aren’t exactly the kind of items you leave sitting around on Earth for too long.”
“Good. An opportunity has presented itself—to kill two birds with one stone, as the old saying goes.”
“An opportunity?”
“A fortuitous coincidence. I need you to route at least a portion of the materials through a specific individual if possible. Ideally, have him be the one to deliver them to the necessary party on Earth. He’s a smuggler and tech dealer on Pandora.”
She glanced at the information he sent. “He doesn’t work for me, not even indirectly. It’ll take some doing. This is last minute, Marcus, and I don’t care for surprises. Again I ask—are you trying to micromanage my end of the operation?”
“Again, no. This is a unique opportunity which has only just arisen.” 
“Fine. Dare I venture to ask why?”
“The details aren’t important from your perspective and would require far too long to explain—but it will help ensure the blame is placed appropriately and the war continues unabated. That is what you want, Olivia, is it not?”
Of course it was what she wanted. The greatest threat to her business was and had always been order. Crime flourished in the friction generated by conflict, and the First Crux War had carved a landscape rife with fractures. While the Alliance and Senecan governments jockeyed for leverage, independent worlds were able to grow and thrive in the spaces in between, like weeds in sidewalk cracks.
Prior to a week ago, relations between Earth and Seneca had been steadily thawing. Left unaltered, mere inertia would eventually lead to true peace. The independent worlds would be ‘persuaded’ to return under the umbrella of a benevolent government. The spaces in between would vanish. 
It would take decades, perhaps even half a century. But she would live for another hundred fifty years; decades mattered quite a lot to her. So yes, she wanted to alter the field of play.
She gave him a miniscule nod. “Very well. I’ll see what I can make happen, but time is short. No promises.”
“I understand. Do what you can.”
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EARTH ALLIANCE STRATEGIC COMMAND was not nearly so pompous and decadent as Senecan propaganda painted it. Oh, it was certainly shiny and polished and self-important, yet there were no spotlights sweeping across the sky or garish colors decorating the walls or waterfalls spilling champagne. At its core it remained a military installation. The walls and floors gleamed brighter and the artwork appeared showier than what was found in Senecan government facilities; he imagined the cafeteria and break rooms stocked posher amenities as well. Still, the difference was one of degrees…and not so many degrees at that.
It wasn’t as though Caleb was shocked or even particularly surprised. No childhood illusions were being shattered as they paused at the security scanner and Alex authorized for him—which he did have to stifle a chuckle at. 
Technically speaking, she had just committed high treason against the Earth Alliance government. But she didn’t view the world in such a way. To her, there were good people and bad people, and most of the rest weren’t worth classifying. He had—he hoped—qualified for the ‘good people’ side of the equation, and that was the end of it. Government intrigue and games of espionage simply didn’t impress her, something he found both amazing and delightful. 
And while his training, rules of engagement, experience and the teachings of his superiors and his mentor all told him he should take full advantage of this opportunity and record, image and hack every item he could find or see…he didn’t intend on abusing her trust. He remained observant, but observation would be the extent of his espionage. Besides, he had a mission.
“Capt—Ms—Solovy. Ma’am. The Admiral is expecting you. I’ll inform Colonel Navick you’ve arrived.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”             
Alex moved away from the reception desk to roll her eyes at him then grasp his hand and pull him toward a fish tank along one wall of the lobby. He instinctively sucked in a breath at the sensation of her hand in his. They had still only touched skin-to-skin a few times, the last one being the intimate moment the night before. Her palm was cooler than his, but not cold. It felt natural and confident—much like her, here. 
She believed she didn’t belong in this environment, saw herself as an outsider. Yet she strode through the halls as though she owned the place, and so unaffectedly so that he had no doubt she didn’t know it. It merely reflected her inherent self-assurance and sense of worth, which oozed out of her every pore. It was impressive to witness.
“Richard….” Her hand left his, and he immediately felt the sting of its absence. He turned to see her embrace a man in BDUs save for an officer insignia on his shoulder. The embrace was warm and friendly to a degree he’d never seen her be. Until now he hadn’t realized she was to some extent still always on edge around him. Seeing her this relaxed and at ease jarred him.
The man appeared in perhaps his sixties and was handsome in an average, unassuming way. He did have kind eyes.
“This is Cameron Roark, a professional colleague. He works for Advent Materials.” The lie rolled off her tongue with impressive ease, but her eyes twinkled as she gazed at him. And like that he was back on the inside. It made him far happier than it should.
The plan, as finalized by them on the way over, was for him to maintain the fictitious identity to start. The alien threat constituted an even higher priority than diffusing the war, and they agreed she needed to focus first and foremost on the Metis report. Once they had been assured the Alliance was moving ahead with a clear action plan—and her mother and Navick had become somewhat comfortable in his presence—she would ease into a discussion of the war and his true identity and purpose. And if things didn’t go according to plan…he’d improvise.
He grasped the outstretched hand of Colonel Navick with the slightly awkward formality a mid-level corporate scout might exhibit toward a relatively high-ranking military official. “Good to meet you, sir.”
Navick regarded him appraisingly, his gaze not harsh but definitely sharp. A tiny twitch of his mouth was the sole sign he gave of any reaction at all. Teddy bear, my ass.
“And you, Mr. Roark. Have you known Alex long?”
“Not long, sir. We bumped into one another while scouting the Metis Nebula and, well, found more than we bargained for I’m afraid.”
“So I understand.” A smile sprung to life on his features as he looked at Alex. It was evident he held great affection for her, regardless of his position or profession. “It must be serious indeed for Alex to willingly grace us here at EASC by her presence.”
She began to smile in return, but it faltered away. “You’re right, and it is.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Lieutenant? Are we allowed to enter now?”
“Um….” The man behind the desk looked down then up again. “Yes, Capt—Ms—Ma’am. And Colonel. And, uh, sir.” 
Caleb swallowed a laugh and wondered what in the hell he had gotten himself into as he fell in two steps behind them.
The office was well-appointed but spartan and rather sterile. The woman who rounded the desk to greet them wore a dress admiral’s uniform, and other than the color of her hair bore almost no resemblance to Alex. She held herself with the stiff, rigid bearing common among high-ranking military officers. Her expression only briefly deviated from the bearing as she faced but did not approach Alex.
“I am sorry for the delay. It was unavoidable, but I know you made efforts to arrive here with due speed and I do appreciate it.” Her gaze shifted to fall on him, and deep, dusky hazel eyes penetrated straight into him. He decided—though for reasons he did comprehend—Alex seriously underestimated her mother.
“Mr. Roark, is it?”
“Yes, ma’am. A pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were under better circumstances.” He shook her hand warmly but couldn’t shake the feeling she had instantly deduced everything about him, and them, and the last week.
“Okay, pleasantries done.” With a word Alex somehow dominated the room. “Now about the aliens preparing to invade. You’ve had the report for three days—what are you doing about it?”
Navick had retreated toward the rear of the office; the brief glance he managed told him the man was involved in a private interaction of some sort. It made him nervous having the man at his back, but he didn’t dare show it as a simple corporate space scout. Here in this room, he was submissive and in awe and totally out of his element. Yessiree.
“General Alamatto has tasked his advisors with reviewing the data to verify its credibility and plausibility and—”
“Oh you have got to be—”
“Alexis, do not start with this. You know I have absolute faith in your abilities and competence. But—”
“My competence? I don’t—”
“Yes. That was a compliment, in case you didn’t notice. I have no doubt as to the accuracy of your report, I truly don’t. But mine is not the only opinion which matters.”
Damn, this was fascinating. He had surmised Alex’s relationship with her mother was complicated at best and knew it was informed by decades of conflict, but…damn.
He was so enthralled by the interchange that for half a second he missed the rigid tension abruptly manifesting in Navick’s stance behind and a little to the left of him. When he did sense it he recognized what it meant, even if he didn’t know precisely what it meant. 
He tried to get Alex’s attention, but she was fully engaged in antagonizing her mother, who he had already discerned very clearly loved her daughter and just as clearly had no idea how to talk to her. He made a mental note to try to find a way to diplomatically point it out to Alex at a more opportune time.
Navick stepped in front of him and produced a military-issue Daemon. He displayed no reaction to the gun pointed at his chest and remained calm as his wrists were grabbed from behind. “Sir, if you will let me explain, you will find I am not your enemy.”
Alex finally turned around. Her jaw dropped in considerable surprise to see two MPs handcuffing him and her oldest friend holding a gun on him. Her brow furrowed, eyes searching his for guidance. He gave her a small shrug…plans rarely survived contact with the enemy, after all.
“What the hell is going on?”
“I’m sorry, Alex, but Mr. Roark is not who he represented himself to be. His name is actually Caleb Marano and he’s an intelligence operative for the Senecan Federation government.”
Her face screwed up at Navick. “I know that. We were going to get around to telling you. Why the fuck are you handcuffing him?”
“You know? Alexis, you brought a Senecan operative into Headquarters? How could you!”
She whipped back to her mother. “Because he’s not a threat to—”
“Not a threat? How gullible must you—”
He ignored their yelling to meet Navick’s stare directly. “I apologize for the subterfuge, but I am not here to harm the Alliance in any way. I beg you, give me two minutes of your time. I am—”
“I’m gullible? You’re the one who fell for this stupid farce of a war. We are trying to save your asses, and everyone else’s in the process—”
“You know nothing of the military situat—” 
“—here to ask for your help.”
The man’s glare faltered and uncertainty flashed in his eyes, so quickly it was gone almost before it had appeared. 
“Richard, get him out of my office now.”
Navick looked to Alex’s mother before returning to him. “Then you shall have to ask the judge for help. You won’t find it here.” He motioned to the guards. “Take him to the detention facility.”
He didn’t put up a fight as they manhandled him out the door. He could have fought and very possibly have won—this fight at least—but it didn’t seem a good long gamble.
“Richard, what are you doing? Would you listen to me for one goddamn second? He’s not—”
The door closed behind him, muting the remainder of Alex’s plea. A moment later a pulse flashed into his vision.
I’ll come for you as soon as I can
Though knowing what he did about where he presumed he was being taken, it should be impossible for her to do so, he had learned not to underestimate her. 
Instead he chose to believe her.

“Why did you do that! I asked him to come here with me. We want to put a stop to this stupid khrenovuyu war and—”
Her mother glared at her with a cold hostility she hadn’t seen in…oh, twenty years or so. “Do you have any idea what you have done? By all rights you should be arrested and tried as an accessory—as a traitor. If you were anyone else but my daughter you would be.”
She refused to be intimidated; she was too fucking angry to be anyway. “I am not a traitor and neither is he. We are trying to stop you from ruining our best chance at defeating these aliens.”
Richard cleared his throat. “Miriam, maybe we ought—”
Her mother’s hand slammed down on her desk. “We are at war. I realize you lack a proper concept of what that means, but it most certainly means you do not bring a spy for the enemy into my office!”
The woman may be difficult to provoke, but it seemed Alex had located her breaking point. She searched around for a more sympathetic audience. “Richard, how did you know?”
A puzzled expression came over his face. “A copy of his internal Senecan Intelligence Division personnel file arrived in my comms a few minutes ago. Anonymous source.”
“Seriously? Isn’t that a little odd?” Who knew Caleb was here? His boss Volosk, perhaps? She wasn’t sure how much Caleb had revealed to him. And how did anyone know to send the information to Richard? Also, why?
He shrugged. “Sure, but does it matter where it came from?”
“Yes it matters, because there are a lot of suspicious things going on around this ‘war.’” She pinched the bridge of her nose in a futile attempt to stave off the encroaching headache. “Listen, we were planning to tell you. I wanted to get a few items regarding the aliens covered first is all.” Her gaze flitted to one then the other. “I’m sorry we deceived you, but it was necessary to get in the door.”
Richard gave her a small smile. Miriam did not, but her glare did soften from somewhere around absolute zero to a mere icy chill. “I believe you thought you were doing the right thing. You’re not a professional. You were taken in by a handsome, manipulative man—you always did have a weakness for the roguish ones—and made a mista—”
“Don’t you dare.”
“I’m merely—”
“If you use that condescending tone with me one more time, I swear I will walk out of here right now and you will never see me again.” 
Cast-iron bitch mode faltered. Miriam’s eyes darted to Richard, then the window. Finally she nodded almost imperceptibly. Almost.
Alex smiled thinly, her voice tight under the strain of forcing it to remain even. “Putting aside Caleb’s status for a moment, let’s get back to the alien army. We can at least do something about it, I hope. Do I need to review my report with the Board? With someone else?”
“The science advisors to the Board are still studying the report—” her mother held up a hand to forestall the interruption “—but they should be finished by this evening. I’m certain they will sign off on its veracity, at which point it will be forwarded to the Board members. General Alamatto would like you to present your findings tomorrow afternoon.”
“Tomorrow. Afternoon.”
“Yes. A meeting is scheduled for 1500. Its primary business will be the war of course, but you’re tentatively scheduled to present as well.”
“You do understand I raced here at practically reckless speed, not getting any sleep working on the damn report, all so I could get this information in front of people who mattered immediately?”
“Yes I understand it. If it were up to me, we would be meeting now. Difficult decisions lie ahead and the sooner we get started on them the better.”
“Fine. Tomorrow. What can I do now? Can I talk to these ‘advisors’? I imagine they’re quite educated and whatnot, but forgive me if I’m skeptical of their sense. Who is—”
“There’s nothing you need to do. The matter is well in hand.”
She thought about Caleb, locked up overnight in…she had to find out where the MPs took him. “Then if the Board has ‘science advisors’ and everyone’s getting the report, do I need to present at all? I made sure the summary could be understood by laymen, and hell, even bureaucrats. I’m not certain what my presence really adds.”
“It transforms a sterile data file into something real. Your passion can convince them when visuals cannot—but not too much passion, please? It will be counterproductive for you to cause a scene. And don’t even think about bringing up your wild ideas concerning the war or you are likely to find yourself forcibly removed from the meeting.”
“I’ll take it under advisement.” She tried to pulse Caleb to warn him she might be a little while, but it bounced. She sent a message…which bounced. Terrific. 
“Well if there’s nothing for me to do, I should get out of your way. I imagine you have a nonsensical, moronic war to run or some such. Richard, walk me out?”
He nodded, though he seemed distracted. “Sure.”
“Alexis?”
She looked back at her mother, an eyebrow raised in question.
“I am glad you made it back safe.”
You have no idea. She left without responding and waited for Richard on the other side of the door.
He was grimacing as the door closed behind him. “Alex, I’m sor—”
“Let’s wait until we get outside.” He frowned but complied. He probably hadn’t been intending on joining her the entire way to her vehicle, but she indicated for him to enter the lift ahead of her. Once it was underway she stepped closer to him, her voice low.
“You’re an intelligent, rational, reasonable man. I need you to hear me out with an open mind, okay?” He didn’t protest, so she continued. “You know I feel no particular love for Seneca, and why. But we—I—believe they did not intend to assassinate the Trade Minister, and they absolutely did not intend to start a war. Now—” she motioned his interruption silent as the lift came to a stop at the parking lot “—we didn’t order the attack on Palluda, did we?”
The flicker in his eyes was all the answer she required. “I didn’t think so. Richard, this war is a setup. Now maybe it’s because someone wants to finish what was started over two decades ago, or maybe it’s…maybe it’s something worse. Regardless of the reason for it, the result will be to divide and weaken all our forces, leaving us exposed and vulnerable when these aliens attack. We need to see past the trickery and work together.” 
They reached her skycar and he turned to her. He wore a troubled expression, one she had rarely seen from him. “Do you realize what you’re asking? This isn’t some little side conflict. This is the real thing. We can’t simply hold hands and kiss and make up. And how would we even begin to prove any sort of trickery or deception?”
“That’s what we were going to tell you. Caleb’s superiors think if they could examine the details of the Trade Minister’s assassination they may be able to prove it wasn’t committed by the man who’s been accused.”
“Senecan Intelligence knows as much about the assassination as we do. If they haven’t found a way to prove it by now….”
“They don’t have his body. They don’t have the medical details on how he died.”
He rolled his eyes at the heavens and paced in a tight circle. “Alex, you can’t expect us to give the Senecans Santiagar’s corpse.”
“And I don’t. But your medical people performed an autopsy and analyzed the cybernetics dump, didn’t they? It’s possible there’s information in those findings you wouldn’t recognize as important but which might be a clue for them, right?”
He dragged a hand down his face. A heavy sigh escaped beneath it…then he gazed back at her, and she knew she had lost. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I may possess a moderate amount of power, but nothing near the power necessary to do what you’re suggesting.”
Dammit. “Well, can you at least release Caleb? He didn’t do anything wrong.”
“He gained admittance to Strategic Command Headquarters using a false name and false pretenses. He’s an enemy combatant under any definition.”
“He did so only at my request—my insistence.”
“Which doesn’t help him and hurts you. I try to assert that argument and you get arrested, no matter who your mother is.”
Dammit. She quickly schooled her expression. If he wasn’t going to help, she shouldn’t reveal anything further to him. She smiled with as much warmth as she could muster and clasped his hands in hers. “Okay. Thank you for listening. What will they do with him?”
“He’s in a holding cell over in the security building for now. A judge will determine his status in a few days, but I imagine he’ll be deemed a prisoner of war and transferred to the military prison down in San Francisco.”
“I understand. Now I’m afraid I must go home and prepare for this presentation tomorrow. Take care of yourself, will you?”
“Look, I’m not unsympathetic to your position. I wish I could help.”
“I know. Just…well, it doesn’t matter.” She climbed in the car before she gave any more away.
She felt his gaze following her as the car rose and banked away from the lot, but her focus had already shifted inward. 
She had a lot of work to do.
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“IT’S A GOOD THING you let me know you were on Earth when you did. I was half an hour from catching the transport back to Erisen.”
Alex embraced Kennedy warmly then slid into the chair opposite her. The table by the window, high above downtown Seattle, revealed a sea of glittering lights against the night sky, but for once she was almost too distracted to notice. “You didn’t have to come all the way up here just for a quick dinner. I wish I had more time.”
Kennedy scoffed and poured a glass from the already-opened bottle of wine. “Don’t be ridiculous. I hardly ever get to see you as it is.” She peered at Alex and frowned. “And you look stressed, so get to drinking.”
Alex took a long sip of the wine. “I’ve had one hell of a week.”
“Do tell.”
She sighed and relaxed a bit in the chair. “Let’s see. I got into a space firefight, blew up the other ship, semi-crashed onto an uninhabitable planet in the middle of nowhere, rescued the pilot, held him prisoner—”
“Ooh, him? This sounds exciting.”
“Yeah, well. So we repaired my ship and—”
“Wait, ‘we’? I thought he was your prisoner?”
“He was. Then he wasn’t. Then he sort of….”
Her eyes brightened in delight. “How was he?”
“Ken, I haven’t slept with him.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t sleep with every handsome stranger who crosses my path.”
“So he’s handsome?”
She bit her lower lip and took another sip to hide the extent of her grin. “Oh yes. Now would you let me finish my story? It’s important.”
Kennedy waved a hand in her direction and leaned back as the waiter brought their appetizer.
She waited until the waiter departed before continuing. “So we repaired my ship and went to investigate some strange readings coming from the center of the Metis Nebula—and found an alien army amassing for an invasion.”
Her best friend stared at her, flat-faced. “That’s not funny. You were never any good at telling jokes, you know this.”
“It’s not a joke.”
Perhaps recognizing the deadly serious expression on Alex’s face, a frown grew on her lips. “Aliens? Truly?”
“Truly.”
“Well, are you sure they’re invading? I mean, maybe they’re simply dropping by to say ‘hi’?”
She couldn’t risk displaying an aural where others might see; she sent one of the visuals instead. “What do you think?”
Across the table, Kennedy’s eyes widened precipitously in growing horror. The blood drained from her face, blanching her tanned skin pale. “My god…Alex, this….” She swallowed hard. “What are we doing about it?”
“That remains to be seen. The Prime Minister’s Science Advisor is ‘reviewing’ the material. The EASC Board is ‘reviewing’ the material. I’m shouting at them tomorrow.”
“Shit, if they don’t take action you should leak this to the media.”
“And cause a galactic panic? I’m not sure it’s a great idea. The average person can’t do anything against this kind of threat. The military is the only one who can act.”
She frowned again, more deeply than before. “You said they’re in the Metis Nebula? The Senecans are much closer than we are. Shouldn’t they maybe be warned? I realize apparently we’re at war with them again for some reason, but….”
“It’s okay. They already know.”
“You managed to get this information to the Senecan government? Impressive, even for you.”
“Not exactly. My, um…the guy…is Senecan…” her voice trailed off “…Intelligence.”
Kennedy’s mouth fell open. “Oh my god this is better than one of those intrigue romance novels.”
“Ken, it’s not a romance novel.”
“Mmhmm. So where is he now? Is he here? Can I meet him?”
She cringed and stuffed a bite of escargot in her mouth. “He’s in lockup over at EASC Security Detention….”
“You turned him in?”
“No, I didn’t turn him in. His cover got blown.”
“Damn. What are you going to do? Are you going to leave him there?”
“No—well for the moment, yes, because making sure the military gets off their asses and gets ready for these aliens is more important. But that brings me to the actual point of the story. I mean other than warning you there was an impending alien invasion no one knows about.”
“Which would be?”
“Is Claire still in San Francisco?”
Kennedy sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “What makes you think I know where she is?”
Alex rolled her eyes and leveled a look across the table. “Is Claire still in San Francisco?”
She blew out a breath through tight lips. “She is.”
“Do you know how to get in touch with her?”
“I…do. But not to use her or procure…whatever she might offer. I only, well, it never hurts to keep in touch with former acquaintances and potential future resources. Can I ask why you need to contact her?”
“Because I need a damn good spoofing routine and I don’t have time to write one myself.”
Kennedy’s brow furrowed a moment—then realization dawned. “Oh…I see. He must really be something.”
“It’s not that. It’s my fault he was arrested. I’m the one who asked him to come with me here, and I dragged him right into EASC Headquarters. He may work for whatever they are—it sounds absurd to call the Senecans the ‘enemy’ when there’s a real enemy looming in the wings—but he didn’t do anything wrong. I can’t leave him in a prison cell to rot.”
“Because you’re a decent person, even if you don’t like to admit it. Still…he must really be something.”
Alex merely smiled.
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SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
BORDER OF SENECAN FEDERATION SPACE

THE FIRST TRUE BATTLE of the Second Crux War was fought, perhaps not surprisingly, in the space above Desna.
A small Alliance colony in shouting distance of Senecan Federation territory, it had no real economy beyond that necessary to sustain its population in daily life. Founded twenty-seven years earlier, it continued to exist primarily as a silent line in the sand blocking future expansion of the Federation in the direction of Earth and the First Wave worlds.
The 2nd Brigade of the Earth Alliance NE Regional Command intercepted the 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet as it traversed the officially designated buffer zone on the edge of Federation Space. Alliance NE Regional Commander Admiral Christopher Rychen deemed their position too close to Desna’s system—but it was without a doubt an orchestrated encounter.
Commander Morgan Lekkas’ squadron of ten Senecan fighters was the first to depart the 3rd Wing’s carrier SFS Catania upon being alerted of the approaching force. Their initial directives were to engage and/or deflect any and all attackers, drones and missiles while the frigates moved into combat formation and the other two fighter squadrons took up positions.
The coordinates, speed, bearing, weapons status and physical condition of each of the nine fighters under Morgan’s command displayed and updated every eighty milliseconds on one of four whispers projected in her vision. Her team was down two ships lost in the Arcadia offensive. They wouldn’t be replaced for another week…but the battle was now.
“Swarm on my mark. Two…one…mark.” 
To the untrained eye, a swarm maneuver might resemble chaos far more than any organized strategy. In actuality it represented a highly precise and efficient pattern over any grid of space. Each individual ship’s movements appeared random and nearly impossible to predict; together they provided total coverage of the designated area.
The second of her whispers showed all enemy vessels within five hundred megameters. Lacking the deep integration she enjoyed with her squadron, this display only updated every 0.8 seconds. 
Three tiny dots flash to life. “Drone launch, N 38.04°z-10.15 E. Flight 3 engage.”
Engaged. 
Four seconds later—Down. Down. A pause. Down.

She could see the small explosions on the whisper of course, but it built pride and confidence for pilots to announce their successes, and she encouraged it.
Two larger dots appeared. Alliance frigates; they would represent the forward flank. 
A sea of red pinpoints fanned out from the frigates. “Sixteen missiles away. Engage.” 
Faster than she was capable of speaking, she assigned every fighter a missile based on proximity and trajectory. That left six free missiles—but first things first.
The swarm dissolved into precise, directed movements. Her primary attention diverted to her own missile tracking across the translucent screen overlaying her viewport. She banked in a controlled slide to its right until its entire length was centered in the reticle. 
Lock. Fire. 
“Down.”
Five missiles had now been destroyed. She moved to the closest free one. 
Track. Drop. Invert. Lock. Fire. 
“Down.”
Epsilon took out a second missile. Twelve down—and four were through their net. 
“Command, four missiles free.”
Acknowledged.
The third whisper displayed strategically relevant information from the other two squadron leaders, the captains of the ten frigates (also down two after Arcadia) and the commander of the Catania, Commodore Pachis. 
2nd squadron (defense) engaging.

Seven seconds later—All missiles destroyed.
The attackers likely didn’t expect any of the missiles to survive to impact. It was merely an opening volley, designed to occupy and distract. And to some extent, it worked. Three stealth electronic jammer craft had snuck through the outer defensive line and set about scrambling several of the Senecan vessels’ targeting ware.
Combat formation active. Begin primary engagement.

“Harass on my mark. Two…one…mark.”
It was the job of the 1st squadron to engage the frontal force of Alliance fighters and of the 2nd squadron to fly defensive patrol around the carrier and rear frigates. It was the job of Lekkas’ squadron to create chaos behind the lines and on the edges, to chase outliers and take advantage of opportunities as the battle spread out across megameters of space.
Though she continued to monitor the status of each of the ships under her command, to a large extent the individual pilots now gained freedom of movement and decision, subject to guidance from the Flight primaries.
She also served as Primary of Flight 1. “Our target is Alliance frigate bearing N 24.51°z18.06 E. Weapons and engines.”
Slipping behind enemy lines was not an easy matter. They possessed robust dampener fields, but the fields interfered with targeting and constituted a hindrance while firing. Therefore, her preferred tactic was to activate the field and swing wide out and low in order to pass through the outer Alliance defenses, deactivate the field and use her ship’s agility to avoid destruction while making several quick hits, then vanish again.
Her speed, trajectory and ship vitals shone brightly in the fourth whisper. For a moment, beyond it there existed only the blackness of space, lit by the stars outside her cockpit and the faint glow of a sun behind her, as she dropped in near free-fall. 

The agility and maneuverability Commander Lekkas’ squadron would use to their benefit amidst the Alliance fleet was far less of an advantage in head-to-head space combat. With no obstacles to avoid or atmosphere to fight against, the lightweight construction of Senecan fighters was of marginal value against the tougher, hardier Alliance fighters. Even rapid maneuverability couldn’t escape plasma weapons which once locked were able to track movement up to 0.6 light speed. The 1st squadron fought hard but quickly suffered heavy losses on the front lines.
The fire of massive plasma cannons on both sides lit the field of battle, at times meeting each other mid-arc in tremendous explosions of light. Though better protected than the fighters, Senecan frigates were still more lightweight and maneuverable than their Alliance counterparts. But the Alliance ships were workhorses and exceedingly difficult to destroy.
Worse, the Alliance had come prepared. Having taken due note of the size of the detachment sent to Arcadia, Admiral Rychen’s forces had arrived in strength. In the time it took Senecan vessels to destroy one Alliance frigate, two Senecan ones were disabled or destroyed—and the Alliance enjoyed more to begin with. 
For this battle, in this space and under these circumstances, the outcome was inevitable almost before it had begun.
Lekkas did more than most to try to even the odds. Skimming so close beneath the hull of a frigate she was able to clearly see the shimmer of its plasma shield, she accelerated past the stern weapons assembly and pivoted 180°. 
Target. Lock. Fire.
The assembly splintered apart in a burst of flame and free plasma. She was already gone, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. The impulse engine was her next target.
A frigate’s impulse engine was too sturdily built to be easily destroyed by small pulse laser weapons—but with concentrated fire it could be disabled. She met her flight members beneath the rear of the ship for a brief, directed, coordinated assault. They had 3.4 seconds before Alliance reserve fighters arrived to annihilate them. In 3.3 seconds the glow of the impulse engine shifted from pale blue to fiery orange in an unstoppable chain reaction which would soon result in a critical overload—and they vanished.
Lekkas and her team disabled the weapons and partially or wholly disabled the engines of an additional three frigates as well as four electronic warfare vessels before Commodore Pachis signaled the retreat. While they likely saved a number of soldiers’ lives through their actions, they ultimately didn’t change the outcome of the battle.
The 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet arrived with ten frigates and left with three. Sixteen of twenty-six 
fighters survived, but the relatively high survival ratio was due solely to the fact Commander Morgan Lekkas’ squadron did not lose a single ship.
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EARTH
SAN FRANCISCO

A HEAVY, DAMP FOG BLANKETED the streets as far as the eye could see. Which, given it was 0100 and the previously mentioned fog, wasn’t particularly far.
The street lights gave the fog a washed-out champagne glow and created an aura of eerie otherworldliness. This time of year the fog shrouded the Outer Sunset District and Ocean Beach day and night, seeing only the occasional brief clearing after a storm front passed through.
Alex felt the moisture condensing on the fine hairs of her arms. The night air was cold as hell, but she had needed to dress the part. A deep crimson camisole woven with gossamer optic fibers draped to her navel; black leather pants clung low on her hips as she hurried down Taraval. It was even later now, and she still had a lot to do.
The club was almost to the beach, and she could hear the surf crashing against the shore. It brought back memories…memories she did not have time to entertain. She pushed them aside and located the unmarked door beneath one of the refabbed Victorian row houses.
The music assaulted her ears as she descended the stairs. Pure synth—no beat and no lyrics, merely a constant wave of complex tonals designed to soothe the mind and body into a state of open relaxation. It was warmer inside at least, though she suspected it would soon feel too humid as a result.
The warehouse space appeared pitch black save for vague shadows of moving bodies and the neon painted sensory address floating near the ceiling. With a sigh she accessed it. She’d never find her way in the dark.
The overlay shimmered to life. Stars materialized beneath her feet and the cool glow of a pale green nebula in the space around her. A triple star system spun in the air above her, comets dancing merrily amongst it in concentric orbits.
She wouldn’t spoil everyone’s fun, but even a full-sensory overlay didn’t come close to matching the real thing.
Men and women danced in the center of the room in slow, languorous, sensual movements to the synth music or occasionally to their own beat. Others slumped against the wall, lost in head trips. Small groups formed circles, each leaning on the other to remain standing while they engaged in group illusoires set in what was doubtless fantastical worlds. A few couples pawed at each other in the shadowed corners. A few did more.
Alex. The prodigal daughter returns. You can find me on the balcony.
Her eyes scanned the room until she made out the outline of an overhang high above the rear section of the dance floor. She wound her way through the crowd, most of whom didn’t notice her. At the sensation of a hand running along the small of her back and dipping into her pants, however, she did pause to casually knee a strapping young man in the balls then keep moving.
The balcony was nearly as crowded as the floor below—but Claire Zabroi was difficult to miss. 
Not because of the cropped, jet black spiked hair or the skintight white leather pants and tunic. No, Claire was difficult to miss primarily because of the full-body network of saffron hued glyphs. They didn’t swirl or entwine softly like most glyphs did to double as tattoo art. Instead they mimicked the intricate patterns of a circuit board, all straight lines and hard angles. They wound up her neck to run along her jaw and disappear behind her ears, leaving her face the sole visible part of her body untattooed.
She had a woman on one arm and a drink in the other hand, but upon spotting Alex a smile pulled at her lips. She nudged the woman off and motioned to a table in the corner. Alex grabbed a cocktail off a waiter’s tray on the way over. 
Claire greeted her with a smooth hug. “Alex, babe. It’s been far too long. However do you entertain yourself these days?”
“Oh, I manage.” She slid into the chair opposite her old…acquaintance. Claire was from a very different time in her life. A time after university, when freed of the rigors of study and serving an externship which was interesting enough but hardly filled the hours, she and Kennedy had found themselves in The City by the Bay while young and single, with money, freedom and few responsibilities.
They had soon met Ethan, then Drake and Alice, and through Alice, Claire. Claire was a hedonist, adrenaline junkie and casual chimeral dealer. But most of all, Claire was a hacker—and not your average hacker. 
Though not many people knew it—i.e., she had not thus far been caught—she was responsible for the hacking of TransBank and ‘redistribution’ of more than six billion credits to seventeen thousand random individuals. She was also behind the hacking and leaking of government documents which brought down the North American Eastern District Governor in 2309, as well as half a dozen less infamous exploits.
Alex may or may not have assisted in any small or large way in all, some or none of those exploits. It was, as she had noted, a different time in her life.
“So what brings you back into the underworld? Your message said it was urgent.” Claire grinned; it was a harsh, predatory look on her. “Or are you jonesing? I can drop you some Surf if you want—on the house, for old times’ sake.”
Alex gave a wry chuckle. “No thanks, I don’t indulge anymore. Not often anyway….” 
 
Ethan’s penthouse on Rue de Rivoli occupied the entire top floor of the condo tower. The elevator led to a sterile tile and marble foyer and a single door. There was no visible security, no handlers, no lackeys or groupies. She assumed his address must be kept extremely confidential. But though she had never been to this residence, she had always known where to find him.
She pressed the bell and leaned nonchalantly on the wall to wait. Only then did it occur to her the door might be answered by…well, virtually anyone. She hadn’t messaged ahead. She hadn’t planned or thought any of this through. She was simply here.
But it wasn’t anyone who answered. It was him. 
He would have accessed a cam of the foyer of course and opened the door already knowing who awaited. He rested on the doorframe and mimicked her pose. His coffee-colored hair was cut shorter than when she had seen him last and barely grazed his shoulders. Chocolate irises sparkled with mischief; that had not changed. 
“Alex, love. My birthday isn’t until next month, yet here you are.”
“Yet here I am.” She realized she was biting her lower lip when one of his eyebrows arched and the sparkle in his eyes flared. She didn’t stop.
“To what do I owe this smashing surprise?”
Her expression darkened as she stared at him and tried to find a way to respond glibly. ‘My lover of two years walked out on me and I don’t want to talk about it, think about it or even remember it, I just want to feel’ somehow didn’t seem a suitable answer, but her brain was not currently operating with enough functionality to craft a lie.
He must have read her mood, because he smiled and crossed the foyer to grasp her hands in his. “Never mind. What matters is you’re here.” He began backing up, drawing her along with him toward the door and into the penthouse. 
She grinned in what she hoped resembled playful seductiveness. “Do you have plans for the weekend?”
Still grasping her hands, he wound her arms around his waist as the door closed behind them. “I do now….” His gaze caressed her face, down her neck to the hollow of her throat, then returned to her eyes. “Miss Solovy, I do believe you’re high.”
Yes, she most certainly was. “Is that a problem?”
“Bien au contraire, ma chérie.” 
He was hardly French, but she supposed ‘when in Paris’…and true to the stereotype, the words sent a delightful shiver up her spine.
He maneuvered her so her back pressed into the wall and closed the remaining space until his lips hovered a breath above hers. “Stay that way. Stay with me. For the weekend, for however long you have.”
She responded by spinning him around, pinning him against the wall and crushing her mouth against his.

 
Alex forcefully blinked away the memory…damn but it had been a hell of a way to get over a broken heart. 
Her voice lowered beneath the din of the crowd. “I need a spoofing routine—military grade, the best you have. Cost is not a concern, but I need it now.”
Claire sipped on her drink. “If it were anyone else I’d be tempted to take advantage of your obvious desperation and charge you double for half-assed ware. But once upon a time you had my back, and you never let me down. Also, you know several of my secrets.”
She set the glass on the table and eyed Alex a moment. “I do have something which meets your requirements. One of a kind and thus far solely for me. It’s not on the market.”
“It will be used only once, after which I will wipe it. My word.”
Claire’s gaze drifted up and across the balcony before settling again on Alex. “I keep it in here—” she tapped her temple with a razor square fingernail, causing a ripple along the glyphs on her forearm “—too valuable to store anywhere else. I can burn you a copy. Twenty-one thousand. And it’s worth twice the price.”
Alex smacked her lips and took a sip of her drink. It represented a good deal of money, but nothing she couldn’t pay. She nodded. “Do it.”
“You got it.” She reached into a pocket of the utility belt slung over her hips and removed a slim burner interface. She reached behind her head, rested the tiny oval at the nape of her neck and secured the harness above her ears. “Watch my drink for me?” Her eyes glazed over. 
Alex scanned the area with careful nonchalance while she waited. The downstairs may be for mindless trips, partying and hookups, but upstairs serious business was being conducted. 
The balcony was much larger than it first appeared and sported a number of couches, tables and private alcoves. Certainly, much in the way of alcohol and recreational chimerals were being consumed—but hard tech was also trading hands. Judging from the hints of trunk lines winding along the walls, she expected active hacks were presently ongoing as well—likely some for sport, others for friendly competition, others for thousands of credits…and still others for real stakes.
She noted in her peripheral vision when Claire’s vision sharpened. The woman removed the interface from her neck, ejected a tiny reflective crystal disk and pocketed the equipment. Beneath the table she extended her hand, palm open. Alex did the same, placing her hand over Claire’s and holding it there as she transferred the funds. She took the disk and slipped it in the tiny pocket in the front of her pants.
“Thank you, Claire. I do appreciate this.”
Claire laughed and sank back in the chair. “Fair business trade. You just bought me some fancy new hardware for my lair. Good luck with whatever adventure you’re diving into. I’m glad to know you’re still in the game.”
She started to protest that she wasn’t, not really…instead she merely smiled. “Thanks.”
“Sure you don’t want to stick around awhile? Sandi, Markos and I were thinking of flying the bridge a little later. I seem to remember you enjoy it?”
Alex raised an eyebrow. “I seem to remember being the one who taught you how to do it in the first place.” Diving off the top of the Golden Gate Bridge using nothing but a tensile double-fiber strand when she was sixteen had gotten her arrested; by twenty-four she had gotten far smarter about it.
“That’s right….”
She chuckled lightly and stood. “As tempting as it is, I’m afraid I must go. Urgent doings and all.” She leaned over and gave Claire a quick one-armed hug. “Stay frosty. Don’t get caught.”
“Never.”
She took the stairs two at a time and hurried through the crowd to the exit. The damp chill outside was, for the briefest moment, a welcome change from the stifling underground atmosphere. Then it was simply cold and wet.
She rubbed her hands over her arms and hurried up the hill toward the levtram station. She could catch half an hour of sleep on the transport to Seattle. Maybe an hour nap at the loft, but no more. She’d need the rest of the intervening hours to get ready—for the Board meeting, followed by a small jailbreak.
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ALEX FINISHED EXPLAINING what the data in the report meant in terms so simple even a non-cyberized five year old could understand it, then gazed down the horrifically gaudy conference table at the collected leadership of Earth Alliance Strategic Command expectantly.
The meeting had started late, on account of she had no idea what. Then she had been kept waiting for an hour while they discussed classified war concerns. Her patience hung by a brittle thread by the time she had finally been shown in…but seeing as the matter was of the utmost importance she refrained from showing it. 
Now that it was over, she thought on balance she hadn’t done badly at all. Her mother had given her a tiny nod of approval at the end, which from her was high praise indeed.
General Alamatto pretended to study the visuals still displayed above the table—well it was possible he was legitimately studying them, but unlikely—while she fielded nitpicky questions from the others. 
No, she didn’t believe the ships in the visuals represented the entire force. No, she didn’t have any idea how many more there might be. No, she didn’t know where the portal originated. No, she didn’t possess hard evidence the aliens were using the terahertz signal as a form of communication; that’s why she had called it ‘speculation.’ No, she didn’t see their weapons in action, for shockingly she had not taunted the armada into shooting at her.
Perhaps tired of waiting for Alamatto to take the lead, one of the Regional Commanders on holo—the one with the fiery orange hair, O’Connell?—leaned forward. The stance on his stout frame was so assertive he appeared as if he were about to bull rush the table. “Based on Metis’ location, these ‘aliens’ will traverse Federation space long before reaching our territory. We can use this to our advantage. A Seneca under attack from two fronts will be far weaker and easier to defeat.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
O’Connell made a laughable attempt to virtually stare her down. “I will not be talked to in such a manner. I am—”
Her mother was staring her down, but she ignored her to meet O’Connell’s gaze icily. “Of course. Pardon my manners. Are you fucking kidding me, sir?”
The man practically came out of his chair and through the holo, but Alamatto cleared his throat loudly over O’Connell’s protestations. 
“Ms. Solovy, please. Surely you understand—the goal of war is to defeat the enemy. The General may have put the matter somewhat indelicately, but he raises a valid consideration. If these aliens attack the Federation, it will almost certainly bring a more rapid conclusion to the war and prevent the loss of a great many Alliance soldiers’ and citizens’ lives.”
“Almost certainly—until they get here.”
“We will be on our guard, and study them when they attack Senecan worlds—if they attack Senecan worlds. By the time they arrive here we can be ready for them.”
“You’ll study them while they slaughter millions—billions—of innocent people?” She gestured at the images hovering above the conference table. “Do you see the size of those ships? They can destroy entire colonies with those monstrosities!”
Alamatto raised an over-trimmed eyebrow. “I must admit I am surprised at your reaction, Ms. Solovy. I would expect you to harbor no love for Seneca, given what happened to your father.”
“Do not bring my father into this.”
He withered under the force of her glare, shrinking into his chair. “I’m merely saying—”
She laughed darkly. “You know, I don’t particularly care for war personally—it did, as you so delicately noted, kill my father—but for the most part I don’t give a shit what you do in your free time. But this…these aliens aren’t going to distinguish between Alliance, Senecan and Independent. Why should they care? I’m pretty sure we all look the same from space—and even up close. Admirals, Generals, whoever else is here, you ignore this threat and you are signing all of our death warrants.”
Alamatto seemed to locate a piece of his backbone and straightened up. “We’ll be the judge of that. Thank you, Ms. Solovy, for bringing the matter to our attention. We can take it from here.”
“Right.” She stood, the picture of calm, and gave the table a final once-over. “Thank you all for the privilege of wasting my time.” She didn’t wait for the offended expressions and exclamations before walking out.
She was actually surprised when her mother caught up to her at the lift; she’d have thought it too unseemly for her to excuse herself from the meeting so quickly.
“Alexis, wait. You need to understand—”
She whipped around and came so close to shoving a pointed finger in her mother’s face. “No. I understand fine. You work with a bunch of power-drunk, narcissistic pizdy with the collective intelligence of one of your teacups.”
“Alexis!”
“What? Dad would be disgusted by this. Why aren’t you?”
“Your father died fighting Seneca—”
“My father died serving his government and his superior officers—who I’m starting to think were probably no better than those Neanderthals in there. He died fighting a stupid, pointless war which never should have been fought. Don’t you dare brandish his death as a totem to justify sanctioning the slaughter of billions.”
“That is not fair. I would never debase his memory in such a way.” Miriam blinked and took a deep breath. “I fear your petulant little temper-tantrum did far more to hurt rather than help your cause—but it may surprise you to learn I happen to agree with you, at least as to the seriousness of the threat. I will do everything within my power to draw continued attention to it and advise—”
Alex snorted in derision. “You want to do something, Mom? Then goddamn do something.” 
She pivoted and hopped onto the lift as it descended past the floor. After tamping down the urge to hit the closest available hard surface, she checked the time. 
Excellent. The Board had wasted her afternoon and now she had precious few hours to prepare.

Thirty hours later, Caleb still chose to believe her…but the possibility did occur to him that she might not be able to pull it off.
Electronic shielding blocked all communications within the facility. He couldn’t send or receive messages or pulses, much less livecomms. The sense of isolation was far greater than it had been in Metis. There diversions had abounded, so to speak. One diversion in particular. Here though….
The trip over had been brief; he had every reason to think he was still on EASC grounds. He sat in a 5x4 cell, bounded on three sides by walls thick with sound-proofing materials. The fourth wall consisted of translucent glass and a small door, allowing any who walked by to see inside while preventing him from seeing out. Not that they needed to stand on the other side of the glass to observe him, for every corner of the ceiling held a surveillance cam. 
The cell contained a cot—far less comfortable than the one on Alex’s ship—a toilet, a tiny sink and nothing else. Near as he’d determined when they’d brought him in, he was about a third of the way down a long hall of identical cells. He presumed some of the other cells held prisoners, but thanks to the sound-absorbing walls he heard no rumblings in the vicinity.
Other than food delivery through a slot in the glass wall, he hadn’t had contact with another person since being dumped unceremoniously in the cell the previous afternoon. No interrogation—pharmaceutically or cybernetically aided or otherwise—and no inquiries as to his mission or intentions. Given they knew his identity, they presumably knew when he had arrived on Earth and assumed whatever his mission was, he’d found little opportunity to pursue it. 
The one thing he couldn’t figure was how in the bloody hell they knew who he was.
He’d had an ID busted twice in seventeen years, and in neither instance had the culprits uncovered his true identity, just that he’d used a false one. And the Roark ID was strong; it included fingerprint and iris overlays courtesy of his cybernetics as well as a well-documented and verifiable personal history, complete with face scan. Granted, security measures would be heightened given the war, but he’d seen no hint of a DNA scan on entry to the premises. And he’d made a point not to touch any surfaces once they were inside.
The only possibility he was able to come up with was the ID had been flagged as both false and attached to him by Alliance Intelligence. He hadn’t used it in…two years? Conceivably at some point over the period it had been compromised. Unlikely, but conceivable.
He assumed they intended to eventually do something with him. If he were to guess, they would transfer him to wherever they would be keeping the inevitable prisoners of war. He felt certain the Alliance had moved beyond 20th century internment camps to a more refined form of confinement. Nonetheless, he hoped like hell Alex got here before that happened.
As his thoughts drifted back to her yet again, he thudded the back of his head slowly, deliberately against the wall. He hated being dependent on someone else. For his life, safety, finances, freedom—but most of all, for his happiness. 
It both pleasantly surprised and unpleasantly disturbed him to find he rather missed her. Part of it was the isolation, the real and virtual silence. But part of it was he genuinely missed her. He’d known her for all of eight, nine days now? And for at least half of the hours of those days she had alternately annoyed, exasperated and infuriated him. The other half, though…. 
Already he couldn’t imagine not knowing her.
But he wasn’t dependent on her. Not technically. If need be he could break himself out of here. Escaping wouldn’t be easy—he’d probably be required to hurt or even kill at least several people who didn’t deserve it, which he really tried to avoid doing whenever possible. But if it came down to them or rotting in a cell…it may be an unpleasant choice but it wasn’t a difficult one.
He understood quite well how military security facilities operated. Hell, he had even broken into one a few years back. He chuckled a little to himself…that was a good time. He’d broken in to break out an insurgent leader on Andromeda so the man would then lead him to the ringleader of a group disrupting commercial shipments out of Elathan. Of course everything had gone sideways five minutes in, as it always seemed to. But it had worked out in the end.
He’d prefer a few upstart insurgents disrupting shipping routes about now. Certainly beat a war with the Alliance—for reasons he continued to be highly suspicious of—being held captive in a secure facility at the literal heart of the enemy’s nerve center, and most of all facing the prospect of staggeringly powerful aliens gathering to wreak destruction upon them all.
Well, at least he also had the benefit of a brilliant, resourceful, gorgeous, clever, determined woman on his side. He definitely hadn’t had that before.
No, he reassured himself, he wasn’t dependent on her. Technically. But he was playing a long bet. And even now, thirty-plus hours into his captivity, he remained fairly confident in the rightness of his bet. 
So he chose to continue believing her.
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BEEP
Beep
Beeeeeeep
Beee—
“For fuck’s sake….” Noah groaned and rolled over, squinting one eye open. It wasn’t even 0700 yet. He set nanocyanobots working to cleanse his bloodstream of the alcohol and ease the hangover, then stumbled out of the bed and to the kitchen for some water.
Only after he had gulped down half a glass did he run a hand through unkempt hair and activate the holocomm. “What you need, Brian?”
“Boss has got a job for you.”
He leaned against the counter and tried to blink away the grogginess. It had been a late night…course, it usually was. “I don’t have a boss.”
“My boss. Sorry. Tight timetable, but it’s a simple fly and drop, and the credits are sweet.”
He grimaced. Brian worked for Nguyen, who worked for Kigin, who, though it wasn’t common knowledge, worked for the Zelones cartel. He made a point to stay clear of the cartels whenever possible; he knew more than one colleague who had found themselves beholden to a cartel for not merely their livelihood, but their life, before they realized what had happened.
On the other hand, it was a rather tenuous connection. “What’s the job?”
“Package drop to Earth, Vancouver. Needs to be there by Saturday night Galactic.”
“That’s fast. Where’s the package?”
“Locker at the spaceport. You say yes and I’ve got a code for you.”
“Ah, hell, Brian. I’m trying to get away from the smuggling gigs. Too much risk for too little reward.”
“Well this reward is good.”
He did a double-take at the number Brian sent. The reward was good. Damn good. He blew out a breath and took another swig of water. His schedule looked light for the next few days…he could squeeze it in.
“Okay. Just this once though. Don’t let Nguyen start thinking I work for him.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it. Sending the code now. Oh and one last thing—boss said not to inspect the package.”
“Right….”

Noah strolled through the spaceport with practiced nonchalance. The usual excess of tourists rich in credits and poor in sense meandered around in search of direction. Merchants and holo-babes hocked all manner of maps, temporary cyber-enhancements, pharmaceuticals—mostly amps and boosters that would extend the party—and recreational chimerals.
He rounded the corner and stepped into the long storage room. It was used primarily by those visitors who didn’t even intend on acquiring a hotel room for their stay, and for transactions such as this one. So voluminous was the selection of illegal goods in here, anywhere other than Pandora it would get raided by the cops every other day.
The locker in question was located on the second row about halfway down. He pressed his fingertips to the panel and input the code. Inside he found a large pack; it was heavier than he had been expecting, but not so heavy he couldn’t carry it.
He hefted the pack over his shoulder and headed for the restrooms. Once ensconced in a stall, he set it on the floor and unlatched it. 
Inside lay at least forty kilos of HHNC blocks.
Shit. He dropped his elbows to his knees and groaned into his hands. He knew the job was paying too well. Reason number forty-seven why he was trying to get away from smuggling gigs? Every so often someone wanted you to smuggle enough damn explosives to bring down a moderate-size skyscraper. 
With a heavy sigh he closed the pack up and carried it back to the locker. He stuffed the pack inside, wiped his prints off the door and walked out.
He waited until he was on the street and a fair distance from the spaceport before livecomming Brian.
It took a solid twenty seconds for the response to come. “Yo, dude. Problem?”
“Deal’s off. Get somebody else to do your dirty work. And do me a favor? Don’t come to me with any more jobs for a while.”
“What the hell, man?”
“The package is fucking explosives. You know I don’t traffic in explosives. Nothing comes of them but trouble.”
“You weren’t supposed to look in the package, man! I told you that!”
“You seriously think I’m going to smuggle a payload through Earth customs in the middle of a damn war without knowing what it is? How stupid do you think I am?”
“Shit, man. Boss is not going to be happy.”
“Good thing he’s not my boss, then. Adios.”
He killed the connection and sank against the façade of whatever building bordered the sidewalk. What the crap was someone planning to do with that much HHNC? 
Presumably blow something up, dumbass. 
For the briefest second he actually considered notifying the authorities…but it would be asking for the kind of trouble he so did not need.
Not your problem. Leave it behind. Move on. 
He headed for the nearest pub. Lunch was still hours away, but he found he wanted a drink something fierce.
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CALEB SAT ON THE EDGE of a plain cot, legs swinging leisurely in the air, when the door slid open and she stepped in. At the sight of her his face lit up, his mouth curling up in a quite pleased smirk that sent her stomach straight into flip-flops.
She spun and placed her palm on the panel in the wall by the door; it glowed and pulsed as she fed it new instructions. “I know, it’s been a day and a half. Sorry, but I had a lot to do—you have no idea—and they’ve got a field on the building blocking all comms, so I wasn’t able to get a message to you.” 
She felt him approaching and held up a finger. “One sec.” The panel shifted to green, and she turned around. “Okay, we—”
—his lips were pressed against hers before she could blink. His left hand was caressing the curve of her neck, while the right grasped her waist in a firm hold. Of their own volition her lips—hell, her entire body—responded enthusiastically. For three-point-two seconds she found herself overwhelmed by visceral sensation and heated desire, while her brain desperately tried to catch up. Dear god he tasted good. Felt good. Perfect, even. Right.
She pulled back abruptly, a hand pressing on his chest for added effect. Her eyes were wide in semi-mock indignation. “What was that?”
He shrugged, grinning impishly with the rise of his shoulders. “A hello…?”
She did her best to glare at him in annoyance, though she was fairly certain her eyes were telling a different story. She was absolutely certain her pulse was, but didn’t think he could see it.
“Uh-huh. Hold out your left wrist.” He complied, and her thumb hovered above his pulse point to deactivate the prisoner code holo encircling it. “That how they say ‘hello’ on Seneca?”
“Nope.”
She failed to fully stifle the chuckle which bubbled forth as she glanced up at him with a quick roll of her eyes. Then she produced a dark gray cap out of her pack and thrust it toward him. “Put this on. Shouldn’t matter, but just in case.”
He accepted it without question. “It almost matches yours.”
“What can I say, fashion isn’t my specialty.” She wore a burgundy cap over unbound hair, the better to mask facial features in a stray cam capture. She also wore a black dress overcoat, because it was even colder here than it had been in San Francisco and here she was going to wear a damn coat.
He didn’t have a coat of course. He still wore the same clothes, the only clothes, he had worn for as long as she had known him. At least his shirt had long sleeves.
He slipped the cap on over his once again wild shock of curls. “What’s the plan?”
“We walk out. Come on, let’s go.”
“We simply walk out.”
“Yup.”
He exhaled and smiled gamely. “Okay.”
It pleased her more than it should to see he trusted her and didn’t argue. She reached into her pack again and removed a small rectangular object. She handed it to him. “Stunner. Just in case. Now let’s go.”
He nodded and followed her out the door and down the hallway. Her voice was low, almost under her breath. “All the surveillance monitors are on a loop for the next hour. I fed in the previous hour’s data, and they think they’re recording new images. There won’t be a record of me arriving or us leaving.”
“You hacked Strategic Command military security.” It came out not so much a question as a statement of incredulity.
She shrugged as they took a hallway to the right. “I did.”
“Seriously.”
“Yes.” She groaned in feigned annoyance. “I do have a little inside information on the subject. And it still wasn’t exactly easy, if it matters. Did you expect me to show up with a commando squad and blood from the guards decorating my face?”
“I…I honestly had no idea how you might accomplish it—only that you would.” He reached over and squeezed her hand, sending an ardent flutter up her spine. “What happens when they find me absent?”
“You were released from custody at 0100 on the authority of Staff Commander Willoughby. Until someone shows up to interrogate you—tomorrow at the earliest, maybe never—the people who care won’t even know you’re gone.”
“Nice. And this Willoughby character?”
“He’s a complete asshole. Don’t worry about—” He pressed her into the wall, into the shadows, and placed a finger to her lips. Jesus he smelled nice. How could he possibly smell so nice after not having showered for almost two days? She was having some small difficulty breathing and it wasn’t because he was pressed against her too tightly. His eyes flickered in a way which suggested he was enjoying the whisper of her breath along his finger, though she couldn’t be sure.
Three seconds later a guard strode down the crossway. He counted down with his fingers; when the last one dropped they stepped out and hurried across.
It was the last hallway. She touched the already-hacked exit panel to open the door and they were quickly on the lift to the parking level. 
He rolled his shoulders and sucked in a deep breath of the chill night air. “So…what’s the plan? I realize I keep asking. I’m afraid I’m kind of used to being the one in charge of these sorts of capers.”
The lift settled to the floor and they headed for her skycar. “We’re going to run by my loft. I need to pick up a few things I wasn’t able to bring with me earlier, and we’ve got a few hours. I want to leave during morning shift at the spaceport. I’m familiar with everyone on it and they won’t ask any questions. We can figure out where to go once we’re off-planet.”
An odd expression came across on his face as he climbed into the passenger seat. She glanced over curiously. “What?”
“I don’t know. I guess I thought you might put me on a transport and wave goodbye. Which would be totally understandable and I wouldn’t hold it against you.”
He had tasted like cinnamon. Again, how was that even possible? “Look, I’m not saying I won’t put you on a transport on some independent world and wave goodbye, but I’ll make sure you get out of Alliance space safely. It’s the least I can do after I got you arrested and imprisoned and everything.”
“Thank you.” He sounded, well, genuinely thankful. They lifted off, and she was arcing southward when he pinched the bridge of his nose with a groan.
“Something wrong?”
“New messages pouring in. Apparently the Alliance blew up all our surveillance satellites, and now everyone is running in circles flailing their arms about wailing in despair. Also, so far no word on the aliens from the team they sent to Metis.” 
“At least there hasn’t been any sign of an attack yet.”
“Actually, the fact there hasn’t been an attack worries me. It means there were probably a hell of a lot more ships still to come through that portal.”
Her eyes cut over to him. “Well, fuck.”
“Yeah.” He rubbed at his jaw. “So what did the Board say?”
“They said they will ‘monitor the situation.’” Her mouth worked in agitation; she didn’t even bother to hide it.
“And?”
“And nothing. They acknowledged the potential threat but said it was too tenuous to act on for the time being.” Her hand slammed on the dash in a burst of frustration. “Idiot mental degenerates. They sit in their soundproof rooms and issue tone-deaf edicts and call themselves controlling the world, and one day they ask you to die for them, and then they keep right on doing what they were doing….” 
Her gaze rose to the translucent roof. The moon was enormous tonight, a luminous white glow drowning out the stars. “I just wanted to be left alone to live my life. I don’t need this shit.”
In her peripheral vision she saw him smile softly. “We don’t get to choose what happens to us—but we always get to choose how we react to it.”
Also honey. The lingering memory of sugar on the tongue. Damn. “You can stop being insightful anytime you like, you know.”
“What, did I surprise you?”
“You’re always surprising me.”
A soft breath fell from his lips. She tried to get a look at him out of the corner of his eye. He appeared…speechless. Huh.
The seconds ticked by as they flew in silence above the Strait toward downtown. Distracted by competing thoughts, it took her a moment to notice he was regarding her rather sharply. “Yes?”
“What else did the Board say?”
She frowned and looked away. “They said…. Fine. They said the aliens would go through Senecan space first, and the distraction would help the war effort.”
“And you weren’t going to tell me?”
“Why tell you? There’s nothing you can do about it, and it’s not as though they can helpfully point the aliens in Seneca’s direction or anything. It’s impotent political blustering.”
“I get you have no particular love for my home or its citizens, but surely you don’t want them to be wiped out.”
“Of course I don’t—that’s not why I—dammit, Caleb.” She blew out a sigh through gritted teeth. “So I’m ashamed of those who call themselves my leaders. As if I was proud of them before. I thought…I thought I knew the darkness which could reside in people, I truly did, but I had no idea they had the capacity to be so appallingly ruthless.”
“Many people are. Especially those in power, and especially those in power in the military. I can’t say I’m surprised.” He paused. “Then again, I may be a bit jaded.”
She arched an eyebrow as she descended toward her building. “Speaking of…Richard knew who you were because your file was leaked to him. Directly.”
“What file?”
“Your Senecan Intelligence Division file.”
“To an Alliance Naval Intelligence agent? Impossible.”
“I’d agree with you, except for the fact it’s precisely what happened. Sorry, but it seems you’ve got a leak or a plant or some such. Who knew you were coming here?”
“Only Volosk. He classified this little ‘op’ Level V when he approved it, which means no one knew.”
“Is it possible he’s dirty?”
He laughed. It was the first time she’d heard his laugh in several days; she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it. “Michael Volosk makes your friend Richard look like a flamboyant renegade. No chance.”
She circled to the back side of her building and cruised into the parking level a third of the way up. “Well, nothing we can do to solve the mystery for the moment. Let’s get upstairs, and you can take a shower.”
He followed her to the lift. “Do I need one?”
Not in the slightest. “You were in military confinement for almost two days, what do you think?”
He leaned back against the lift wall. “It’s not like I engaged in any strenuous activity, or any activity at all in fact. It was all terribly dull.”
When they reached her door she gestured him in ahead of her. “In all seriousness, you can take a shower if you want, it’s upstairs to the left. I’m going to—”
“Alex, these are amazing. Did you take them?” He was standing in the middle of the living area, attention not on the view out the windows but on the wall of spacescapes.
She simply nodded.
His expression was unreadable as he glanced briefly at her before returning to the visuals. “They’re…really something. You have quite a gift.”
“I…thank you.” She wrenched her gaze away from watching him and went into the kitchen, dropping her cap and jacket on the dining table. “The laundry port is upstairs, too. If you toss your clothes in it, they’ll be ready by the time we need to leave. There should be something in the back of the closet you can throw on.”
“Ex-boyfriend’s?”
She looked up at him in amusement. “Yes.”
His response was a full-throated laugh as he headed up the stairs.
Once he had disappeared, she prepped a brief message to Richard.
Sorry.
He came here at my request, and I couldn’t leave him to rot in confinement. I wouldn’t be worthy to be your goddaughter if I did.
Okay, that was a cheap attempt at winning your sympathy. I doubt it worked, you’re too smart for it. Though you do have a soft underbelly so maybe it at least tweaked your heartstrings a little.
He’s not a threat to us. You have to trust me on this. And as much as it pains me to say it, the true threat isn’t the Senecan Federation either. This war is a lie. I know you haven’t the power to end it, but I beg you to do everything you can to expose it for what it is.
We need everyone working together to face what IS the true threat: the aliens on the threshold. PLEASE. You know I don’t give a shit unless something is real. This is as real as it gets.
I’ll be in touch when I can.
—Alex
She marked it for time delay and set it to deliver the next afternoon, long after she’d be off-planet and likely after he found himself one prisoner short.
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ALEX GLANCED UP AS he came down the stairs, returned her focus to the aural hovering above the counter—then looked up again. 
It was odd for a minute, seeing him in Malcolm’s clothes. He had a leaner frame, so they hung a bit loosely on him. She had the totally irrational thought that was the way they were supposed to fit.
He caught her gaze and shrugged, gesturing to the drawstring linen pants and lightweight unbuttoned shirt. “This was all I could find.”
“I never said they would be ‘fit for the office’ clothes.” She didn’t comment on the fact the shirt did button. One, she was quite certain he knew and simply delighted in torturing her; two, she found she preferred being tortured by…she blinked. “Get down here and I’ll run through what I’ve got so far. You can let me know if you think we need anything else. As fugitives from the law and all.”
He came over to the bar and rested his forearms on it. “Again, thank you. I never intended to turn you into a fugitive.”
“Again, not your fault. And it’ll be fine. Probably.”
“Still, thank you.” His hand reached halfway across the bar, then stopped. It reminded her of the night before they discovered the alien army. Then, she had been glad he hesitated. Now she longed for him to cross the remaining space. 
“I forgive you. Now about the supplies.”
They spent the next several minutes reviewing their requirements and the supply list she had compiled. He leaned on the long side of the bar near the end, her on the short edge near the dinner table; her aural floated in the air between them. It was comfortable and easy and close, and she was using ninety percent of her energy on not being distracted by his clean, soapy scent, by the loose curls of damp hair falling across his forehead, by the way his voice seemed so much huskier and more lilting than normal. It sounded almost musical. 
He never should have kissed her, dammit. And now she was royally fucked. Except, not actually…. Well.
Luckily ten percent managed to be enough to get through the list. It mostly consisted of food and new spare parts anyway, seeing as she’d used her previous spare parts repairing her ship after he blew a hole in it and all. 
She killed the aural and straightened up. “Okay, I believe we’ve covered everything. Sorry I didn’t have a chance to get you any clothes. I imagine you’re sick to death of your one outfit by now. But you can take those, and whatever else is up there.”
His head tilted. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah.” She smiled. “We’ll stop on the way for the extra food, and we should be able to pick up the spare parts at the spaceport.” She started walking around the bar, and him, toward the small room tucked under the stairwell. “I’m going to hit the storage and grab some—”
“Alex.” Her name on his voice washed over her, sending shivers to dance on her skin. He had turned, followed her path with his body. 
His hand rested on her upper arm. Gently. A request.
The surroundings faded to a blur while she, him and the space they inhabited zoomed into hyper-focus, as in a shallow depth-of-field image. And in a blink the last remaining speck of her resistance, tiny though it had been, dissipated away to nothingness.
In one fluid motion she pivoted, closed the distance between them and brought her hand up to wind in his hair. It was even softer than it looked.
For one infinite second his eyes met hers. They were open and honest and smoldering with barely restrained desire and so very, very blue. His fingertips slid across her shoulder and up the curve of her neck until his knuckles brushed along her cheek.
“Damn you.”
His brow furrowed into an endearingly straight line. “For?”
“Everything. Kiss me before I lose my mind—”
—his mouth was on hers—or hers was on his—and it felt as if a dam broke within her, and perhaps within him as well. His lips stole the breath from her lungs; she gasped in his breath to replace it. The hand which had grasped her arm what now seemed hours ago was entwined in her hair, then running over her shoulder, then delicately caressing her jaw. 
Her hand that wasn’t fisted violently in his hair slinked inside the borrowed shirt. As her fingertips brushed across his ribs he trembled beneath her touch. When he nipped her lower lip in pleasure she grinned and continued on, tickling his skin on the way to the small of his back. 
Then everything was tongues and teeth and stolen breaths and arms pulling bodies closer. Her head spun madly from the overload of sheer physical sensation. His skin was a wonder beneath her palm, but she couldn’t focus on it for the spectacular feel of his lips on hers, the taste of his tongue—
He still tasted like cinnamon and honey, even after the shower. Delicious.

—his hand at her waist tugged the shirt from her pants and immediately dipped beneath it and ran up her spine. She responded by crushing her mouth into his, as though brute force might bring him closer.
Eventually he pulled away a fraction to suck in air and shifted her so her back was to the bar. His body pinned her against it, again with greater strength than she would have imagined. And dear god but it wasn’t enough. Her hand slid down to his ass and gripped him tighter against her; his hardness pressed into her, just left of where she urgently wanted it to be. 
He moaned into her mouth, a deep, rough tremor of carnal need. 
She tore her lips from his and across his jaw to his ear. “Upstairs….” It was little more than a breath.
In an instant he had pulled her from the bar, dropped both hands to her hips and hoisted her up into his arms. 
“Your wish is my very enthusiastic command.” His voice sounded deeper and rougher yet somehow even more musical but definitely not nearly so controlled now.
She gasped in delight and wound her legs around his waist with a slightly wild laugh. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders as he began not-so-carefully carrying her toward the staircase. She occupied herself with his earlobe, his neck, his exquisitely defined jaw, whatever she could reach.
He maneuvered the first few stairs like they were second nature—surprisingly, seeing as he’d traversed them all of twice and her hair spilled over his face—but she must have distracted him too much, because at the midway landing he slammed her against the wall and his mouth against hers. One leg slid to the floor; he maintained a solid grip on the other.
It was her turn to moan as he crashed into her. God he wasn’t wearing any underwear…he would be washing them, of course. Freed of needing to hang on to him, she shoved the shirt off his shoulders. Her voice escaped into free air as his lips trailed down her neck to the hollow of her throat. “This isn’t upstairs….”
He let go of her long enough to shake the sleeve off. This left the shirt hanging on nothing but his other wrist, which still grasped her leg firmly on his hip. His hand returned to snake up her stomach, her own shirt bunching in its wake. 
“It’s up some stairs….” The words vibrated on her collarbone as his tongue teased along it. 
She gave a ragged laugh and dragged her other leg free to coax him toward the remaining stairs by nothing more than the threat of physical separation. His shirt fell unnoticed to the landing as hers disappeared over her head.
Support had been woven into her top, and their chests were now skin-on-skin. The sensation of his chest pressed to hers was…was…‘pleasant’ was clearly too weak a word. A pittance to describe a treasure. 
She cursed having to divert a miniscule portion of her attention to feel her way up the stairway backwards. A few more stairs. Only a few mo— her legs weakened as his thumb ran over then lingered upon a nipple, and she sank down short of the bedroom landing. 
The tiny corner of her brain which managed to continue functioning at a minimal level of rationality noted his hand slid behind her head before it hit the top stair to take the jarring blow for her. Later, she should think about what a shocking act of kindness and sacrifice it was. Yup, lat— 
—his mouth was on her left breast and his tongue was swirling around the nipple, suckling it right to the edge of pain while a thumb teased the other, and she thought her eyes probably rolled back in her head. 
“Yebat’sya mne….”
His lips ghosted down her chest toward her navel with a throaty chuckle. “It would be my genuine pleasure.”
The words fluttered over her skin to send a fierce shiver coursing through her, though his accent now rolled so alluringly thick she could barely understand him at all. She didn’t care and oh how she wanted him to keep going…. Her spine arched, begging for him to keep going, but her fingernails scratched up his back and tugged him up to her until his mouth again crushed hers. 
He was acting as if he was the one in control, yet happy to indulge her every request. She considered making a mental note for possible future reference, but got horribly distracted by his tongue halfway through. 
In a supreme act of will she slid up the final two stairs and shakily stood with him.
Instantly her hands dropped to his waist and yanked the drawstring loose; the pants fell to the floor unaided. She tried to pull his naked form to her, but his hands were in the way, busy sliding her own pants over her hips. Hers were snugger and clingy and she wasted two precious seconds shimmying them and her underwear together to the floor.
Finally there existed nothing between them. For a perfect moment he held her next to him. She could feel every long, taut muscle, his racing heartbeat reverberating beneath his skin. She’d never known his pulse to race. He was so warm. It felt sublime and luscious and laced with an unexpected throbbing in her chest. 
She looked up—it wasn’t far, he wasn’t terribly much taller than her—and willingly fell into the ocean of his eyes.
The back of her knees hit the bed. She curled one leg up and sank onto it, bringing him with her as if they were one.
With astonishing gentleness he slipped inside her, and they were.
She wondered if her eyes widened as much as his did, lips a mere centimeter apart, her hands clutching his face and his clutching hers.
“Jesus, you—”
Her mouth smothered his as she scraped a hand down his back and drew him all the way into her. The momentary tenderness melted, burnt away by the scorching passion which flared.
She thought she must have been with someone who was more beautifully passionate, more naturally in sync with her every movement and desire, who more perfectly fit within and around and against her, and later she would doubtless recall who it might have been. But damned if she could think of anyone now. 
She arched into his grasp to meet his movements…on second thought, it suddenly seemed impossible there ever could have been.
At some point his arms coiled around her and he rose up to rest on his heels as her full weight slid down over him. Oh my god…. 
Her fingers wound fiercely in his hair while the other hand ran along his back as her legs wrapped to envelop him. His hands mirrored hers, until one settled on her hip. It began to smoothly guide her, yet he let her set the pace…and the last remnants of the outside world, of time passing at all, blurred out of existence.
Her lips hovered a whisper apart from his, every so often connecting for a fervent yet somehow gentle kiss, as they exchanged the air necessary to continue living and feeling and experiencing this. Gradually the pressure began to intensify within her until she feared she would surely shatter—
—she buried her face into his neck and screamed, every measure of her tightening around him in a tidal wave of ecstasy.
Then she was falling back onto the bed and he was consuming her with a fervency and passion absolutely like nothing she had ever felt. His body was fire on her skin, his breath desperate in her ear, his hands everywhere and—
—she gasped into his shoulder as he carried her with him on his own torrent of ecstasy. His face was tangled in her hair and his arms had encircled her to hold her against him as if she was the only lifeline he possessed, but it was okay because his embrace was warm and wonderful and….
By the time she remembered how to breathe, he was planting feather-light kisses along her cheek, across her jaw and down her neck. Her eyes slowly focused to find him gazing at her, wearing an expression of…unfettered, almost innocent pleasure. It was so striking her newly found breath caught in her throat. 
After untold moments—hours, days—he rolled them both onto their sides. They lay facing one another, panting slightly but grinning like fools. 
She giggled devilishly. “You shouldn’t have kissed me in the confinement cell.”
“Yes, I quite clearly should have.”
Her head shook minutely; it was all she was able to manage in his embrace. “No, you shouldn’t have. You should have kissed me on the ship night before last.”
He responded with a winded laugh. “You say that now, but if I had then, I might still be tied up on the ship.”
His accent had again faded, she noticed in some disappointment. “You said I wouldn’t be able to get you back in the restraints.”
“I did, but that was before I knew you. Now, I’m not so sure.” He kissed her, long and slow, then sighed in contentment and rolled the rest of the way onto his back. “This is going to be complicated, you know.”
She propped up on an elbow and regarded him curiously. “What is? I assumed this was merely a one-time stress reliever, or maybe a ‘thank you’ for getting you out of confinement.”
The corners of his mouth twitched, as if uncertain of which direction to curve. A shadow passed through his eyes as they darted to her then away, darkening them to the color of the ocean depths where no light reached. 
She quickly smiled, broadly enough to get his attention. “And the look in your eyes tells me it isn’t.”
His face scrunched up in disbelief as realization dawned. “I thought I was supposed to be the devious one.”
“Oh, you are, you are.” She placed a soft kiss on his lips; he didn’t respond. She pulled back to meet his gaze. “Forgive me for being wary.”
A chuckle escaped his throat, but it had a sharp, pained edge to it, reinforced by the shadow lingering in his expression. “You still don’t trust me.”
She coaxed his eyes to meet hers. “I trust you with my life.” And she did. She kissed him more deeply, and after a pause this time he did respond. 
I just don’t know if I trust you with my heart.
It was several relatively blissful minutes later when he sank into the bed and she settled onto her stomach beside him. “So about this ‘complicated’ part….”
“I’m from Seneca, you’re from Earth. We’re practically Romeo and Juliet.”
“Nah, as I remember it Romeo and Juliet gave a damn what everyone else thought. Hell, we’ve got more pressing concerns anyway. The galaxy has embroiled itself in an idiotic, pointless war, and any day now a massive alien force is going to show up and crash the party.”
She groaned and rolled over to glare at the ceiling. “And even if we get somebody to listen, who says we’ll be able to counter them? I have a sneaking suspicion their weapons will be a tad more powerful than ours.”
His fingers drew idle circles along her stomach, tickling the damp skin and momentarily drawing her into the rather pleasurable present…but only momentarily. “Maybe if we presented a united front—but no, instead we’re busy blowing up the ships and weapons and defenses we’ll need to fight the aliens on each other.”
At the sobering reality they both fell quiet for a while. Finally she took a deep breath and exhaled audibly to break the silence. “So I was thinking. We should go to Pyxis. I know it’s a bit far, but it’s the closest independent world to Seneca other than Pandora, which I’d really prefer to avoid. You can leave from there and hopefully find a way for your government to end this war, since we failed so impressively here.”
He rose up on one arm to stare at her. “Come to Seneca with me. You can explain the Metis data better than I can and help convince them of the severity of the problem. Like you said, two voices are better than one.”
“Oh, you’re not seriously going to use that argument on me now?”
“What? Other considerations aside, it isn’t a bad point, and we need every advantage we can get.”
She flinched and rolled away. “I don’t…I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“It’ll be fine. I promise you won’t get arrested.”
“Yes, because your government is a pillar of right and justice and good.”
“Of course not. It just so happens you’re not an enemy combatant.”
Why couldn’t he let it go for the moment? Give her a little time to come to grips with the idea? A few hours earlier she had been defending the Senecans to her mother and the Board. Now she was recoiling at the notion of visiting their damn planet, as though it was somehow a corporeal evil all its own. Which of course it wasn’t, but…. 
“I said I didn’t think it was a good idea.”
He exhaled in obvious frustration. “Come on. Help me make them listen.”
She refused to meet his gaze this time. Goddammit. “I need to take a shower.” She started to get up, but he reached out and grabbed ahold of her arm. 
“Look, I know you hold no particular love for Seneca or its government. I know you blame them for your father’s death. I get that, I do. But I also know you want—”
Stop! Stop acting as if you can stare into my soul so easily! The detached, untethered sensation washed over her once again. She had thought perhaps she might hold onto him as an anchor, but now he was pushing and prodding and behaving as if it were all so simple…she yanked her arm out of his grasp. 
“You think a week together and a quick roll in the sack means you know me? I realize you’re cocky, but please. You don’t know the first thing about me.” 
She shot him a withering glare and stalked off to the bath, lightheaded to the point of dizziness from whiplashing emotions. No, it wasn’t simple at all.

Caleb banged his head against the bedcovers. In a rush of frustration he grabbed a pillow and threw it angrily across the room; it bounced ineffectually off the wall and tumbled gently to the floor. 
With a harsh, bitter breath he squeezed his eyes shut…then climbed off the bed and collected his clothes from the laundry port. He’d steal a skycar from one of the residents and get to the spaceport. He’d use another ID to catch a transport to Pandora or Romane. 
Two hours and he’d be gone.
After all, his mission was complete, if a failure in the purest sense of the term. The war had everyone spinning in circles chasing their tails, but he was determined to make Division, the government, the military and whoever else mattered understand they had been fooled. They were wasting precious time and resources on the wrong target, when the true threat loomed hidden on the horizon. 
He pulled on his shoes and headed down the stairs. There were things he needed to do, and they did not involve getting entangled with an Alliance Admiral’s daughter in the middle of a war and impending alien invasion…even if the peculiar tightness in his chest proclaimed otherwise. 
He had done everything in his power to get her to trust him; done everything her way even when it went against his better instincts. That path had taken him away from where he needed to be, put Senecan citizens at greater risk and gotten him arrested and imprisoned. True, it had also gotten him outstandingly laid—only to be turned on in a fit of spiteful anger he did not deserve.
Dammit she was infuriating! And bullheaded stubborn. Quick to flare in temper. Ridiculously private and emotionally closed-off— 
He felt his attention drawn to the wall of spacescapes once more, found himself pausing in front of the panorama. 
She had somehow managed to capture in frozen images the sense of wonder and awe one experienced in deep space. The vastness and the beauty. It was as if he was looking into space through her eyes, seeing it as she must see it…and thus glimpsing a mirror into her soul.
—also intriguing, even captivating. Exceedingly talented, capable and independent. Fiercely determined and unafraid. Vulnerable and strong in equal measure. A damn revelation in bed. All in all, kind of remarkable.
His gaze rose to the balcony above. Never have anything you can’t walk away from. Especially a woman.
“Shit.”
He grimaced and dragged a hand down his face…and went back upstairs, dropping his clothes in a trail across the floor to the door of the bath. 
She stood in the shower, eyes closed and head bowed as the water cascaded over her. Before she realized he was there, he had slipped inside.
Her irises flared in outrage, sparking a pure bright silver. He thought there may have been a glint of tears in them…but it may have just been the falling water.
“What are you doing?”
“Invading your privacy. Sorry, I didn’t want you to have any more time to get angrier at me.”
She shoved him into the glass. “How dare you! Get out—”
He smiled, ignoring her attempts to extricate him from the shower. “Listen, you’re right—I don’t know you, not really. But I’d very much like to, if you’ll allow me.”
She stared at him furiously, but at least she stopped trying to shove him out. Her features could be so expressive when the mask fell away. He saw anger, then suspicion, confusion, doubt and perhaps even fear in the shadows crossing her face, in the quirking of her lovely mouth. He wondered what his own eyes were showing her, and whether it was more than he wanted to reveal. Ah well, too late now.
He recognized the softening in her expression before it manifested in the relaxing of her shoulders and dropping of her chin. It took another several seconds for her to roll her eyes in exasperation and step forward to rest her forehead on his.
“You’re infuriating—and entirely too clever for your own good. You know this, right?”
He chuckled lightly and reached up to run fingers through her soaking wet hair. “Back at you.”
Her face tilted up and supple, moist lips met his. Hesitant, tender, gentle. She tasted of warm spice, like nutmeg in mulled cider. Her skin had felt amazingly smooth earlier; here, softened by the steam of the shower, it was silk beneath his hands. 
One arm coiled around her until his palm came to rest at the small of her back. Her body was quite slender; he would have called it delicate but for the long, lithe muscles gracing her frame. It reminded him of a dancer’s body, though after watching her spend three days repairing her ship he knew the work which had actually shaped it. 
Her hand in his hair tightened, the other grasped his hip and in a flash any hesitancy in her kiss vanished. Urgency was bleeding out of her and into him, and he gathered her fully into his arms as desire battled with and quickly overcame sentiment.
The water flooded over them as he pressed her to the opposite wall. His hand slipped along wet, soapy skin, desperately seeking her toned thigh. He gripped her leg and coaxed it up to his hip…then he was engulfed within her.
She gasped in response but pulled him yet closer and deeper. Demanding, needing all he had to give. As before, she was a force of nature, a whirlwind to which he could do little more than hang on for dear life. The spirit, the fire he had first witnessed in the hold of her ship blazed to life in his arms.
Still, he tried to draw it out, to tease her and prolong her pleasure, and his. But she was so damn intoxicating and it was all so overpowering—the deluge of water enveloping them, the steam filling the air, the silk of her skin pressed to his and the incredible, perfect heat within her. The look of wild abandon in her eyes was like staring into a nova at the moment of its explosion.
She clenched around him, her eyes squeezed shut—and he let himself go, following her over the edge into the rapturous abyss. 
They very nearly tumbled to the shower floor as they lost control of everything…bodies, thought, breath, time and space. He fell deeper into her as his legs threatened to collapse beneath him. 
An aeon passed before the world began to regain detail and, eventually, clarity. His lips had found hers, and she grinned into them. “Less than an hour and we’ve already had our first make-up sex.”
He laughed haltingly, still struggling to catch his breath. Reasonably confident in his legs’ capability to now marginally support him, he leaned back enough to gaze at her. 
“It isn’t going to be boring, is it?”

He was leaning against the windows and contemplating the wall of spacescapes—again—when she descended the stairs. 
Alex frowned to herself. Either he was playing at manipulating her on such a deep and meaningful level as to be reprehensible…or he was like her in such a deep and meaningful way as to be extraordinary. She was a bit shocked to realize how much she wanted to believe it was the latter, and how terrified she was it could be the former.
He turned his attention to her as she reached the landing, smirking in that endearing, annoying, dangerous, boyish way which was so immensely kissable. So when he met her at the bottom of the stairs, she did.
Her arms draped over his shoulders; his encircled her waist. “I have a question.”
“Mmhmm?” 
“Earlier, your accent….”
He cringed and retreated slightly. “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t altogether, um, in control for a while there.”
“Is that how you really sound? When you’re not on the job?”
“You are not a job to me.”
Maybe. “You know what I—”
His hands rose to grasp her face as he drew her into an impassioned embrace. The sheer fierceness of the kiss sent her reeling. The world spun in one direction, her head in the other, her heart in a third as his hands, his mouth, his tongue and the press of his body asked everything of her, and offered everything in return.
She was left utterly breathless as he pulled back a trace. 
“Tell me you believe me.” It was a throaty, desperate whisper against her lips.
“Ya veruyu….”
He smiled softly and at last gave her space to breathe. “Then to answer your question, when I’m home, around my family? Yes. It is.”
“You don’t need to pretend for me.”
“I was concerned you might have negative associations with a Senecan accent.”
She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “I like it. And now I’m going to associate it with—” her gaze drifted pointedly up the stairs “—spectacular sex, so….”
He laughed, but his eyes were serious as they seemed to search her face. “Okay.” And with a word, his voice regained its full melodic timbre…and his smile shifted indefinably. “‘Spectacular,’ huh?”
“Don’t get cocky—” Her grumble was cut off as his lips met hers yet again. Softer, less urgent than before. Nevertheless, the kiss was rapidly becoming more when she sucked in a deep breath and reluctantly stepped away. “We need to go soon.”
“Right. Okay.”
She went to double-check her pack, then remembered she never had made it to the storage closet. She ducked in, ostensibly to grab a few things. Alone in the shadowy recesses of the room she exhaled slowly, closed her eyes and made a choice. 
“I’ll go with you to Seneca—on one condition.” 
She emerged to find him regarding her rather intently. “Lay it on me.” 
“That you can absolutely and completely guarantee the safety and security of my ship while we’re docked there.”
His mouth opened to respond, then closed. His eyes dropped away from her. She could only guess at what transpired in his mind as he stared at the floor, hands resting on his hips. When he looked up his expression was distressingly solemn. “Honestly? I’m not sure I can. I mean I think it would be safe, but there’s a war on and it’s going to be making people crazy.”
She ran an agitated hand through her hair in frustration. “Dammit, Caleb. I’m trying, but you’re not making this easy.”
He began pacing behind the couch. “But I can guarantee its safety and security on Romane.”
An eyebrow arched in question. 
“I know, it’s not quite perfect. But it’s convenient enough, not too far from here and a quick trip to Seneca. We’ll take a transport from there, or we can rent a ship if you want more control. However long we need to be on Seneca, the Siyane will be safe on Romane. And when our—” he paused, and his voice dropped in tenor “—or your business on Seneca is concluded it will be waiting on you. I promise you.” He frowned a little. “Unless Romane gets blown up by the invading aliens. I can’t do a thing about them, and I hope like hell you don’t expect me to.”
Her gaze roved across the loft…out the windows, where the night sky had barely begun to lighten, and back to the wall in front of her, finally coming to rest on the visual hanging at eye level: she and her dad standing atop Mammoth Mountain. They had hiked it for her thirteenth birthday. He was killed in action two months later.
Caleb was right, it wasn’t perfect. But it was a surprisingly decent alternative. Off Earth, on an independent world—which arguably was better than Seneca and the safest place to be given the war. Romane enjoyed the solidest reputation of any independent colony, and the location would give them at least some degree of flexibility. 
He had leaned against the couch to await her decision. She nodded. “Okay…okay. You can tell me why you can guarantee its safety on Romane on the way to the spaceport.”
His expression blossomed into a relieved smile. “It’s a deal.”
She couldn’t help but return the smile as she picked up her pack and tossed it over her shoulder. 
“Let’s go.”








 
PART
IV:
ACCELERANDO
 
 
“Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned.”
 
— William Butler Yeats
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WHITE GOLD SWIRLED AROUND hammered chrome, weaving again and again until it formed an intricate knot. Red dollops of plasma appeared to emerge from the chrome and glide through the gaps in the knot to orbit it, though it was an illusion. In reality the plasma merely hovered in a deceptive shimmer so as to imply motion.
“In my opinion, this is one of the artist’s most powerful pieces. It speaks on multiple levels: how we are prisoners to our own weaknesses, how we inflict far greater damage and pain upon ourselves than anyone else is capable of, how we cannot escape who we are or a prison of our own creation. Some believe it also asserts that emotions themselves—our metaphorical heart—are a flaw dooming us to failure and despair. I myself tend to view it with a bit more optimism.”
The woman placed a delicate hand to her mouth. “It’s magnificent. I simply must have it.”
Mia Requelme smiled with practiced ease. “Certainly. We will want to retain it for the remainder of the exhibit, but I’ll be happy to make all the arrangements for you now. If you’ll follow me?”
She slipped gracefully amongst the patrons milling in the gallery’s exhibit space as the woman trailed behind her. It was a good crowd. Thus far the showcase was a smashing success. A third of the pieces had sold in the first two days, and it would run for another week. Antonio Castile Ledesma created art which was simultaneously garish and elegant, which represented everything or nothing depending on what the observer desired to see. It would soon make him ridiculously wealthy, Mia was quite certain.
She reached the small alcove tucked into the rear corner of the room, activated the screen and turned to her customer. “You can input your information here—”
The priority pulse asserted itself into her vision.
Mia, I need your help.
                        
“Why should I help you?” she snarled.
“Because I can get you out. I’ll even get you off-planet, to somewhere you can start a new life.”
“I already started a new life once. Didn’t help.”
The man smiled in the dim light of the alley; it made her feel safe, which was something she could not afford to feel. “But I bet you have a list a kilometer long of the mistakes you made and how you would get it right the next time. Help me, and let me help you find your next time.”
Mia’s eyes narrowed warily. He had intercepted her on a run through The Boulevard, grasping her wrist from behind as she was preparing to palm a set of disks off the adventure illusoire merchant stand. She had thought he was a cop—though there weren’t many cops on Pandora—until she whirled around and saw the faded flannel shirt and scruffy beard. Then she had thought he was an undercover cop. His eyes were a cop’s eyes—sharp, observant, calculating.
And she had been mostly correct. He was a cop, of sorts. Now he wanted her to give him the access codes to Eli’s inner compound.
He continued to watch her and she him…but at her prolonged silence, his gaze softened. “I tell you what. Why don’t you let me buy you some dinner, and you can think it over while we’re eating.”
That was low. How did he know she was near to starving? Eli’s lieutenant Paul had caught her skimming weeks ago and threatened to rat her out unless she gave him half of everything she made. She’d barely been scraping by before; now she survived on one meal a day and what she managed to steal. It was humiliating.
She scowled and ran a hand through tangled, dirty hair. “Fine. It’s your money.”
A few minutes later she eyed him over her burrito. “What are you planning to do to Eli’s operation?”
The guy—he had said his name was Josh, not as if she believed him—shrugged. “I’m going to explosively dismantle his chimeral production line and bring the cops down on the remains.”
“There aren’t any cops here.”
He laughed. It bore a hint of mystery, as if to imply he knew more about Pandora than she did. “Yes, there are.”
“Well, could’ve fooled me.” She took another bite, stuffing her mouth full of rice and beans and olives. She loved olives. 
She regarded him a moment. He was quite handsome, with startlingly blue eyes and black hair which fell in soft, lazy curls along his forehead. And he seemed only a few years older than her. She might prefer him without the beard, but she suspected it was temporary anyway. “Why would you help me?”
“Because you’re a better person than they are. You’re intelligent and quick and you clearly have skills. I can see the potential beneath the grime. Besides, you don’t like what you’re doing. You don’t like being a criminal, and you definitely don’t like being beholden to a scumbag like Eli.”
“How could you possibly tell all that about me? You just met me.”
A corner of his mouth curled up in a smirk. “I’ve been watching you for a few days and—”
“Impossible. I pay very close attention—I’d realize if I were being followed.”
“Yes, you do. But I’m better than you.”
She snorted and finished off the burrito.
“As I was saying. I’ve been watching you, along with several other of Eli’s lackeys. I need someone on the inside, and it was simply a matter of deciding who. I chose you. Did I make the wrong choice?”
She finished off the chips next and sank back in her chair. He was right of course. Shockingly, annoyingly so. She had run away from her dad and brother four years ago in search of a better life. But lacking credits, contacts or credentials, she had soon become trapped yet again. 
She knew there must be another way, a better way of living. Glimpses of it teased her in the spaceport and on the exanet. She had educated herself over the last few years, far beyond what an official primary education would have taught her. Now an adult, she was able to legally speak and act for herself. She just needed a chance. One real chance.
“How do I know you won’t double-cross me?”
He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small translucent film. He laid it on the table but kept two fingers securely atop it. “Here’s a ticket to Romane. Give me the access codes, I give you the ticket and transfer two thousand credits to you. You can leave right away.”
Two thousand credits was more than she had earned in six months. Her pulse began to quicken. “How do you know I won’t double-cross you and give you the wrong codes?”
His shoulders rose a fraction. “I guess I’ll have to trust you. Are you worthy of my trust, Mia?”
She stared at him a moment…and nodded.
 
Mia motioned Jonathan over to her. “Ma’am, if you’ll excuse me a moment. My assistant can walk you through the purchase process. You’re in good hands, and thank you again.”
She forced herself not to rush down the hall to her private office at the gallery, even pausing to procure a gin-marinated olive off the tray of a passing waiter. The office was one of several located around the city, and as immaculate and refined as each of the others. Like everything in her life now.
The guy had showed up on Romane to check on her four months after she fled Pandora. She repaid the two thousand credits, plus interest—she had made excellent use of the time—then asked him to dinner. That had been twelve years ago.
Once the door closed behind her she sent a livecomm request. “Caleb. What do you need?”
There was a brief pause before the response came. “Mia, how are you?”
“I’m splendid, but you don’t have to small-talk me. Are you okay? It sounded urgent.”
“I’m fine. But I need a favor. Any chance I can borrow a Class I bay at your spaceport?”
“Of course, it’s no trouble.”
“I’m also going to need the records of its rental and the ship it holds falsified. And once we arrive, I’ll need the highest-grade security you can provide for the bay.” 
“We?”
“I’ll explain when we get there—which should be mid-morning tomorrow local. I’m afraid I’m not sure how long we’ll be using it.”
“It’s not a problem, Caleb. You know that. Is there anything else?”
“Yes, but we can talk about it when I see you. Thank you, Mia. I owe you.”
She smiled to herself. “No, you don’t.”
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MICHAEL REGARDED THE SERIES OF financial transactions on the screen with painfully narrowed eyes.
Now that the initial panic of the onset of war had faded a bit, he managed to find an hour here and there to return to the Atlantis investigation. Oh, the politicians were still panicking to be certain, at least when they weren’t prematurely gloating about Seneca’s inevitable and sure-to-be-swift victory. 
There was less panicking over the potential alien invasion, but only because very few people knew about it and most of them weren’t the panicking type. The continued silence from the special forces team sent to Metis to investigate worried him, but given the communication difficulties perhaps he was being impatient.
Agent Marano was at last on his way home, and with his prize of a companion no less; when they arrived he would turn his attention more directly to the matter. Until then….
He frowned at the screen. In fairness he had probably been frowning at it for some time now, in which case the frown deepened. As Assistant Trade Director and a friend of many corporations, Jaron Nythal maintained a healthy bank account nearly equal to his healthy expenditures. But if one mapped the patterns in his transactions over a long enough period—and it had taken considerable persuasion for him to get a warrant to review the man’s accounts for said long enough period—recent unusual activity could be discerned. Barely.
Five deposits, three in the two weeks prior to the Summit and two in the four days following the assassination, totaled almost three hundred percent more than any previous deposit in the last five years. True, they were all for different amounts and from different payers. But it felt like they belonged together. 
Two days after being released from questioning Nythal had purchased a fancy townhome in Pinciana. Prior to being pulled, surveillance had reported he toured four downtown condos on the market after purchasing the townhome.
As evidence went it was far from sufficient to prove anything, but his gut and years of experience told him the man had been paid off. The question was, for what?
He had studied Nythal’s history, and one thing the man excelled at was access. Smoothing the way, greasing the wheels. But Candela didn’t need help getting access to Minister Santiagar. 
So who did?

Michael was leaning casually against the wall next to Nythal’s office when the man arrived for work.
His step stuttered. “Mr.…Volosk, is it? I don’t recall us having a meeting this morning?”
“Oh, we didn’t. A couple of final questions came up. Clean-up stuff really. I thought I’d stop by and we could take care of it quickly.”
“Well I—” Jaron glanced down as he opened his door.
“Excellent, it’ll only take a few minutes.” Michael slid in the door in front of Jaron and settled in one of the chairs opposite the desk. He looked over his shoulder expectantly until the man circled around and sat uneasily across from him.
“So, um, what can I do for you?”
“Enjoying your new townhome?”
“What? I don’t—”
“Never mind. I was curious about the different access levels in place at the Summit, and in particular the surrounding safeguards. It seems like the ballroom area where the dinners took place remained fairly open and unrestricted. So tell me about the requirements to get in.”
“Your men staffed the security detail. Don’t you know?”
“Humor me.”
Jaron sniffed and kicked back in his chair. “Well, members of the delegation were granted admission to the area reserved for the Summit. Some conference rooms required additional special clearance, and the private Alliance meeting rooms were off limits.”
“Let’s see…” he rubbed at his jaw “…we provided the pre-approved guests, corporate executives and media mainly, special admission codes. They also had to clear security and match the list each time. They were thoroughly investigated before being invited, of course—by your Intelligence Division, I believe.”
“Right. Of course.” Michael shifted in the chair, appearing to display some chagrin. “Though those ‘guests’ were recommended and submitted for approval by your Trade Division, yes?”
“I believe so, but it wasn’t my responsibility so I can’t be—”
“You’re the Assistant Trade Director. If not your responsibility, then whose? The Director?”
“As a matter of fact, yes, he did make several specific requests and recommendations—”
“So you were involved in preparing the guest list, since you know the details.”
“Uh…partially, as I have a number of contacts in the community, but…Mr. Volosk, I’m not sure I understand the point of all of this. Chris Candela committed the assassination. It’s undisputed at this point, isn’t it?”
Volosk tilted his head ever so slightly. “So it would appear.”
“There isn’t any other possibility, is there?”
He met Nythal’s gaze. “No, certainly not. And with the war on, it hardly matters now anyway, does it?” He stood. “Like I said, merely some clean-up questions. If I find I have any more—clean-up questions that is—I’ll just swing by for another quick visit.”
“I have an extremely busy schedule, so it might be better if you made an appointment next time.”
“Sure, sure, I’ll try to do so if I can. I have an extremely busy schedule as well—the war and all—so I can’t make any guarantees.” 
Michael smiled coldly. “I’ll show myself out. Have a good day, Mr. Nythal.”

Jaron waited until the door had closed to punch the chair in frustration. The soft leather-derived material gave with his fist, but it still hurt like a bitch. He shook his hand out while pacing in agitation across an office whose walls now threatened to close in around him.
He forced himself to wait five minutes, then another five, before leaving the office. Once outside he began hurrying down the street, but slowed as he realized he may be under surveillance. It seemed impossible—or rather would have seemed impossible until this morning. Now there lurked a cop in the eyes of every pedestrian.
But he only needed to get outside any possible electronic monitoring; then whatever surveillance he had could go fuck themselves for all the good it would do them.
When he reached the riverfront he stopped to purchase a breakfast gyro. A nice touch, he thought. He wandered over and rested against the railing, for all intents and purposes enjoying the blue-tinged morning light reflecting off the rippling water.
Instead he opened a very private address and sent a very simple message.
We have a problem.
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“SHE DID
what?”
“She broke him out of the detention center. I didn’t even know until I received a message from her. I checked into it, and the records show him being released last night on a technicality. The surveillance recordings have been doctored, I assume by her.” Richard shook his head. “I didn’t realize she was capable of such a sophisticated hack.”
Miriam laughed, though it carried an almost poignant edge. She sank deeper into her chair and abandoned any pretense of formality. The door was closed, and he was her oldest friend.
“Trust me, she is. I probably don’t need to ask, but what was her justification?”
“She again said he wasn’t here to spy on us, but rather to help us and request help in return. Also that we needed to get over this war and focus on the real threat.”
“She’s gone then? I didn’t warrant a message.”
“Yeah, they’re gone—at least there’s a transponder record of the Siyane using an exit corridor early this morning. I suppose she could have hacked it as well, but it seems more likely they’re actually gone.”
“Well, that’s fantastic.” She paused to take a long sip of tea. “If she flies into the middle of this war and gets herself killed, I don’t think I…David would never forgive me, were he here.”
“It wouldn’t be your fault, Miriam. He’d realize that, better than you.”
“Maybe.” She held the teacup to her lips and breathed in the steam until the bitter pang of loss, still biting after twenty-three years, subsided back into the recesses. 
“I don’t know. Perhaps I did rush to judgment with respect to her companion.” 
Richard regarded her with a look of incredulity. “You think?”
She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “Fine. It is possible I overreacted a small amount. She just…she somehow manages to hit all my buttons, every damn time. I get so angry at her and I’ve no idea how to make her not be angry at me. Sometimes I wish…” her eyes closed “…I wish I could start over. But it’s thirty-six years too late, isn’t it?”
“You may not be able to go back, but it doesn’t mean you can’t start over.”
“I’m not so certain…and regardless, now is hardly the ideal time for such matters.” She ran a hand along her jaw and straightened up in the chair, shocked at the sentimentality she had allowed herself to display. 
She busied herself refilling her teacup. “In any event, I’ve never known her to let sex interfere with her better judgment, so perhaps she is correct about his intentions. Which introduces a whole new set of concerns.”
“You think she’s sleeping with him?”
A small, arguably devious smile ghosted across her face. “I don’t see why she wouldn’t be. Do you?”
Richard’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again. “Well, he’s Senecan….”
“That excuse only works until you discover the person is merely an individual like any other.”
His lips pursed together in a show of skepticism, but finally he gave up and chuckled in mild amusement. “Then no, I suppose I don’t.” 
“I didn’t think so.” She sighed, and the momentary levity evaporated. “Listen, is there any way you can keep her out of trouble over this? Keep her from being implicated?” 
It wasn’t the first time she had asked such a favor of a colleague, though it was the first time she had asked it of someone so high-ranking, and someone who was a personal friend. But he was a personal friend of Alexis, too, and would want to protect her for his own reasons.
He shrugged. “I don’t really need to. There’s no evidence of her involvement—or any crime at all—beyond her message to me. Frankly, I’m inclined to simply stay quiet about the situation and let the record stand. He was released due to an administrative screw-up and that’s the end of it. In the absence of a trigger it’s unlikely the falsified records will be uncovered, and technically he hadn’t committed a crime other than providing a false identification, so….”
She nodded. “Makes sense. It’s a reasonable plan.” She grimaced as a livecomm request appeared in her vision. After a pause she accepted it, but put it on broadcast.
“Admiral Solovy, apologies for disturbing you.”
She cocked an annoyed eyebrow at Richard. “Dr. LaRose, what can I do for you?”
“Yes. I was wondering if you might possess another hard copy of your daughter’s data I would be able to borrow.”
She and Richard both frowned in mild dismay. She knew Alexis had sent her Metis report to the Science Advisor; she had even greased the wheels a bit, albeit to limited avail. Since the EASC Board had a direct line to the Prime Minister she had viewed it as mildly repetitive, but most things in government were. “I’m not sure I understand the problem.”
His throat could be heard clearing over the comm. “One of my researchers took the disk home with him last night to study, and he didn’t report to work today. It…well it seems he’s gone missing, and your daughter’s data with him.”
“She has a name, Dr. LaRose, and a fair number of master’s degrees as well.”
“Apologies. Ms. Solovy’s data. Admiral, I need another copy if possible.”
Miriam frowned again. “You’ll need to be more clear, Doctor. Don’t you have her report?”
“No…I mean I have it, but I require a physical disk to move ahead with it.”
“Why?”
“Why? Because I do. Regulation AAS 41767.239.0512c requires all reports be reviewed in physical form to verify their authenticity and—”
“Didn’t you verify the authenticity of the physical disk when it arrived?”
“Immediately upon receipt. But I must also retain it in order to advance its contents to the next level to accompany my recommendation.”
Miriam was silent a moment. She glanced out the window then at Richard. She muted the comm and laughed; it felt weary. “I must say, sometimes I can almost see where Alexis is coming from.”
He tilted his head in agreement, and she scowled as she reactivated the comm. “Doctor, are you certain, given all the material you have reviewed and requirements you have followed, you still require a physical disk of the data to proceed?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. You see the procedures are quite specific and—”
“Fine. Very well. I will send a request to the vault for our hard copy to be checked out. Of course we have our own procedures in place on this end, so it may take several days for you to receive it. In the meantime, I would highly encourage you to act on the information Alexis provided you to the greatest extent you find yourself capable of doing.”
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ALEX WAVED HER PALM in the direction of the cockpit to check their location. “We should be at Romane in just over an hour.”
Caleb came up behind her, one arm encircling her waist and hugging her tight against him while he reached around with the other and set her plate on the table. “Excellent, plenty of time for breakfast.”
She laughed and squeezed his hand resting on her abdomen before extricating herself and sitting down. He had snuck upstairs while she showered and cooked panbrioche and roasted potato wedges and sliced up fresh grapefruit. She kept telling him he didn’t need to do all the cooking, but he thus far was showing no indication of listening. 
He retrieved his own plate from the counter and joined her at the table. She was already enthusiastically digging into what was a delicious breakfast; the panbrioche was so fluffy and tender she would have sworn he had spent the last two hours baking it if she hadn’t been curled up in his arms for much of the last two hours. 
He sat down, only to stare at his food. After a few seconds he picked up his fork—then set it back on his napkin and looked up at her. “Listen…before we arrive, there’s something I need to tell you about Mia.”
“She’s your lover. I know.” She smiled over her fork and slid a potato wedge into her mouth.
“What? No—I mean, not for several years now and—” His face screwed up at her. “How did you know?”
She shrugged, a hint of a twinkle in her eye. She did enjoy confounding him, even if the topic was bound to be mildly uncomfortable. “Something in the tone of your voice when you told me about her. It implied a…familiarity beyond that of a mere friend. You, um…well, you sounded like men do when they talk about women they’ve slept with.”
“I did? Damn, I’m sorry.” He cringed and dragged a hand down his mouth to linger at his jaw. “As I was about to say, it happened several years ago, and it was never serious. We met on a mission over a decade ago. She helped me out, I helped her out, and eventually we became friends. Then a little more. But it was a…I’d drop by when I was in town kind of thing. And after a while we realized we made better friends than lovers.”
“Okay.”
“I mean it. I wanted you to know, should the past come up—and because I didn’t want to hide anything from you.”
“Is she going to try to claw my eyes out?” 
“No. She is not now, nor has she ever been, in love with me. She’s far too savvy for anything such as that.”
Alex nodded in acknowledgement. 
He reached across the table and grasped her hand. “The important thing is, we can trust her completely. She may come off as a bit cold, but it’s a defense mechanism. Mia’s a good person.”
She nodded again. “If you say so.”
His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Because you trust me.”
“If you had intended to deceive me, you would have simply promised the ship would be safe on Seneca. There’s no reason I can think of for you to go to all this trouble other than my peace of mind.”
He sighed, let go of her hand and returned his gaze to his plate. “Right. As long as it’s logical.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“That you trust me.”
Her gazed dropped to her own plate. “I told you, I trust—”
“Did you think I sleep with all the women and half the men on every mission?”
She swallowed a groan. Were they really going to do this? “The possibility had occurred to me.”
“Well, I don’t.” 
“Are you saying you never…?”
“No, I’m not. But I don’t make a habit of it, and…frankly, I’ve rarely been in enough of a relationship for it to matter to anyone.”
She leapt out of the chair and snatched her plate up to carry it to the sink. “Well I wouldn’t want to start cramping your style now—” She cut herself off, wincing at how biting it sounded.
He appeared at her side an instant later. “No. You don’t get to do that.”
She didn’t look at him. “Do what?”
“Project your worst fears about what I could be onto me as though they were somehow real.”
Was he right? Was that what she was doing? The day before—and night—had been near to magical. Comfortable and romantic and affectionate and most decidedly hot. Despite the alien threat hanging over them, she had slept more soundly and peacefully entwined in his arms than she had in months. Now she was behaving like a drama queen, all bitchy and possessive?
She paused, her plate halfway to the washer rack; she set it in the sink and faced him. “You’re right. And I don’t care who you slept with, I truly don’t. I’m glad you did—I’m getting to reap the considerable benefits of you honing your skills.” She tried a little half-grin, but his expression refused to lighten. 
“I’m sorry I snapped. You didn’t deserve it. I’m merely on edge because of everything going on and, well, because I’m not entirely in control of my situation. I don’t like being dependent on you—on anyone. But I’m not…you don’t need to explain yourself to me. Really.”
He reached up to run fingertips along the curve of her face. Damn but his touch still sent shivers up her spine. “What if I need to explain myself? I find I don’t want you to think ill of me.”
She shifted her head and placed a soft kiss on his wrist. “I don’t. Promise. Now go get showered. We’ll be there soon.”
He regarded her for another moment, his expression unreadable, then nodded and headed down the stairs.
She sank against the counter and let her head drop to her chest. What was she doing? Jealousy and possessiveness weren’t like her at all. They were both adults, and neither of them was coming into this without baggage. 
Yes, she was edgy from not being absolutely and unquestionably in total control of her situation. But that was her problem, not his. If she didn’t get her act together she was liable to run him off before whatever this might be between them had even gotten started good.
She took a deep breath and let it out, long and slow. Then she pushed off the counter and went downstairs, dropped her clothes on the floor, joined him in the shower and proceeded to make it very clear just how much she didn’t think ill of him.
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“GOLD DOUBLOON FOR your thoughts.”
Richard smiled in response to the voice at his ear, relaxing momentarily against the arms at his shoulders. “Tell you what. Buy me lunch and I’ll bare my soul.”
“It’s a deal.”
He laughed a little as he turned from the window. “I should warn you, I’m a married man.”
Will glanced over his shoulder as they followed the maître-d’ to the table. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
After they had been seated and their glasses filled, Richard exhaled and leaned back in the chair. “Thanks for meeting me for lunch. It’s a welcome respite.”
Will shrugged while he studied the menu. “Well, since the Demeter project is on hold due to the war I find I have a bit of free time at the moment.”
“Have you remodeled our house yet?”
“Not yet, but if I don’t have a paying project by next week I’m not making any promises. I’ve been thinking the wall between the kitchen and the dining area is totally unnecessary.”
“Fair enough.” He paused. “You know, they’re going to have to rebuild the base on Arcadia. Not that I’m eager to have you so far away, but if you’re interested I can—”
“No.” Will’s head shook emphatically. “For one, I never want to trade on your name or position. For another, I would go insane inside of a week from the ridiculous bureaucratic entanglements and regulations and procedures of working for the military. I appreciate the thought, but no.”
“Money isn’t a concern. You could simply take it easy and relax for once. Radical idea, I realize.”
The waiter interrupted them to place bread on the table and take their orders. The restaurant was fancy enough to eschew automated ordering for old-fashioned personal service. It was the sort of thing you didn’t realize you missed until you encountered it again.
When the waiter had departed Will raised an eyebrow. “With a war on, soldiers dying, you working sixteen-hour days and aliens on the horizon? The guilt would be suffocating.”
“Fine, I recognize when I’m fighting a losing battle.” His voice trailed off as he studied his salad. He had told Will about Alex’s troubling discovery, despite the fact it was classified information, because it’s what married couples did—share things which truly mattered.
“So what is on your mind? Other than the obvious.”
Richard blew out a breath through pursed lips. “The damned assassination. The Palluda attack. The war. I know, everyone else has moved on, but I’ve been in this line of work almost forty years now and nothing about any of it makes a lick of sense.”
“Okay. Why?”
“Why? Let me count the ways….”
“Sure. Still, I’d be willing to bet there’s one thing always jumping to the front of your mind. One niggling incongruity which sets off all the others.”
He chuckled. The mind of an engineer at work, using structured failure analysis on every problem. The chuckle faded as he realized Will was, as usual, correct. “Okay. For starters, Candela. The assassin. Putting aside the fact he fits the profile of exactly zero assassins in history, which is another issue altogether, he made no effort to conceal his identity during the attack. Arguably he even flaunted it, leaving his fingerprints and DNA on half a dozen hands and practically mugging for the camera. So then—” he broke off when the waiter appeared with their lunch.
After taking a bite of the fried halibut he continued. “So then why did he work so hard to slip away unnoticed and elude the pursuit, only to commit suicide immediately thereafter?”
Will paused the spoon filled with chili just shy of his mouth. “Because he didn’t want to spend the next year in an Alliance prison cell, paraded out every so often in shackles for the media and otherwise awaiting his execution?”
“Admittedly, a good reason. But he could have accomplished the same objective by stopping and pointing a weapon at one of the agents pursuing him, or attacking one. If he intended to die anyway, why was it so important he get away first?”
Will nodded intently; the matter had gained his attention now. “And if he intended to die anyway, why was it so important the world know he committed the murder?”
“Exactly.” Richard ran a hand along his jaw. “There’s something else. Alex showed up at Headquarters the other day with a Senecan intelligence agent.”
Will’s eyes shot up. An odd shadow passed through them; it was gone after a blink, though his brow had furrowed in surprise. “Are you serious?”
“Quite. We arrested him, she broke him out of detention, they’ve disappeared off-planet…it’s a long story. But the most disconcerting part is, he claimed to be here to ask for our help. He and Alex believe the assassination was not sanctioned by any Senecan authority, nor the Palluda attack by any Alliance one—something I think Miriam is beginning to suspect as well. They insist the entire war is a setup perpetrated by someone else, though God knows who that might be.”
“Damn.” Will sank deeper in his chair. “Is there any chance they’re right?”
“I…have to concede it’s not outside the realm of possibility. Given all the questions surrounding these events, perhaps more than possible.”
Will delivered a look across the table. Firm, almost challenging. “What are you going to do about it?”
“Ha.” He swallowed. “Alex asked me for the autopsy reports on Santiagar. She seemed to think if the Senecans were able to examine the details they may be able to prove Candela wasn’t the assassin.”
“I’m guessing you didn’t give them to her.”
“I couldn’t. It would be a violation of the Military Code and my professional responsibility and arguably treason. A senior Alliance military officer passing classified files to a Senecan spy? I’d be dishonorably discharged, not to mention probably spend the rest of my life in prison.”
“But Richard…what if they’re right? Millions of people are going to die in this war, it’s inevitable. What if you can prevent that from happening?”
He met Will’s gaze and found it animated by a startling intensity. “What are you suggesting I do? Simply hand over the files and hope for the best?”
“Let me do it.”
“What?”
“Give me the files. I’ll send Alex a message—from the company even, something official-sounding related to her loft—and encrypt the files inside it. She’s a smart girl, she’ll figure it out. Or her spy friend will.” 
He reached over and grasped Richard’s hand in his. “Look. I realize if it all goes off the rails you could still be implicated. But at least it will provide you some protection by putting a layer between you and the Senecans.”
“Will, why would you do this? Why get involved?”
“Because I want to believe Alex is right. I want to believe this war is a mistake neither side intended. Call me crazy, but I want peace. I don’t think the Senecans are bad guys—not en masse. And if there is an opportunity for us to save all those lives, I want to help make it happen.”
A heavy breath fell from Richard’s lips, until it felt like his lungs, his entire body, had become an empty void. He’d been a lowly major in the First Crux War, responsible for only a handful of soldiers and insulated from the weighty decisions which came with power. Now there was a chance, albeit a slim one, the fate of millions rested in his hands.
His eyes rose to find his husband’s staring at him with affection, but also conviction. He nodded. “Give me two hours.”
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THEY HAD BARELY MADE IT back upstairs in time for the approach and landing on Romane, on account of the unexpectedly extended and amazing shower.
Mia stepped through the hangar bay door seconds after Alex opened the hatch and they disembarked. He was certain she had been waiting outside and timed her entry appropriately. She wore a flattering yet conservative black pantsuit complemented by a silver top, her long black hair sleek and straight over one shoulder.
It still sometimes amazed him how thoroughly she had transformed herself from a scruffy street rat hacker and thief to a wealthy, respected businesswoman. He had meant it twelve years ago when he told her she showed potential beyond her circumstances, but the extent to which it had turned out to be true surprised even him.
She met them halfway and planted a quick kiss on the cheek. “Caleb, it’s been too long.” She had retreated before he could respond and was greeting Alex with an impressively genuine smile and extended hand. “Mia Requelme. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Alex accepted the proffered hand somewhat coolly, though he suspected it was no different from how she greeted most strangers. “Alex Solovy. Thank you for indulging us, and on such short notice.”
Mia sighed in feigned drama. “I’ve learned by now with Caleb—it’s always short notice. But it’s no trouble. Very nice ship you have there. One of a kind, I’d wager.” 
“I’d like to think so.”
“I’ve seen a lot of expensive ships pass through here. I suspect you are correct.” She gestured to several control panels along the wall. “If you’ll follow me, you can review our standard procedures and the special services we offer. I understand security is of utmost concern.”
“It is.”
Mia had clearly already surmised the ship was Alex’s baby, the extra measures he’d requested were on her account and when it came to the ship she was the one in charge. The ability to size up a customer and their proclivities in a matter of seconds was no doubt one reason she had done so well for herself. 
Satisfied things were on track to proceed relatively smoothly, he looked at Mia as they crossed the spacious bay together. The Class I bays were the largest and best-equipped offered, not merely by her but by anyone on Romane, and every aspect of it shone. “I don’t suppose you happened to bring my pack I left here?”
“Please. It’s in my office.”
Alex had dived into the information at the control center, quite intently so. He drew to her side and leaned in close. “The pack contains some personal weapons and tools—I’ve sort of scattered extras across the galaxy, I’m afraid. Once I grab it, I am going to go buy some clothes, because I’m sure you are beyond ready to see me in anything other than this shirt. It’s been a decent shirt, but I’m considering burning it.”
She gave him a vague nod in response, her focus still on the details of the hangar bay. He looked over his shoulder. “Mia, after we run by your office can you come back and get Alex set up with what she needs?”
Her expression veered dangerously close to a smirk. “I’d be happy to do so.”
He leaned in yet closer, squeezed Alex’s hand and placed a delicate kiss at the base of her ear. It was important to him she feel comfortable in the situation, and know he was here for her and only her. “I’ll be back soon.”
Her eyes cut up at him with a distracted glance. “Okay. Have fun.” 

Mia spun around as soon as the door to her office closed to stare at him in disbelief and perhaps dismay. “Caleb, darling, what have you gotten yourself into?”
He crouched down beside the pack on the floor and unzipped it. He wasn’t afraid she had removed anything, but he needed to remind himself of its contents. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re referring to, Mia darling.”
“Miriam Solovy’s daughter? Are you kidding me? I appreciate that you’re adventurous, but I didn’t think you were insane.”
He chuckled darkly while he rummaged through the pack. “How the hell do you know who her mother is?”
She glared at him as if insulted. “I’m paid very well to stay current on many details regarding the power players in this little galaxy of ours. And your girlfriend’s mother is one of them. You do realize you’re at war against the Alliance now, right?”
He shrugged, zipped up the pack and stood. “Your point?”
She stepped forward and grasped his hands in hers. “I have a soft spot for you, Caleb. I always have. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
He smiled. “They’ve already arrested me. What else can they do?”
She didn’t. “They can kill you, for one.”
“I’m much too good to let that happen. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”
“We?” She dropped his hands and took a step back. “Oh my god, you’re in love with her.”
He exhaled harshly—more harshly than he had intended. “Don’t be absurd. I—”
“You are, you’re completely in love with her. I can’t believe I didn’t spot it immediately.” She laughed. “I never thought I’d see the day, Caleb Marano in love. She really must be something.”
“Just stop, okay? You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She definitely did not know what she was talking about. How could she?
She nodded dramatically, eyes wide in mocking. “Of course, my mistake. Whatever you say.”
“Mia….”
“No, I concede the point. You’re not in love. Silly of me to even suggest it. Now I’d better get out to the bay lest your girlfriend start suspecting we’re in here being bad.”
He reached out and grabbed her arm as she turned to go. “Wait. We’re renting a ship to take to Seneca, and odds are we’ll be there a few days. There’s something else I need you to do for me while we’re gone. I’ll pay you whatever you need for it.”
“Caleb, you know I never charge you.”
“You haven’t heard what it is yet.”

Mia returned, sans Caleb, after several minutes.
She was rather beautiful, Alex thought. Objectively speaking. Of average height but with exquisite bone structure, her olive skin complimented vaguely Asian features. She carried herself with studied confidence, yet her eyes carried a hint of…Alex wasn’t sure. Roughness? Grittiness? Though she gave a flawless impression of it, the woman had not been born into wealth. Of that much Alex was certain.
“How’s everything look?”
“Excellent. You have a very sophisticated facility here. I must admit I’m impressed. But can we go over the additional security measures?”
“Absolutely.” Mia opened a new display in one of the panels. “A cam monitors the door from the outside, which only I—and now you and Caleb—can access. As you see, this is the sole entrance to the bay except for airborne entry, but while the bay is occupied the force field is one-way. Your handprint here and this door becomes operable solely by you and I.”
“And Caleb?”
“Not until he gets back here with his handprint.”
“Right. Can it be DNA-coded as well?”
Mia raised an eyebrow but didn’t otherwise balk at the request. “It can.” Her fingertips manipulated the information on the screen, and a small drawer slid out from beneath the shelf. It held a brushed magnesium encoder. 
Alex recognized its purpose and pressed her palm to it. A faint tingle against her index finger indicated the extraction of her DNA signature. 
She glanced over at Mia, who was already pulling in the signature and configuring the door security. “So how did you meet Caleb?”
The woman’s head tilted away as a guarded expression swept across her face.
“I don’t mean to pry. If it’s personal—”
“Sorry, gut reaction. My past isn’t a topic I make a habit of discussing. But hell, why not. It’s certainly been long enough.” She added a small smile. “In short, he saved me. I was in the forced employ of the Triene cartel on Pandora, where I had run after I got tired of my father and brother using me as a mule to fence stolen goods—most notably when the last ‘customer’ got it in his head to relieve me of both the goods and my life.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. I stabbed him. I assume he died, but who knows. Unfortunately, I ended up in a situation which was little better. One day Caleb approached me seeking help to get inside the Triene compound. I agreed, and he gave me a ticket off-planet and some credits to get on my feet. He took the whole operation down, then checked up on me a while later. We became friends of a sort.”
“Then more than friends.”
“Ha…told you, did he?” She rolled her eyes and muttered something Alex couldn’t make out under her breath. “Don’t worry, it’s all far in the past. But he is my friend, and I owe him my life. So…be gentle with him.”
“I hardly think Caleb needs anyone to be gentle with him.” 
“You might be surprised.” She transitioned the display to a new menu. “Here, we can also add a plasma cage around the docking area.” A tap and a field shimmered to life in a box two meters beyond the frame of the ship. “And now I’m linking it to you as well. You can activate and deactivate it from here.”
Mia paused, the corners of her mouth twitching. “What about you? How did you meet him?”
Alex cleared her throat awkwardly. “I, uh, shot down his ship and stranded him on a hostile planet…then rescued him from it.”
“Nice!” Mia laughed; it was surprisingly rich and sultry. “That explains it.”
“Explains what?”
“Why he’s so taken with you. Other than the obvious of course.”
She felt a bit flustered. Gabbing like teenagers about a guy wasn’t an activity she commonly engaged in, or had honestly ever done—at least not with anyone other than Kennedy and even then only after several glasses of wine. “What do you mean?”
Mia leaned against the shelf, crossing her arms over her chest and relaxing her bearing. “There’s something you need to understand about Caleb. He spends a lot of his time—professionally—manipulating people. Finding their weaknesses and exploiting them. He’s quite skilled at it, and it’s kind of affected his opinion of people in general. It’s not that he doesn’t appreciate them—I suspect he’s rather fond of humanity as a rule—but it of necessity puts him somewhat apart and above most of them.”
She chuckled, seemingly to herself. “Very few individuals truly impress him, and the ones who do are unfailingly strong, independent and resourceful. And should someone actually get the better of him, well he’d be smitten for sure.”
“Smitten?”
A mysterious grin grew on Mia’s lips, as if she knew a secret and intended on keeping it. Okay, that was annoying. “Smitten.” She pushed off the shelf and focused back on the display. “Any particular name you want the rental under?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Caleb said you’d be wanting the records doctored. I can choose a name at random, or one of the many corps, but I thought I’d give you the option.”
Ever the spy…but he was right. A false name would make the ship more secure, especially should her hijinks at the detention center garner attention. “It’s an excellent idea, but I’ll let you choose. I’m not much with the spy games.”
“Stick with him, and you will be.”

“Everything go okay with Mia?”
“Hmm? Yeah, it went fine.” She was preoccupied when she glanced up at him, but she had to smile at the new clothes. He wore charcoal casual slacks and a deep navy shirt unbuttoned over a tee of matching hue. The bag in his hand indicated there were more where these came from. 
She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the choice of color made his eyes appear an even richer blue. “I like.” 
He dropped the bag on the floor and joined her on the couch. “Good. Something going on?”
“I’m not sure.” She sent the message she had been staring at to an aural. “This came in a few minutes ago.”
Ms. Solovy,
With respect to the proposed renovations to your residence, we have attached draft plans based on your specifications. Please review the changes and additions. We hope they meet with your approval.
Regards,
— W. C. Sutton Construction, Inc.
“W. C. Sutton is Will’s firm…but I’m not doing any renovations to the loft.”
“Who’s Will?”
“Richard’s husband. Might as well take a look at the plans.” The attachment opened to display, as advertised, a blueprint of the layout of her loft. A series of alterations were marked in green. They included the addition of marble flooring to the entrance and dining area, an extension of the kitchen another meter and a half, new windows and an additional closet on the back wall of the elevated sleeping area.
“This is weird. I’ve never discussed the possibility of working on the loft with him. His expertise is large commercial projects, anyway.”
“What’s up with the windows? They look odd.”
She zoomed in on the specs running along the side of the aural. “It says they’re beveled…which is absurd. Who would put in beveled windows? They would totally obscure the view—and the view is the entire point of the windows.”
“Well, either your friend Will isn’t much of an architect, or…hang on a second. Select the center window.”
The remainder of the blueprint blurred into the background as the center window came into focus. It consisted of a pattern of several dozen small beveled squares.
“There.” He pointed to one of the squares in the lower left quadrant of the window. Now that she examined it, it did seem to contain a more intricate pattern than the others. She selected it, and the square enlarged to dominate the aural.
The pattern inside consisted of an ornamental capital ‘A.’
“That’s what I thought. It’s a hidden message for you.” She looked over quizzically; he shrugged in response. “Spy trick. You should open it.” 
“Right….” She raised an eyebrow at the image and tapped the ‘A.’ A dialog opened over it: 
What was the title and composer of David Solovy’s favorite musical piece?
A wistful smile tugged at her lips as she input the answer: 
Capriccio Italien, Op. 45 by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky
A file popped out of the blueprint to hover in the air.
Autopsy Reports: Mangele Santiagar. September 15, 2322
She laughed in delight and sank against the cushion. “Crafty bastard. I knew I could count on him.”
Caleb grasped her face in his hands and drew her in for a long, languorous kiss. He tasted of butter and caramel coffee. Delicious.
“You. Are. Wonderful.”
“Little bit, yeah.” She kissed him again before pulling back. “I talked to him after you were arrested. I told him about our suspicions and the information you were hoping for, but he said there was nothing he could do to help.”
“Looks like he had a change of heart—unless this Will guy heard about your conversation and accessed the file himself.”
“No. He’s a construction project manager, not a spy. Besides, they’re very close. This is Richard’s doing. Here, let me send the file to you.”
He rested his elbows on his knees and took a moment to study it. “The information’s quite detailed, so hopefully it includes a key to breaking this whole mess open. But it’s got Alliance security written all over it—no way will it pass through the defense net. We’ll have to deliver it in person. Which is fine, because we can be in Cavare tonight.” 
He grinned at her, clearly pleased with the turn of events. “Let’s go rent ourselves a ship.”
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OLIVIA SMILED TO HERSELF as she toured the newly claimed facility, though she never allowed it to reach her lips. Outwardly she appeared stoically critical and discerning, inspecting every surface and corner for mistakes, flaws or merely a lack of optimization.
She gestured to a series of narrow slits running along the top of the right wall. “Replace those cooling vents. We have access to newer material at half cost. And make certain to get the correct grade for this type of production.”
The manufacturing facility had been ‘liberated’ from the Shào cartel two days earlier, cleaned up overnight and the necessary renovations were now nearly complete. This particular location would increase her supply flow of illegal cybernetic enhancements—vision and reflex enhancers, body state interpreters, sleep deprivation modulators and cyberization overclocks, to name a few—all hyper-concentrated and boosted well beyond safe limits and all carrying a decent risk of blindness, muscular detachment or even catastrophic neural stroke. 
It had been a good decision on her part to take what she needed rather than expend the time and effort to build a new plant. The war was heating up in earnest, and they were already seeing a noticeable uptick in demand for the sort of enhancements the plant would fabricate. Everyone wanted to gain an advantage in the rising chaos generated by the war; she was happy to supply them with the necessary tools to do so in whatever manner they saw fit.
She took a last look around the long rectangular chamber. Workers busily installed equipment on the primary production floor. Crates filled with components lined the walls, in many cases stacked almost to the ceiling. Enforcers guarded every door, inside and out; more stood watch in a hundred meter perimeter. Shào wasn’t some street gang, and she didn’t expect they would take the seizure of their property particularly well. There would be repercussions, but nothing her people couldn’t handle.
“I’ve seen enough. Carry on. Contact me if you encounter any last-minute difficulties.” She nodded to Gesson and headed for the lift to the roof, entourage in tow. 
The muggy blue haze of a New Babel morning greeted her as she strode across the roof to her transport. She had a dinner date with the CEO of a pharmaceutical corporation, one who had displayed a degree of moral flexibility when it came to his business endeavors. 
For the right price, she was confident he could be convinced to provide her the ingredients she required. Once combined with other ingredients from other pharmaceutical companies, legitimate and otherwise, the result would be a new variety of high-potency chimerals for the market, available exclusively through the Zelones cartel. 
In the midst of the war, when death and destruction abounded, people inevitably sought a way to escape from it all. Yet another avenue of opportunity opening up thanks to the predictable incompetence and reactionary behavior of politicians. 
That and a few well-placed missiles.                                
The colonized worlds which called themselves civilization represented a powder keg lying dormant for far too long. Apply the right amount of pressure and it would erupt into chaos. She could feel the galaxy beginning to convulse.
The transport rose above the industrial area and banked toward the spaceport. The pharmaceutical executive didn’t dare risk being seen on New Babel, of course, so she was doing him the tremendous favor of traveling to Atlantis for the dinner. A one-time concession—but one time was generally all that was required.
An incoming message captured her attention as she was about to begin reviewing new cost analyses. On opening it her expression darkened to a scowl.
Ms. Montegreu,
Target refused the Vancouver job. He also discovered the contents of the parcel.
— Kigin 
She instantly pulsed Kigin.
Is he dead yet?
Um, no, ma’am. I thought I should check with you for instructions.
My instructions are for him to be dead. Now.
Yes, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.
She sighed and pinched her nose in annoyance. This was why plans existed, and why they should not be deviated from unless there was no other viable option. She succeeded in this business in part because she maintained plans for her plans, short and long-term strategies for numerous scenarios and multilayered schemes to be executed over years, even decades. Indulging ad-hoc modifications to meticulously crafted plans was a recipe for disaster which had brought down more than one otherwise brilliant leader.
She should not have done it.
The thought of informing Marcus his little ‘opportunity’ was a no-go crossed her mind for less than a millisecond before being dismissed. He insisted on QEC only, paranoid beyond reason about secrecy, and she did not remotely have the time to return to the office now. 
And besides, she had made him no promises. She’d said she would make an effort to accommodate his last-minute special request, and so she did. Perhaps she might let him know when they next talked. But he had pushed the limits of their business arrangement in making the request, and she wasn’t inclined to reward bad behavior. 
She would, however, clean up the mess which had resulted though it was an inconvenience—because she, at least as much as he, held a vested interest in their arrangement continuing forward with great success.
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CALEB STARTED OVER TO the small stairwell of the rental ship to tell Alex to dress warmly, as Cavare was quite cool at night—then froze when she ascended the stairs. 
She was wearing a deep violet turtleneck made of a silky, shimmery material; when the light hit it hints of indigo and crimson rippled across the fabric. It was paired with sleek, form-fitting black pants and wedge-heeled black boots. Her hair was loosely pulled back to cascade over and behind her shoulders in waves. She had allowed a few strands to escape and frame her cheekbones. It was simple, functional and ordinary attire. It was spectacular.
She paused at the top of the stairs. One hand lingered on the railing. “What? Did I forget something?”
“You’re beautiful.” His voice came out soft and almost reverential. He had told her so the night before as well, while she had straddled him, naked in the starlight shining through the viewport above her bed. It was no less true now.
She blinked. “I…thank you. I didn’t bring a lot of non-work clothes. Maybe I should have picked up a few things with you on Romane….”
He smiled and crossed the space to her, wrapping one arm around her waist while the other hand drew along her jaw. “You look beautiful in those, too, by the way. In case I haven’t told you.”
She appeared utterly flummoxed, which he didn’t understand. He was certain he wasn’t the first man to tell her she was beautiful. No computer algorithm would produce her features as the ideal example of beauty—they were too dramatic, too unique—but make no mistake. She was beautiful.
Finally she relaxed into him, her lips meeting his with a whisper. “You thinking flattery will get you in my pants?”
“That’s the plan.”
A beep in the cockpit signaled their initial approach to Seneca, and he reluctantly disentangled from her and went to the cockpit. It was a little odd him being in charge of the flying, and he knew she found it disorienting. But for the moment at least, this was his show.
“Wait—” he glanced over his shoulder at her, startled at the outburst “—are they going to let me through? Should I have, I don’t know, procured myself a fake ID or something?”
“You’ve been cleared.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean you’ve been cleared. It’s taken care of.”
“Under my own name.”
“Under your own name.” He grasped her hand as she draped her arms along the headrest of the cockpit chair. “It’ll be fine. Promise.”

SENECA
CAVARE, INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
They were meeting in a conference room on the first floor of Division Headquarters, for several reasons. This way Caleb wouldn’t be running into a number of people who might be curious about where he had been and what he may have been up to. Also, Volosk wasn’t exactly comfortable giving Alex a red carpet tour of Division’s inner sanctum. From an outside perspective Caleb could understand the concern, so he didn’t argue the matter.
He input the security code, which changed every twenty hours, and his own personal ID scan at the outer door and motioned for her to enter ahead of him. Two hallways and another door, then a final door and they reached the small conference room.
Volosk had been notified of their arrival and was waiting on them. He stood and shook Caleb’s hand. “Agent Marano, glad to see you made it back in one piece.” 
“As am I, sir.”
Volosk’s gaze shifted to the left. “Ms. Solovy, I presume.” He extended a hand in a more formal manner. “Michael Volosk, Director of Special Operations.”
She graciously accepted the proffered greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
He gestured to the table and they took up seats opposite him. Caleb clasped his hands on the table and leaned forward. “I’m sending you a file I think you will find most useful.”
Volosk raised an eyebrow, but his expression transformed once he received the file. His eyes unfocused for a solid ten seconds before his attention returned to them. He smiled in what looked like relief but was definitely appreciation. 
“You have my sincere gratitude—both of you. As soon as we’re done here I’ll start analyzing this information. Perhaps…well, let’s not get our hopes up too high, but perhaps we can do something about the current state of affairs. For now, though, we should talk about Metis.” 
Alex caught Caleb’s gaze briefly, then reached in her pocket and removed a small crystal disk. The pause was almost imperceptible before she slid the disk across the table. “A hard copy of all the raw data we collected.”
He accepted it with the deference it deserved. “Thank you.” His head tilted in contemplation. “Alliance leadership also has this information, I take it?”
“They do.”
“If I may ask, is there anything you’re comfortable telling me in regard to their response?”
“Chush’ sobach’ya….” She cleared her throat. “Pardon me. They said they will monitor the situation.”
He smiled, though it came off a bit cold. “They’re hoping the aliens will attack us first so they can take advantage of the opportunity.”
This pause was noticeable. “Something to that effect.”
“And how do you feel about their response, Ms. Solovy?”
She met his stare evenly, without flinching. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
He dipped his chin to concede the point. “Fair enough. I meant no offense.” 
Caleb squeezed her hand under the table. “What’s the word from the GOI platoon we sent to investigate? Did they find the alien ships?”
Volosk’s lips pursed. “We’ve had no word from them since they entered Metis four days ago. As communications are not possible inside the Nebula, it’s too early to draw any conclusions. They may simply still be investigating.”
“I imagine they had instructions to deploy drones back out with updates?”
The man’s expression was admirably neutral. “They did.”
Shit. He told them it was too risky to send an entire platoon in, he didn’t care if they were stealth special forces. “I see. Hopefully you’ll hear from them soon.”
“I hope so as well.” The uneasy silence lingered only a breath longer than what was comfortable. “So I’ve reviewed your report, but if you don’t mind I’d like to go over a few details.” His eyes roved over each of them; they each shrugged in acceptance.
“Your spectral analysis of the ships’ composition—it returned no matches, correct?”
“Correct.” She nodded, intrinsically slipping into expert mode. “Chemically, the closest equivalent is lonsdaleite diamond, but this metal is far darker in color than lonsdaleite and isn’t appreciably close to a match. Whatever the metal is, it appeared quite dense and strong. Unfortunately, the sole other fact we’ve determined with any certainty is that the ring is constructed of a similar but not identical material.”
“Okay. So we’re looking at previously undiscovered elements then. And regarding the electromagnetic waves, you suggested the terahertz signals might be a form of communication. Can I ask what your thinking is?”
“Again, it’s merely speculation, but a couple of things. For one, the signal was hyper-precise—focused and compressed, with no detectable bleed. This means it wasn’t an emission byproduct of their technology and was clearly being used for some purpose. Also, Metis doesn’t have significant background terahertz radiation—but in the portal region the terahertz waves were pervasive. And lastly, because we don’t use it for communications. It might not occur to us to eavesdrop on the band.”
“Hmm.” He nodded deliberately. “Not bad as reasons go.” He was quiet a moment before shifting his attention to Caleb. “Where do you think the portal originates?”
It would be the question for him. There were no hard, objective facts or data to rely upon—pretty much no information whatsoever in fact. Nothing but instinct and observation skills born of experience, and a dash of inborn talent.
“Another dimension.”
“Are you serious?” The eyebrow transformed from appreciation to skepticism.
“It may very well lead to the other side of the Milky Way or just as likely to another galaxy. But here’s the thing—and I’d never have thought of it if Alex hadn’t raised the idea of a dimensional portal as a conceivable possibility—the portal had to be built. And as impressive as those superdreadnoughts are, they are miniscule compared to the portal. Building it must have been a tremendous undertaking for even highly advanced aliens.”
He straightened his posture, caught up in the argument. “So why send the workers and machinery and materials to build the portal across the galaxy or universe via conventional means—why spend all the time and effort—to build a shortcut? How much more time would it have taken to simply send the ships instead?”
He sensed Alex regarding him curiously. He hadn’t actually had the opportunity to share his theory with her. There had been escapes to execute and sex and planning and organization and sex and meals to cook and…well. He grinned at her with a corner of his mouth.
Volosk, however, was frowning. “I can imagine plenty of explanations. The personnel and fuel involved, to name one.”
“Absolutely. I concede the point. But I think it’s safe to assume these aliens possess the capability to travel at least as rapidly as we can. So say they’re from the other side of the galaxy. At most it’s forty or so Galactic days’ travel, in no way a trip worthy of building an expensive magic portal instead. If on the other hand we’re talking another galaxy, the trip is nearly half a year at a minimum and in all likelihood far longer, in which case why expend the time and manpower to send the builders but not the fighters?”
He leaned in and dropped his elbows on the table. “And what fighters? Granted, there could be soldiers, organic beings of some sort, inside the dreadnoughts or the tentacle ships—hell, there probably are. But we saw zero evidence of them.” He lifted a hand in preemptive protest. “Before you say it, I agree you wouldn’t see us from the outside of our fleet either. Still, there was a feeling, an impression the ships evoked…like nothing was present that lived and breathed.”
He shrugged, consciously dialing down the fervor. “Either they travel very slow and thus need the portal, which contradicts their otherwise obviously advanced technology, or they travel very fast, which obviates the need for the portal at all. Unless it was the only way.”
Volosk was silent for a long time. Finally he nodded. “Decent assertions—except for one point. If the portal is the only way, how did its builders get here?”
Caleb bit his lower lip. “I’m no expert on hidden dimensions, but…I’m not certain they would need to.”
A ponderous silence again lingered for a moment, until Volosk chuckled wryly. “Well, for now we should focus on how to defend against them. More esoteric musings can wait for the victory party.” 
He straightened up in his chair, as if he had convinced himself of the rightness of his conclusion. “I’m trying to arrange a meeting with Delavasi and the Defense Director for later tonight, though their schedules are unsurprisingly rather full. If the two of you can remain available for the next several hours, I’d appreciate it. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything definitive.”
He stood and leveled a keen gaze at Caleb. “Until then I must get back to the details of managing an…” he managed not to glance at Alex “…unfortunate war. Agent Marano, until further notice your sole mission is the investigation of these aliens and matters related thereto.”
“Of course. Any special instructions?”
“In the brief time I’ve worked with you, I have come to realize one thing. Of all our agents, you are the last person who needs micromanaging. Act as you see fit—but do try to avoid blowing up any more Division starships if at all possible.”
“I’ll do my best, sir. Though in fairness, the last one was her fault.”
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THE BASEMENT COMMAND CENTER of Earth Alliance Headquarters remained a flurry of activity on this, the sixth day of the Second Crux War. 
Aides ensured the secure files were loaded and all necessary information available, the refreshment table was fully stocked and the EM shielding field was in place and active. The noise amplified off the reinforced walls to create a din above which it was difficult to carry on a normal conversation.
The Chief of Staff’s arrival in the bunker served as the aides’ cue to depart the immediate area surrounding the situation room. They filed past the woman and dispersed—some upstairs to their offices, others to stations elsewhere in the command center to monitor war developments.
Marcus Aguirre exited the lift alongside Prime Minister Brennon. They continued their conversation as they walked down the long hallway. “Yes, sir, I believe under the regulations you definitely have the authority to appropriate the necessary—” Upon reaching the situation room he cut himself off. “But we can discuss it in the meeting.” He stepped to the side and allowed Brennon to enter the room ahead of him.
The Assembly Speaker and Chairman of the Armed Forces Committee had already arrived, along with the Defense Minister. Marcus went over to the hutch in the rear of the room and poured himself a glass of water before taking his seat a third of the way down the conference table. He presented himself as reviewing materials for the meeting while he discreetly observed the others through the translucent screen.
Speaker Barrera was a long-time acquaintance and political ally. They had met for dinner two nights earlier; it was a timely reaffirmation of their alliance and a subtle reminder to the Speaker of favors Marcus had granted him in the past. It could be argued the Speaker owed Marcus for his position, but he never spoke of it aloud. He didn’t need to. Such was the way of the political game. Besides, the debt would come due soon enough.
The Armed Forces Chairman was a sharp one. Retired military, he had earned several medals of valor for his service during the First Crux War. He held his current position for those accomplishments, not on account of any political skills. So though he deserved keeping an eye on, realistically he should be out of his league in the coming maneuvers.
Defense Minister Mori spoke quietly with the Chief of Staff across the table. Mori was weak, a bureaucrat when he had been in the military and even more of one in the government. Any military influence he had was far overshadowed by EASC. But he was an unabashed Senecan opponent; as such, his intense dislike of the enemy may prove useful. The Chief of Staff, on the other hand, was shrewd and highly intelligent, and loyal to Brennon to a fault. She had been at the man’s side for over twenty years, since his early political campaigns.
He glanced up as the Foreign Minister walked in, followed by—
Well this was a complication.
Mori slid his chair back and rose to salute. “Admiral Solovy, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I take it General Alamatto is otherwise engaged today?”
Miriam Solovy nodded politely. “Yes, he spent the afternoon on the Orbital meeting with the Regional Commanders. He’s returning now, but would be unable to arrive here in time. He sends his regrets.”
Alamatto was supposed to be here, and thus out of danger. He could control Alamatto. Solovy was supposed to be in Vancouver, sitting in her office at EASC Headquarters like a good girl.
His face maintained a perfect mask while he tamped down his annoyance and considered his options. It didn’t take long, because for the moment he had none. He couldn’t call off the operation now if he wanted to—and he didn’t want to, as to do so would cause far more complications than it solved. He considered trying to waylay Alamatto and delay his arrival in Vancouver…but he personally didn’t have a viable way to make it happen, and those who might were not currently available.
It would be a setback, but a minor one. The primary objective and several secondary ones would still be achieved. And Solovy would soon find herself facing her own difficulties in any event. He did need to factor her continued presence into matters and formulate countermeasures, but it would have to wait.
Brennon signaled for the meeting to begin with a glance around the table. “Thank you for coming, everyone. The purpose of this meeting is to review the state of affairs one week into hostilities and discuss our strategy going forward.”
His smile beamed across the table as though the room were populated by constituents. “First, the good news. Admiral Solovy?”
Solovy spared a small nod for Brennon. “Thank you, Prime Minister. As you are all likely aware, four days ago we destroyed fifteen major Senecan hyperspectral scanners, significantly crippling their ability to track our military movements and buildups. With heightened defense measures now in place we don’t expect them to be able to replace the lost surveillance capabilities in the foreseeable future.
“Also, I’m pleased to report Admiral Rychen’s forces engaged the Senecan detachment responsible for the attack on Arcadia and achieved a decisive victory near Desna. It was the first head-to-head battle of this conflict and represents a clear win for the Alliance.”
“Excellent news, Admiral. Minister Mori?”
The Defense Minister frowned; it was an unpleasant expression on his thin lips and pinched chin. “Unfortunately, it isn’t all good news. Five hours ago a Senecan strike force destroyed the production facilities of Surno Materials on Aquila. Surno was our largest supplier of the metamaterials used in the construction of Alliance starships.
“Now while this isn’t an immediate emergency, it is inevitable we will suffer losses in the war and will need to replace ships. I’ve recommended that we invoke Regulation ERS 26608.577.2034g and appropriate fifty percent of the production output from the five next largest manufacturers of the relevant metamaterials.”
Marcus cleared his throat. “I’ve advised the Prime Minister he does have the authority to do so under said Regulation. There is, however, public perception to consider as well. We don’t want the government to appear too heavy-handed this early into the conflict.”
Mori shrugged. “What are our other options?”
Solovy shifted her posture in an indefinable way which somehow increased her presence at the table. “We can approach the suppliers as customers and negotiate new contracts.”
“Ha!” Mori snorted. “Wartime is not the place for capitalism. We require the materials. That should be the end of discussion. Surely you recognize this, Admiral?”
“Surely.”
“Yes, well.” Brennon nodded. “I will make a decision later today. Admiral, do our military forces have any further pressing requirements?”
“Many, sir, but we are addressing them.”
Brennon smiled a little. “Of course you are. Now we should probably move—”
“Sir, if I may, there is one additional matter we should discuss.”
If Brennon was taken aback by the interruption, he gave no sign of it. “Certainly, Admiral.”
Solovy looked around at the others. “Forgive me if I’m stating the obvious, as I don’t often have the opportunity to attend these meetings, but the information I’m about to share cannot leave this room.”
Marcus had a deep suspicion as to the nature of the information and swiftly made an effort to deflect it. “Admiral, if this information is so sensitive perhaps it would be better if it were handled offline, with a smaller group?”
Her gaze snapped to him, and he felt a faint shiver run up his spine. “Mr. Attorney General, is this not the Select Military Advisory Council? Is this not the most secure location in Alliance space? I was under the impression there was no ‘smaller group’ with which to consult.”
“It is all of those things. Nevertheless, it might be more—”
Brennon’s hand extended out on the table. “She’s correct, Marcus. We are all trustworthy here. Let her speak.”
Son of a bitch.
“Thank you, sir. The visuals I’m going to show you were taken inside the Metis Nebula just over one week ago.”
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“WE HAVE A COUPLE OF HOURS before Volosk will be able to pull off a meeting.” Caleb grabbed Alex’s hand and tugged her into the parking lot. “You impressed me right and proper on Earth. Give me a chance to impress you.”
Her eyes slid away with a grin. “Okay. Where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise.”
She followed him to the bike, giggling under her breath as she draped the wrap on her neck and activated the helmet, threw a leg over the bike and grasped him tightly around the waist. It was every teenage girl’s wild, rebellious fantasy: speeding off on a sleek, sexy bike holding onto her sexy renegade. She would never admit to it being one of her fantasies, but…it didn’t suck.
The air carried quite a chill whipping past as they sped through a rather impressive downtown area. She snuggled closer against him. 
Everything looked as though it had been built in the last two years; it all still carried the gleam of newness. And the city was large, far larger than she had been led to believe. The streets bustled with foot, vehicle and air traffic and all the hallmarks of a vibrant, lively culture. It didn’t come close to comparing to the Atlantic Met, nor half a dozen other metropolitan areas on Earth. But it did have a freshness and vivacity to it she hadn’t expected.
It was a few short minutes before he slowed and veered into another parking lot, to her mild disappointment. Then she saw the reflection of Seneca’s enormous moon in the river across the street and grinned yet again. She climbed off the bike and wandered to the water’s edge while he secured it. 
He sidled up behind her, his arms encircling her waist as his chin rested on her shoulder. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
She drew in a deep breath and savored the feel of him pressed against her, of his arms wrapped around her. She could get used to this, and quickly. “Very.”
“Come on.” He grasped her hand and again tugged her along.
“This wasn’t what you brought me to see?”
“Uh, no.”
They entered an outdoor market and entertainment area. Mellow synth strains, the hum of the crowd and pleasant aromas from several restaurants and grill stands filled the air, but he continued to lead her on past all the tempting diversions.
The crowd began to thin and they veered back toward the river. In the distance she saw several tall, glittering arches. Beneath the arches the water gained a faint glimmer.
They approached a simple kiosk. He manipulated the display a moment and gestured toward the water.
A small personal craft had appeared out of nowhere alongside the ledge. It had a very minimal structure, flat save for sides which bowed up maybe a meter high and containing only two cushioned couch-like seats.
“After you.”
She raised an eyebrow at him but stepped in and sat down. He joined her, and the craft glided forward.
“Are you driving?”
“I could, but no, it’s automated for the moment.”
“Where does it go?”
“The lake.”
She waited, but no more information was forthcoming, so she shifted to check out the view of downtown. The lights from the many skyscrapers reflected in warping patterns along the river, though the reflection of the moon continued to dominate. “It really is a beautiful city, Caleb.”
“It is. You should probably turn around now.”
“Hmm?” She twisted again in the seat. They were now passing under the first arch. It was a mammoth sculpture of bronze, copper and brushed graphite, wound through by golden optic fibers. It towered nearly a quarter kilometer above them at its peak. Already the next arch was in sight, and beyond three more arches a brilliantly lit structure rose out of the water.
She realized the river was now widening rapidly, and also had begun to…glow. Faintly at first, yet brighter with every meter. She looked over at Caleb curiously. “Bioluminescence?”
He had kicked back in his seat, his legs stretched out along the floor and ankles crossed leisurely. His hands were clasped behind his head. “Of a sort. You ready?”
She laughed incredulously. “For what?”
His eyes twinkled in amusement, revealing an infinite recursion of facets cut into their sapphire hue. She only tore away from them when a field shimmered into existence, extending up from the edges of the craft high enough so they were able to stand within it.
Then the craft began to submerge.
“What…?” Her voice drifted off, stunned into silence.
Fully submerged beneath the surface and still moving forward, they became enveloped by an incredible white-blue luminescence. The closest comparison was phosphorescent algae, but she discerned no trace of even miniscule particles. The water simply glowed, more intensely than any nebula. 
The material composing the craft turned out to be a transparent glass material. She stood, and was surrounded in every direction by the radiant splendor. The field was all but invisible, giving the impression she could reach out and immerse fingertips in the water. Colorful fish sporting metallic scales and tiny eyes periodically swam past them. One tried to swim into the craft and collided with the field, causing a slight ripple across it as the fish jerked back in surprise.
“Caleb….” She turned to find him watching her, a delighted smile on his face and a look in his eyes that sent a wicked flutter through her chest.
She plopped in his lap and wound her arms around his neck. “Okay. Congratulations, you’ve impressed me.”
“Good,” he whispered against her lips. “And we’re not even done yet.”
“No?”
“Nope.” He motioned in the direction ahead of them and she somewhat reluctantly pulled away to see.
What she presumed was the large structure she had seen from the surface extended deep beneath the lake as well. As they approached, it became obvious it continued down at least thirty levels. Hundreds if not thousands of people milled about on the other side of the glass. Restaurants, several dance clubs and numerous shops could be made out as their craft circled and docked.
The field surrounding the craft vanished, and they were inside. She stepped out behind him.
This was clearly a high-class entertainment hub. The patrons tended to be well-dressed in expensive attire, though there was the occasional throng of slacker teens among the crowd. The noise level was considerable due to the enclosed environment, but not so loud she was unable to hear him beside her. As they strolled along the curving path, the floor-to-ceiling glass revealed the luminescent waters unmarred. It was actually so bright there was almost no lighting inside.
“Do you want to get some dinner?”
Her eyes cut over to him. “Why, yes I do.”
He laughed and guided her toward the outside of the wide walkway. A moment later they stepped on a lift cut into the glass wall. It sped upward, swooshing past water rushing in the opposite direction. The lift broke through the surface and continued up another forty levels or so. 
Then they were in the open air. A cool breeze from the lake far below drifted over them, yet the space felt warmed in some artificial manner.
The roof consisted entirely of a restaurant, complete with white tablecloths and optic candles. Though it seemed full to capacity, they were nevertheless shown to a table bordering the outer edge. Nothing blocked their view of the glowing lake below or the cityscape in the distance. The moon above them appeared close enough to reach up and touch.
She spent a good thirty seconds looking at the sights, peering down the sheer cliff of glass and twisting about in her seat, so much so she was surprised when a bottle of wine arrived at the table.
She settled back in the chair and eyed him suspiciously but playfully as he poured her a glass. “Okay, how did you get this table?”
His lips curled up in a sly smirk. “It’s possible I went to primary with the restaurant manager.”
“Well.” She regarded him over the rim of her glass. When she spoke, her voice came out uncharacteristically soft. “I’m sorry we tried to destroy this place.”
“Alex, that isn’t what this is about—I mean, yes, I hoped you might realize we’re not the enemy, but—”
“I know. And I’m…I’m sorry I wanted us to destroy this place.”
His smile was exceptionally gentle. “Apology accepted.”
She glanced around again briefly before returning to his gaze, to find it had never left her. “So what is this about then? I feel like I’m being wooed, but I think we’re a little beyond that stage.”
“Are you complaining?”
“Nooo.”
“I’m glad.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. “I know you’re out of your comfort zone. I recognize it isn’t easy for you to follow someone else’s lead. And I just want you to know I appreciate it, and maybe convince you it doesn’t always have to be so bad.”
She squeezed his hand. “There’s certainly nothing bad about all this…in fact, I’d say it’s pretty damn wonderful.”
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RICHARD STRODE BRUSQUELY toward the Archives building. The late afternoon sun at his back almost hinted at warmth in the moments before it would drop below the horizon.
Much as Miriam had expressed the previous day, he found himself ruing the…extensiveness…of Alliance regulations. The assassination investigation having been closed on account of the war and the obvious-to-everyone perpetrator, all the files pertaining to it—thankfully except for the medical files due to a few test results still outstanding—had been moved to Archives and personal copies ordered scrubbed. Because that was how things were done.
Thus his trek across the EASC campus over to the Archives to review the files there. He would not be allowed to check them out and take them to his office. Because that was how things were done.
Alex’s insistence that the assassination, the entire war, was a setup had troubled him even prior to his lunch with Will. Seeing as he’d now arguably committed treason against the Alliance on a bet she might be correct, it seemed a good idea to look deeper into the matter on his end as well. If he—
The blast of heat hit his back before the sky brightened, which was odd—nearly as odd as his brain insisting on noticing such details above far more dramatic ones. 
Maybe he was simply too close for the difference in speed to be noticeable. 
Yes, that must be it.
He spun around at the same instant as he was thrown tumbling through the air by an invisible force. 
He caught the briefest glimpse of the towering, white-hot ball of flame pluming into the sky just as the sun began to set beneath the water and he—
When he regained consciousness—slowly, groggily—the flames clawed at the heavens, but they were increasingly obscured by the thick smoke which now roiled across the broad courtyard toward him.
He scrambled backward on his hands and heels to escape the approaching smoke, which was of course a ludicrous thing to do. The smoke surged over him in a massive wave, choking his lungs and stealing the breath from them.
Shouts and screams cut through the haze in the air and in his mind, closer than the roar of the flames and screeching metal reverberating from everywhere and nowhere. 
Feet pounded against the stone of the courtyard. People running. Panicked. 
It occurred to him he had been almost to the Archives.
If he could get inside then perhaps he could breathe. Perhaps he could live.
He crawled to his feet…and realized the smoke was far too dense to determine in which direction the Archives was located. 
The lack of oxygen spread foggy tendrils into his brain, mucking up the works and colliding with spots of yawning blackness from what must be a concussion….
He somehow managed to call up a map overlay on a whisper. 
That way. 
He half-ran, half-stumbled twenty meters and fell through a door and into merciful darkness.

Hands reached down and helped him up. 
He coughed smoke out of his lungs. His vision began to clear. Breath by breath his mind sharpened the fog away. 
His head hurt like the devil and he suspected he’d fractured his right shoulder. But he was able to think again, and thus allow the soldier within to push aside the terror and take control.
Smoke obscured everything beyond the glass doors. A quick glance around indicated those in the lobby appeared largely unhurt, so he rushed to the lift and headed for the top floor.
The Archives building stood only thirty-five stories, but it should be tall enough to get above the worst of the smoke. When the lift slowed to a stop he hurried to the windows, ignoring the sharp jolts of pain shooting along his shoulder and neck.
The once-towering Headquarters building was fully consumed in flames and crumbling in on itself. One corner of the foundation was completely blown out, causing the structure to list and gradually sink into the gap. Midway up and again near the two-thirds point where the flames burnt strongest, entire sections of the frame were missing, sending the higher floors canting back the other way. 
The destroyed building had acquired a ragged, zigzagged appearance. It reminded him of a child’s haphazardly constructed tower of blocks right before it collapsed.
He used his ocular implant to capture several visuals, because the tower in front of him would also soon collapse, and he may be one of the few people seeing this particular vantage. 
As the adrenaline continued to dissipate he studied the scene with a more critical eye. Based on his experience, it looked as though high-powered explosive charges had detonated at the base in the front left corner as well as at strategic points throughout the building. 
No way did explosives get past security into the building—which meant the bombs must have been assembled inside.
They had traitors in their midst.
A renewed war. Aliens on the approach. Now insurrection from within. Had Alex and her Senecan companion been more horrifically right than even they imagined?
The sirens of emergency vehicles rose above the rumble as craft began circling overhead. There was certainly plenty of water available to douse the fire…but there was also a lot of fire.
God, how many people had been in the building? Five thousand? Six? Many would still be alive and trapped. Rescue personnel were already dropping beneath aircraft and attaching themselves to the burning, dangerously crumbling walls.
The pulse leapt into his vision, startling him out his reverie.
Richard! Are you there? Are you okay?
Miriam. Yes, I’m fine. I was over at the Archives. Are you still in Washington?
On the way back. What’s the situation? There’s been an attack on HQ?
Oh, Miriam…I’m afraid it’s far worse than a simple attack.
What do you mean?
Headquarters is gone.
There was a weighty pause.
I’ll be there soon.
When the connection ended he dragged a hand down his face; it came away coated in soot and blood. 
Miriam possessed inside information, but the news would be hitting the exanet any second now, if it hadn’t already. He took a deep breath and pulsed Will.
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SENECA
CAVARE

THEY STROLLED ALONG THE PROMENADE, Alex’s hand wrapped snugly in his. Dinner had been delicious and romantic, and the return trip beneath the lake’s surface doubly so. Caleb wanted nothing more than to whisk her away to his apartment and spend several hours ravaging every single centimeter of her lovely body. But alas, there was still work to be done. Later, however….
“Do you think we—” He broke off mid-sentence, frowning at the abrupt, unnatural movement of people toward one of the nearby exanet news broadcast screens. They instinctively joined the crowd, though he was also pulling up his own customized news feed.
The large screen showed an aerial view of an island in late evening light. An uneasy sensation rippled through his skin; the location looked uncomfortably familiar, though it was difficult to be certain due to the remainder of the scene.
A towering pillar of copper and crimson flames roiled to engulf a high-rise and lick at the sky. Dense clouds of smoke billowed out from the structure to flow over the island. Scattered strewn debris and huge chunks fallen from the edifice decorated gaps in the smoke. At least a dozen emergency craft circled in the air above, many dangling rescue responders beneath.
“This footage is from Earth Alliance Strategic Command in Vancouver, where fourteen minutes ago a series of massive explosions rocked the building which houses—” 
“Alex, you—” She thrust a palm into his chest, holding him at bay. Her gaze was unfocused, her stance rigid. He watched her instead of the footage.
It was a full ten seconds before she exhaled and focused on him, her features losing a mere fraction of their tautness. “She’s safe. She was traveling from Washington. Richard’s safe, too, though he had a much closer call.” 
She ran a hand down her face as her attention was drawn inexorably to the screen. “Caleb….”
“I know.” Had his government done this? In war everything constituted fair game, but it nevertheless struck him as incredibly dirty tactics. A hell of a lot of noncombatants worked in that building. On the other hand, wiping out a good portion of Alliance military leadership in one fell swoop would definitely knock them on their heels, sowing confusion and perhaps chaos. Arguably a brilliant tactic…but still dirty.
He grasped her shoulder. “Let’s get to some place quieter where we can find out what’s going on.”
She nodded in agreement, but her eyes were clouded and troubled. He honestly couldn’t blame her.
The crowd thinned then vanished as they wound their way to the end of the riverwalk, up the stairs and across the street to the parking lot. It was dark and maybe a third full.
The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. It was too dark. Some of the lighting had gone out—which was impossible unless it had been deliberately eliminated. 
A shadow moved in the corner of his vision. 
Another deep in the recesses of the lot.
All his senses sharpened into hyper-focus as nanobot-aided adrenaline flooded his veins and fueled his limbs to enhanced speeds.
“Get down!” He shoved her behind one of the skycars the same instant a laser streaked between them from the left. 
She landed on her hands and knees next to the car door. He crouched beside her but kept his focus outward as infrared augmentation activated in his ocular implant. Not wanting to risk a sound, he pulsed her. Stay here.
He drew his kinetic blade out of its sheath and flicked it on as a heat signature grew at the front edge of the vehicle. He crawled forward, staying low and against the frame.
When a foot appeared at the rim, he grabbed it and yanked to send the attacker sprawling to the ground. In one fluid move he landed on top of the man, knocked the Daemon from his hand and slid the blade in beneath his ribcage and up into his heart.
As soon as he felt it pierce the heart he pulled it out, picked up the Daemon and sprinted to the next nearest vehicle. 
The shadow he had seen in the rear of the lot moved closer. This one was cloaked, but in infrared he saw the faintest shimmer to indicate the outline of a person. He rose and aimed over the top of the roof. 
One shot, center mass. The outline collapsed.
He immediately scanned the vicinity for more targets. Nothing…nothing…there. A heat signature slinked along the wall on the other side of the lot. 
Toward Alex.
He flung the Daemon against a vehicle three rows over and ducked to sprint back. The racket succeeded in momentarily distracting the attacker, who paused to glance in the direction of the sound.
By the time the man resumed advancing Caleb had reached him. He grappled him from behind and with a fierce wrench snapped his neck.
He dropped the body and kneeled beside her. “Are you okay?”
She nodded weakly, staring at him in the darkness with wide eyes and dilated pupils. A knot of dread began pooling in his chest. He didn’t—
“Behind you!” It came out as a cracked whisper of a shout.
He spun as he stood, right leg swinging up with the motion. 
His heel smashed into a wrist and jarred a Daemon out of the attacker’s grip as it fired. The laser stream skidded off the hood of the skycar, cutting the front in two and burning across the wall of the neighboring building.
His opponent delivered a left hook to his jaw. His head jerked, but the overload of adrenaline meant he didn’t notice the jolt of pain. He kneed the attacker in the stomach while he shifted his grip on the blade, then plunged it into the man’s gut. 
The attacker stuttered in surprise, but the angle had been too low and he wouldn’t be dead for a while yet. Running on his own adrenaline, the man clawed at Caleb’s face in search of an eye socket in which to jam a thumb.
He pulled the man into a bear hug, shoved the blade in deeper and forced it upward, slicing him open a centimeter at a time. 
When the man finally sagged lifelessly in his grasp, he tossed the body to the side. 
“We need to leave, now. Let’s get to the bike.”
Getting no response, he turned to Alex. Even in the dim light he could see all the color had drained from her face. She clung to the frame of the vehicle as she haltingly climbed to her feet. Her gaze roamed around wildly, looking at anything except him.
In an adrenaline-fueled combat state everything was knocked off-kilter. Time moved rapidly and slowly all at once. Light and shadow gained contrast, and the world appeared as an over-processed image, full of sharp edges and too-crisp colors. Movement leapt out as jagged gashes against a frozen frame.
He struggled past all this to see what she saw.
Three dead bodies lay within four meters. Blood pouring from two of the bodies pooled to join together and creep inexorably toward them. 
Intestines spilled forth out of one; the flickering illumination from the riverwalk created the illusion of slimy tentacles slithering forward in the treacherous shadows. 
The third corpse’s head was twisted at an impossible angle upon the ground, eyes open to stare blankly at her and into the void. 
He stood before her coated in repulsive bodily fluids. He felt the warm stickiness of blood streaked along one cheek, across his chin, dribbling down his neck.
Without a doubt, it was an utterly horrific panorama of violence and death. A tableau of nightmares. 
And as he watched her recoil from the gruesome scene—and him—his heart plummeted then left him entirely. The moment he had always dreaded, worked to ensure never came to pass while trying his damnedest to pretend it never would, met him full on in her shell-shocked eyes and blanched face.
It occurred to him that perhaps Mia had been right after all. Which only made it so, so much worse.
He swallowed the lump in his throat. “We have to get away from here, and quickly. It’s not safe. Will you come with me?”
Having reached a standing position, she gave a semblance of a nod. 
Taking it as assent, he headed for the bike several rows further in…and realized there had been no jagged gash in his peripheral vision. She had made no move to follow him. His chin dropped and his eyes squeezed shut so tightly halos flared in the blackness. 
He forced them open to gaze at her. 
“Please.”
“Right….” She shook her head roughly and gingerly pushed off the vehicle, skittering to the side of the encroaching pools of blood to trail behind him at a distance.
When they reached the bike he had to remind her to put on the helmet wrap. Her hands rested warily midway around his waist; he felt them trembling through the cloth of his overshirt.
He wanted to scream and rage. He wanted to hit something and kill a few more people. He wanted to grab her and shake her and beg her with every ounce of his soul to not react like this…
…but he knew it was already far too late. And the rest of his body and brain were still in combat mode and he had to get them to safety.
“Alex, you need to hold on tighter, okay?” His voice sounded hollow and strained, like a too-taught string on an antique violin. 
But she complied. He pulled out of the lot and onto the street.
They’d go back to Division, where security was high, then…well, he didn’t know what then. He didn’t know if she’d consent to go anywhere with him after this. If not, he could…he could send an escort to accompany her to the spaceport and she would be able to leave. Go to Romane, and from there, Earth.
He tried to focus on the road. The artificial lighting had returned to normal; in his distorted vision the added light gave the surroundings a washed out, achromatic sheen. 
It was what it was. It was done and there was nothing in the universe which could change it. He accepted the deadening of his heart and began prepping the stoic mask he would desperately need in the coming hours.
He sent Volosk a message to let him know they were on their way and under assault.
Message unable to be delivered. Recipient is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until it can be delivered.
Fucking bloody fuck. 
And just like that everything became considerably more complicated. If they weren’t the only ones being targeted…. 
But for the moment, a single thing mattered: staying alive. Her staying alive.
He broadcast a local Division alert and slowed as they neared HQ. The information relayed to him indicated Volosk’s last recorded action was to leave the office to run an errand.
He swung to the rear and came to a stop alongside the building across from the entrance.
Alex stumbled off the bike, sending another dagger into his soul. 
It didn’t matter. 
He kept his voice low. “Stay here a minute. I need to make sure the way is clear.” She nodded mutely and backed into the wall. The void in his chest swelled to a yawning chasm at the sight of her looking at him in such a manner, shrinking away from him.
It didn’t matter.
He peered around the corner, blade at the ready. He saw no movement nor anything out of the ordinary—save for the lump on the ground near the reserved area where the subdivision directors parked. 
He knew what awaited him as he approached from the shadows.
Michael Volosk lay on his back in a pool of blood, one arm fractured at the elbow and the other wrenched behind his head. He had fought his attacker, if to no avail. 
His throat had been sliced clean through from ear to ear by a gamma knife. His eyes stared blankly into the void, no different in death than the assailant’s at the park.
Caleb blew out a harsh breath, his hand coming up to abuse his jaw. Volosk was an honorable, decent man. He had a wife and two young children and a spotless record. What reason did they have to kill him?
He spun around at the echo of footsteps, arm cocked and blade raised. But it was her. His arm dropped to his side.
She approached with caution, her focus locked on the body of the man she had met mere hours earlier—until it darted jerkily up to him.
God, she looked so scared.
He would give the wealth of nations to be able to convince her she never need be afraid of him. But he had no such wealth to give.
“He can’t have been dead long or someone would have found him. The attackers might still be nearby.” He glanced at the Division building, at the door fifteen meters across the lot. “I think we should get out of here, to the ship. It isn’t safe, even here. If they got to him this close to Headquarters, they could have gotten inside.”
He gazed at her imploringly. “Will you do that? Will you go with me to the spaceport at least? From there you can…whatever you want. But I need to get you to safety.”
She blinked. “Of course….” She took a step, faltered and sank against the wall grasping clumsily at her right side.
“What is it? Are you hurt?”
“Yeah…I…I got nicked back there at the park…it’s fine though…cybernetics will take care of it….” 
Then her legs buckled beneath her.
He had already been moving and reached her a split-second before she hit the ground. One hand slid under her head, much as it had in another, far, far better circumstance. 
He eased her down. “Alex? Alex, talk to me.” 
Nothing. She had lost consciousness.
He carefully shifted her arm out of the way. Her sweater was soaked through with blood. It blended into the deep purple of the material, which was why he hadn’t seen it until now. 
A frantic breath fell from his lips. “Oh, baby, no….”
Time screeched to a halt while he oh-so-gently rolled her onto her side. The back of the sweater was soaked in blood as well. 
He lifted the sweater up to reveal entry and exit wounds. They lay in a direct trajectory, above her hip. The laser had traveled straight through and at a location which in all probability missed any vital organs. 
Okay.
He willed what combat mode still remained to the forefront. Time resumed its skewed rapid slow progression forward. 
There was a med kit inside, but there may also be assassins inside—or worse, traitors from within. If they were being hunted a hospital represented a death trap, and his apartment was doubtless being watched. 
The rental ship had a Grade III med kit on board. If her cybernetics and genetic enhancements were as advanced as he was certain they must be, it would be enough. 
If he got her to it soon.
The bike was clearly out. Something he could walk away from.

He stood, walked six meters and broke into the nearest vehicle. He rummaged through the compartment; as expected, there was a gym bag. Division employees loved their workouts, if solely for the stress relief they provided.
He tore it open and removed a t-shirt, climbed out and rushed back to her. With a rip of the seam the shirt became a long strip of cloth which he wound around her abdomen and secured over both wounds to staunch the bleeding. 
He gathered her up in his arms. 
Though he had endeavored to smother any emotions beneath an iron façade, a cry found its way to the surface when she sagged bonelessly against him.
He choked it off in his throat as he positioned her in the passenger seat and secured the harness over her. Then he bolted to the driver’s side, scrambled in and hacked the controls. 
The instant the engine fired he lifted into the air and accelerated toward the spaceport at reckless speed.
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ERISEN
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

KENNEDY EXITED THE LIFT at the top floor of IS Design’s offices, heels clack-clacking on the marble floor as she strode across the wide foyer. The deep green business suit she wore was cut rather conservatively, though at least it complimented her eyes, and her hair was uncharacteristically pulled up in a dress knot—a few minor concessions to the stodgy formality of a Board of Directors meeting.
The secretary smiled as she approached. “You’re expected, Ms. Rossi. You can go right on in.”
“Thank you, Nance. Oh, before I forget, congratulations on your daughter being accepted to MIT. I know you must be proud.”
The woman beamed. “Very much so, though I will miss her. Thank you again for the personal recommendation. I’m sure it helped quite a lot.”
Her grin held a hint of teasing. “I’m sure it had far more to do with her accomplishments, but I’m glad if I helped out a tiny bit.”
She gave Nance a wink and continued into the boardroom. The four men and three women were engaged in a heated discussion over new efficiency measures, so she quietly took a seat along the wall.
It was several minutes until the conversation quieted down and the chairman motioned to her. “Ms. Rossi, thank you for coming.”
She stood and approached the empty end of the table. “My pleasure. I’m glad to have the opportunity to—”
“A situation has arisen regarding a materials supplier which we’d like you to turn your attention toward.”
What? She was here to present the final specs on the EM reverse shield. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m not clear on—”
“You’re aware the Surno Materials facility on Aquila was destroyed by the Senecans yesterday?”
“Yes, sir. Most unfortunate. I know they were a major supplier of ours.”
“Not merely of ours. They were also a significant supplier of metamaterials to the Alliance military. Now the Alliance is busily soaking up the remaining available supply from other manufacturers.” 
He glanced a little nervously around the table. “Of course this company has a long history and tradition of supporting the Alliance, and we stand fully behind the war effort. But the fact remains we will also need supplies if we expect to deliver on existing orders, not to mention future ones.”
She couldn’t help but frown. “Without a doubt. But while Surno was a reliable supplier, there are numerous metamaterial manufacturers on Alliance worlds and friendly independent ones.”
“Yes, and they are all now being courted heavily by our competitors and every other provider of space-worthy end products.”
“Ah, well, I can see the difficulty. However, as Director of the Design and Prototyping Division, I’m not certain how I might be able to help.”
One of the directors, Amanda Vashi, clasped her hands on the table. “We recognize it isn’t your normal area of focus. But your, shall we say, ‘social’ talents and networking connections are well known and respected, by this Board and the community at large. Combined with the stature of your family, we believe you would make an excellent ambassador for the company and a shrewd negotiator.”
She suppressed a laugh; that had to be the most polite way of saying ‘you’re very attractive, can work a cocktail party like nobody’s business and excel at fooling powerful men into believing you’re flirting with them’ she had ever heard. “I’m flattered, Ms. Vashi, but there are a number of important projects ongoing in DPD right now which I would hate to neglect.”
The chairman smiled in his usual annoying, condescending manner. “Certainly there are, but I’m sure they will survive a couple of days without your direct guidance. We want you to go to Messium and persuade the president of Palaimo Metallurgy to supply us a minimum of sixty percent of our metamaterial requirements for the next year—for reasonable and fair compensation, naturally.”
Her weight shifted to her back foot and she crossed her arms over her stomach, deciding she could stand to lose a bit of deference. “Can’t those negotiations be conducted over holo? I really don’t see the need for a personal visit.”
“Palaimo’s president is something of a prima donna, I’m afraid. And he is, as I noted earlier, being wooed by other companies as well. We believe a personal touch and a touch of extra attention will be required to make the deal happen.”
She pursed her lips together to swallow annoyance. She didn’t particularly want to trek all the way out to Messium to kiss some self-important corporate executive’s ass. But she didn’t see how it was particularly up to her either. With a silent sigh she nodded and gave the chairman a brilliant if somewhat plastic smile.
“Then I am happy to assist the company in any way I can. I’ll make the arrangements today.” She looked around at the directors. “If there’s nothing else, I’d like to give my presentation now.”
“Absolutely, Ms. Rossi. Please, continue.”
“Thank you.” She sent the presentation to the large screen above the table. “As you may recall from my earlier visit, the proposed EM reverse shield is intended—”
Nance burst into the room. The woman’s eyes were wide, and she appeared out of breath though she couldn’t have run more than a few meters. 
“Turn on the news feed! Alliance Strategic Command has been destroyed!”
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SPACE, NORTHWEST QUADRANT
ORELLAN STELLAR SYSTEM

THE 2ND
REGIMENT OF THE 4TH
BRIGADE of the Earth Alliance NW Regional Command patrolled the Fionava-Balta-Orellan corridor, as had been its duty for more than a decade. Periodic superluminal traversals ended randomly to avoid predictable patterns and were interspersed with lengthy periods of impulse propulsion. Of course this being the Earth Alliance military, ‘randomly’ actually meant one of seven predetermined sequences.
Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Jenner paced in front of the CO chair as the seconds counted down to the shift from superluminal to normal impulse propulsion. They would be at full ready when the transition occurred, as always, but particularly so after the EASC bombing hours earlier had put the entire fleet on Level IV alert status.
He had been the commanding officer of the EAS Juno for all of twenty-three days, and ready state still made him apprehensive. It wasn’t like commanding ground forces, where you could hear and smell and sense the situation you were heading into—where even as a commander you had a weapon in your hand and at least the illusion of control over your own fate. 
Here, standing on the deck of a starship in the void of space, he could request information and give orders but do little else to affect his fate or that of his men. It was one reason he disliked space, but only the latest one. 
He had tried to comprehend the appeal, to grasp the wonder and amazement others felt toward the stars. For Alex, he had tried. But he had failed.
It wasn’t as if he was a luddite; he embraced humanity’s continued advancement as much as anyone. He simply preferred the sensation of soil beneath his feet and wind in his hair, of fresh, non-recycled air which carried on it the scent and taste of life. He preferred what was solid and real, where if you could see it you could touch it, feel its texture between the tips of your fingers. As far as he knew, no one had ever touched a star. 
Not even her.
Yet here he was, commander of a starship for twenty-three days and flying into the middle of a war. 
He had been happy serving as the operations officer for the 3rd BC Brigade in Vancouver. It was a good posting, with plenty of responsibility and solid officers under him. But if he wanted to make full colonel in the next decade—or possibly ever—a flight command tour was all but a necessity. And he did want to make colonel, almost as much as Veronica wanted him to. 
It was only because she believed in him and thought he was capable of greater things that she pushed him so. He knew this in his heart.
So he had left behind his beautiful new wife of two months, his honorable if slightly staid job and his charming house in the North Vancouver foothills for a half-year space tour. Seventeen days in he had found himself in a war. Alex would be laughing her ass off if she could see him now….
“Flight Lieutenant Billoughy, prepare to idle the sLume drive at 14:35:00. Helmsman Xao, is the Orellan asteroid belt survey loaded into the navigation system?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Very good. Impulse in two…one…mark.”
In the large viewport dominating the bow of the bridge, stars crystalized into focus. Though nearly 3.4 AU away, the sanguine light from the system’s red giant sun cast an eerie hue over the scene. Two of the other four frigates in the formation materialized in the port and starboard peripherals as well as on the tactical map to his left.
“All systems—”
An explosion off their port viewport blew a hole in the side of the EAS Somerset 2.3 seconds after it emerged from superluminal. The shockwave shuddered across the bridge, causing him to grab for the arm of his chair while he implemented Level V alert status. Alarms rang through the deck, but he filtered the increased noise to the background.
He quickly sat down so as not to stumble around the bridge like some ground-pounder. Miniature versions of the tactical and sector maps leapt onto small screens beside him. He watched in dismay as the EAS Caroline ventured forth to their starboard, never seeing the ‘asteroid’ beneath it which detonated and blew out its impulse engine.
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  Command, the asteroid field is mined. I repeat, the asteroid field is mined.

The field had been mapped to a three-meter level of accuracy so ships were able to avoid collisions. Now it appeared mines had been disguised to resemble asteroids to the casual observer—‘asteroids’ which would not be on the map.
“Science, I need active visual scans. Update navigation on new obstacles as they are found. Tactical, deploy drones in sets of four spaced one hundred fifty meters apart. Billoughy, keep our course at least two hundred meters rear of the drones. Systems, divert non-critical power to plasma shield—”
The tactical map flared red as a dozen Senecan fighters dropped out of superluminal into the middle of the asteroid field and spread to engage. Based on the speed they were approaching, they did possess detailed mappings of the mines’ locations as well as the asteroids themselves. 
The Caroline made for easy pickings with its impulse engine disabled. It took under eight seconds for the small ships to destroy its sLume drive and blow a hole through its shields and into the port stern hull.
The comm screen to his right shouted in bold letters when their own fighters launched from the carrier accompanying them, the EAS Sao Paulo. The surrounding space lit up in arcing laser streams and small explosions as numerous asteroids fell victim to the crossfire.
For a breath he paused to acknowledge the scene depicted in the viewport. So this is what space warfare truly looked like. Admittedly, it was beautiful.
“Weapons, you get a clear shot on one of those fighters, you take it. Billoughy, increase minimum distance to drones to four hundred meters and prepare for evasive maneuvers.” A bright plume flared ahead; he thought it might be a drone catching a mine, but a glance at tactical confirmed it was a fighter. One of ours.
He stared at the screen, briefly transfixed as a Senecan fighter drew its opponent into a mine, diverting at the last instant and leaving the Alliance ship to disintegrate.
“Jesus…Science, get the updated scans out to the other ships.”
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  Recommend all capable vessels initiate active visual scans to update navigation maps. Our optimal range does not encompass entire battle sector.
Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo):  Michigan, Hirami, assume defensive positions off Sao Paulo flanks. Juno, get your ass back here on the double and assume point.
The carrier, having been lucky enough to arrive at a location absent of any mines, had little choice at the moment but to hold its position. Given its size and relative lack of maneuverability, it faced certain damage and probable crippling if it attempted to navigate the asteroid field. Requesting protection was understandable. 
Nonetheless, Malcolm bristled at the order. It left their fighters with effectively no support and created a giant stationary target for the enemy.
“Billoughy, reverse course and adopt a position 0.8 kilometers N 5.00° E of the Sao Paulo.”
“Sir?”
“You heard me. Those are our orders.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Tactical, continue deploying drones to replace those destroyed.” By this point the drones were doing a decent job of clearing a path forward in about a 60° arc. Maybe the fighters would be able to use it to their advantage…he looked back at the screens. Shit, they only had four still flying to the Senecans’ nine?
This was a bloodbath.
Even without the mines the battlefield favored the opponents’ superior maneuverability—undoubtedly one reason it had been chosen. The Senecans clearly had identified their ostensibly ‘random’ routes and knew they would eventually traverse the asteroid field.
He sent a private pulse to Tarone. 
Admiral, we’ve lost two-thirds of our fighters and a third of our frigates. Perhaps we should consider retreating.
Run from a few tiny fighters? Ridiculous.
…Yes, sir.
With the dwindling number of Alliance fighters to offer resistance, several of the enemy vessels began advancing on their position.
“Weapons, be ready to lock on to the first ship to come in range.”
“Yes, sir.” Seven seconds later a pulse beam leapt out of the well of the Juno. 
It was virtually impossible to escape a pulse beam once it had locked on, and the ship did not. But it did execute a hairpin turn to drop behind a real asteroid an instant before the beam reached it. The asteroid exploded into hundreds of shards, some of which surely caused damage to the fighter—yet it emerged from the debris to resume advancing. 
Dammit.
But perhaps the Admiral was correct. There was no way nine Senecan fighters could survive against the weaponry of three Alliance frigates and a carrier long enough to do any real damage.
The error in his thinking became apparent when five fighters converged toward the Hirami off the Sao Paulo’s port flank, dancing and weaving almost too rapidly for the eye to follow. Frigates wielded only two plasma weapons.
The comm screen lit up again. 
Lt. Colonel T’soki (Hirami):  Request weapons support from Sao Paulo.
Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo):  Negative, cannot fire from this position without hitting Hirami.
“Weapons, any chance we can target one of the fighters without catching the Hirami?”
“Possibly, sir. Searching for a target in right quadrant…locked.”
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  Hirami, we’ve got one of them for you.
Lt. Colonel T’soki (Hirami):  Much appreciated.
“Weapons, if you can take any more out, do so.”
But it wasn’t enough. Three of the fighters were destroyed, but by the time the Hirami was able to retarget, the remaining two were on top of them. They dropped in a deep arc beneath the Hirami and targeted the impulse engine. It would require a lot of firepower for so few fighters to take out the engine though; maybe he could take them out before they succeeded.
“Weapons….”
“Trying, sir.”
Then the Senecan vessels did the unthinkable. They accelerated and suicided into the impulse drive.
The blast ricocheted through the Hirami’s hull, ripping it to shreds in seconds.
He couldn’t hear the metal tearing apart, nor the screams of the crew. Nonetheless it was a horrific sight, witnessing the destruction of 74,000 tonnes of starship and as many as a hundred lives. He vaguely noted the Senecan pilots had ejected just prior to impact; not quite so suicidal after all.
Still, he had to remind himself, the enemy was down to a mere three ships. Even if those ships had eliminated two more Alliance fighters while the others had engaged the Hirami.
“Weapons, target remaining fight—”
The tactical map flashed an angry red as two Senecan cruisers and six frigates materialized on the map. 
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  Admiral, we must retreat. 
Lt. Colonel Pniewski (Michigan):  What about rescuing survivors?
Another Alliance fighter vanished from the map.
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  The Senecans will pick them up. They’ll be POWs, but they’ll be alive. Admiral? Do we have a retreat order?
A long pause. 
Rear Admiral Tarone (Sao Paulo):  Retreat. Rendezvous Fionava.
“Billoughy, engage the sLume drive immediately. Fionava heading.” 
It took approximately 7.2 seconds for a frigate-sized sLume drive to power up and engage. The sole intact Alliance fighter sped into the Sao Paulo’s bay with five seconds to spare.
Malcolm kept an eye on tactical while the drive powered up. He—
Lt. Colonel Jenner:  Michigan, watch your starboard!
The remaining Senecan fighters had cloaked in, revealing themselves less than a second before their weapons fired into the sLume drive. The developing warp bubble cavorted wildly then detonated in a massive sphere of exotic particles, vaporizing the Michigan as it expanded at an alarming rate—
“Flight?”
“Drive active…now!”
The glare of the explosion blurred to nothingness as they accelerated away at hundreds of times the speed of light. He sank into the chair, stunned, as the adrenaline abandoned him in waves.
The formation had been all but wiped out, none but the Sao Paulo, the Juno and a single fighter surviving to retreat.
It would take nearly six hours to reach Northwestern Regional Command on Fionava. But when they arrived, Malcolm was damn straight departing the ship and finding himself some fresh air to breathe.



63
SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
SENECAN FEDERATION SPACE

THE FIRST THING ALEX WAS AWARE OF was the chill of gel medwraps melded to her abdomen and back. Next came the dull but not insignificant pain. 
Her eyelids fluttered open.
A wave of disorientation washed over her—the cushions beneath her felt wrong, the walls looked wrong, the lights…then she remembered. Not her ship. A rental.
Caleb sat cross-legged on the floor, back to the wall, hands fisted at his chin, eyes downcast. He must have caught the telltale signs of movement in his peripheral vision because his eyes shot up to her. They shone brightly, but their color had paled to that of heavenly blue morning glories blooming with the dawn. 
“Hey, you’re awake.”
She blinked and frowned. Her brain felt like muddled mush. Had they been outside the Intelligence Division building? Everything since they left the riverwalk was a blur. “How did we get here? We were…I don’t know.”
“You passed out—you’d been shot. I took a skycar to get us to the ship, then treated your wounds. How do you feel? Can I get you…something…?” 
He quickly stood but didn’t approach her. He didn’t seem to know what to do with himself, and even in her addled state she noticed the light fading from his eyes. It was as if he were disappearing away from her down a long tunnel—which was ridiculous, because he still stood right there.
“Water, maybe?” She steadied both palms on the couch cushion and gingerly sat up, letting her legs trail to the floor. Ow. Yes, she most certainly had been shot. Vague memories began to bubble up, all jumbled and fragmented. It had been the first volley, as they dove behind the vehicle a millisecond too late. She tried to arrange the memories in a sequential order, but after the laser sliced into her the rest was chaos through a smudged lens.
Her hands clutched the cushion in a death grip to keep her upright until he showed up at her side, outstretched arm holding a glass of water. She hesitantly released one hand and reached up. Still upright. Excellent. 
Once she took the glass he started pacing. The cabin in the rented ship was small, and it made her a bit dizzy to watch him constantly turning. “Are we on our way to Romane?”
“Yeah. I didn’t think anywhere on Seneca was safe under the circumstances.”
She sipped on the water and struggled to get her bearings and force her brain into some semblance of proper function. After a few more sips it occurred to her that he wasn’t looking at her…and had yet to touch her. A troubling sensation stirred in her gut, right next to the gunshot wound.
He continued pacing. And turning. “We’ll be there mid-morning. You can get back to your ship and head home. They can protect you there. I’ll try to find out what the hell’s going on. Maybe I can discover who’s behind these attacks, who put the hit on us and Volosk and why….”
She swallowed, her throat unaccountably dry though doused with water. “You’re leaving?”
His voice had a strange flat, detached quality she had never heard before; it matched his flat, blank expression as he nodded. “I’m sure you’ll want to be getting back to Earth, and I should go after these guys. It’s fine.”
She stared at him not looking at her. “What’s fine?”
“Me leaving. I’m sorry you got hurt, I…I didn’t want that. And I understand, so—”
“At least one of us does.” She heard the sharp acrimony in her tone, though he didn’t appear to. “Unless….” 
The blur of the evening’s events raced in crocked circles in her head—his now odd, dispassionate manner, what Mia had said about what impressed him, his own admission of why he had chosen his line of work—and the ache in her gut leapt into her chest and flared to drown any pain from her wounds.
“Sure. Okay. I get it.” An incredulous breath forced its way past her lips. She was so angry at herself. She had actually allowed herself to begin to…believe. How stupid must she be!
His brow contorted, as if uncertain what direction to adopt. “Listen, I know you’re probably disgusted with me right now. I mean there’s still blood on my clothes, even if some of it is yours. But—”
She laughed harshly. Owww. “I’m seriously considering being disgusted—why is there still blood on your clothes?”
For the briefest moment the blank mask he wore faltered, and emotion flooded his features. He looked stricken—as though he had learned the universe was to be annihilated in the next hour, or his mother or perhaps his favorite pet had died. Seeing as none of those were particularly likely, damned if she could figure out why he might look this way. 
She instructed her eVi to have her cybernetics ease up on the wound healing for the time being and send a bit more oxygen and, if need be, adrenaline to her brain. It suddenly seemed quite important she be able to think clearly.
“I didn’t want to leave you alone while you were unconscious. But you’re okay so…” he moved toward the small stairwell which led to the sleeping area “…so I’ll go change now. I’ll bring you up a shirt.”
She hadn’t bothered to notice her sweater was gone and she wore only a bra. Whatever. Sheer anger and disbelief had now risen to drown both the ache in her chest and the ache from her wounds. She would not show weakness. 
“We’re not finished here.”
It took him two seconds to turn around. Seconds which stretched into an eternity. The mask was back in place, while the tenor of his voice carried less inflection than a rudimentary VI. “Okay. Say what you need to.”
“Gladly. Yes, I am disgusted with you for wanting to ditch me the second I’m the smallest burden to you. I knew you had a strong survival instinct and all, but I didn’t think you were—”
His eyebrows drew into fierce streaks of discontentment. “I’m not—I didn’t mean—”
“No, it is, as you say, ‘fine.’ You go ahead and do whatever the fuck you want to do. Don’t give it a second thought.” She forgot she bore a small injury, wrenched around to stand and storm off to the cockpit—because it’s what she would have done on her ship—and doubled over as a sharp jolt of pain lanced into her side. 
As she sank down onto the couch he materialized at her side. “Are you okay? You should—”
“Don’t touch me,” she growled through gritted teeth.
He backed away, eyes wide with what closely resembled anguish. “I’m sorry…I only wanted…I’ll leave you alone.” 
He again moved toward the stairs, his murmur little more than a whisper. “You may not believe me, but I would never hurt you.”
“You’re leaving aren’t you,” she grumbled under her breath, and immediately cringed. She should not have said that aloud. Dammit. The pain was wreaking havoc on her brain-to-mouth regulator.
“That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
Shit, he had heard her. She closed her eyes and dropped her head against the cushion. “It is now.”
There was no response; she assumed he had grown bored with the verbal sparring and gone downstairs. She sank further into the cushions, all the energy seeping out of her. She was tired, she was in pain and she was—
“I’m not certain I understand.”
She winced at the realization he hadn’t left after all and squinted one eye in the direction of the stairwell. He stood with one foot on the landing, the other hovering above the first step. “You don’t understand what?”
“You said ‘it is now,’ as if it wasn’t before. And earlier you seemed to imply leaving was somehow my choice.”
She groaned and sat up enough to glare at him. “Do not try to play mind games with me, Caleb. I am not in the mood, and I will not let you pin this on me, vrubilsya? You want to leave, I get it—so just go, but don’t try to turn it into something else to ease your guilty conscience.”
The expression of pained patience flitted across his face, but it was as if he hadn’t the strength to maintain it. His gaze roved around the cabin, and when it again found her his eyes had gone harsh. Sapphire chiseled into brittle edges. His jaw could have been carved of stone, and his formerly deadened voice now bled bitterness.
“No. I won’t let you turn this into something else. If you can’t take what I am so be it, but the simple truth is my actions saved your life. I am not the enemy and I won’t allow you to paint me as one.”
God, she wished he would end this torture and leave her alone to curl up in a ball…. Now he was deliberately taking advantage of her less than optimal state to confuse her and render her unable to fight back. It was dirty fighting and it wasn’t fair. 
“I’m perfectly well aware you saved my life, so thank you for doing that at least before you discarded me to run off on your next adventure. I’m so sorry it will take a few hours until you can rid yourself of me. But I don’t intend to spend those hours propping up your ego, so you—”
His mouth twitched furiously. “My ego? What the bloody hell are you talking about? Alex, what do you think is happening here?”
“What do I think? I think you’re a selfish narcissist who only goes along for the ride until it begins to interfere with your good time. I think you’re an even better liar than I gave you credit for and I fell for it even though I goddamn knew better! I think you should—”
“Stop, please, for one second.” He dragged a hand raggedly through his hair. “No. After the attack you were distant and wary and shell-shocked. I killed those men and I know it was brutal and violent and ruthless—”
“Is killing people ever not those things?”
“Well it isn’t always so bloody, but….” His voice trailed off as he stared at her for the first time since right after she had awoken, and she swore beneath the surface anger she saw raw pain tarnishing his beautiful eyes. Damn he’s good at this. Even now, he makes me want to believe him.
He frowned…no, it wasn’t a frown. It was something else. “Are you….” He stopped, drew in a deep breath, let it out and began again. “Are you telling me you aren’t horrified by what I did back there? By the violence of it, the brutality? You’re not…you’re not afraid I might hurt you, or simply appalled I’m a killer?”
“What? Why would I be?”
“Because it’s happened before. Because good people often are. Because I am a killer. And the way you looked at me, the way you—”
“I had been shot. I was a little distracted. Then a little weak, then a little dizzy, then, well….”
He blinked and shook his head as if trying to clear cobwebs from it. “Which you neglected to tell me.”
In the recesses of her mind, her memories had been gradually solidifying and assembling themselves into a proper order. She tried to focus in on them. “I admit I wasn’t thinking overly clearly, but…I thought I’d be okay. I didn’t want to slow you down.”
“Oh, Alex, I would do anything….” He swallowed and met her gaze once more, an odd glint in his countenance. Like a dying man catching sight of an oasis yet afraid it was a mirage. He spoke slowly. Deliberately. “You weren’t planning to kick me out of your life as soon as we landed?”
“Planning when? When I woke up after being shot, of course not. As of a few minutes ago? Hell yes.”
He looked confused, hopeful, terrified, all at once; he really did. At this point she was feeling rather confused herself…she checked to make sure her eVi had executed her instructions, though she recognized it commanded diminished resources. 
He started pacing again, this time in considerable agitation. His movements were uncontrolled in a manner she had never seen. 
Then words began tumbling over one another as they spilled forth. “I thought—I thought you were. I thought you wanted nothing else to do with me upon seeing the bloody reality of what I can be, and do, when I need to. I thought you were in horrified shock—and you were, only maybe it was from being shot and not because of what you saw and—”
The blur of the evening’s events raced around in her head again, this time with greater clarity and colored by his perspective. She recalled things he had hinted at over the past days, topics he had been reluctant to talk about. What else Mia had said about him—
—and in a rush it all made sense, in a crazy way that wasn’t. 
Silly, hardened, sensitive man. Her head swam from a deluge of relief and whiplashing emotions. Dammit, he was always doing that to her. But she felt the strangest desire to…protect him.
“You are such a dumb ass.”
His face scrunched up in greater confusion, but the pacing screeched to a halt. “Excuse me?”
“You’re a dumb ass. You honestly believe such an incredible display of badass heroics would scare away someone like me? Frankly, I’m offended. Did you take me for some delicate flower who faints at the sight of a drop of blood?”
He laughed; it had a wild, reckless timbre. “No, I would never—” 
“Come here.” She didn’t quite trust her body to stand just yet. He was going to have to come to her. Perhaps in more ways than one.
He blinked. She watched his throat working. Finally he crossed the cabin to the space in front of the couch and crouched on the balls of his feet. He seemed to search her face but didn’t stop to meet her gaze directly. Hesitant. Cautious. Guarded.
She reached up with her good arm and wound her hand tenderly into his hair, letting it curl softly around her fingers. He sucked in a breath as his eyes closed and his lips fought to tug upward. 
“Caleb.” His eyes reopened at the sound of her voice. The ocean within them roiled like a hurricane, and her heart decided to go careening off the walls which held it in place. 
“I’ve always known what you are. Who you are may have been in question….” She struggled to find the right words. “I come from a family of soldiers. I understand the necessity for violence. If you hadn’t acted as you did, we would probably both be dead. And I, for one, prefer being alive.” 
She smiled weakly. “I won’t deny it was a bit jarring for a second or two, seeing you like that. But….” 
Her hand drew down along his jaw to his chin, and she urged it up so he was unable to turn aside. “I knew what I was getting into. And I am not afraid of you.” At least, not in that way. “Now if this routine is something you concocted as cover for you wanting to leave—” 
“No.” He fell to his knees before her; his hands grasped her shoulders and his forehead dropped to rest against hers. “I don’t want to go.”
Her breath lodged in her throat. The emotion bleeding out of his words crashed through her with more intensity than she could possibly absorb. Her chest burned hot as it nonetheless insisted on trying.
Her throat eked out a trembling whisper. “Then stay.”
He nodded silently against her. They didn’t move for untold seconds, struggling to pick up the pieces and put themselves back together, to regain some control over the inner tumult.
Finally he pulled away a sliver. His eyes rose to meet hers as a hand rose to cup her cheek. 
“You are a most remarkable woman, Alex Solovy.”
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“ARE YOU READY TO get to work, Meno?”
I am looking forward to this endeavor, Mia. I expect to learn new things.
“I’m not sure we’ll learn anything more worthwhile than the name of Miss Solovy’s first pet or her favorite author.”
Yet that will nevertheless be something new.
“Ha. Fair enough.”
Mia stood at the top of the ramp in the hangar bay, the fingertips of her right hand pressed to the embedded panel of the Siyane’s external hatch. The contact pad of the remote interface rested snugly against the base of her neck. Her eyes were closed—but she was not blind.
Instead she saw what Meno ‘saw’: a seemingly infinite three-dimensional grid of pulsing, spinning translucent orbs. The orbs grouped together in formations ranging from tiny to massive and complex. Threadlike filaments connected the groupings, and always there existed structure and order, sharp lines and hard right angles.
The grid overflowed with color. The entire spectrum was represented in the spinning orbs, every and each color all at once. When viewed in the corner of her eye, an orb appeared a prismatic swirl. If she turned her focus to one, however, it transformed to pure white light.
The orbs, of course, signified the qubits composing the Siyane’s security control system. Much as Schrödinger’s cat, until observed a qubit held all possible quantum superpositions of 0 and 1. When she observed one, the prism resolved to white; when Meno ‘observed’ one, he measured its true state. 
As such, her presence here was largely superfluous other than to guide Meno to the appropriate access points—and to make certain it didn’t rewrite the Siyane’s weapons, propulsion and life-support systems to be more efficient while he was in there.
Besides, she liked the view.
“Begin recording.” She needed to image the security controls because when she finished it had to be put back as she found it, leaving no trace she had been there. She didn’t want to cause trouble for Caleb, even if she was a little worried about him. The odds of this new relationship of his working out well in the end were only slightly north of nil…but he never had been the cautious sort.
Recording initiated.              
“Excellent. Overlay Alexis Solovy’s fingerprints.”
Overlay successful. Security is requesting secondary encryption key. Analyzing.
Meno had named ‘himself’ at her suggestion. At the time it was devouring ancient philosophical texts and had taken the name from the Plato Socratic dialogue on virtue, knowledge and belief. It continued to burn spare cycles contemplating the notion of inborn knowledge and whether, lacking a soul, it nonetheless possessed such knowledge.
Secondary encryption key: Д085401Н129914С. Would you like to know my hypothesis on the meaning of this key?
She smiled to herself. Artificials were tightly regulated, monitored, circumscribed, feared and often reviled, and with good reason. Perhaps excepting the last one, anyway. They possessed incredible processing ability—but computers ran many facets of society. Those CUs were also powerful, capable of zettaFLOP calculations and zeptosecond accuracy. Yet no one feared them, because they were dumb. They did not think; they simply calculated. Oh, a well-designed VI could create a convincing impression of thought and even personality, but it was still executing defined programming.
Synthetic neural nets, on the other hand, were designed for that exact purpose: to think. To learn. To adapt. To improve.
Their greatest feature was also their most dangerous one: curiosity. Mia delighted in Meno’s childlike inquisitiveness and thirst for knowledge. But though it wasn’t registered, she otherwise obeyed all the prescribed safety precautions. Because it was like a child—a hyper-savant child wielding unfathomable power and no perspective, no wisdom born of hard lessons and experience and no sense of boundaries which might keep it in check. 
So while she supplied Meno with endless zettabytes of information—history, art, literature, science, data on the very universe itself—she provided it no connections to the exanet or the local Romane infrastructure network. In fact, its hardware did not include any external networking capability, save for the single point-to-point node which allowed her to remotely interface with it. While interfacing, the only outside information it received came through her personal cybernetics. Hence the fingertips on the panel.
“Maybe later. Are there any other authorized entrants?”
Kennedy Rossi and Charles Blalock.
“Is the secondary encryption key the same for them as well?”
It is.
“Terrific. Register Caleb Marano as an authorized entrant and input his fingerprints. I’ll let him know the key when he returns. Then mask the authorization.”
Caleb hadn’t specified precisely why he needed access to Alex’s ship. Most likely there wasn’t any precise reason at all; he would merely be preparing for multiple possibilities. She did have a good idea why he didn’t simply ask for access. The possessiveness—and protectiveness—Alex exhibited regarding her ship had been blindingly obvious within thirty seconds of meeting her.
Mr. Marano now enjoys authorized access, should he provide the ship his fingerprints and the key.
“Thank you, Meno. Open the hatch, would you? We’re going to need to get him usage of the flight systems, too.”

PANDORA
INDEPENDENT COLONY
“What? Dude, I can’t hear you.”
Noah leaned in closer to Dylan, to no avail. Between the strobing prism beams dancing across the sky and the synchronous musical and visual performance, he could hardly hear himself think, much less hear anyone else speak. Then again, the point of the circus wasn’t to think, but rather to experience. To feel. To get wasted.
I said do you want another drink? I’m heading to the bar.
A beer, man—but a good one.
He leaned against the railing and drew in a deep breath, enjoying the warm night air and the smoothness of the sensory deluge.
Yet his thoughts inevitably drifted. He had caught the news of the destruction of the Surno facility on Aquila. His father must be so pissed. It wasn’t his sole interest by far; Surno accounted for maybe ten percent of his holdings at most. But it would definitely sting.
When he realized what he was doing he groaned and dropped his head back to stare at the art painting the night sky. Don’t even think about getting involved, Noah. Not your problem—not the business, not the war. Just keep the party going.
He accepted the beer from Dylan with a wry smile and greedily turned it up.
At that moment Ella lurched out of the crowd and fell into him. He held the bottle out to the side with one hand to avoid sloshing it all over him and grasped onto her with the other. “Hey baby, careful there.”
She gazed up at him, eyes unfocused and blurry. “Noah, hi…. Whatcha doin?”
He chuckled. “Not what you are, apparently.” He steadied her and tried to position her on the railing next to him, but she draped her arms clumsily around his shoulders. “You’re hot, you know that righ…?”
Ella was pretty enough. But she was unstable when sober, which was an increasingly rare occurrence, and nuts when she was high. And if there was one rule he lived by on this mad planet, it was never stick your dick in crazy.
He eased her off him. “Yeah, baby, I know that.”
“You wanna—” She reached for him again, missed and tumbled to the floor.
He squeezed his eyes shut, muttered a curse under his breath and crouched to pick her up. Sometimes having a conscience goddamn sucked. “Come on, Ella, I’m taking you home.”
“Don’t wanna—”
“Yes, you do.” He rolled his eyes at Dylan and began guiding her through the reveling crowd to the lift. It wasn’t terribly late; if he got her tucked into bed reasonably quickly, perhaps he’d return.
The lift circled the building as it descended, and she swayed unsteadily against him. He willed patience. She didn’t…‘live’ was a strong word. She wasn’t staying far from the club.
The lift settled to the street level and he maneuvered her in the proper direction. They walked slowly down the street, then veered onto a narrower thruway. The entrance to the residences where she stayed was located about a hundred meters farther on the left. 
“Oops!” Ella tripped and stumbled forward.
Noah leaned over to try to save her from sprawling upon the ground—
—the brilliant white stream of a laser pulse sliced centimeters above his head.
“Ella, get down!”
“Wha—?”
He grabbed her arm and dragged her along the thruway, trying to stay low and near the wall. They came to a door, and he shoved her into the alcove. He slammed on the door but it appeared hard-locked. “Dammit! Okay, I need you to stay here, stay hidden. I’m going to—”
“But I wan—” She pulled away from him and staggered into the thruway.
“Ella, get back here!” He reached for her at the same instant the laser sliced through her neck and she crumbled lifelessly to the ground.
“Motherfu—” The shot had come from close range. He yanked the small kinetic blade he carried from the narrow pocket in his pants and lunged toward the shadow he saw moving against darker shadows.
He plowed into a body and they both crashed to the ground, each grappling for an advantage. He swung blindly in the dark and connected with bone, at least if the loud crack was any indication. Before he could do further damage a knee came up and rammed him in the nuts, sending a wave of nausea up his chest into his throat. He fought it back and stabbed wildly while struggling to hold the flailing gun away from his body.
Abruptly his knife met pliant, sluggish resistance. When the man’s grip on him fell away, he decided the knife had found the man’s gut. He wrenched the gun out of the attacker’s hand, climbed to his feet and pointed it at the attacker’s head.
“Who do you work for?”
The man writhed on the ground, clutching at his stomach in the darkness. “Fuck you. They’ll send more. You won’t last the day.”
“I’ll take that bet.” He pulled the trigger.

It took twenty seconds of banging on the door for Brian to open it. Music wafted from the living room, punctuated by high-pitched laughter.
“You need somethi—?”
Noah grabbed his shirt by the collar. “Why is somebody trying to kill me?”
“What? Hey, let go! I don’t know!”
“Is it because of the explosives job? They were for the Vancouver bombing that just happened, weren’t they?”
“I told you, I don’t know! Give me a break, man….”
He tightened his grip instead. “Why did you offer the job to me? Did Nguyen tell you to?”
“No, man. Calm down, okay?”
“I am not going to calm down. I got shot at and an innocent girl is dead!”
Brian’s eyes widened into saucers. “Shit. Look, the request came from higher. They didn’t tell me how much higher.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
His grip clenched to the point it began choking off Brian’s air.
“Okay, okay….” Noah loosened his hold a miniscule amount, and Brian gasped in a breath. “I did overhear one thing—I got no idea what it means though.”
“What.”
“Something about you needing to do the job cause you’d worked with some guy named Marano.”
“Caleb? What the hell does Caleb have to do with this?”
“I got no idea! That’s all I heard, I swear. I didn’t know they would try to take you out, man, I swear.”
“Fuck.” He let go of the shirt and shoved Brian into the apartment. “Don’t come looking for me, you understand?” 
He spun and stormed down the hallway, pausing once to punch the wall in frustration. He had no choice. He was going to have to bail, and bail now.

Noah scanned the travel schedule from the relative safety of a group of tourists. It was the middle of the night, but there were always tourists at the spaceport. He wore a cap he’d bought on the way pulled low over his face.
He’d sent Caleb a brief message a few minutes earlier. Watch your back. Something screwy is up. He’d expand on it later, if he was still alive.
He couldn’t go where they would expect him to. Aquila was out, as was New Babel and Atlantis. Hell, if it was Zelones after him all the independent worlds were out. Even Romane, tempting though it was.
No, he needed to go somewhere random. Somewhere which also offered him some cover and the opportunity to make a few credits until things settled down. 
He scanned the list again. 
Messium. Boring as shit and home to more military than he’d like, but it boasted a healthy population to hide in and a robust tech industry to service. And he was technically an Alliance citizen.
With a sigh he slid away from the crowd and headed for the boarding platform. So much for the party….
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ALEX WATCHED HIM SLEEP.
She lay against him, her injured side facing up and unhindered. His arms were wrapped gently around her in slumber. Despite his best efforts otherwise he had dozed off, albeit only after going to prodigious lengths to ensure she was comfortable in the bed and not in pain and had everything she needed. It had been overprotective and unnecessary and rather adorable.
She had insisted on getting downstairs under her own power, much to his frustration. ‘Bullheaded stubborn,’ he had called her; she hadn’t disputed the point. Her wounds still ached, but she felt as if she had her bearings again. By morning she should be functional. Not one hundred percent by a long shot…but functional.
He must be beyond exhausted. She knew enough about military-grade cybernetics enhancements to recognize both what they empowered the body to do and the toll they inflicted in the aftermath. Human physiology was being pushed to its very limits. Thus far it was keeping up, but barely.
She probably should be asleep as well…even if three hours of unconsciousness really should count. 
Instead she watched him sleep. She allowed her gaze to trace the line of his jaw, the curves of his exquisite and talented lips and the angular path of his nose.
Her brow furrowed up a little. Something about the set of his mouth, the relaxed muscles in his cheeks and neck, the way…
…then she realized. This was how he looked when it was the two of them—when they were talking or working or not doing much of anything and the mood was easy and comfortable. He appeared more serene and peaceful in slumber of course, but it was unquestionably the same aspect.
He truly wasn’t manipulating her.
Endorphins flooded through her body; it was all she could do not to laugh out loud.
Though she had allowed him into her bed, had shared secrets with him, risked arrest and even her ship for him…a part of her had still assumed he was deceiving her. Whether for some purpose or because it was his nature and he didn’t know any other way to be, when he had no further need of her a switch would flip in his eyes and he would be gone. 
His words and especially his actions told her over and over again he was genuine, yet she couldn’t bring herself to foreclose the possibility the persona he showed to her only represented another face of the chameleon—a chameleon he readily admitted existed. 
A mere hour ago she had thought her fears confirmed, thought the day a part of her had assumed would come had done so earlier than expected. Then, when he had fallen to his knees before her, raw and exposed, every sense she possessed had screamed at her to give in and believe the truth of him.
But now…why now? Was it simply that now she was ready to trust and searching for a reason to do so?
In the end it didn’t matter, for it was already done.
She leaned in and kissed him lightly then settled on the pillow to watch him wake. She shouldn’t have done it; he needed the rest…but she needed him.
He stirred and shifted. After a few seconds he blinked a couple of times to reveal blurry, unfocused irises; warmth flooded them even before they grew clearer. “Hi….”
Her perception hadn’t deceived her: the set of his mouth, the line of his jaw, the impression his visage conveyed remained unaltered, enhanced solely by the addition of dazzling irises. She matched his smile. “Hi.”
“I fell asleep?”
“Just for a little while.”
He reached up to stroke her cheek. “You should sleep.”
“I did, remember? Most of the evening I believe.”
“I’m not certain that counts.”
“Well….” Her smile broadened. “I’ll sleep in a bit.”
His eyes narrowed. “What?”
She tried her best to look innocent. “Nothing.”
He drew her closer against him. “It’s not nothing…but since you’re smiling, I’ll just go with it.”
She responded by kissing the corner of his mouth and snuggling into the crook of his arm. 
They lay there in silence for several minutes, and in truth she might have begun to drift off when he shifted beneath her. She blinked awake and covered any drowsiness by dancing fingertips along the curly hair trailing down his abdomen to his navel.
He raised an eyebrow at her. “Since we’re hanging out here not sleeping, mind if I ask you something random?”
“Hmm? Sure.” She propped her chin on his chest to be able to catch his gaze.
“The name of your ship. I’ve run it through every Russian dialect and half a dozen other languages and encyclopedia compendiums, but no matches. And I was…wondering.”
She laughed and scooted up onto one elbow. “It wouldn’t match anything.” 
One side of her mouth curled up of its own volition. “So the story goes—I was three years old, far too young to remember it with any clarity—my dad and I were stargazing in the backyard one night. I babbled away, asking dozens of wacky questions only a child could think of about the stars and ships and what space was like. He was humoring me, like he always did.
“And I uttered some nonsensical proclamation like, ‘One day I’m gonna be a star.’ And he…he hugged me and said, ‘Na den’ vy siyat’ s snova siyaniye chem vse svetilo v nebesnyy nebesa,’ which roughly means, ‘One day you will shine with more radiance than every star in the celestial heavens.’”
He chuckled. “Quite a mouthful for a little girl.” 
“I know, right? He had a definite flair for the dramatic. I understood ‘na den’ vy,’ common words and all, but I’d never heard the rest before and didn’t yet have a full eVi with a translator. I looked up at him, my face scrunched up in a child’s perplexity, and tried to repeat it. But I stumbled over the ‘vs’ and ‘sv’ phonetics, since English doesn’t often use them. I garbled out ‘siya…ssn…niye…v nebe…ne…,’ stopped, went back and tried again and still totally mangled it. 
“Finally I stared at him in desperation and whispered, ‘siya-…ne-…?’ then waited for him to fill in the rest. He laughed, hugged me tighter and said, ‘Siyane is perfect, sweetheart. My little star shining brightly.’”
She swallowed away the lump in her throat. “And it sort of became his pet name for me. He didn’t use it a lot, but whenever he was acting particularly affectionate or melodramatic he’d whip it out for added impact.”
She shrugged in his arms. “So I guess the best way to put it is…the name represents an affirmation that I’m trying to live up to his belief in what I could be.”
He pulled her yet closer, careful not to press on her wounds, and kissed the top of her head. She wished she was able to see his expression, but he held her securely against him. 
“I’d wager if he were here, he’d say you’re doing a hell of a lot more than trying.”
“In fact…” his embrace loosened “…that’s what it is, isn’t it?”
“What’s what?”
“What you do.” 
She regarded him curiously. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“How you find things others cannot. How you somehow knew the TLF wave wasn’t coming from the pulsar, and discovered its origin point. How you stared into space and saw where to find a tiny, cold, silent star buried deep within nebular clouds.”
She bit her lower lip, her gaze drifting away from him. After a moment she rested her head on his chest. “It’s not magic or anything. It’s simply…the universe has rules. Even the exceptions obey the rules. Though so immensely complex it appears to most like chaos, in truth the universe is ordered and structured and perfect.
“More than that, I understand the structure. It makes sense to me. I look out into the void and I see the interconnections and relationships—the gravitational pull of a supergiant subtly tugging at a stellar system kiloparsecs away, the excess glow along the edges of ionized gas as it collides with an H I region, the absence which marks a dark star or a gray hole.”
His hand wound leisurely through her hair, reassuring her she wasn’t crazy, encouraging her to continue.
“And since I understand the way things must be, when something seems out of place, wrong or merely odd…I can recognize the reality of it. The hidden object or event or force which brings space back into alignment with the rules of the universe.” 
She lifted her head to crinkle her nose up at him. “But I don’t get what any of this has to do with the name of my ship.”
He brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “When we were at the center of Metis and you were looking for the pulsar’s companion, you stared out the viewport and whispered, ‘Come on you little star, shine for me.’”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did.”
“I don’t…. Well, I suppose it does kind of feel as though that’s what happens, but…. Even if it’s true, the stars do the shining. Not me.”
He drew her up his body until his lips met hers. They were soft and gentle, like the ocean breeze on a rare warm Pacifica summer afternoon. She’d never imagined a man capable of such violence, of such intensity, could also be capable of the extraordinary tenderness he showed toward her.
He pulled back a fraction to meet her eyes and gaze into her soul. “Are you sure?”
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EARTH
VANCOUVER, EASC
HEADQUARTERS

MIRIAM DID ALL HER STARING in disbelieving horror at the unimaginable landscape of destruction from the transport as it circled twice overhead. 
She had seen destruction before. During the First Crux War she had witnessed firsthand the aftermath of more than one battle. But that war had never come close to reaching Earth. To reaching home. This, though…she had spent the last fourteen years of her life working in the building which now lay crumbled in smoldering ruins.
By the time she stepped off the transport she was instructing on-scene EASC staff who were ambulatory to meet in the primary conference room in Administration in twenty minutes and generating a queue for the intervening minutes.
She used the limited moments to review the updated list of deceased and missing and set up a routine to customize the condolence notifications. Next she tracked down the head of emergency response and received a personal status report, implemented additional security measures beyond the hastily erected checkpoints, and lastly located Richard and give him a quick, and private, hug.
Now she stood at the front of the conference room and regarded the gathered staff members. Many were covered in dust and debris and several still bore streaks of blood.
She gave the room a genuinely sympathetic smile, an expression most had never seen from her. “I won’t take much of your time. I recognize you have a great many things you want and need to do. I imagine for some of you this includes helping in the rescue efforts—but we have emergency responders from the entire Cascades region on-scene, so I ask you to let them do their jobs and instead focus on helping to restore order.
“For those of you who had offices in the Headquarters building, we will be taking over the 14th–20th floors of the Logistics building for the immediate future. This means most of you will have to double-up. It’s a necessary and hopefully temporary situation. Submit your request to this address—” she sent the new account to the staff “—and you will receive a space assignment.”
She paused, pursing her lips for a breath. “Take what time you need to recover your files and anything else you’re able to salvage, but unfortunately there is still a war going on—and make no mistake, our adversary will be all too happy to take advantage of our distraction in the aftermath of the attack. Therefore, I must ask you to return to your regular duties as soon as you are capable of doing so. We have doubtlessly lost a number of good people and good friends today, but we cannot allow this to make us weak. It’s what the enemy wants. Instead, let it make us stronger.
“Things are bound to be a bit chaotic for the next few days. Route any problems or special requests to the ‘issues’ queue at the same address. Also, please monitor the news updates at the address. Important information, changes and new procedures will be posted there.”
She nodded sharply. “That’s everything for now. Let’s get to work.”
As they began to disperse she grabbed her bottle of water and quickly exited. She did not have the time to entertain questions or desperate inquiries regarding loved ones. The fatalities list was available for everyone to examine and she possessed no further information. Many of them would require comfort and that above all was something she could not provide. 
In front of an audience she managed to perform well enough; one-on-one, gazing into broken eyes, however…. In the long run comfort was a hollow, shallow lie, and she simply couldn’t find the will to pretend otherwise. 
She headed down the hall toward her next meeting, with the military police commander. It would be followed by meetings with the admin managerial staff, the transport supervisors, preliminary planning with the maintenance and construction chief, another update from the head of emergency response, and the first of what was certain to be numerous press conferences. 
She wouldn’t be seeing a bed for quite some time.

Some five hours later she snuck away for a moment of respite in the small gardens between Administration and Logistics. The thermos of coffee warmed her hands and the optic fibers embedded in the pavement lit the path beneath her feet against the late night darkness, though the glare from the enormous floodlights placed by the rescue crews added a sallow glow to the sky.
The death toll already stood at upwards of two thousand and was likely to double by the morning. While rescue efforts continued, the simple fact was the detonations had been scorching and violent. The few who survived the initial blasts had found themselves with no way down or out before the fire or the pervasive smoke reached them.
Even five thousand dead represented a mere blip on the scale of historic disasters. But these were the best, the most dedicated and patriotic of humanity. They were also the people essential to managing the bureaucratic intricacies of fighting a war. An indelicate and unfortunate reality. 
Thousands upon thousands of troops needed to be moved around, assigned in a strategic yet orderly fashion and supplied with millions of munitions and foodstuffs and bunks. Important assets needed to be protected while blind spots minimized. Every person and resource needed to be utilized in an efficient and optimized manner. 
War was a complicated affair when spread across the galaxy; it always had been. This she knew all too well.
 
“Director of Logistics for the entire North American Region? Miri, that’s wonderful.”
The moonlight shone through the window to transform his beautiful eyes to liquid silver as he grinned at her. She lay facing him in the bed, snuggled up so close their noses almost touched. “Maybe.”
“With a war on it will be an enormous responsibility and even more work….”
She frowned. “You don’t think I can do it?”
“Naoborot dushen’ka, I think you will be spectacular at it. If I possessed your brilliant mind I might get to stay on Earth in a prestigious job, too.”
“Don’t even start with that, David. They’re not giving you command of a cruiser because of your looks—” his mouth turned down in a playful pout “—they could, of course, but it would make for a poor war strategy.” 
She kissed the pout away then rolled onto her back to stare at the ceiling. “I’m not sure I’m going to accept. I don’t want to send you out into the middle of the war while I get to remain comfortable and cozy in our home. I should be fighting as well.”
He propped up on an elbow to catch and hold her gaze. “You will be. If you don’t do this job correctly, the whole damn operation falls apart. And besides…it would give me so much peace of mind while I’m out there to know you’re safe.”
“But David—”
“Hush. I realize I’m being overprotective—I don’t care. And you’ll be here for Alex, which will make me very, very happy. She needs you.”
“Perhaps, but she wants you.” 
“Miri….”
“I know, I know…I’m glad you’re her favorite, honestly. You’re my favorite, too, so it shows good judgment on her part.” 
She exhaled quietly. “Okay. If you’re so certain it’s the right choice, I’ll take the position.” She shifted to face him once more and run a hand through his hair. “But you better come back to me, you understand?”
He smiled against her lips. “I will. I promise.”
 
He had not kept his promise. But David had been right in at least one respect—she had excelled at the job. Now she oversaw logistics for the entirety of the Alliance military, and it wasn’t her sole responsibility.
But she had just lost a significant percentage of the people who made it happen. She’d give it another full day, then start a recruitment search, keeping the hiring standards as strict as possible but—
Startled, she spun at the sound of approaching footsteps. Richard hurried along the path toward her. Figures…he’d be the only one to know where to find her, after all. 
“Richard, you look terrible. You really should get some rest, or at least take a shower. I’m assuming you have let a medic take a look at you.”
“Later.” He reached her and came to a stop, at which point she saw the expression on his face. 
“Is something wrong? What happened?”
“We may have a problem. I think you need to see this.”
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EARTH
LONDON, EARTH ALLIANCE ASSEMBLY

EVERY ALLIANCE NEWS FEED and most of the Senecan and independent feeds carried the open session of the Earth Alliance Assembly live. Some fourteen billion people stopped what they were doing to watch, likely sensing an event of import was on the horizon.
The Assembly met in the historic Palace of Westminster. It had been gutted nearly two centuries earlier, its foundation restructured to prevent it from sinking into the Thames then redesigned from the ground up to house a single congressional body and support the essentials of the modern world. 
What once had been the Central Hall now formed the core of the Assembly Chamber, an enormous fan-shaped auditorium modeled after the old U.S. Congress—the justification being semicircle seating provided closer vantage points for a greater number of people than the rectangular arrangement of the former British Parliament. Homage had been paid to the original styling in numerous ways, however, from dark oak beams adorning the ceiling to brass accents gilding the doorways and classic fresco paintings decorating the walls.
The Majority Leader of the Assembly, Charles Gagnon, took the podium as the Secretary gaveled the session to order. In other circumstances it might have been the Speaker at the podium, but in the current situation such an act would have appeared unseemly and transparently self-serving.
Gagnon’s gaze moved with deliberate attention across the cavernous chamber. “Ladies and Gentlemen, Senators and honored guests. I come before you now in this dark moment for the Alliance to raise a matter I never wished were required.
“A few short hours ago we experienced a horrific loss in the terroristic bombing of Strategic Command Headquarters. The enemy struck at the very heart of our leadership structure, killing not only the Chairman of Strategic Command and three of its Board members but over 4,500 of our brave fighting men and women. Men and women who had committed their lives to keeping the Alliance and its citizens safe and secure.
“While emergency responders were still pulling the dead and injured out of the rubble, ships from Northwestern Regional Command were ambushed by Senecan forces while on patrol, the victims of cowardly mining of an asteroid field. They suffered devastating losses which could have been—should have been—avoided.”
He paused to sigh with dramatic flair. “The grim but undeniable fact is, Alliance governance now lies in chaos—within the military and within the administration. These latest events confirm something many of us had already begun to recognize. Prime Minister Brennon is not prepared to lead us in a time of war.”
A low rumble rippled through the chamber; he waited for it to subside before continuing.
“An ill-advised Trade Summit led to the tragic assassination of Mangele Santiagar. Anemic defenses on one of our most important Alliance worlds led to the annihilation of the Forward Naval Base on Arcadia. An inexcusable security lapse allowed high-powered explosives to be smuggled into EASC Headquarters, resulting in the death of thousands and the destruction of Strategic Command.
“This morning, the Prime Minister issued an executive order appropriating significant production outlays from a number of large Alliance-friendly corporations. Though it pales in comparison to so much loss of life, this move suggests he views this war fundamentally as an opportunity for a power grab rather than the grave threat it is.
“In these events and more, the Prime Minister has proven himself utterly incapable of responding to the realities of war. Nor can he provide the leadership necessary to drive us to victory over the rebels calling themselves a ‘federation.’” 
He nodded, as if he had only now convinced himself of the necessity of his action. “Therefore, I find I have no choice but to call for a vote of no confidence in Prime Minister Brennon and his administration. Let us adopt new leadership while there is still time to ensure the Alliance remains strong and unbowed. Mr. Secretary, I submit Special Assembly Resolution SGR 2322-3174 for an official vote.”
The thin young man in black formal attire nodded and loaded the resolution into the Assembly voting system.
Perhaps cognizant the galaxy was watching, the vote went swiftly for 510 politicians. Four minutes later the vote tally flashed on the oversized screen floating high above the chamber. A low cheer erupted in the chamber, the dissonant contrast of boos echoing beneath it.
SGR 2322-3174:
For:           267
Against:     243 
Within seconds the Majority Leader had returned to the podium. “Thank you all for following reason and logic in performing your solemn duties. Per Constitutional mandate, until the next election the Prime Ministership shall pass to Speaker of the Assembly Luis Barrera, a man I have known for many years and in whom I can confidently entrust the safety of the Alliance. Speaker?”
Barrera appeared out of nowhere beside Gagnon at the podium. They exchanged a firm yet collegial handshake; then Barrera stood alone. 
“Citizens of the Earth Alliance, of all free space, in service of the future of this great Alliance I humbly accept the position of Prime Minister. Under my leadership and the guidance of a new administration, we will not allow terrorists and insurgents and rebels to threaten our way of life, our freedoms or our safety. We will take the fight to them, we will show them no quarter and we will emerge victorious.”
In an archway along the left wall of the chamber, offstage and off-camera, Marcus Aguirre smiled.
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SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
BORDER OF SENECAN FEDERATION SPACE

ALEX RESTED HER ELBOWS on her knees and a palm at her chin. She felt far, far better this morning. Better than she had expected. Of course, she’d never been shot before so she didn’t exactly have anything to compare it to. She doubted she’d be running a marathon or hiking mountains today, but only a very observant person would notice she was injured at all.
“So what are we going to do once we get to Romane? I mean if we’re truly being hunted, I damn sure want to find out why.”
She felt his hands rest on her shoulders from behind. He began kneading the muscles up to the curve of her neck. “At this point we have to assume we are being hunted. I can’t get a handle on why, though. A number of people are aware of the alien threat now and—”
She frowned and twisted around, ignoring the dull twinge in her side. “You think this is about the aliens and not the war? Why—”
In an instant his expression morphed from thoughtfulness and affection to…horror? Cold hardness and perhaps even fury. 
He backed away from the couch in an explosion of movement. “What in the bloody hell is—Jesus!” 
“What’s wrong?”
His hand ran violently down his face. “Turn on the news feed….”
“What is—” Her message indicator began flashing angrily, along with an unfamiliar yellow alert. She waved the news feed on as she opened it.
Earth Alliance Military Police Order:
You are requested to report to Military Headquarters in San Francisco for questioning regard—
On the embedded screen, front and center, floated an image of Caleb. 
“Caleb Andreas Marano, an agent with the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence, has been named as the prime suspect in the horrific bombing of EASC Headquarters in Vancouver, Earth yesterday. He should be considered armed and extremely dangerous, so approach with caution.” 
Her focus started to shift to him, but froze mid-motion when the image on the screen transitioned—to one of her. 
“Mr. Marano was last seen in the company of Alexis Mallory Solovy. Ms. Solovy is the estranged daughter of EASC Director of Operations Admiral Miriam Solovy and the deceased Commander David Solovy, a well-known hero of the First Crux War. Ms. Solovy is being sought for questioning, but is not currently considered a suspect in the bombing itself.”
“’Estranged’? Thanks, Mom….” 
Her eVi continued to blink and beep as an avalanche of messages rolled in; she silenced the entire interface to concentrate on him. 
He paced in even greater agitation than the previous night, his eyes dark and ominous. She found herself reminded of her very first impression of him: dangerous.
“Caleb, what the hell is happening here?”
His jaw had clenched into a razor-sharp edge. “Apparently since they failed to kill me, they decided to frame me for mass murder instead.”
He sank against the wall and brought his hands up to seize his jaw in a death grip. “Goddammit! This is fucked up beyond all reason.”
“I’m sorry. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have forced you to go to Earth.” She stood to go over to him.
His hands fell away from his jaw. “No.” He met her halfway and grasped both sides of her face. “It was worth it, no matter what happens. And you didn’t force me—I chose to go.” 
A smile pulled at her lips, but refused to materialize. “Is it possible EASC is blaming you solely because they have evidence you were there? To put a face on the enemy?”
“Maybe….” He resumed pacing, though it had gained a more methodical, deliberate quality. “The thing is, the information I saw—before I was locked out of Division’s network, as it appears I now am—indicated we had no idea who ordered the bombing. I’m not at all convinced Seneca is responsible.”
“Who else would do it? Terrorists, taking advantage of the war as an opportunity to sow chaos?”
“Conceivably. Still, that scenario doesn’t jibe with the hit on us or Volosk.” 
“You think they’re related to the bombing?”
He came to an abrupt stop. “They are now.” 
With a deep breath he visibly willed himself in control. More of the barely restrained rage seeped away. “Okay. We already suspected someone or a group was manipulating events to trigger the war. The bombing could easily be part of it. Any reluctance on the part of the Alliance will evaporate if they believe Seneca attacked their military leadership. And killing me would obviously prevent me from proving I didn’t do it. In which case I’m only a pawn, a convenient patsy.”
“Why kill me though?”
“Same reason.” He gave her a smile, yet his expression was so troubled. “You know I didn’t do it.” The smile faded into concentration. “But why kill Volosk? It’s impossible his murder is unrelated.”
She found she had joined him in pacing, worrying at her lower lip while they crisscrossed the cabin. There was something ticking at the back of her mind….

She grabbed his shoulder as they passed one another, her eyes lighting up. “You know what you and I, Volosk and EASC Headquarters have in common? The Metis report—” and darkening again “—but others have it, too. Dr. LaRose, for one.”
“Well, what’s his status?”
She queried the exanet and scanned the results. “No mention of an attack…hold on.” The scan had also picked up an unread message in her eVi…so she was a little behind in reading her messages. She had been shot. 
“I have a request from him for another hard copy of the data. It seems one of his researchers took the disk home—and never returned.”
“To work?”
“To anywhere.”
A frown grew across his face, tugging his mouth downward. “Okay, that’s…suspicious.” 
The frown deepened into a full grimace. “But still, you were right before—a lot of people have seen the information. Director Delavasi, analysts and scientists on both sides, the rest of the EASC Board, probably our Director of Defense and Field Marshal. The secret’s out. And they didn’t try to kill LaRose—the report is simply missing.”
He shook his head. “I’m not convinced it isn’t about the war. If there is a conspiracy, the conspirators would absolutely want to eliminate us before we exposed it. And Volosk had the assassination autopsy reports…is that what got him killed?” He pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Is he dead because I pulled him into this mess?”
“He’s dead because they’re bad guys. And while they haven’t tried to kill LaRose, what if they killed his researcher?”
He nodded. “Right, the report. I wonder—”
She was pacing rapidly now, any ache from her wounds forgotten and fire now animating her irises. “Not the report. The hard copy of the raw data. Others saw the report, but I only made four copies of the raw data: for us, EASC, LaRose and Volosk.”
Her gaze shot up to meet his. “We missed something.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s something else in the data I captured. Something important.”
He stared at her, slowly letting out a weighty breath. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”
“That the aliens are already among us, or at least have agents working on their behalf? Yes, I do.”
“Just making sure.”
“Do you disagree?”
He shrugged gamely. “No…I don’t believe I do. Because you know what? Last night wasn’t the first time on this mission someone’s tried to kill me. With everything that’s happened I had almost forgotten about it, but three merc ships attacked me on the way to Metis. That’s why I opened fire on you in the first place—I thought you were one of them.”
She groaned. “And that’s what the job was about….”
“What job?”
“Right before I left for Metis, I was offered an absurd amount of money to go to work for the government overseeing the Alliance’s deep space exploration program. The Minister for Extra-Solar Development practically fell on his knees begging me to accept the post, and accept it immediately. I don’t see how anyone knew where I was headed, but it has to be related. Dammit, I knew something was up with that.” With a sigh she flopped down on the couch and opened an aural.
He resumed a more leisurely pacing, and after a moment gave a wry laugh. “Are we actually saying there is both a conspiracy to foment war and a conspiracy to conceal the nature of the aliens? Stretches the limits of credulity a little far.” 
His eyes rolled at the ceiling. “Unless it’s all one conspiracy—they instigate a war to soften us up ahead of the invasion and ensure we’re so busy killing each other we’ll be unable to mount an effective response. Nope, that’s crazy. Right?”
She glanced up distractedly. “Hell if I know. You’re the spy.” She had begun scrolling through the data files, looking for the answer. The reason. 
And with a blink it leapt out at her. In retrospect, it was blindingly obvious and she was a svoloch for missing it. “I found it.”
“Seriously?”
“Perhaps not all of it, but I found one rather important detail we missed. It’s the TLF wave. I pegged the terahertz as communications in part due to the way it permeated, spreading out across the area as if to blanket the ships. The TLF though….”
She met his gaze. “It’s coming from the portal. More specifically, from the inside of the portal. See, here? The furthest the wave can be traced back to is the center of the portal, at which point it’s mid-waveform.”
“Damn. But is it enough to kill over?”
“For one thing, I’m not sure it’s necessarily a high threshold—see Exhibit A, the fleet of superdreadnoughts. For another, if it draws attention to the portal itself—and to whatever is on the other side of it—then to them it very well could be. Remember, nothing in the universe emits waves at so low a frequency. So the question becomes, what does?” 
She fixated on the aural as her fingertips drummed a staccato étude on her thigh. “There’s one way to find out.”
“You want to go back to Metis? It’ll be risky.”
“Not that risky. I’ll need a new dampener field module though. Ken can probably bring one to Romane and—”
“Ken? Another ‘good friend’ of yours?”
She returned his smirk in full. “Ken is a she and yes, albeit not in the way you’re implying.”
He chuckled, but she saw the strain still pulling at the corners of his eyes and the edges of his mouth. “Okay. This is a good plan. I’m in.”
Her voice dropped to a tentative whisper. “I’m glad…but I’m not certain you grasp the full extent of the ‘plan.’”
An eyebrow rose. “And it would be?”
“We’ll see what we find when we get to Metis, but…I expect to find answers we will need to go through the portal.” 
“Through the portal. Alex, I may be crazy, but you are insane.”
She grinned hopefully. “Is that a problem?”
He closed the distance between them and draped his arms over her shoulders. “No. In fact, it might be one reason I—” an odd light flickered across his eyes “—think you’re kind of amazing.” 
A tingle of dizzying pleasure raced down her spine to her toes. She kissed him softly. Languidly. For a moment the fact people were trying to kill them and they were now wanted fugitives didn’t matter so much. 
She sank deeper into his arms, letting him envelop her. “Maybe the key to clearing your name is on the other side of the portal.”
He nodded against her lips. “Maybe the key to defeating those aliens is on the other side of the portal.”
“Yeah, that too.” 

Richard. Mom.
You need to understand Caleb did not do this. Irrespective of any moral, philosophical or political considerations, he was with me every second he wasn’t under military guard. It is a physical impossibility for him to have played any role whatsoever.
Something else is going on here. Something far more sinister than a mere civil war or even a mere alien invasion. I plan to find out what it is. 
In the meantime, Richard, it would be awesome if you could clear his name (and mine). Someone deliberately framed him. If I know you, it should really rankle you. It also means this war truly IS a lie.
Mom, do try to prevent the aliens from destroying Earth, and as many other worlds as is feasible, until we can return with answers.
— Alex
She sat cross-legged on the floor with her back against the couch. While Caleb reached out to whoever he could in search of any information—answers were too much to hope for—she cleared out the deluge of messages. Most of them she deleted without reply; many without reading. Not all of them, though.
Alex,
Love, have you gone and gotten yourself mixed up in this sodding war? Daft idea, if you ask me—which of course you never have. Protect that lovely ass of yours and try not to die, please? The world would be a darker place without you in it.
— Ethan
She smiled to herself—as much at memories of a simpler time as at the message itself—and sent a quick reply.
I’ll do what I can to not die. I make no promises regarding the state of my ass, however.
And…thank you.
— Alex
When the backlog had finally been obliterated she sent a livecomm request. 
“Ken, you got a second?”
“I’m just going to go ahead and assume this little unpleasantness is a small misunderstanding, or a frame job, or simply the fog of war. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, but it’s worse than you know. I need a favor.”
“Always.”
“I need you to bring a new dampener field module to Romane.”
“What’s wrong with your current one?”
“I blew it out running from the aliens. I didn’t tell you at dinner the other night?”
“No, you neglected to mention it. I told you to watch the power spikes.”
“I know, I know. I panicked. In fairness, I had good reason.”
“True enough. When do you need it by?”
“As soon as you can get it there. Yesterday should be fine.”
“Right. I was leaving for Messium in the morning, but I can leave tonight and swing by Romane first.”
“We’ll be at the Exia Spaceport, Bay D-24. You’re the best.”
“I really am. I’ll get to meet him now, won’t I?”
“Yes….”
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ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

MIA PACED AROUND THE OPEN SPACE of the gallery office, prepping for the day ahead. Her movements were unhurried; in truth it was more of a stroll than a pace. 
She liked to come in early, when the gallery and the neighborhood outside were quiet and peaceful. Here, unhurried by the daily frenzy which inevitably came with the dawn, she could consider what she must do, what she needed to do and what she hoped to do, and plan accordingly. On good days there was plenty of time for the last category. On bad ones, unexpected ones and surprising ones…well, she just rolled with it.
This day included a tour group from a local elementary in the morning, gallery open hours interrupted by a lunch meeting at a business owners’ industry association, and the continuation of Ledesma’s exhibit from mid-afternoon until late in the evening. A busy day to be sure. But she enjoyed the exhibit, so not a bad one.
She was reviewing the discussion topic for the lunch meeting when her eVi flashed a custom alert. She had a number of flagged items for which her eVi maintained a constant passive filter; if one of them showed up in any major news feed, she was notified. 
Seven alerts cascaded in before she finished reading the initial one. She sank against her desk with a long sigh. “Oh, Caleb darling, you truly have gotten yourself into a mess this time….”
A hand rose to her chin. Her gaze drifted to the windows on the far wall, where the first rays of light from one of Romane’s two suns began to peek over the horizon. After a moment she pivoted and walked out of the office, pulsing Jonathan as she strode through the empty exhibit room.
Can you cover the tour group for me this morning?
Uh, sure…how much trouble can twenty nine year-olds be?
I’m not going to respond to that question except to say ‘thank you.’
Once the doors to the gallery had closed behind her she sent Caleb a message, presuming he was far too occupied to answer a pulse at the moment.
Caleb,
I’ll have the items you—both of you—will need ready by the time you arrive.
— Mia 
She paused briefly on the sidewalk to consider her options, then headed to the parking lot. She’d go home first, to her very private and very secure office. From there she could hack the entry records and create an ID, which were the most important components. Then if there was time, she’d go shopping.
So this would be an unexpected day then.

This time Mia was standing at the airlock when it opened. In noted contrast to their prior arrival, she wore jeans, boots and a red cowled sweater. After all, this was no longer about formality and proper impressions; it was about survival.
She waved them back toward the rental ship and followed them in. “We need to take care of a few things before you return to your ship.” 
She dropped a large bag on the table and started handing out gear. “Fashionable—but not too fashionable—hat, sunglasses and jacket for each of you.” Caleb accepted the items with a nod. Alex looked a little perplexed and vaguely suspicious, but after a hesitant pause took the gear.
Next to come out of the bag was several small containers. “Drops to change eye color. They last around two days. Hair dye as well.” She glanced at Alex. “I’d still recommend pulling your hair up, and maybe curl it or something when you go out.”
Alex frowned at her—frowned more, anyway. “Are you certain? I thought it would be better to wear it down and obscure my face.”
Mia regarded her curiously, then shifted her attention to Caleb. He was leaning against the wall in an attempt at appearing relaxed. It was a good attempt; she wasn’t fooled. “She honestly has no idea, does she?”
A corner of his mouth tweaked up as his head shook. “No, she doesn’t.” His focus drew over to Alex and…oh god, he really is in love with her.
“Um, hello? Standing right here?”
She gave a dry laugh. “Alex, how you’ve never realized this in your however-many years of existence is beyond me, but you are a rather uncommon-looking woman—especially with that hair of yours. Not in a bad way, mind you. But your image is being spammed across the galaxy right now, and people are most definitely going to remember it. So try to keep that in mind when you show your face in public, okay?”
She didn’t give Alex a chance to respond. “Now I took the liberty of setting up a comprehensive false identity for you. Load it into your cybernetics and it will pass a mid-level scan, change your fingerprints, the whole works. The name’s Zoe Galanis. I hope it works for you. Caleb, you have many of those. Pick one.”
“Already done. Riley Knight, mechanical engineer for Atmospheric Solutions.”
Alex studied the details on the ID. “How did you manage to get your hands on this so quickly?”
Mia shrugged. “I set it up myself.”
Alex’s eyes shot over to her. It was possible this time they showed a glint of appreciation. “Impressive.”
“Well I did pick up a few useful skills during my indentured servitude. The serial number and registration for the Siyane were doctored when you arrived, and as soon as the news broke I back-masked the corridor records. You’ll want to load the doctored information into the ship before departing.”
She checked the bag to confirm it was now empty, then turned to them, a sigh on her lips. “Listen guys, even given all this, you should try to lie low. Your faces are everywhere, and with the war heating up the Romane government is having kittens trying to make sure it doesn’t piss either side off. Independent or not, they will extradite you in a heartbeat if you’re caught.”
Alex nodded distractedly while she continued to study the ID. Caleb smiled. “You’re a lifesaver, Mia. We owe you.”
Were you able to take care of the other matter?
Your girlfriend has some ridiculously tight security on her ship—but yes, it’s done. Secondary encryption key is Д085401Н129914С.
Makes sense…an anagram of the dates of her father’s birth and death with his initials.
Yeah, Meno said the same thing.
Meno?
My Artificial.
Mia….
Don’t lecture me.
Fine, I trust you’re being careful. Listen, thank you. I mean it. And know—it’s only in case I need it to save us both.
You never have to explain yourself to me, Caleb. Are you okay?
No. I’m pissed.
Then they had better watch out.
She shook her head. “No, I still owe you—but I think I might see ‘even’ on the horizon.”
He chuckled…and she suddenly realized how tired he looked. “Fair enough. We’ll be here for another day, day and a half. We need to make a couple of upgrades and stock up on supplies.”
Mia’s eyes narrowed. “Stock up for…what, exactly?”
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MARCUS REVIEWED COLONY REPORTS while the workers moved his furniture into the new office. He wore a perfect mask of grave concern as befitted the situation, but beneath it he was feeling quite pleased. 
The Foreign Minister merited both a larger, better-appointed office and a suite filled by aides to go with it. The view was different; instead of the gardens, his office now looked out on the Potomac. It painted a congenial scene, but he didn’t intend on getting attached to it.
Barrera had come to him the night before the Assembly ‘no confidence’ vote to bring him up to speed on developments and to provisionally offer him the post of Foreign Minister. 
Barrera had emphasized the severity and gravity of the circumstances and reiterated what everyone in settled space already knew: the post was, for all intents and purposes, the most powerful one outside of the Prime Ministership itself. He had expressed confidence Marcus was up to the task of serving as the Alliance’s ambassador to the galaxy.
He had reminded Marcus that while in cases of removal of a Prime Minister by the Assembly for
cause, the position passed to the Speaker, this was not the case in the event of a Prime Minister’s death or unforeseen inability to perform his duties. In those instances the administration otherwise continued unchanged, and the line of succession passed through the Foreign Minister’s office before any others. 
He had asked if Marcus was willing to bear such a solemn responsibility. 
Marcus had carefully and thoughtfully considered the question, then answered in the affirmative.
Barrera actually believed it was all his idea.
Marcus switched from the colony reports to personnel matters and walked over to one of the windows to give the movers more room. Most of the existing bureaucracy would remain, since it consisted of career civil servants capable enough at their jobs and generally not beholden to any party or faction. 
Nevertheless, there were a number of appointments for him to make—an opportunity to put sympathetic and loyal personnel in place. Then there were additional postings which he did not bear responsibility for filling, but with respect to which his opinion had been requested. 
He scanned the list…and a smile grew on his lips as for a second he forgot the need to publicly maintain a troubled demeanor. 
See, Marcus? If you are patient, solutions to difficulties will often present themselves—almost as if the winds of fate act on your behalf.
It seemed a vacancy had opened at the position of EASC Chairman, on account of General Alamatto’s tragic death in the bombing. It was the Prime Minister’s appointment to make, but his recommendation—along with the Defense Minister’s, for the pittance it was worth—carried significant weight.
He may not be able to eliminate Miriam Solovy right away, but perhaps he could render her irrelevant until the scandal of her daughter’s involvement in the bombing ultimately forced her to resign. And the best part was, he didn’t have to do anything more than submit a name. He was certain the man he named would take care of the rest on his own initiative. 
He pulled the draft report containing his recommendations back up and added an entry to the bottom of the list.
Earth Alliance Strategic Command Chairman: Southwestern Regional Commander General Liam O’Connell

When the movers had at last departed, he sank into the plush, natural leather chair. Behind the privacy of a closed door his lips rose in a smile which reached his eyes in a bright sparkle and his posture in the rise of both shoulders.
As with all plans, not everything had proceeded as envisioned. Solovy’s daughter and the Senecan spy remained on the loose for the moment. Though as fugitives they were actually easier to incriminate for the bombing than his initial plan, due to Olivia’s failure to deliver the final element of an airtight frame there existed a miniscule but nonzero chance the two might eventually be exonerated. Not that he expected either of them to live long enough for it to matter. Miriam Solovy lived and Alamatto did not. A high-ranking Senecan Intelligence official had been killed—necessarily so, but when it occurred on the same night a string of bodies littered downtown Cavare it risked attracting unwanted attention.
A series of loose threads lay scattered around their corner of the galaxy, any one of which if tugged on sufficiently hard would unravel the entire operation. But so long as events continued on their current trajectory they would soon move beyond the point where anyone could alter their path. The inertial force of a galaxy-spanning plan in motion would soon become far too powerful to be diverted.
He only had a minute to relax, so the boxes cluttering the office were going to have to stay packed for now. Following a quick meeting with Barrera to receive instructions and guidance as to the new administration’s official stance on numerous issues, he was headed to the Orbital to meet the governors of the First Wave worlds. The meeting would be followed by visits to Romane, Sagan and several other notable independent worlds in the hopes of persuading them to express public support for the Alliance in the war. 
Such support would be the first step in coaxing them under the political and military umbrella of the Alliance, but one step at a time. He should—
We require your attention.
Jesús Cristo! He scrambled to make sure the security shielding remained active from the office’s previous occupant, then took a deep breath and straightened up in his chair. The alien couldn’t see him—at least, he didn’t think it could—but it helped set the proper frame of mind and demeanor.
“Certainly. I have news as well. Matters are proceeding according to plan, and I have achieved a position from where I will be able to exert far greater control over events.”
Your plan is now irrelevant. We warned you escalation may become unavoidable, and so it has.
“I request you exercise restraint for a short while longer. The war is approaching criticality and will soon overwhelm all other concerns. I promise you, everyone will forget the Metis Nebula even exists, much less the fantastical ramblings of two wanted fugitives.”
Knowledge of our existence has expanded beyond our or your capability to contain it. Already others have ventured near, seeking answers. We are left with only one option.
For a brief moment his polite, respectful composure cracked in frustration. He was trying to save the human race, dammit—he simply needed a little more time. “Pray tell, what option might that be?”
Annihilation.
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ALEX GAVE KENNEDY A QUICK HUG at the hangar bay door. “Thank you so much for coming.”
“Of course. But what’s going on?”
“We’ll talk about it in a few. Come on inside. Caleb’s heading out, but he wants to meet you.”
“Does he now? And what have you told him about me?”
“That you’re a spoiled, over-entitled daddy’s little rich girl.”
“You didn— ” 
“I’m kidding. Not much I’m afraid. We’ve been a bit busy.”
“With what you’re doing that you’re not telling me.”
“Right.” She motioned Kennedy ahead of her into the ship.
Caleb was leaning casually against the data center, an easy smile lighting his features. He pushed off the table and met them halfway, his hand extended. “Caleb Marano. It’s a genuine pleasure, Ms. Rossi.”
She was as always the picture of grace and accepted his hand in style. “The pleasure’s all mine—and please, call me Kennedy. I understand you and Alex have had quite the two weeks.”
“It’s been…well, I’m very glad we met.”
A wicked grin fought valiantly to pull her lips ever further up. “Indeed.”
“And now, I will let you two get to work.”
Alex had paused at the edge of the couch to enjoy their introduction. Caleb came over to run his hands gently along her arms while pressing his mouth equally as gently to hers. She rested her hands on his hips and, when the kiss finally ended, whispered against his lips. “Watch your back, will you?”
“Always. I’ll only be gone a few hours. Promise.”
As soon as he had left Kennedy spun around, eyes wide as saucers. “Oh, girl—”
“Let’s go downstairs. You can help me get the module installed.”
“And you can tell me how you managed to win the romance lottery while cavorting in uninhabited deep space…Alex, are you okay?”
She glanced over her shoulder from the second step. “Sure, why?”
“You’re…limping. Stepping gingerly. I don’t know, not barreling through the ship as per usual.”
“Oh, yeah.” She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “I got shot.”
“You’re serious.”
“I told you it was worse than you knew.” 
They reached the hatch to the engineering well, and she gingerly climbed down the ladder. “Which is why we’re heading back.”
Kennedy skipped the last two rungs and landed on the floor. “Back where? Not to Metis—not to the alien ships?”
“Yep. Though there’s no reason to assume the ships are still there. Regardless, we need answers and Metis is where they are.”
“You’re insane.”
She laughed a little and removed one of the panels protecting the core engineering systems. “That’s what Caleb said. But no one else is going to do it. I don’t trust anyone else to do it anyway. Someone, perhaps the aliens themselves—don’t look at me like that—doesn’t want the portal investigated. So it’s exactly what we intend to do.”
“Wait. You’re not planning to go through the portal, are you?”
“Um…” her nose scrunched up “…probably.”
“Dear god, you really are insane.” Alex motioned for the module, and she handed it over. “You know, you ought to think about….” Her voice trailed off as she peered at the floor. “What happened to your hull?”
Kennedy’s attention had been drawn to the wide streaks of almost luminous silver winding along the center of the hold. It matched neither the onyx of her hull material nor the muted bronze of the salvaged material from his ship. 
“Caleb ripped it open with a pulse laser—to clarify, this was before we were sleeping together—and we had to patch it using scrap from his ship.”
“Which you blew up,” she mumbled, bending down so close to the floor she was all but lying on it.
“Right.” 
“What was his ship made of?”
“Amodiamond. The discoloration is on the seams where we melded the two materials together. It started changing color once it cooled. Some kind of chemical reaction I assume. Do you think it’s weakening the structural integrity?”
“No, quite the opposite.” She reached behind her and pulled a small scanner out of her bag, then ran it above a segment of the discoloration. “Integrity is definitely solid. Stronger, even. The materials have fully bonded together and….” She glanced up at Alex. “Is it okay if I take a piece back with me to analyze? Just a sliver.”
“Sure, but why?”
“Because I think you’ve made something new.” A metamat blade materialized out of Kennedy’s bag; she carefully shaved off a thin three-centimeter long strip. She placed it in a gel pouch and dropped everything back in her bag. At Alex’s raised eyebrow, she chuckled and hugged her knees to her chest. “Ship designer, remember? Exotic metals turn me on.”
“Everything turns you on.”
“Hey, that’s low. True, but low—especially when your sex life is far more interesting than mine at the moment.” Her voice lost most of its teasing tenor. “I can’t help but notice you’re using ‘we’ and ‘us’ a lot.”
“I know.” Alex shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I like him.”
“Clearly. And I am the last person to dissuade you from running off on a crazy romantic adventure, but this is serious business. He’s accused of terrorism and murder and you’re already being sought for questioning.”
“He’s being framed. Someone tried to kill us, and did kill his boss. Besides, I could give a fuck about political posturing.”
“Believe me, I know—though I’m not certain I’d call the military police ‘political posturing.’ Regardless, I wouldn’t be your best and most marvelous friend in the galaxy if I didn’t point out there might be a few negative consequences from all…” she gazed upward and twirled her hand in the air “…this.”
“Well, as for the frame, Richard’s on it. It’ll get sorted out.”
“And your mother?”
Alex closed her eyes and dropped her head against the wall. “What about my mother?”
“You being implicated in the bombing is going to complicate her job, particularly since she—thank goodness—wasn’t there when the bombs went off.”
“I can’t care about that right now, I don’t have the bandwidth. My mother can take care of herself. She excels at it. And if she needs to disown me in order to keep her power, so be it.”
“Alex—”
“Don’t, Ken. We’ve had this conversation dozens of times. Nothing has changed.”
“There’s another war. An impending alien invasion. Your life is in danger.” 
“Granted. Look, I actually mean it. She needs to concentrate on this war—not the Senecan war but the war to come. If she has any sense—and she does, as much as I hate to admit it—she won’t let me interfere. It’s too important.”
“Have you told her any of this?”
“Well, I think so. I mean, I told her to do something. I thought I was pretty clear.”
“Oh, Alex, your communication skills are legendary for a reason….”
“Whatever. Okay, we’re good. The conduits and infrastructure were still in place so I only had to replace the main box. I’ll run some diagnostics, but I don’t want to hold you up.” She grinned. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Now you’re off to…Messium, was it? Dare I ask why?”
Kennedy groaned and glared at the low ceiling. “The Board’s pimping me out for materials.”
“Are you kidding?”
“Well not literally. Oh, I hope nobody expects it’s going to come to anything so extreme. No, we require metamats to build ships—big surprise—and our primary supplier got blown up by your Pleasure Model’s military.”
“Ken!”
“Fine, fine…your dark, dangerous, subversively sexy intelligence agent’s military. Anyway, I’ve been dispatched to woo a potential new supplier.”
“Woo how?”
“With my name and my dazzling smile, apparently.”

Caleb returned to the spaceport feeling reinvigorated. He knew it probably showed, but he couldn’t help it. While out he had received a message from his sister…he read it again as he entered the hangar bay.
Hey big brother,
I’m sure you have a lot going on and a lot on your mind right now, so I won’t bother you with a livecomm. I merely wanted to say I am certain you had nothing to do with the bombing. I know what you do—what you really do. I’ve always known. I understand you were trying to protect me by keeping it a secret, but I will never not be here for you. 
I know your soul. And I believe in you.
— Isabela 
In the space of two days, the two people he cared for most in the world—wow, the unexpected realization of that truth jarred him for a second—had both willingly accepted him, darkness and all. He’d spent so much time and effort over the years shutting himself off from others emotionally, erecting walls around his heart strong enough to repel any inquisitive soul…when maybe he simply should have had a little faith.
Then again, Isabela wasn’t just anyone. She was his sister— intelligent, strong, loving and understanding, but not foolish. And Alex…well, she wasn’t just anyone either. To say the least.
He had told her she was insane for wanting to go through the portal—and she was. But if she hadn’t suggested it he likely would have, because in truth he viewed it as the only strategy worth a damn. 
It was one of the most fundamental lessons in his line of work, if one many never managed to learn: when you find yourself under siege, outnumbered and out of options—attack. Don’t play defense; the enemy’s superior numbers or position will whittle you down until you have nothing left. Don’t run away; the enemy will only shoot you in the back. Once you’re backed into a corner, you’ve already lost.
While you’re still strong, still have weapons and will and time, do what the enemy least expects—attack. Turn into the punch, grab ahold of the gun, leap into the arena. Take control of your own fate. If you’re quick, good and lucky, you just might survive and be out the other side before the enemy realized what had happened.
Thus far in his life, when it truly mattered, he had been all three. Now, though….
Now the enemy was maddeningly elusive. Hidden in the shadows and presumably spread across numerous worlds. There was no target he could locate to attack in settled space—and one very clear one at the edge of it. Every instinct he’d relied upon for almost twenty years to survive seemingly impossible situations told him the real enemy, the ultimate enemy, lay on the other side of that portal.
Alex intended to go through the portal to search for answers. He intended to go through the portal to win.
He stepped in the Siyane and found her at the data center, the Metis data spread in front of her yet again. He set his bag on the couch. “Kennedy leave already?”
“Yeah. The new module installed no problem, and she needed to head out. I’ve set diagnostic tests running, but everything checks out so far.”
“Well at least you were able to—” In his peripheral vision he sensed an…incongruity. Something was different. His gaze shifted toward the cockpit.
To the right of the pilot’s chair sat another chair. A bit more minimalistic in design than hers, it fit snugly but completely within the margins of the cockpit space. 
He approached the cockpit curiously. “Alex, what is this?”
She briefly diverted her attention from the data to glance over, an uncertain smile tugging at her lips. “I got you a chair.”
“You…you got me a chair.” It was less a question and more a statement of incredulity.
“It’s only so I don’t always have to be looking over my shoulder to talk to you. It’s not safe, honestly. And I’m sure you must get tired of leaning against the wall.”
His hand ran along the top of the headrest; the chair glided smoothly beneath it. His gaze returned to her, a vaguely stunned expression on his face. “Alex….”
Her eyes slid away from him and her voice turned formal tinged with a hint of awkwardness. “It’s magnetically grounded, so it’s not like I tore up the floor or anything, and we can move it if we need to. It’s just practical.”
But it wasn’t just practical. It was touching and kind and an exceptional gesture on her part. Giving him a place on her ship, even if only a simple chair—hell, especially a simple chair—was tantamount to giving him a place in her life. A real place, in the form of a chair. 
He crossed the cabin and wound his arms around her, pulling her away from the data and into him. “Of course it is….” His lips met hers. “Thank you.” 
No, she wasn’t just ‘anyone’ at all.
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MIRIAM PACED IN TIGHTLY COILED AGITATION around the temporary office space. With a frown she nudged the temporary hutch flush to the wall.
Nothing had been salvageable from her office. Not the antique bookcase and certainly not the antique books, of which there remained none in existence to replace them with. Not the leaded glass tumblers that had been a wedding present to her and David and not the heirloom china tea set that had belonged to his grandmother.
She picked up the teacup—part of the set she had brought from home—off the temporary desk and took a long sip, then set it back down. Too hard; it wobbled unsteadily. Unless the desk was uneven….
She looked over at Richard. He leaned against the wall, quietly watching her flutter about. “I don’t care how angry Alexis may have been after the Board meeting. There is no way she was involved in the bombing.”
“Absolutely not. It’s an absurd idea. She’s not a killer.”
“No, she’s not. But this Marano character?”
“Oh, he definitely is a killer. His file says he took out two dozen criminal insurgents and blew up an entire hangar bay two months ago, and it’s merely his latest exploit. Conveniently enough he has something of a history of using explosives to get a job done. But he’s not a terrorist. He infiltrates and eliminates dangerous criminal groups in the service of his government. His record indicates no deviation into more questionable activities.”
She crouched and adjusted the rug beneath the desk. Perhaps it was the source of the unevenness. “We’re at war. Maybe he didn’t consider it terrorism?”
“From the Senecan perspective, arguably it wasn’t. But regardless, Alex swore he was never out of her sight except while he was in custody. Miriam….” 
Recognizing the tone in his voice, she stood up and met his gaze. 
“In the end it comes down to one very simple matter: either you believe her or you don’t.”
She sighed and let her eyes drift to the window. Logistics was all of twenty stories tall; outside were only other buildings. “I believe her.”
A smile sprung to life on his face, possibly in relief. “So do I.” The smile didn’t linger as his hand came to his jaw. “Which means we have a different problem. She said he was framed, and she’s right. The evidence was doctored to implicate him, and by extension, her. By whom? And even more importantly, why? 
“Between the nonsensical Summit assassination, the Palluda attack nobody ordered and now this? Something is severely wrong with this entire situation. The explosives used on the upper levels had to be assembled inside Headquarters. Marano may not have done it, but someone did. They both claim the war has been manufactured by someone, and I’m beginning to suspect they’re right about that, too.”
She crossed the temporary space and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Luckily, conspiracies and subterfuge happen to be your area of expertise. Richard, get to the bottom of this. And most of all, do whatever you need to in order to clear her name. Please.” She patted his shoulder and returned to the temporary desk, her voice dropping in volume and perhaps in confidence. “I wish I knew where she’s gone.”
“You never know where she goes.”
“This is different.” Her gaze drifted once again to the windows, but the view had not improved. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Nevertheless, there’s nothing I can do about it for the moment. And now it seems I have to find a way to win a war.”
“There’s no way Seneca can stand up to our military strength in the long run.”
“It’s not that war which has me concerned…at least, not only that war.”
“Well, one thing at—”
The priority pulse forced itself into her vision.
Acting Chairman O’Connell requests your presence in his office in five minutes.
Her lips smacked in annoyance. “It appears I am being summoned to kiss the feet of the new Chairman.”
“He doesn’t waste any time, does he? He’s been here all of, what, half an hour?”
“Less than.” Another sigh found its way past her lips. “You know, Alamatto was a weak leader, but I’m afraid O’Connell is going to get everyone killed. You’re correct—Seneca can’t stand up against our military strength. But if he’s in charge, they just might outsmart us.”

She stood formally in the doorway while O’Connell discussed something with an aide. After twenty seconds she decided he was deliberately dragging it out in an attempt to make her uncomfortable. Silly, petty man.
After another thirty seconds he finally dismissed the aide and glanced at her. “Ah, Miriam.”
“Yes, Liam? You wanted to speak with me?”
He scowled and bowed up his stance in an apparent attempt to intimidate her with his towering, burly build. Also, slow to learn. “You’re as insubordinate as your daughter. I believe you meant ‘General.’”
“And I believe you meant ‘Admiral.’ You may be head of the Board for now, but you are not my superior officer. In public I will grant you the respect of your position. In private I will grant you the respect you have earned. Thus far you haven’t earned any.”
His eyes narrowed in blatant hostility. “You arrogant bitch. Your lax security allowed those explosives to be planted. Your daughter gave that fucking Senecan cocksucker inside access and caused the deaths of thousands. You aren’t worthy of your position or your rank.” He paused, as if to see the effect of his intimidation. She refused to flinch. 
With a blink he continued. “I may not possess the authority to fire you, but I plan to do everything in my power to ensure you soon find yourself out on your ass. No rank, no title, no power.”
The corners of her mouth curled up in a cold, malicious smile. “We’ll see, won’t we?” She turned to go, not waiting or wanting to be excused. When she reached the door she paused to look back at him.
“Oh, and Liam? Thank you for the warning.”
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SERAPHINA BREATHED IN THE cool morning air, drawing it deep into her lungs as her diaphragm expanded. And hold…hold. With a slow, steady exhale she opened her eyes.
She floated a meter above the water, suspended by the resistance of the magnetic field generated by Gaiae’s waters against the fibers woven into her stockings. Indigenous fish danced in the waters beneath her, their iridescent scales reflecting brilliantly in the dawn light. They were poisonous to humans, but it was no matter; neither she nor any of the other residents would have stooped so low as to impinge upon Gaiae’s precious ecosystem.
The glowing pastels of the nearby fauna lingered in her vision when she closed her eyes and inhaled once more. Her ocular implant was enhanced to expand the spectrum of her sight beyond visible light into the ultraviolet range. The effect was spiritual in its beauty, but the odd hues tended to leave halos in their wake.
And hold…hold.
She opened her eyes to a shadow. 
It broke her meditation, and she suppressed a frown as she twisted around—careful to engage her core—and looked up.
The shadow slithered across the landscape until it reached the water’s edge. Her frown deepened. Gaiae had no moons; there could be no eclipse.
What appeared next was of a nightmare. An impossibility. An evil blackness—harsh, bleak, cold metal surely made of the void itself. 
It continued to grow in the sky, and soon veins of blood slashed the blackness like the war paint of ancient primitives.
Even as the breadth and length of the blooded darkness grew ever greater, another materialized alongside it. Then another. Soon a dozen phantasms—devils of Hades come to life—blanketed the sky, blotting out the sun and turning morning to dusk. 
Seraphina stood to balance unsteadily atop the magnetic resistance. What horror might this be? She only rarely accessed the so-called ‘exanet,’ but she did not believe even the most powerful governments possessed ships such as these. 
Gaiae was a peaceful planet. Its residents strived ever to be in harmony with all living creatures, with the land and the air and the stars. What sin against nature could possibly have brought such devils down upon them?
Then the bellies of the beasts wrent apart, and all legions spewed forth. Creatures born of the bowels of Tartarus, their arms counted greater than those of Mahākālī and writhed madly around blazing crimson eyes—a cyclopean blood-gorged eye for each creature in the legion army.
Their multitudes descended from the sky, and at last she screamed.
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SIYANE
METIS NEBULA

THEY APPROACHED METIS AS QUIETLY and furtively as the Siyane permitted. Their route was circuitous, winding around the Nebula until their trajectory was nearly opposite of before. 
All her instincts screamed at her to hurry, to get there faster and to generally get on with it. Yet along about the time her fingers stretched out to hover above the controls, Caleb’s hand found its way to her shoulder or the curve of her jaw. She wouldn’t have expected him to be the calm one…though if she pondered it she had to concede he had often been the patient one.
When the golden-blue wisps of Metis’ outer bands at last surrounded them, she initiated the sLume drive a final time. One final run for the core at maximum speed, as swift as any human could travel across the stars. 
They would drop out of superluminal 0.1 AU from the portal’s location but still within the thickest of the towering pillars of gas and dust. The instant the sLume drive idled the dampener field would kick in. She had paid a princely sum for a barely legal power allocation optimizer, and now the dampener field could operate at full strength without them being forced to freeze.
Still the trip took hours upon hours. As many hours as it had taken when they had previously made the journey, in fact. Unlike the prior journey, however, this night they spent together.
They passed the hours as couples facing the unknown yet temporarily powerless to influence their fate do: they made love as if it were the first time, murmured secrets to one another in the darkness, slept for a bit, and made love as if it were the last time.
Then there was no space left to travel and their fate returned to their hands.
They returned to the cockpit as the sLume drive idled and the scene beyond the viewport sharpened into clarity. The ship hovered in luminous, dense fog; as it did not actually travel forward under separate propulsion while inside the superluminal bubble, on exiting it the ship was already at rest.
Instantly she was a flurry of activity, confirming the dampener field had engaged, beginning scans for threats or any movement whatsoever in the area and attuning the spectrum analyzer across all bands.
The flare from the pulsar leapt to life on the spectrum display. The gamma beam pulsed in a regular, rapid spin. She filtered it out—and immediately frowned. “It’s gone.”
“Everything?”
Her head shook minutely. “The gamma radiation, the local one whose source we weren’t able to pinpoint. The terahertz radiation, too.”
He leaned closer to stare at the spectrum display with her. “But not the TLF.”
“But not the TLF.” She blew out a long, slow breath. “Okay. Nothing to do but find out why.” She started the impulse engine.
The nebular clouds soon began to thin, then abruptly evaporate as before. Yet in stark and rather disturbing contrast to before, the clouds evaporated to reveal only the void.
The ships were gone. And so was the portal.
Neither of them spoke. They simply regarded the empty blackness in stunned disbelief. She had prepared herself for a number of scenarios. None of those scenarios involved the portal being gone. 
Because that was impossible.
He dropped his elbows to his knees with a heavy sigh. “So, new plan then.”
“No. The portal is there.”
His attention shifted from the viewport to her. His voice held calm conviction—and trust, she thought. “Okay. Why?”
“The same reason we’re here.”
“The TLF signal is still being generated from somewhere.”
“Correct. Now the question is….” With her left hand she strafed until the ship was positioned exactly perpendicular to the direction the wave propagated. She focused the spectrum analyzer sensors in on a point in space and took two snapshots. Then she threw both measurements to a waveform screen.
A wondrous breath fell from her lips as she sank into the chair. She was looking at a phase shift across the portal. 
When measured given the precise point where the portal had floated as the origin, the TLF wave exhibited a 4.65° phase difference in each direction. On its own it didn’t tell her anything about the nature or breadth of the realm within the portal, as any number of cycles could have occurred inside—but it did tell her there existed a realm within the portal.
Caleb’s eyes narrowed at the screen for a moment before he shook his head and chuckled wryly. “And space falls back into alignment with the rules of the universe. The portal is there.”
“Told you.” She gave him a teasing if weighty smirk. “Now we just need to trigger it.”
“Which you’ve already determined how to do.”
The smirk softened to a smile. “Harmonics.”
He glanced at the row of screens and back to her. “The gamma radiation was a harmonic of the TLF, wasn’t it?”
“It was, though the frequency disparity was tremendous. I think the gamma frequency was an activation code. It kept the portal open while our alien friends traversed it and shut off once they no longer needed it. But I can mimic it.”
His gaze met hers, and the look in his eyes sent her stomach into somersaults and a delightful tingle rushing along her skin. She wanted nothing more in the world than to wind her fingers in his hair and pull him close and ask him if he might tell her what the look in his eyes meant. 
Instead she swallowed and focused on the HUD. Her fingertips danced on a holographic panel to her left as she built the gamma wave. Once it was prepped she maneuvered the ship so it lined up directly on the invisible point which represented the center of the former portal.
“Here goes nothing….” She sucked in a deep breath and turned on the signal.
From nothingness burst forth a perfect circle of obsidian metal. Luminescent pale gold plasma filled the ring as it expanded in diameter. In two seconds it had attained its previous size and a halo of roiling clouds had billowed over its edges.
“Well that’s not something you see every day.” She nodded mutely in agreement.
After the explosion of energy which had propelled the ring outward vanished, a stilled silence seemed to engulf the landscape. The vertical pool of plasma undulated as peacefully as the surface of a pond on a quiet spring dawn. Even the churning clouds appeared to settle into a soothing rhythm. Other than the portal itself, there was no evidence of technology, of an alien force or any force at all.
The TLF wave continued to pulse—steady, deliberate and strong, as though it were the very heartbeat of the universe—from the exact center of the ring. 
Like the dulcet tones of a siren it called to her, singing a promise of answers beneath the tranquil waters. Waters which happened to be composed of an unknown breed of plasma and ‘lapped’ vertically while suspended within a ring of unknown material and origin in the void of space.
Caleb’s presence beside her during the trip had been a comfort and a wonderful indulgence. But now it wasn’t close enough, for him or her. He pushed out of his chair to kneel in front of her and draw her into a slow, languorous kiss. 
He drew back a mere centimeter, his voice a whisper upon her lips. “You realize we could die, simply by going through.”
She closed the centimeter to claim another kiss, lingering an eternal second beyond when it might have ended. She breathed in…breathed him in. “I do. But if we don’t go, maybe everyone dies. And even if I don’t particularly like most of everyone, I find I don’t want that on my conscience.”
He nodded against her. “Nor do I. So we go together—but only if you’re sure.”
She smiled—a tiny little smile—and bravely rolled her eyes as she straightened up and settled into the chair. “I’m sure. It’ll be an adventure. New sights, new wonders, new discoveries. It’s what I live for. You too, right?”
“Absolutely.” He returned to his chair, kicked his feet up on the dash and crossed his ankles. “Lead on. Show me this supposed ‘adventure.’”
“You got it.” 
His hand reached over and wrapped around hers as she gunned the impulse engine to full power and accelerated into the portal.
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PART
I:
DESCENT
 
 
“For each one of us stands alone in the midst of a universe.”
 
— John Buchanan Robinson
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SIYANE
BEYOND THE PORTAL

THEY WERE FALLING into a black hole.
People referred to regions of space where the distance between stars stretched to kiloparsecs as ‘the void.’ But even the void retained a murmur of light in the pale glint of distant stars and infinite galaxies. 
This darkness was boundless and unbroken.
Dizziness clawed at the corners of Alex Solovy’s vision, brought on by the absence of a fixed point, of any spatial reference whatsoever to lock onto as a lodestar. 
In a fit of what could be mistaken for panic she cut propulsion and sought the rearcam visual—and found golden plasma rippling placidly inside the ring sustaining it. She let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, and the dizziness receded upon the knowledge they were not after all in a black hole.
The hand wrapped over hers squeezed with reassuring strength. She looked over to find Caleb wearing an air of easy confidence. 
“Not dead.”
She knew the calm aura he projected was for her benefit, to give her comfort. And it worked. Her pulse slowed and the pounding receded from her ears. A laugh bubbled forth, only to morph into a mild protest halfway through. “Not dead. Excellent point. But what is this place?” 
She returned the squeeze, then let go of his hand and directed her attention to the HUD as readings began coming in. Sensor sweeps were picking up no transmissions save the tremendously low frequency wave from the portal, which continued unabated for as far as her instruments reached. Analysis of the surroundings reported…nothing out of the ordinary. 
“The immediate area has the same fundamental characteristics as our galaxy. According to these readings, the laws of physics are alive and well and functioning correctly. The impulse engine is able to operate within parameters. If the portal is a Brane intersection…” she glanced over with a frown “…the dimensions of this place are identical to ours. So why is it a portal?”
She checked the visual overlay. “We are definitely not anywhere in the Milky Way, though. It’ll take the system time to analyze all the possibilities, assuming it can with no locus…but I don’t believe we’re anywhere in mapped space.”
“Maybe the portal merely sent us a long way.” He shrugged. “Like ‘the other side of the universe’ long way?” 
“Well the other side of the universe is a damn boring place. There’s nothing here.”
“But there was something here. There were ships here, a lot of them, and they had an origin point.”
She pinched the bridge of her nose in a futile attempt to ease the dull throbbing behind her forehead then rested her elbows on her knees.
This wasn’t what she had expected.
She hadn’t known what to expect. Perhaps a fresh armada of alien superdreadnoughts eager to return humanity to the stardust whence they came? Or more preferably, a dazzling civilization of exotic space stations, Dyson rings and planets subsumed beneath cities? She had idly entertained the notion of a mind-exploding dimensional shift to a gestalt of reality she hadn’t the acumen to comprehend. 
But she hadn’t expected this. 
She stared at the varied screens intended to display a plethora of information. One by one they updated. Nothing. Nothing save the portal and the Siyane. Yet somewhere beyond this barren expanse lived the aliens who dispatched an armada of warships through the Metis Nebula.
“I think…I think we follow the TLF wave for now. It’s still being generated by something farther in. We can use the portal as a heading reference so we don’t go in circles. I’ll keep scanning on wideband, and eventually that ‘something’ will show up. It has to.”
Hearing no agreement or any response at all, she toed the chair around to face Caleb. He was peering out the viewport, shoulders taut in a suggestion of unease. “What’s wrong?”
He blinked and straightened up in his chair. “Sorry. That sounds fine.” A corner of his mouth tweaked up in a hint of a smile. “I wouldn’t dream of arguing with you on the best way to navigate uncharted space. This is your show. But I was wondering…the portal had vanished until we reactivated it, which means they never expected anyone to come through it. So why are they hiding?”
“Maybe they’re not hiding. Maybe they’re simply…farther. Let’s find out.” She reengaged propulsion and accelerated until they attained a steady eighty-five percent cruising speed. No reason to overtax the impulse engine on the off chance the laws of physics weren’t exactly the same here.
In the pervasive darkness there was no visual perception of movement, and only the subtle purr of the engine argued otherwise. It was rather disconcerting, so she sought solace in monitoring the portal in the rearcam. For the time being the sight of it shrinking in the distance did at least convey a sense of motion. 
Then it vanished, and the void truly was absolute.
“Dammit!” She killed the thrusters entirely before confirming the gamma wave was still transmitting. It took considerable effort to resist the powerful urge to whirl the ship around and bolt for where the portal had been. To flee this suffocating emptiness.
Instead she slumped in her chair, arms flopping weakly to drape over the armrests. Her instruments would have been able to keep a lock on the portal long after it had passed from visual sight. But now….
“Must be a distance limit on the signal to keep it open. Dammit.”
Caleb had stood to pace behind the cockpit. In the wake of their discovery of the alien armada she had quickly deduced he did his best thinking while roving. Had it been only weeks ago? It felt like a lifetime had transpired since they had uncovered the terrifying secret at the heart of Metis. 
“Can we use the TLF as a guidance mechanism? A sort of beacon?”
“So long as we don’t lose track of which way is forward and which is back. The key is going to be…” she swiveled to the dash, magnified one of the HUD screens and began inputting commands “…I’m setting the navigation system to record our relative movements. It will create a mapping of our path, in essence. If all else fails we can retrace our steps.”
“Will it work?”
“It’ll work.” Instructions completed, she sank back to stare out into the yawning abyss once more.
It was a bleak panorama. Forbidding. Oppressive. She yearned for stars to light the way, to shepherd and inspire her. But there were none.
In lieu of stars she reached behind her, somehow knowing his hand would soon be in hers, warm and comforting. Solid. Real.
On finding what she sought, she sucked in a deep breath and continued on.

They had been flying for what felt like hours when the first blips emerged on the long-range scanner.
Bored to tears and craving reassurance life remained possible in this desolate wasteland, she was curled up in Caleb’s lap when the alert sounded. In her chair in his lap, on account of it being larger and more comfy and all. 
She leapt up and magnified the USAR data while motioning him out of the chair impatiently.
“What do we have?”
“Looks like—” More blips materialized on the scanner. Then more…and it occurred to her she didn’t technically have a plan for this particular scenario. “We found them.” 
She yanked the ship sixty degrees starboard and pushed the impulse engine to its limit. The inertial dampeners prevented them from being thrown to the floor, but she engaged the safety harness in her chair, as did he.
“Let’s see if…” what was now a veritable sea of increasingly larger red dots shifted on the screen “…hell. They can track us. Worse, they are tracking us.”
“Their dimension, their rules. Can you outrun them?”
She checked the numbers beneath the display tracking the vessels to see how rapidly they were approaching. “No.”
“Can you beat them back to the portal?”
She swerved one more time to confirm and watched in dismay as they tracked her course yet again. “Not a chance. They’ll be on us in minutes.”
“What can I do to help?”
She magnified the longest-range scans of the region. She wanted to FTL. At superluminal speeds she’d outrun them, or at a minimum they wouldn’t—surely couldn’t—be able to track her. But she had no sense of how large or small this space may be or what might even happen if she initiated a warp bubble. 
“Alex?”
“You can shut up and let me think.” 
“Right.”
The tightness in his voice jarred her. She softened her own tone. “Sorry. Just…hang on.”
In the corner of her eye she noted the muscles in his jaw twitching. “Okay.”
The last time she had been in a firefight she had been shooting at him. The irony would have been amusing if not—
—the first of the blips came in range of the visual scanner. It was one of the insectile tentacled vessels from the alien armada.
“We’re being chased by an army of squid. And goddamn are they fast squid.”
Her gaze raced across every display, every sensor, every reading…but perceiving no answers, it fell to the oblivion outside the viewport. They couldn’t run; the ships were almost upon them. They certainly couldn’t fend off what now constituted a solid one hundred pursuers.
She thought Caleb might have said her name, but it was background radiation accompanying the hum in her ears and the symphony in her head—a song of quantum mechanics and trajectory calculations and astroscience physics and where to go, where to go, where to….
With a long sweep of her hand the entire HUD vanished. At the end of the gesture her wrist flicked and the lights in the cabin shut off. The inside of the ship was now as featureless as the landscape outside it. 
She engaged the autopilot, unfastened her harness, stood and stepped up to the viewport. Her eyes closed. 
Moya milaya, do not be afraid of the dark, for there is always light within it struggling to shine through. Be fearless, and you will see it. 
She reopened her eyes, and the world outside was no longer cast in charred ebony. More of a dull charcoal now really, except…there. An absence within the emptiness. Hollow. An echo of the space around it.
She fell back in the chair, re-latching the harness with one hand while disengaging the autopilot with the other and pulling the ship up in a long arc before veering another twelve degrees starboard. Once the harness was engaged she reactivated the HUD and the lights.
“What do you see?”
Anyone other than him would have quizzed her when she shut everything off, or questioned her sanity. But he had recognized she needed the silence and held his inquiry until now. 
“Somewhere darker than black.”
A few adjustments and she coaxed another two percent out of the impulse engine, but their pursuers were still gaining on them. It was going to be close.
What was going to be close? She was flying headlong into another black hole, and she couldn’t fathom what waited inside it.
It hardly mattered now. She had no other option.
The lead row of vessels fired, scarlet-hued lasers bursting out from flaming crimson cores. The writhing arms of the attacking ships ignited, lengthening to amplify the beams and direct them to their target.
In the instant before the beams impacted she flung the Siyane into a full spin, praying the rapid revolutions might cause the beams to lose tracking or simply cause them to miss.
Her stomach joined the Siyane in its spins as the inertial dampeners failed miserably to compensate for the speed of the revolutions. In the cabin ‘up’ and ‘down’ lost meaning.
“Jesus, Alex….”
A growl escaped through gritted teeth. “Just…hang…on….”
It took every iota of her concentration to keep the nose of the ship pointed toward what was a perfect eclipse of infinite blackness. The walls blurred away, along with everything else in her peripheral vision. She kept her focus directly ahead on the void within the void, for if her attention drifted a millimeter off-center she would be lost.
The ship shuddered in her grasp as a laser beam grazed off the lower hull. She ignored it to stay locked on the chasm racing toward her; yet as it consumed the viewport terror bubbled up into her throat. Dad, I don’t think—
—they breached the edge and plunged in—
—and were inexplicably careening through an atmosphere. Shadow became brilliant sulfur as light flared to life around them.
Utterly unprepared for light, of all things, she was temporarily blinded. She fought to pull out of the roll she had created while blinking furiously and begging her ocular implant to give her something before the atmospheric forces tore her beloved ship to pieces and them with it. “I can’t see.”
“I can, in infrared. Let me help you.” 
Then he was beside her. One of his arms wound tightly around the armrest; the other curled over hers on the controls. She willed her grip relaxed and let her hand respond to his guiding touch.
It took a few seconds, but the spinning diminished to wild gyrations, then to mere turbulence. Down and up returned to their proper positions, and the bright halos overwhelming her vision began to fade. 
“I…I’m okay. Mostly. Enough.”
He collapsed to the floor next to her chair. “Good job, baby.” 
His voice sounded terribly weak, trembling from the effort of speaking. She didn’t understand how he had managed to get to her side, much less remain there without a harness, much less stay focused ahead and be her eyes. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and cradle him against her, but she still needed both hands.
The atmosphere did show signs of thinning, though. With a deep, steadying breath she transitioned to the pulse detonation engine for planetary flight and allowed her fingers to sink into his hair.
A moment later the haze coating the sky evaporated away.
“When you can, you’re going to want to look up….”
He steadied himself by resting one palm on her thigh and the other on the armrest, and rose to his knees. “I’ll be damned.”
“Possibly. But not today, I think.”
They flew high above savanna grassland. The sky was the deep cornflower blue of a sunny late afternoon on Earth…exactly the color of a sunny late afternoon on Earth.
Only there was no sun. Whatever was lighting this planet, it wasn’t a star.
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GAIAE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

BREATHE OR DIE.
The acrid odor in the air burnt Seraphina’s nostrils with every breath, searing away filaments and delicate skin on its way to her lungs. She didn’t want to take another breath, dreading the pain it would bring. But it was that or die.
As if there was any choice other than death anymore.
She crawled through the singed remains of a grassy meadow in the darkness and tried not to think about how the odor had shifted over the course of the last hours, becoming less the scent of scorched flora and fauna and more the aroma of cooked, spoiling flesh. As soon as the thought crept into her mind she gagged, dry heaves welling up from her stomach and stalling her progress through the meadow. Her diaphragm spasmed, but there hadn’t been anything in her stomach to expunge for two days. 
She blinked away hazy tears and tried to focus on the building in the distance. She needed water. The Retreat Center would have water.
The attack had been relentless and unforgiving. Her sheer stupidity had been the only thing that saved her from dying in the first hour; she had been in such a blind panic when she ran screaming that she ended up lost deep in the forest jungle beyond the pond. Exhausted, her skin scraped and welts bubbling up from brushes against numerous poisonous plants as she fled, she had finally collapsed to the ground—only to gape in horror as billowing mushrooms of flame erupted from the direction of the town center and the spaceport beyond.
Enormous void ships soared across the sky, plasma beams the color of arterial blood eighty meters in diameter burning the landscape in savage bursts.
Her parents had ensured she received a quality education, and she earned decent marks before leaving her family and school behind for Gaiae. She didn’t believe ships of such size and breadth should be able to hover within the atmosphere of a planet. Yet evidently she was incorrect.
Perhaps she had misunderstood the lessons. Or perhaps these ships did not obey the laws of the universe. They plainly did not obey any laws of nature.
Hundreds of the writhing tentacled creatures—she couldn’t convince herself to think of them as ‘ships,’ so malevolent was their appearance—prowled the landscape, eager to direct a blood-gorged eye of death on any living creature they found. She had survived these last days solely because the dense tangle of vines and trees of the forest proved a challenge for them. Even with their slithery form they were too large to fit through the small gaps in the weald.
But then one of the void ships had casually turned its attention to her forest, and the encroaching flames drove her steadily back toward town.
And now she had to find water. Her formerly supple, carefully-moisturized skin cracked and bled. The effect of a lack of internal hydration was magnified by the fact that the air had long since been sucked dry of every drop of humidity. Simply existing in the world drained moisture from her skin and her soul.
The water in the small ponds and streams of the region, while not technically poisonous, was also not especially healthy for humans. She’d been told consuming it was akin to drinking ocean salt water. Still, she’d come dangerously close to doing it anyway when her tongue swelled and her throat became sandpaper scraping against every breath. She was rather proud of herself for resisting. Who knew she possessed such willpower? 
She wished there was someone for her to brag smugly to…but everyone was dead. On a world once overflowing with life, there was only death.
She had broken down and messaged her parents on New Orient within hours of the attack to cry for help, but of course no communications were available. Why would there be? Blocking communications must be a triviality to these beasts.
So the galaxy could not hear her cries. She didn’t know if it would care if it did hear them, but it hardly mattered. She had also long since given up on speculating what sin they had committed to deserve such punishment. She didn’t even care anymore. 
Her hands clawed at the dirt, and she was again crawling toward the Retreat Center. She’d tried the spaceport first, harbored the tiniest spark of hope she might locate a working shuttle…but the spaceport was gone, replaced by a smoldering crater. 
A charred body lay to her left; she scurried past it. It may have been Eliza, or Ariel, she wasn’t sure. Another body among hundreds of others. Thousands, if she crawled far enough.
If she could just get her hands on a little water, she…well, she had no idea what she might do then. It didn’t matter. She would live another minute. It surprised her to realize how much she wanted that. 
The shadow of the building drew her in with the promise of safety. Nearly there. The glow of burning buildings and burning trees and burning air lit the night to a terra cotta dusk. Most of the buildings on Gaiae were constructed from indigenous timber; they made for excellent kindling. 
Out of the glow one of the tentacled creatures materialized in the distance. It patrolled the street, its spindly arms twisting about as though they sensed where life still dwelled. She clung to the façade and shimmied toward the door. The creature veered the other way, and she slipped in.
The air was no less dry inside, the environmental controls having shut off long ago when the power station exploded. Yet for the first time in endless days she was inside, and it felt glorious.
She reminded herself to stay low and below the windows as she hurried toward the kitchen area. The refrigeration system, much like the temperature and humidity controls, had ceased functioning days earlier. She didn’t care.
All thoughts of caution fled as she pulled open the formerly refrigerated drawer and yanked out several packets of water. They spilled across the floor—she scrambled after them, frantic they might vanish. She halted the closest one’s escape and greedily tilted it up. 
Bliss more wondrous than even the most fantastic orgasm flooded through her as the tepid water coursed down her throat. She laughed until she choked, coughed half of it up, caught her breath and grabbed another packet.
She was giggling hysterically, water streaming over her chin and down her neck, when the beam from the tentacled ship sliced through her. She was dead before her brain had put aside the euphoria to recognize it had happened.
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SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
DESNAN STELLAR SYSTEM (BORDER OF SENECAN FEDERATION SPACE)

WERE IT ANY OTHER WORLD, someone might have noticed when Gaiae disappeared from the grid. But the denizens of the Milky Way were preoccupied with their own problems—most notably an escalating war amongst themselves—and simply couldn’t be bothered with the well-being of a tiny planet in the middle of nowhere inhabited by pseudo-religious zealots.
Track. Drop. Invert. Lock. Fire.
“Down.”
Senecan Federation Commander Morgan Lekkas, for instance, was preoccupied with the eight—well seven now—missiles which had been launched from what was, by all appearances, a solitary Alliance ship protecting the planet of Desna.
Eight missiles normally would not have been much of a problem for her fighter squadron, but her team now constituted a ‘squadron’ only in the official military records. Already down two ships after the Arcadia mission, Commodore Pachis had taken Flight 2 from her to bolster the 1st squadron for the primary offensive on the planet. 
Most of the formations comprising the 3rd Wing of the Senecan Federation Southern Fleet had suffered heavy losses in the earlier battle less than a parsec from here. Still, Desna was not believed to be strongly defended either in space or on the ground, so officials far above her rank decided the depleted 3rd Wing possessed the necessary firepower to complete the operation on its own.
With a population of less than fifty thousand, the colony constituted little more than an outpost as the closest Alliance-controlled world to Federation space. Desna possessed a single orbital array and no ground forces. Recent intel acquired on Alliance defense protocols now enabled their electronic warfare vessels to scramble an array’s targeting mechanism, rendering it ineffective while their frigates destroyed the weaponry. 
They should have been able to walk in and take it without suffering so much as a scratch.
But it turned out the space above Desna was not entirely undefended. A single stealthed ship using the shadow of Desna’s moon for additional camouflage had launched four missiles before they knew it was there. It had then accelerated fully behind the moon and launched four additional missiles while peeking out the other side.
If she could get to this ship she could take it out, even hampered by a mere five fighters at her side. But before she could do so they needed to take out the missiles which sped on trajectories leading to each of the Senecan frigates, by now spread over megameters as they worked to neutralize the array weapons.
Her left iris shifted a millimeter, and the second of four whispers splayed in her virtual vision sharpened into focus. Five missiles now remained, two of which were approaching dangerously close to the SFS Preveza.
Commander Lekkas (Alpha):  Charlie—5. Beta—1. Delta—2. Epsilon, Foxtrot, on me. Preveza, two missiles free on your port flank. Recommend evasive maneuvers bearing N 7° to 16°.
Preveza:  Acknowledged, Commander.               
If the Preveza managed to put some distance between itself and the missiles, she would arrive in time. She arced down to drop into the center of a tight v-formation with Epsilon and Foxtrot. The light of Desna’s sun danced off the lustrous bronze hulls of the fighters as they accelerated at full impulse speed into an intercept course.

Earth Alliance Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Jenner, on the other hand, was preoccupied with the fact that his current circumstances were more than likely the last circumstances he would ever find himself in. 
He grasped the railing above the navigation pit and kept his gaze fixed on the tactical map slightly to his left. His knuckles had long since gone white from the fierceness of the grip; he had long since stopped noticing.
He should retreat.  
The Juno was out of missiles and too far away for plasma weapons. If he exposed himself and closed the distance enough to use the plasma weapons then he was dead and everyone under his command with him.
He should retreat.
There was no backup. No support. The Juno was the sole Alliance vessel for parsecs, sent to Desna as the most token of guards against an offensive.
Even if the missiles he had fired took out all three Senecan frigates—a best-case scenario which had already failed—once the missiles were no longer a threat the fighters were coming for him, and he would not be able to outmaneuver them. He stood a decent chance of taking out one or two, but no more.
He should retreat.
He had advised Rear Admiral Tarone to retreat when they found themselves outnumbered and outgunned at Orellan, and surely the same logic applied here. He was quite clearly outnumbered and outgunned.
But he couldn’t abandon an undefended planet and call himself a Marine the next day. His ship was fully functional and wielded unlimited plasma weapons to fire. It was his duty to defend this Alliance world, tiny though it was, until he was no longer capable of doing so.
The 2nd Regiment had been decimated in the ambush at the Orellan asteroid field; only the carrier EAS Sao Paulo, his ship and a single fighter survived the encounter. The Sao Paulo remained at Fionava, since with no fighter squadrons to transport it had minimal purpose for the moment.
He didn’t know who had decided the Juno should be dispatched to ‘guard’ Desna. Tarone had given the order, but it was as likely to have originated from General Foster, if not Strategic Command. Whoever made the decision was an imbecile masquerading in an officer’s uniform. The Senecans had demonstrated the capability to take out orbital arrays in short order at Arcadia. Without the array to provide cover or distract the attackers for a while, there was simply no way for a single frigate to defend a planet. It was impossible.
But he had kept his mouth shut, accepted the assignment and frankly hoped the Senecans wouldn’t come for Desna. 
He should retreat.
Instead he would do what he could.
“Flight Lieutenant Billoughy, you ready to earn your pay?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Excellent. Navigation: make sure the impulse engine is primed and receiving full power. Weapons: your targets are expected to be Senecan fighter craft. Track them as they approach, and the second one breaches the moon’s profile, you lock and fire. Billoughy: the instant Weapons has fired, you fly us back into the moon’s cover while we acquire a new target.”
“Yes, sir. It’s just….”
“It’s alright, Flight Lieutenant. Speak your mind.”
“Well, if we move around the moon won’t we be exposed to the rest of the Senecan ships?”
“Eventually, yes. We will. I need you to use every maneuver you know or have ever heard of to delay that event as long as you can.”
“Understood, sir.”
On the tactical map the final two missiles vanished short of their targets. He swallowed hard and lifted his chin. “Get ready. Here they come.”

Morgan pivoted hard to reverse direction and left the bright plume of the missile’s explosion behind her.
Alpha:  Spread on me. Breach lunar profile 45° breadth. Target is Alliance frigate currently at S 78.29°z-8.05 E. Expect hostile fire.
Once locked on a target, plasma weapons tracked it through any evasive maneuvers and speeds up to 0.6 light speed, but the tracking did require line of sight from the weapon system to the target. She knew researchers were developing experimental ‘bending’ weaponry, but until the tech was approved and rolled out, she could not hit the frigate—and it could not hit her—through the physical barrier of the moon’s profile.
A plasma stream erupted out of the shadow of the moon a microsecond after the frigate became targetable, giving her no time to return fire before shifting course. As she pulled upward in a tight arc and raced belly-up a sliver above the surface of the moon, she saw the enemy vessel bank away in the opposite direction and disappear once more. Damn, this captain’s good.
She fell into the protection of the curving lunar surface and the plasma beam sliced away less than four meters above her. Her comm immediately burst to life with updates from her squadmates.
Charlie:  Impact confirmed, aft starboard quadrant. Engine damage unclear.
Excellent. In taking the lead position and providing a target, she had given her other pilots the opportunity to launch several shots. It had been a fruitful first move. Now the game began in earnest.
Alpha:  Pursue and evade.
She did not rejoin her squadron as they gave chase. Instead she increased her dampener field to full strength and allowed her ship to continue on its current arc around the moon. She looked ‘up’ to see a pale lime surface of Picrite basalt racing by. Pockmarks which were tiny from afar now loomed large to cleave into the lunar face. The still tacking frigate grew closer.
Her whisper virtual screens displayed all the data she needed regarding the enemy vessel, her squadron and her ship. They spread across the entirety of her vision to paint a landscape as real to her as the physical one beyond them.
She smiled as Beta scored another hit on the enemy ship’s broadside, only to mutter a curse when he failed to avoid the frigate’s plasma beam. Beta had always been brave and reckless in equal measure; it made him a great pilot but would probably shorten his lifespan. 
Not today though. He ejected safely and barring disaster should be unharmed. His ship, not so much. She imagined him weaving a tapestry of curses back aboard the Catania.
Pachis received the ‘all clear’ on the orbital array from the frigate captains and initiated the planetary offensive. Assuming there were no similarly heroic, insane soldiers planet-side, it should be a bloodless affair.
He might have sent one of the frigates to assist in removing the Alliance ship, but he did not. She assumed this meant he trusted her implicitly to do her job and handle the problem. He should.
The enemy ship was very near now. They were on a collision course, though the Alliance captain did not know it. In the unlikely event she registered on his sensors, he would be fully engaged in his game of cat and mouse with the remainder of her squadron and miss her until it was too late. But she wouldn’t show up. Not until…
…now. She disengaged the dampener field and soared away from the lunar surface, still inverted, she and her ship one seamless avatar.
Target. Lock. Fire.
The white-blue hot plasma of the frigate’s impulse engine filled her viewport, washing out her whispers until they darkened to contrast against the bright background. She flew forty meters behind her target as her weapons seared into the core. The hyper-light honeycombed metamaterial of her hull was capable of withstanding the heat…for twenty-six seconds. It would take half those seconds to single-handedly destroy the sizeable impulse engine.
In contrast to most battles, there were no enemy fighters to come to the frigate’s aid. As she moved in lockstep with the ship when it shifted away and tried to evade her squadmates, she had to wonder what Alliance asshole was moronic enough to send a single frigate to defend an entire world.
The whisper on her far right began to flash warnings as the heat threshold of the hull neared. Another three seconds…2…1…. The glow of the engine shifted from pale blue to fiery orange as the chain reaction began. She had six seconds before the disabling overload erupted.
Alpha:  Evac safe distance.

She spun 270° and raced away from the moon toward the stars.

Klaxons blared through the bridge of the Juno, the bugle tones crashing into one another in a discordant concerto of impending death.
“Hull breach mid-starboard Deck 2, damage to environmental systems!”
“Evacuate and seal it off—”
“Primary shields at 14%!” 
Malcolm continued to hang on to the railing as the ship shuddered and lurched beneath him. At least he had progressed beyond scrambling for his chair and stood on the deck like a proper shipman. Mostly. “Billoughy, got anything left?”
“Sir, we’re about to—shit! One of the fighters slipped around and is firing on the impulse engine!”
Damn, this squadron leader’s good.
With no support they could not elude the fighter; however fast they might be able to maneuver, it would be faster. If they spent their precious remaining seconds trying to evade the rear fighter, they became a sitting duck for the other fighters to rip through their meager remaining shields. 
“Billoughy: engage the sLume drive now. Weapons: fire everything you’ve got at any and every target until it engages.”
“Yes, sir. Destination?”
The floor beneath Malcolm convulsed as the impulse engine exploded. A heavy breath fell silently beneath the violent clamor of alarms. He had done all he could. He wouldn’t sacrifice his men on the altar of pride. But for the sLume drive, the ship was now a derelict. He only hoped the core hull managed to hold together long enough for a rescue. He readied the distress signal.
“Anywhere but here.”



4
SIYANE
PORTAL PRIME, UNCHARTED SPACE

“WHY AREN’T THEY chasing us?”
Caleb dropped one hand on her armrest and the other on the dash and leaned in to study the HUD screens alongside her. If he was still struggling to regain his bearings, he concealed it well. “Are you sure? None of them?”
“The scanners are pinging with all their strength, but nothing is showing up. I don’t think they followed us through the…whatever it is shielding the planet. Which makes no sense.”
“Perhaps they veered off when we disappeared—they really aren’t chasing us?”
“No.” Alex tried not to allow the scene outside the viewport to distract her. Survival first, suspiciously pleasant-looking mystery planet later. “But the lead ships were seconds behind us. They hadn’t the time to veer off. So…where are they?”
“Did they break apart in the atmosphere?”
Considering how close the Siyane had come to breaking apart, a valid question. “Not unless they disintegrated, because there’s no debris on the radar either. I suppose if they took a different trajectory the debris might be too far away to detect, but it’s doubtful. The ships wouldn’t have entered mid-death spiral like we did. They should have been able to traverse it without difficulty.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Those squid should be here trying to fry us.”
“Agreed. Still, the fact this planet is invisible from the outside strikes me as a greater mystery. We solve that one, and I bet we figure out this one as well.”
“Fair point.” The tumble through the atmosphere had left her with a throbbing headache as her brain struggled to reorient its contents to their proper positions. “I’ll keep scanning for pursuers, but until they show up we hunt for a power source—a strong one. Generating a planet-sized shield will require enormous energy.”
His hand alighted upon her jaw and urged it toward him. She relented and found his eyes boring into hers, concern swirling to darken his irises. “Are you okay? That was some fairly intense flying back there, to put it mildly. Maybe we ought to find a safe place to land and catch our breath.”
She scoffed. “Nah, I’m good. Spectacular even…which might be a slight exaggeration. But I’m intensely curious, and not at all ready to relax.”
He sighed in concession. “You win. Let’s go investigate.”
“You got it.” She straightened her posture and directed her attention ahead, though the radar display remained firmly in the corner of her vision. 
The grassland grew increasingly sandy and soon transitioned into rolling dunes. “We’re coming up on a shoreline.”
They left the dunes behind and began flying over a body of water. At first glimpse it resembled an average ocean, the surface buffeted by wind and regular wave patterns lapping toward shore. The water gleamed a surprisingly pale teal, but she’d seen waters of similar color on Scythia and Fionava. 
Yet as the ocean presumably grew deeper, as oceans were prone to do, the hue didn’t darken. On the contrary, it lightened. “Is the water glowing?”
“It’s hard to tell….” Caleb blinked several times. “I’m not picking up anything unusual on other spectrum bands. But it does appear almost luminescent.” Abruptly he moved back and out of her peripheral vision. “How long would you say we’ve been here?”
She shrugged, her attention fully on the strange body of water. “Twenty minutes, maybe twenty-five? Why?”
“My eVi says it’s been almost an hour.”
“No, it can’t….” She checked her own time and scowled. “I didn’t note the time when we arrived, had a few other things on my mind.” Her focus now inward, she watched seconds tick by at alarming speed. Two…two and a half times the normal rate.
“That is enough!” She leapt out of the cockpit chair, leaving the autopilot to continue cruising them above the ocean while she rushed to the data center. “What the d’yavol is up with this place? Are you telling me we’re losing time?”
“I don’t know.” She noted the tension in his voice and had the fleeting thought, at least something unnerves him. 
At the control panel she set diagnostics running on several internal systems. The results matched her eVi’s information…yet insisted nothing was wrong. Time moved forward under the same rules it always had, and the ship seemed perfectly fine with it. 
She was certain the seconds were passing more rapidly than they should, yet she couldn’t sense it. Nothing felt odd. She moved, breathed and talked normally. Or thought she did.
“The cloaking shield must be some kind of crocked quantum field…or maybe it was the portal. I didn’t think to check the passage of time while we were flying. This whole space could be off-kilter.”
She gestured away the diagnostic tests in frustration. “I seriously do not like this, Caleb. You realize what it means?”
He tread a deliberate yet circular path around the cabin. “Every perceived minute we’re here is more than two minutes at home. By the time we return….”
“Everyone could be dead?”
“I hope not. But…the situation may be worse than we expect.”
She spun toward the cockpit, instantly a whirl of motion. “We need to go back. We can’t waste time here while people are being slaughtered.”
He grabbed her by the shoulders as she passed him, impeding her advancement. “We don’t have anything to go back with. We return now and we’re as helpless to defeat the invasion as we were when we left.”
“But—”
“No ‘buts.’ I admit this development…complicates matters and is more than a little disconcerting, but it doesn’t change the reality. As things stand now there’s nothing we can do back home except get arrested and imprisoned, which I deeply want to avoid.” The graveled rasp in his voice told her meant it. “But we can do something here. We can solve the mystery.”
Her head shook violently. She pulled away to rush through the cabin. Her steps were agitated and mostly directionless, but she couldn’t manage to stop. “Right. Figure this place out. Find the aliens. So we need to pinpoint the source then—”
His arms wound around her waist from behind and spun her to face him, holding her steady in his grasp. “Alex, you’re panicking. You need to calm down.”
Blood drummed in her ears; adrenaline coursed through her veins, driving her to move. To act. Her hands trembled against his chest. Time vanished out from beneath her feet, one accelerating second at a time. 
But because she trusted him, she worked to concentrate her focus on him and him alone. 
His expression and his touch calmed her in their reassurance, though he was unable to entirely mask his own troubled thoughts weighing down the set of his mouth. “If we want to help everyone, we…we can’t obsess over what may be happening on the other side of the portal right now. A couple of extra days will be worth it if they mean we find answers. But rushing means we’ll make a mistake, and making a mistake in this peculiar, alien place will get us killed. So focus on solving the mystery.”

It came as something of a surprise when it began to get dark, everywhere and all at once.
The insectile ships, or ‘squid’ as Alex had taken to calling them, never showed up. Why they had not done so was a question he suspected might have kept him awake tonight for longer than he preferred—and her even longer—if not for the question of the rapid flow of time demanding precedence.
They flew for hours, by any measure of time. They saw mountains and oceans and rivers and deserts and learned enough to arrive at one inescapable conclusion: geographically speaking, this planet was Earth in miniature.
The atmosphere contained oxygen, nitrogen and other gases in the exact proportions Earth exhibited prior to nearly a thousand years ago when the subtle changes brought about by industrialization began to manifest. Gravity was identical to a hundredth of a percent. Alex believed she had identified the coastline of the North American Gulf in the east and Baja in the west, as well as the Arabian Peninsula on the other side of the world. They nearly lapped the planet, enough to determine the circumference measured roughly a third that of Earth. 
It wasn’t a copy of Earth though. Aside from the reduced size, there were the luminescent oceans to consider. Yet more disconcerting was the fact the planet didn’t rotate. While they knew it wasn’t orbiting any visible object, rotation was such a fundamental characteristic of planetary objects that it seemed impossible it didn’t. It also raised the question (the latest on a lengthy and growing list) of how the gravity matched Earth’s without centrifugal force.
The planet appeared devoid of any sign of technology as far as they were able to see, or any civilization or intelligent life at all. They didn’t even pick up readings which might indicate wildlife. Admittedly, they still had a lot of land to cover. 
And now it was getting dark. Which was…interesting, seeing as there existed no sun to set.
“Where is the light being generated from? Earth does not have its own invisible self-generating light source. There is technology here, somewhere.”
“Which we’re unlikely to be able to find in the dark.” He swung her chair around and leaned in, bracing himself on the armrests. 
She had done an exceptional job of compartmentalizing, of pushing aside the panic and the fervent, burning need to run—run fast enough to outpace the too-fast ticking of time. He understood this because it clawed at him no less than it did her. But the hours had taken their toll.
“We should land for the night. We still don’t really know anything about this planet. It’s dangerous to fly in the dark, and you’re exhausted.”
“But we’re losing time and—”
“Alex, land. We passed a small sheltered valley a few minutes ago. Go back and set down there. I’m going to throw together a little dinner, and then we are going to get some sleep.”
She stared at him, fatigue weighing on her features as she worked to formulate a protest…then at last gave a weary smile with a more weary laugh. “Can we have pasta? I’d really like pasta right now.” 
“Of course we can have pasta.” He placed a tender kiss on her forehead and headed toward the kitchen area.
“And cheese?”
He chuckled to himself as he opened the refrigeration cabinet. “And cheese.”
He had felt rather helpless since they’d gone through the portal, and helpless was not a role he did well…even if the last several weeks had given him a decent amount of practice. But he did do concealment well, so other than the brief slip-up while fleeing the pursuing ships he hid his frustration from her.
The slip-up had occurred because he knew he could help her. All he needed to do was reach out his hand and take command—of propulsion, power distribution, scanners, weapons, something. She was a better pilot than him no question, but he was plenty capable at flying and even more so at engineering systems. And she surely realized it, yet remained too damn stubborn to give up a sliver of control.
It had worked out, this time. So he remained in limbo, caught between the powerful need to act to influence their fortune and the for now more powerful need to retain her trust.
But he wasn’t completely helpless. He could cook for her, which made her happy. He could keep her nourished and help her not give in to despair and make sure she remembered to sleep. And asleep in his arms, he could keep her safe.

Alex wiggled in his arms until she had turned around to face him. He frowned and kissed her mouth. “You’re not asleep.”
“No. I was thinking about this place. Caleb, I have no idea what’s going on. I have no explanation for the khrenovuyu time. I have no explanation for this planet, its characteristics or even its existence. Obviously it’s not what we expected to find, but it has to be important. For one, it’s impossible the whole ‘mini-Earth’ aspect is a coincidence. It’s as if it was custom made for us…or for humans, anyway.”
“Or was designed to replicate the conditions we ‘grew up’ in.”
Her nose crinkled up at him as though he wouldn’t have sounded any more insane had he proclaimed cats sported three heads and lettuce glowed fluorescent orange, but she didn’t press the matter. It was just as well. So early in the game he rarely was able to explain the conclusions his instincts suggested.
“And why is it hidden? Not from us—well from ‘us,’ if not from me—but from the alien ships?”
“It means there’s more than one player on the field.”
Her eyes rose to meet his, irises watery with the effort of staying open. “What do you mean?”
This notion must not sound so insane as to be dismissed out of hand. “Whoever or whatever controls this planet, I think we can assume they’ve chosen to conceal it from the military ships. I don’t know what that implies. We may be dealing with several different species, feuding factions or something else entirely. But it means our enemy is not a monolithic entity.”
Her grin was sleepy and lopsided. “They teach you that in spy school?”
His lips brushed feather-light across hers. “Yeah, they did. Now go to sleep.”
She nuzzled her nose against his neck and snuggled closer. “You first….” But in seconds her muscles had relaxed and her breath evened out.
His fingertips ghosted down her hair, gently so as not to disturb her. Eventually sheer exhaustion won out for him as well, his brain too fatigued to make heads or tails out of everything that had happened, and he drifted off to sleep. He did so pondering how in seven hells this impossible planet might lead them to a way to defeat an invading army, and who the forces back home were colluding with and whether they were against or at odds to or irrespective of the aliens. 
But mostly he did so pondering how he could possibly find a way to not lose the singular creature sleeping against him, or the peace—the wholly unexpected and unasked for contentment—which came with her. Because any and all gods help him but he needed it. Needed her.



5
EARTH
VANCOUVER, EASC
HEADQUARTERS

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, they’ve occupied Desna?”
“I mean they’ve occupied Desna. They destroyed the orbital array weapons and, in the absence of a ground-based military presence to challenge them, landed, took the governor into custody and proclaimed it a province of the Senecan Federation. They’re expanding their borders.”
Earth Alliance Strategic Command Acting Chairman General Liam O’Connell slammed his palm down on his desk. The force generated by his burly frame sent a tremor through the synthetic ironwood. He leveled a glower across the quivering desk. “They simply marched in and took it? Desna occupies a key strategic position—where were the defenses?”
I don’t know, Liam, where were the defenses? EASC Director of Operations Admiral Miriam Solovy inwardly marveled at the bureaucratic machine which had resulted in such a man occupying the utmost position of military power in the galaxy. Outwardly she wore a mask of cool composure. 
“After Arcadia and now Desna, I think it’s clear Seneca has minimal difficulty taking out our standard defense arrays. The small military presence formerly stationed at Desna had been temporarily reassigned to Arcadia in the wake of the destruction of the military base there.”
“You’re telling me it was completely unprotected?”
“A single frigate was tasked with patrolling Desnan space. It managed to escape the offensive after suffering catastrophic damage but minimal loss of life, all things considered.” She didn’t mention she knew the captain of the frigate; no reason to offer Liam any opening to exploit an imagined weakness.
“I’ll have Foster’s head for this!”
“General Foster didn’t order the forces reassigned. Alamatto did—and his head is, regrettably, no longer available for ‘having.’”
His gaze snapped back to her. “Thanks to your traitorous daughter. I’m amazed they still allow you in the building.”
Her jaw locked so tightly she might require a pneumatic lever to pry it open later, but she did not flinch or look away. Under no circumstances would she grant him the satisfaction of provoking her. “The bombing investigation is still ongoing, but I’m confident she will be cleared of any involvement. Now regarding the war. The Northwestern Regional forces on the front lines are increasingly weakened and after Desna they’re down yet another frigate. Do you perhaps want to get your replacement in Southwest on holo and reassign a minimum of two regiments to Foster?”
“I’ll make the military decisions in this war, not you.”
“Of course you will. Do inform me when you decide to send the regiments to Foster, so I can ensure they successfully arrive there and are properly provisioned once they do.” She pivoted to leave, then with malice aforethought paused short of the door and glanced over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, was there anything else?”
She received the desired response in his furious glare and exited the office suppressing a smile. But it was short-lived, as she departed the frying pan for the proverbial fire. 
After two ‘interviews’ from the lead investigator on the Headquarters bombing, she expected Major Lange from the Security Bureau in her office in seven minutes. He was coming to her office rather than she to his less as a concession to her rank and more as a courtesy to a colleague. For though she did outrank him by numerous grades, military police enjoyed power and liberties few others possessed. Should he desire to order her to his office or even an interrogation room, under the circumstances he could arguably do so.
Unless the authorities had a trump card they had not yet revealed, the evidence against Caleb Marano and Alexis by association was purely circumstantial. It was not enough to convict in a court of law, but it didn’t need to be. In the midst of a war, when the flames of patriotism and outrage ran strongest, merely stating that a Senecan spy had been on the grounds in the week preceding the bombing was enough to convict in the court of public opinion. 
The lack of actual hard evidence was the only thing keeping her in her job for now, so she welcomed the small favor.
Walking brusquely into the temporary EASC Operations offices, she was pleased to note Lange had done her the additional courtesy of not arriving early. She acknowledged her secretary then slipped into her office and allowed the door to shut behind her for the briefest moment of solitude.
Such moments had been near to nonexistent of late. Between managing the messy details of the Senecan conflict, struggling to draw the attention of the right people to the potential alien conflict, handling the sheer logistics of relocating the entirety of what remained of EASC Operations into a far smaller building while filling the significant vacancies, and dealing with the bombing investigation, she had hardly slept. Which was for the best; she had learned twenty-three years ago working instead of sleeping was a passable way to avoid dwelling on more personal concerns. Concerns which threatened to crush her spirit if dwelled upon. 
Like where in the name of all that was holy—and many things that were not—her daughter might be.
She stood at her desk studying an update on the repairs to the Forward Naval Base on Arcadia when Major Lange entered three minutes later, so she had no need to stand to greet him as he saluted her. A subtle denial of added power to him, power he’d never realize he had lost. “Major, thank you for coming by.”
“Of course, Admiral. I understand you’re extremely busy with this unfortunate war.”
She kept the surprise off her face. She wouldn’t have expected him to view the war as ‘unfortunate,’ but there was no pretense in his ice-blue eyes. “It is unfortunate, and I regrettably am busy with it. So let’s dispense with the pleasantries. You have lingering questions regarding the bombing and my daughter’s alleged involvement in it.”
His nod was a curt motion. Given what she knew of him, he likely appreciated her directness. “I do, ma’am.”
She gestured for him to sit. “Very well. Ask your questions.”

ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY
The government transport banked up and away from the soaring towers and cool lavender horizon decorated by the long evening light of Romane’s second sun. 
As they entered the atmosphere corridor Marcus Aguirre initiated a livecomm with Prime Minister Barrera. The man took several seconds to look up from a small screen in his hand, and wore a preoccupied visage when he did. “Marcus. How did things go?”
He gave Barrera a troubled grimace. “Not as well as I’d hoped, I’m afraid. Governor Ledesme staked out the moral high ground of peace-loving independence and refused to declare Romane support for the Alliance in the war. She appears to presume the benefits of retaining Federation trade will outweigh the cost of losing Alliance support.”
“Hmm. Unfortunate, but not entirely unexpected. You judge her position to be inflexible?”
“Quite. To be frank, she exhibited overconfidence bordering on arrogance. She overestimates her power.”
“How do you suggest we move forward?”
He made a show of considering the question. “I think perhaps we allow her to discover what it costs to lose them both. We can justify a blockade of the major trade routes along the southern Federation border. It’s a smart strategic move in any event, and will conveniently cut off most Senecan trade to Romane. Publicly we express regret for any disruption it causes Romane and other colonies. Privately we exert pressure on large Alliance corporations to cease doing business with Romane-based interests.”
“You think she’ll fold?”
“No question. Within weeks I expect, if not sooner. Trade fuels Romane, and in its absence her high-minded ‘independence’ principles will quickly succumb to more practical necessities.”
Barrera exhaled; it was a heavy, ponderous act. Prime Minister for only days, the weight of a galactic war was already showing in the deepening lines around his eyes and the drooping set of his shoulders. “I’ll discuss a blockade with General O’Connell and Admiral Rychen later this evening. You’re on the way to Sagan now?”
“Yes, sir. It’s a long trip, but I have several holo conferences scheduled on the way.”
“I expect the Sagan government will be far more amenable to our proposal.”
“They have far less to lose and a reasonable amount to gain. Their support will unfortunately be worth less than Romane’s but will solidify all major colonies in the southeastern region under Alliance control.”
“Indeed, and that can’t be a bad thing. Best of luck, Marcus. Keep me posted.”
“And to you, sir.” Marcus ended the link with a touch of sadness, cognizant it would probably be the last time he saw Luis Barrera. He was a decent man as politicians went, and had been a friend and true ally. But he would be far from the first decent person to be sacrificed for the greater good, and likely not the last. 
Marcus was currently flying halfway around the settled galaxy for two reasons. As Foreign Minister for the Earth Alliance, strengthening diplomatic relations with non-Alliance worlds was above all else his job, and one never more important than during a war. This dovetailed with the second reason: the aliens were moving fast—far too fast—and his options were dwindling rapidly. 
From where he sat today, the best of those dwindling options was to hypercharge the war, win the war and pull the galaxy inward under Alliance domination. Yet thus far the war was a stalemate at best…which would have been fine if he had more time. A protracted stalemate had even been a key part of the original plan. 
But he didn’t have more time. So he needed to find the Alliance more allies and soon. There were twenty-one independent colonies; most were fringe movements or the fantasy fulfillment of wealthy narcissists, but nine or ten held resources, power or a location advantage which would benefit the Alliance. Also not to be discounted was the psychological boon from independent colonies publicly declaring support for the Alliance in the war. 
Together it might be enough to shift the tide.
When the alien had first contacted him some thirty-seven years ago, he had not imagined this chaos—this high-stakes game of empyrean brinkmanship—was where it would lead.
 
Fresh off winning the Miami District Attorney race, he was kicked back at his desk enjoying a Glenlivet 21.
Greetings.
Marcus jerked, startled, then checked his eVi for the source of the communication. There was no name or address attached to it. He hadn’t received nor accepted a livecomm request. Was he being hacked? He instructed his eVi to raise defensive barriers.
Those are not necessary.
He straightened up in the chair. Hearing voices in one’s head was no longer a marker of insanity; in modern communications people heard voices in their heads all the time. But this voice wasn’t attached to any person with an identity registered in the exanet infrastructure. He took a deep breath.
“To whom am I speaking?”         
We can discuss the matter in a moment. Congratulations on your election victory. It is a notable achievement for one so young. Not your first, though.
“If you’re trying to imply you somehow know a lot about me, you’re doing a poor job of it. A brief exanet query will reveal I’ve achieved much and am expected to achieve much more.”
Yes. Does an exanet query reveal your success as leader of the Catumbi Turma in Rio de Janeiro, or your domination of the Zelones cartel there?
He carefully stood, his voice dropping dangerously in tenor. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I grew up on the Louisiana gulf, where I lived until I went to university in Florida.”
You did not.
“I beg your pardon?”  
Marcus Aguirre is a manufactured identity provided to you by Olivia Montegreu in 2269. Your entire life history before the day you arrived at the University of Miami in 2271 is a lie.
That bitch! Did she suppose his newfound if modest fame meant she could gain something by holding his past over him? He had thought it beneath her.
Olivia Montegreu did not betray your secret.
“Oh, you can see what I’m thinking as well?”
No. It was merely a logical deduction.
A chill radiated from the base of his neck as he began to realize whatever this conversation was, it was of tremendous significance. He belatedly activated a privacy shield in the office to ensure the remainder of the interaction remained confidential. “Very well. You owe me an answer—to whom am I speaking?”
We are other than you.
“Alien, you mean?” Aliens had not yet been encountered, which didn’t make it any less possible they existed. The other options were, what? Ghosts? Gods? Angels or demons? He believed in none of these things.
It is a sufficient designation.
Jesús Christo, this ‘alien’ was obtuse. “And how do you know these details about me?”
We know many things.
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
Perhaps not. We are…observers of humanity.
“I see. What is it you ‘observe’ about us?”
Everything.
He paused to consider the assertion. The being could be lying, or generalizing to exaggeration. If it were not, the implications were troublesome to say the least. Such a capability seemed incomprehensible, and for all intents and purposes godlike…then he recalled Sir Clarke’s Third Law: Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. Didn’t mean it was magic. 
“What do you want of me?”
For now, nothing. You are a uniquely talented individual: highly intelligent compared to others of your species, manipulative, deceptive, charismatic, driven, ruthless but not sadistic. You have much potential.
He had nothing to say to that, so he simply waited.
Continue on your path. Focus your ambitions, and you will achieve greatness. If we can provide assistance at certain junctures, we will do so if a manner is available to us. We will call upon you from time to time, as our needs require.
Now he understood. They had resources beyond him—of course they did—but limited ability to act themselves, for whatever reason. They needed someone in a position of power to do their bidding. If he refused them, they were capable of using their other resources to destroy everything he had painstakingly built—his career, his reputation, his growing wealth, his idyllic and only mostly for appearances marriage—and it would be a trivial matter for them to do so.
Unless they weren’t so powerful as their arrogance insinuated…but that wasn’t a risk he dared take. Not yet.
He realized he was thinking of his conversation partner in the plural, because it was how it referred to itself. “Do you have a name?”
No.
“Is there more than one of you? Are you a hive mind? A collective intelligence? You refer to yourself in the plural.”
So I do. No. Consider me a…spokesperson.
He supposed it was the most straightforward answer he would be able to wrangle. “And what should I call you, individually?”
If you require an honorific, you may refer to me as Hyperion.
The titan of Greek mythology…the alien didn’t lack for hubris. “Do you require anything of me?”
We—I—merely wished to introduce myself. And, as was said, convey my congratulations.
Then the voice was gone. It was many hours before he left the office that night, hours spent pondering this new complication in his already exceedingly complicated life.
 
It was six years before he heard from the alien again. He had been embroiled in a tight race for Southeastern District Attorney against the son of the Alliance Commerce Minister and struggling to overcome his opponent’s superior name recognition and connections. Then the man had turned up dead, despite his spotless reputation found naked in a pleasure club booth. His brain had been fried by an overdose of a particularly potent neuro-chimeral. 
The next day Hyperion had contacted him to inform him they were pleased to have been able to clear an obstacle for him.
He hadn’t asked for the help, hadn’t wanted it and believed he hadn’t needed it. The aliens, however, apparently hadn’t been inclined to take any chances that his upward trajectory might be slowed. Or perhaps it had been a not-so-subtle way to demonstrate the power they held, even from afar, lest he consider rejecting future overtures.
If so, he had learned a slightly different lesson. He now knew something of what these aliens could do for him.
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SENECA
CAVARE

ISABELA MARANO TRAILED her mother through the house, surreptitiously straightening furniture and picking up forgotten dishes and trash. It wasn’t a pit as such, merely unkempt. Arguably messy.
Her mother ambled into the kitchen, and her stealth cleaning became more problematic. She hurriedly dropped the dishes in the sink and the trash in the chute while her mother’s back was still turned.
“Why do they keep talking about Caleb on the news, Bela? Is he in trouble?”
“It’s a misunderstanding, Mom. It’ll get cleared up.” A ‘misunderstanding’ involving the death of thousands and the igniting of a powder keg strong enough to blow up the galaxy. She had rarely been so glad the woman was absentminded and only half in the present. If she managed a tiny bit more awareness she’d be hysterical over the world calling her son a mass murderer, likely to such a level as to be unmanageable.
“That’s a relief…” she settled in a chair at the small kitchen table “…how’s Marlee? It’s been forever since I last saw her.”
“You saw her a few weeks ago, remember?”
“Did I? Oh…I suppose I did.” Her mother frowned at the table. “Why isn’t she here now?”
“She’s sleeping over at her friend’s house tonight. I didn’t want to…I didn’t want to disrupt her schedule again so soon.” I didn’t want her to hear her uncle slandered on every news screen. I didn’t want to have to answer her innocent, endless, maddeningly perceptive questions. “I’ll be right back, okay?”
Isabela departed the kitchen before receiving a response. She normally exhibited more patience when it came to her mother, normally felt comfortable here in the house she had grown up in. She’d been twelve years old when her father left and held as many memories of the house without him as with him. 
But today her mind and attention were elsewhere. The war concerned her; Krysk wasn’t too far from the border region where most of the fighting was taking place. She hated to leave her professorship early, but she refused to risk her daughter’s safety.
Mostly though, she worried about Caleb—what had happened to him, where he had gone, whether he would be cleared of involvement in the bombing or railroaded into prison. Or worse. God knew if there was anyone who could take care of himself just fine, it was him, but this represented a new level of trouble he found himself in.
At least she assumed it represented a new level of trouble. When she’d told him she knew what he did for a living, she might have been overstating the case a tiny bit. She had believed he worked for the government in a secret and dangerous capacity. 
Now the entire galaxy knew him as a covert special ops agent for the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence. With such a job maybe he had been in worse, if less public, trouble before. 
The thought chilled her. How many times had she almost lost him and never known?
She ascended the stairs to her old room. She needed to retrieve Marlee’s coat and a pair of shoes left behind in the rush to her next adventure. Caleb said Marlee ‘had spunk’…more like she was hyperkinetic, a bundle of perpetually regenerating energy.
She adored her daughter, truly. The little girl was the light of her life and the center of her world ever since Daniel died. But she had never known the meaning of ‘tired’ until Marlee learned to walk.
The tiny coat was hanging half off the dresser, but the shoes were nowhere to be seen. She crouched down to search under the bed.
Loud footsteps beneath the floor startled her, and her head jerked up to bang against the frame. She crawled backwards out from beneath the bed while rubbing the back of her head gingerly.
“Bela! There are—” Overlapping voices muddled whatever her mother said. What the…?
She rushed out of the bedroom but only made it to the second step before a man and woman in conservative black suits appeared at the base of the stairs. “Ms. Marano? Would you mind coming with us?”
They weren’t regular police. There were no uniforms and no formal procedures being followed. She tried to look innocent, but unlike Caleb she had always been a terrible liar. “What is this regarding?”
They continued up the stairs, calm resoluteness indicating they entertained no doubt she would in fact be coming with them. The man’s muscular frame filled out his suit, adding intimidation to his threatening countenance. His partner stood taller than him; auburn hair pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck emphasized attractive features. The woman gave her a small, placid smile intended to convey reassurance.
It didn’t work—her heart hammered at her sternum like it was planning to make a break for it—but it wasn’t as though she possessed a route of escape. And even if she did, she couldn’t abandon her mother to fend for herself. She did her best to keep her voice controlled and even. “Am I being arrested?”
“We’d appreciate you answering a few questions.”
“About my brother?”
“It’s better if we discuss it at the office.”
“The ‘office’? What is that? Where are you intending on taking us?”
“Bela! What’s going on?” Her mother’s voice echoed from the hallway below, shaky and shrill, the way hers desperately wanted to be.
“It’s going to be okay, Mom. I’ll be right down.” 
She backed into the banister, all too conscious of the four-meter drop behind her to the living room below. The agents—if they weren’t police they were government agents—did her the courtesy of stopping at the landing, though their deportment made it clear she would not be allowed past them. “I’ll come peacefully, if you promise you won’t harm my mother.”
“We’re not intending on harming anyone, ma’am.” The woman was now firmly ensconced in the role of ‘good cop.’ The man’s left hand hovered over the stunner on his belt. “We simply need to speak with you. Both of you.”
She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly, buying herself time to send a message to the couple taking care of Marlee to let them know she might be delayed. Then she nodded. “Very well.”

INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
Director of Intelligence Graham Delavasi turned away another office visitor seeking to ‘check in’ or ‘pick his brain’ but in any event steal his attention. In simpler times he enjoyed the occasional visit by military officers and government officials and subordinates and even friends. But the last week had eradicated any remaining traces of simplicity from his life.
Special Ops Director Michael Volosk was dead. Murdered steps from Headquarters—the building he sat in now. The man’s throat had been sliced open and he had been left to bleed out in the goddamn parking lot.
He dragged both hands down his face for the hundredth time in the last hour. Michael was an outstanding agent. One of the best. Though he may have sat behind a desk for the last few years, no one would accuse him of being a bureaucrat. What kind of assailant could have gotten the jump on him in such spectacular fashion?
Agent Marano?
His head began shaking of its own accord, as if to provide its own answer. He would stake a significant number of credits on Stefan Marano’s son being innocent.
Marano. He’d not seen that name in a long time…nearly twenty years, in fact. He’d been aware when Samuel recruited the son into Division of course, but deliberately kept his distance in every way. Now though….
He had spent days poring through Michael Volosk’s recent reports and private notes. Michael had been a busy man, and not solely or even mostly because of the war. For one, he’d sent Marano on an official mission to Vancouver. A dubious, shot-in-the-dark, certifiably insane mission…which had almost worked. 
Michael’s notes stated Agent Marano had brought back the top secret Alliance autopsy file on Minister Santiagar, but no one could find any trace of the file’s existence. It hadn’t entered the Division file system, nor Michael’s personal files. It was not found on his body or residing in his internal data store. 
The most logical conclusion? The killer pilfered it. A scenario which made zero sense if Caleb Marano was the killer. Why give Michael the file only to kill him and steal it back mere hours later?
Then there was the report from a deep cover watcher agent on Earth, delivering word people within EASC were expressing doubts about the events that had kicked off this war. The agent also conveyed that Marano had in fact done exactly what he’d been sent to Vancouver to do—attempt to convince EASC leadership to investigate those events. He had been arrested for the effort, then everything had gone to hell in a designer handbag.
While the report cast clear doubt on Marano’s guilt with respect to the Vancouver bombing, in his mind the sum total of the information before him constituted enough to all but exonerate the man with respect to Michael’s murder. Couple it with him sending an alert from halfway across the city minutes at most after Michael was slain, and the wafer-thin case against the agent crumbled. Unfortunately this led to more disturbing implications.
Marano’s final communication before going off the grid indicated he and his notable companion had been attacked by multiple assailants at nearly the exact moment Volosk lay bleeding out meters from the side entry to Division. The bodies at the riverwalk certainly backed up the story. The events of that fateful night painted a clear and stark picture. 
Within the space of a single hour EASC Headquarters on Earth exploded, no less than four mercs ambushed Marano and Solovy and an assassin murdered Volosk and stole two specific files. It seemed the raw data set on the Metis Nebula delivered by Alexis Solovy to Michael that evening had, interestingly enough, also gone missing.
It wasn’t as if he didn’t believe there could be a conspiracy; he’d spent decades in the intelligence business after all. But if a conspiracy did exist—if both governments were duped into a renewed war—it meant a lot of people had died for no reason. It meant he faced a helluva battle ahead.
Michael had bought into Marano’s theory the war was purposely instigated by…someone. Despite the investigation being officially closed, he’d continued to probe into the Atlantis assassination. The day before his death he paid a visit to Jaron Nythal, the Assistant Trade Director. Graham reviewed the notes from the meeting again.
Mr. Nythal acted alternately evasive and confrontational. I am reinstating basic surveillance in the hope the pressure will force him into a mistake. I have sought approval for a persistent trace on his bank accounts as well.
He had meant it when he told Michael he believed Nythal was squirrelly, and part of him was glad to see Michael had taken the advice to heart. Yet a nefarious voice in the back of his mind questioned if the advice might have led to the man’s death.
He returned to the report from his deputy, Liz Oberti. Given the seriousness of the accusations, he had put her in charge of the Marano investigation. With his approval she was bringing the family in for questioning. They were unlikely to be involved in whatever was transpiring, but they might know where the agent had gone to ground.
Retracing his train of thought to its origin, he realized he needed to get personally involved whether he wanted to or not. But first he needed to make an unannounced visit.
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EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

DEVON REYNOLDS STOOD AT THE CENTER of a webbed prism of light. The sea of qutrits painted a tableau in more colors than names existed for and wove a pattern so dense nothing beyond it could be seen.
To the untrained eye—and most trained ones—the web signified chaos. After all, the code underlying CUs and commercial ware was ordered and structured and crafted in the defined lines of immutable logic. 
The mind of an Artificial, however, reflected exactly what it was: a sophisticated neural net. Sister to the human brain and easily as complex.
The development of functional ternary computing late in the 21st century had finally enabled true neural net technology. The ability for each q-unit to hold all possible superpositions of 0, 1 and 2 increased feasible computing power exponentially beyond the capabilities of traditional binary quantum computing. 
Researchers had created synthetic intelligence which surpassed the pure processing power of the human brain decades prior to the advent of ternary dialectics, but this represented a transformation not solely of degree but also of kind. Still, large-scale ternary computing was both expensive and required precise hardware kept in controlled conditions, thus Artificials for now remained the province of governments and the very wealthy. 
Also, the fact an unshackled Artificial had killed over 50,000 people at Hong Kong University early in the 22nd century meant they were exhaustively regulated, locked down and confined.
Begin check routine.
Multiple orbs within the web exploded in dancing light racing in every direction. Devon reached up to spin the web then zoomed into a dense cluster of the virtual gossamer silk. 
The check routine reached the cluster he had selected; he studied it carefully as it branched, circled and came together again before continuing on.
Hmmm. A small grouping of qutrits in the upper right quadrant had remained untouched by the routine. He stepped closer, letting the gossamer envelop him so he could study it from the inside, and rapidly identified the problem. The filaments connecting this region to the rest of the cluster hung fragmented and thin, not sufficiently strong to convey the necessary signals.
Found it. We need to have her run generative recursion routines on 10A0-P-9I to exercise and strengthen the aperiodic functions in the sector.
Excellent work. I’ll have Programming add it to the set for when we bring her back up this afternoon. Drop by my office as soon as you’re out. You have a visitor.
Uh, sure…ma’am.

A year into this job and he still had the damnedest time with the military formality. He tried, especially for Jules because he liked her, but protocol wasn’t his thing. Not the social kind, anyway.
End session.
The web vanished, replaced by antiseptic light illuminating translucent white walls, ceiling and floor. He exited the simulation room, grabbed some water at the kitchen kiosk and headed upstairs.
Project ANNIE took up two floors of the EASC Special Projects building, not counting the mammoth basement to store the physical hardware. Thankfully the building was across the complex from the HQ tower and hadn’t suffered any appreciable damage in the bombing. He had a cubbyhole office down the hall but spent the majority of his time in the labs. Though ANNIE was Jules Hervé’s baby, since she served as head of the entire Special Projects Division her office was up on the 6th floor.
As much a techie as a military officer, Hervé didn’t run an overly formal operation. He stepped aside at the entryway to allow an admiral to pass. She looked familiar; he thought perhaps he’d seen her on the news recently. Then, as in previous visits, he walked into Hervé’s office without requesting permission. On seeing she had further company though, he hastily retreated to the doorway. He really should try to observe minimal decorum…but odds were he wouldn’t.
She acknowledged him with a smile in spite of his rudeness. “It’s alright, Devon. Come in.”
Her guest was a middle-aged guy in Navy BDUs. “This is Colonel Richard Navick, our Naval Intelligence Liaison. Colonel, meet Devon Reynolds. He’s…you don’t actually have a real title, do you? He’s our lead analyst in the test/quality group for Project ANNIE. But more importantly, he’s the best natural quantum coder I’ve ever met.” 
Her gaze flicked to the Colonel. “And he’s not military. He’s here as an independent contractor, because there’s no one in the military as gifted as him.”
If he possessed a scintilla of humility he’d be flattered, but in truth it was less a compliment and more a simple factual statement.
The man offered a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Reynolds.”
Devon’s interaction with high-ranking officers other than Jules had been limited, and he found he had no idea of the proper way to react. He started to take the hand, then jerked his own up in a salute, then remembered as a civilian he wasn’t required to salute and yanked it back down for a hasty shake. 
Navick chuckled lightly. The act revealed kind eyes, and Devon relaxed. “Sorry, sir. Still getting used to this whole military routine.”
“Not a problem. We’d arguably benefit from a bit less military routine around here.” Navick tilted his head toward Jules. “Brigadier Hervé speaks highly of your skills.”
“Did she say anything about my, uh, attitude, sir?”
“She said you have a healthy disrespect for pretty much everything and everyone. But she also said you’ve earned the right to it.”
He beamed, as this was a compliment. “Appreciated, ma’am.”
She gave a small nod and circled around her desk. Navick directed his full attention to Devon. “It’s a nice day outside. Want to take a walk?”

The breeze coming off the Strait carried a slight chill, but Devon welcomed it as it took the edge off the harsh, charred odor of debris and machinery from the Headquarters wreckage and accompanying cleanup.
He strolled beside the Colonel as they crossed the courtyard at a gait so leisurely it felt like a performance. The man subtly guided them away from the people traversing or lingering in the courtyard and toward the shore walk that ran along the edge of the Island. Away from not only prying ears, but prying eyes as well.
Not until the path had curved down to the rocky shore and trees sheltered their movement did Navick finally speak. “I imagine you’ve done a little hacking in your spare time, no?”
“A little, sir.”
“The Brigadier says you’re almost as good at spotting patterns and glitches as an Artificial.”
“With respect, sir, I’m better at it than an Artificial. I may not be able to analyze as many data points as fast as a synthetic can, but if you want to find something specific? I’m the better bet.”
“Cocky, too.”
“I imagine Jules—Brigadier Hervé—probably mentioned that as well.”
“Probably. Much of the information ANNIE analyzes originates from my people and assets. If you’ve been working on ANNIE for a year now, you’ve likely gotten familiar with the nature of intelligence data merely by watching it flow through the system.”
“I’ve figured out a few things here and there.”
“I’m sure you have.”
A wave crashed into the parapet with enough force to send a light spray of icy Pacific water over them, and he took the opportunity to roll his eyes at the sky. Military types, including the less priggish ones, were so uptight. 
“Sir, I appreciate this whole dance—feeling each other out, establishment of relative power and whatnot—but it’s okay, we can skip it. I’m guessing you believe there’s corrupt or falsified data hiding in some military or intelligence records. You’re not sure who you can trust in EASC, so you want somebody on the outside but not too far outside. You expect whatever you’re seeking will be hard as hell to find, but you can’t put ANNIE on it since everything she does is poured over by a dozen officers in triplicate. And above all, you need somebody who won’t be spooked by whatever they find. That more or less cover it?”
Navick came to a stop on the path. One of the ubiquitous benches lay behind them, but the man made no move to sit. “Not a bad summation. More or less.”
“You asked for me, though you didn’t know it was me you were asking for. And I do relish a challenge. So what are we talking about here?”
Navick scrutinized him for a moment, dark hazel eyes guarded. Then he shrugged in acquiescence and resumed walking. Devon’s estimation of the Colonel increased several degrees. Not many officers on the Island would have taken the arguably insubordinate speech in stride, and absent a speck of prideful preening.
“I’m proposing to give you the access codes to a metaset of records covering the five days leading up to and including the bombing. I strongly believe they were tampered with at multiple junctures. I’m not going to tell you where, when or in relation to what. It’s important you not be biased going in. Your highest priority will be to prove the records were compromised. If you can do this, it will be enough.”
“But…?”
“If you can, try to recover the original, unaltered data.”
His steps slowed, allowing a cyclist to pass them and disappear around the curve ahead. “You realize it may be impossible, even for me. Qubits are fickle, inconstant creatures.”
“I do. Whether you’re able to recover the original data or not, I’d ask you to attempt to trace the hacks to their source. A successful trace on one is all I require. I want to know who did it. Failing that, I want to know from where it was done.”
Devon’s mind was spinning through the details—the ware and modifications he’d need, the best avenues of attack, a new piece or two of gear to speed the process—and he didn’t immediately notice Navick had veered up a path spur and back toward the complex. The meeting was nearing an end.
He jogged to catch up. “How should I contact you?”
“When you have any results—or decide you won’t be able to find anything—have Brigadier Hervé send me a message asking me to stop by to review the results of ANNIE’s latest intel cross-analysis. Instead, I’ll come see you. Under no circumstances send me any details or any information at all over messaging or comms. We talk in person only.”
“Old-fashioned spy style, huh?”
“Every now and then it’s the best way.” Navick’s step hitched as he gave a throaty groan. “Dear Lord, I sounded like an old man, didn’t I? Still, it’s a truth learned from experience, most of it bad.”
Devon laughed indulgently. “I’ll take your word for it then.” 
A rapport had been established…and the Colonel was an easy man to like. But what he was asking for was not child’s play, nor was it standard military procedure by any means. “Sir, I’m not an idiot. Couple of parsecs away from one in fact, and you know this. What you’re asking me to do…well, as risky as it is for me, it’s a lot riskier for you. I don’t have to be military to know it might mean your career, even if you are Intelligence. You just met me—why trust me with so much?”
Navick considered the question thoughtfully, as if he were deciding exactly how frank he could afford to be. “I wouldn’t last long in this job without getting fairly adept at sizing people up quickly. You’re a genius and a rebel, but you’re a good kid. You’ll do this for the challenge but also because you value the truth. I don’t think you’ll sell me out—you’re after a different kind of glory. Hackers take great pleasure in exposing corruption, so much so they’ve made a cause of it for the last three hundred fifty years. You find what I need, and I assure you we will be doing quite a lot of that.”
He paused to give a melodramatic sigh. “And I’m told there are less than a dozen people in the galaxy who possess the intellect and skills to do what I’m asking of you.”
Impressive answer. He should have realized there was depth and wisdom beneath the man’s quiet, unassuming demeanor. “Seven, sir.”
An eyebrow quirked in question.
“There are seven—counting me—and three of them are in the Federation. One is serving a ten-year prison sentence on Demeter, and the other two, Abigail Canivon and Gerard Bordelon, are a lot farther away than a lunchtime stroll.”
“So they are.”
He extended a hand. “It would be my pleasure, sir.” 
Navick shook his hand warmly. “In that case, you should probably call me Richard.”
They parted ways at the courtyard. Devon spent the walk back to Special Projects thinking not about the ‘what’ of the assignment, but the ‘why.’ 
An exanet query revealed the Colonel was a personal friend of Admiral Miriam Solovy, and Miriam Solovy’s daughter had been implicated as an accomplice of the Senecan Intelligence agent accused of perpetrating the bombing. To seal the deal, Solovy had been the woman leaving Jules’ office as he had arrived. 
Either Navick was willing to go a long way indeed to bail out a family friend…no, the investigation would lead where it led. There had been no mention of altering legitimate records, only discovering altered ones. So Navick genuinely believed Alexis Solovy was innocent. 
Which meant there was a decent chance he didn’t believe the Senecan was responsible for the bombing. Which meant he believed someone inside the military or government was responsible for it, or at a minimum involved in perpetrating it.
Devon’s step hastened. This was hardcore, and he couldn’t wait to get started.
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SIYANE
PORTAL PRIME, UNCHARTED SPACE

ALEX WAS LOATH TO ADMIT Caleb had been right. But as she ascended the stairs, freshly showered in fresh clothes, the alluring aroma of Peronan coffee in the air…she had to admit he had been right. A decent night’s sleep had restored both her energy and her determination, two things she needed in order to properly investigate this odd and disturbing planet cloaked in the void. Quickly. 
But properly.
Caleb greeted her with a kiss and a mug, both of which she accepted happily. She eased into one of the kitchen chairs as he brought over a plate of croissants and oranges. Damn, he really was rather wonderful.

She began devouring a croissant. This would be a fast, if tasty, breakfast. “So I was thinking. I want to try retuning the instruments a bit. We haven’t picked up any unusual readings on conventional bands, but there is clearly something technological here. Tech is likely powering the light source, and tech is definitely powering the cloaking shield. If that tech isn’t going to show up on conventional scans, we’ll have to get creative.”
He joined her at the table, already halfway through an orange. “It’s a good idea, but retune them to what?”
“On our side of the portal these aliens displayed an inkling for the extremes and rare frequencies—the lowest TLF ever recorded at one end, high-end gamma frequencies at the other and terahertz waves we call ‘exotic.’ So we focus in tightly on the margins, on the ranges our scientists have written off as unnecessary or unusable. Narrow the search bands enough and I can increase the sensitivity so much we’ll pick up a bird chirping fifty kilometers away. But first…I want to go outside.”
“Good. So do I.”
“Really?”
“Yep. I understand the science—mostly—and the technical analysis, but at heart I’m a visceral guy. I need to feel this place. See what it can tell me.”
She deliberately bit her lower lip, pleased to have an opportunity to tease him. “You are that….”
“What?”
“Visceral.”
She swore he almost blushed—and what a sight it would have been. “I…not exactly what I meant, but….” Seeing the twinkle in her eyes, he reached across the table to grasp her hand while flashing a devilish smirk. “I’m glad you think so.”
“Uh-huh.” She pushed back from the table and stood. “At least we don’t have to wear suits this time. And it’s not -54°. And the sun’s out, so to speak.”
“Sounds like this place isn’t half bad. We should retire here.”
“The lack of stars is a serious negative. Maybe we should keep looking.” 
His eyes rose to meet hers.
She spun away, hastily covering any discomfort provoked by the not-at-all-laden statement by taking their plates to the sink. “We’ll do a brief scout around the ship first, no more than fifty meters out or so. If we decide we should trek further we can duck back in for a pack and some supplies.”
“It’s a plan.” He came up behind her carrying the rest of the dishes. One arm curled around her waist and a kiss alighted upon her ear to brush away any residual tension. “I’m taking a Daemon though. This place feels prehistoric. There could be dinosaurs.”
“Well yeah, me too.” She removed the band from her wrist and twisted her hair up as she went to the storage cabinet. He caught the Daemon she tossed to him and latched it to his work pants. She did the same with the second weapon, then gazed around the deck. 
“All right. Let’s do this.”
The outer airlock hissed as it opened to let in air the sensors insisted was utterly normal, and she headed down the ramp into the morning light.
It felt like stepping foot on Earth; there was no other way to describe it. The sensation of the pleasant breeze ruffling the fine hairs on her forearm was familiar to the point of intimacy. 
She had visited a fair number of planets over the years. While all the settled worlds were of necessity compatible with human life (terraforming being for now an extremely lengthy, costly and difficult process), in a myriad of ways none of them felt like Earth. This one did—which considering where they were, was just wrong.
“We took a graze of plasma fire, so I want to check underneath. The integrity tests checked out, but I still….” Her voice drifted off as she ran fingertips along the lower hull. 
The silver discoloration had spread out far beyond where the rupture had been repaired. It had also darkened, almost as if it was curing. The entire belly of the ship now gleamed a deep tungsten silver in color. Thick tendrils of brighter silver snaked out from the belly to follow the curve of the hull, streaks of light cutting through the blackness.
The chemical reactions begun by the fusing of the carbon and amodiamond metamaterials were evidently continuing. Taking over her ship. She wasn’t sure what she thought about this; she had liked the way her ship looked, all dark and sinister and dangerous. Yet she couldn’t deny this new hue held a certain beauty as well.
“Wow.”
“I know. Kennedy said it was making the hull stronger, so I guess it’s not a problem.” She discerned no trace of scarring from weapons fire. The hull appeared unblemished. “Weird, though…and now my ship kind of resembles a zebra.”
“A ‘zebra’?” His eyes unfocused, and she imagined he was querying his internal data store. Two seconds later he regarded her in amusement. “Okay, maybe a little. But I doubt it will stay this way. And it’s intriguing.” 
She let her hand drop from the hull and wandered out to stare at the grasslands stretching to the horizon. Behind her lay rolling hills broken up by the rocky crevasse which had provided a measure of shelter for them overnight. 
“I expect to see a herd of some sort of wildlife frolicking across the plain any second now.”
“Would be the least astounding scene so far.”
She glanced over her shoulder to smile at him—
—and that was when the dragon attacked.

A faint whoosh of air behind him was the sole warning Caleb had before he was catapulted thirty meters through the air. He caught a vague impression of reflected light off burnished scales attached to a massive wing—then his head slammed to the dirt with a sharp crack.
He was out for mere seconds—four, five at most—because when he opened his eyes the dragon had barely left the ground, its wings mid-flap as they propelled it up and over the Siyane to soar into the sky.
Yes, a dragon. The lustrous crimson scales covered an enormous body dwarfed only by its wingspan; the striking thickness of the torso contrasted with almost delicate skin pulled taut between lightweight bones comprising the wings. Distinctive horns curled back over its bony skull.
He vaulted to his feet and swung the Daemon up, ignoring the multiple jarring pains of varying severity. His vision contracted to encompass a single image: Alex flailing in the grasp of the dragon’s front right claw as it flew away. 
She was visibly struggling; that meant she wasn’t dead. The claws gripping her hadn’t ripped open her lovely skin and shredded the fragile human organs which gave her life. Not yet.
He could shoot a hole in the wing. The laser would shred the thin membrane. The dragon would plummet from the sky and plunge to the ground a hundred meters below. And Alex would die.
“Fuck!” 
In a flash he was sprinting for the airlock, skipping through a stumble or two on the way. He recognized he was hurt but it hardly mattered. 
He slammed a palm on the airlock panel, fed it the secondary key and fell through the hatch as it opened. Then he half-crawled, half-scrambled to the cockpit and up into her chair. His fingers raced over the blank ledge until by dumb luck he found the trigger to activate the HUD. Unlike Alex, he wasn’t wired into the ship, and thus it did not respond to his thoughts.
Thank you, Mia.
Once the HUD came to life the controls and screens were easily identifiable. He fired up the pulse detonation engines and rose off the ground as the dragon shrank in the sky. The unparalleled smoothness of the ship’s motion beneath his fingertips shocked him. It responded to the slightest adjustment with incredible fluidity, like a sky glider instead of a machine constructed of hard, cold metal.
He banked forty degrees starboard and climbed, the entirety of his attention focused on the tiny red dot against the pale blue sky. 
It had nearly disappeared when he started to gain on it. Bit by bit, meter by meter he closed the gap. He didn’t think about what he was gaining on, or what in the bloody hell a bloody dragon was doing on an impossible planet in an impossible place on the other side of an impossible portal. Instead he concentrated on catching it.
He could see the sunlight from the nonexistent sun reflecting off the scales and the beat of its wings driving it toward the mountains now looming large in the distance. The mountains represented a problem; he risked losing the dragon in a crevasse or a shadowy valley. He’d need to draw close. Perhaps it might skim close enough to the mountainous terrain for him to risk a shot. He should—
—the world spiraled out of control, as for the second time in as many days ‘down’ and ‘up’ lost all meaning. His head spun wildly, and he pressed a palm to his forehead in an effort to impose stability. Yet the images his eyes showed him refused to comport with reality, with what he knew to be true.
Grassy plains spread placidly beneath him. No mountains were visible, even on the far horizon. Ahead and to the left rolled gentle hills, much like those they had camped at the night before. Exactly like the hills they had camped at the night before. The ship decelerated to a crawl as his hands dropped from the controls and he gazed out the viewport, confusion giving way to disbelief. 
He hovered in sight of where he had been twenty minutes earlier. 
Fuck it. He’d think about it on the way back. He promptly accelerated and headed in the direction of the mountains.
So there existed a barrier of some kind, one which repelled in dramatic fashion any intruders. Obviously the dragon was not an intruder. 
Fine.

He knew where it was now, more or less. He’d slow when he neared and find a way past it. Somehow.
And he might have, too, if not for the two new dragons which stormed him as he neared the mountains. He cracked his neck and adjusted his posture in the chair. 
Okay then. Starship vs. dragons. 
He strafed to avoid the dual streams of flame shooting out of the approaching dragons’ jaws. It was going to take more than fire to damage this ship, and he was certain its weapons possessed a longer reach as well. 
He flipped the ship around and accelerated in reverse to keep a distance. In the two seconds he had to observe them, he noted they appeared identical to the one that had grabbed Alex, and to each other. Clones, then? Yet another incongruity on this strange planet. He targeted the pulse laser at the dragon on the left.
It contorted in an attempt to avoid the beam, but the laser tracked it and cut a deep gash through the scales then the leathery skin beneath them and opened up its innards. The beast shrieked a roar of pain and spewed flame raggedly from its jaws. He was almost surprised to see blood and organs spill out into the air; part of him had suspected they were machines, or possibly some sort of materialized holo projection.
The first dragon tumbled flailing to crash to the ground below, but the second one used the chaos to dive and sweep under the ship. An outstretched claw nearly grabbed the nose of the Siyane as he yanked hard to port and swung up in an arc.
As soon as he had a decent vantage he fired. This one seemed to have learned from the mistakes of its companion and started moving before the laser exited the weapon casing. 
Nevertheless, a dragon was simply no match for 24th century laser weaponry. The laser sliced apart the thin membrane of its left wing. The beast fell into a tailspin, and he was forced to rapidly maneuver to get clear of it—
—the world twisted inside out once more, his head following suit. He blinked roughly, choked back the acid rising in his throat and stared at the grasslands outside. In avoiding the falling dragon, he had hit the barrier again.
In a burst of frustration he slammed a fist into the dash. It being composed of a rhu/platinum nanoalloy, the dash was not impressed.
He massaged the busted knuckles and forcefully shoved aside the anger and despair which threatened to drag him down and away from his goal. He did not have time to wallow, to give a moment’s thought to what may have happened to her or whether she was alive. 
Turn into the punch, grab hold of the gun, leap into the arena. Attack. He had to move. Now.
He gunned the engine.
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JARON NYTHAL THREW A STACK of clothes in the bag, not bothering to achieve any semblance of order or neatness. Drawers hung open behind him; more clothes lay strewn across the floor. He scrambled into the bathroom to grab the necessities and stubbed his toe on the door frame. 
“Ah!” He hobbled back to the bed while grabbing his throbbing toe. He had to hurry. 
His wife and kids were on the way to her parents’ house. If nothing else they should be safe, right?
He had thought he was in the clear. He’d picked out his private downtown flat and planned to make an offer in the morning. With Volosk taken care of he should have been in the clear. How was he supposed to know Volosk’s boss was that cocksucker Delavasi? The man had been gunning for him ever since the favor-buying scandal four years earlier.
Only by a sheer stroke of luck did Jaron receive any warning at all. His ten o’clock meeting canceled at the last minute, and on a lark he had ducked out of the office to grab some expensive liquor for later tonight. When he returned to the office one of his coworkers had stopped him in the hallway.
“Hey, there was a man here looking for you. He refused to give the receptionist his name, but I recognized him from a meeting Kouris held a few weeks ago. He’s the Director of Intelligence…Delavasi’s his name I think.”
Jaron had spent thirty minutes meandering in circles in a service hallway trying to convince himself it didn’t mean anything, that the man was simply following up on Volosk’s open files. But it wasn’t true. Volosk had been suspicious of him when he showed up at his office last week and now Volosk was dead, and Delavasi knew he was behind it and knew he’d set up the assassination on Atlantis.
It didn’t matter how the man knew; in his gut Jaron was convinced he surely must.
Forty-years-to-life in prison at best. Permanent disappearance into the black hole of a covert detention facility at worst. And worst was starting to look a hell of a lot more likely. 
He had to vanish.
With a brief scan around the bedroom he lugged the bag onto his shoulder and headed to the kitchen, where he quickly tossed in some drinks and snacks and closed the bag up. He forced himself to pause. He was forgetting something…possibly a lot of things. But he needed to hurry.
He jogged through the living room and foyer of the new house to the door. They had barely begun moving in, and boxes sat stacked along the walls between furniture haphazardly scattered around the floor.
His skycar was parked behind the house. He rounded the corner to see it shrouded in shadows cast by the decorative trees. He would have jogged to it—he needed to hurry—but the bag on his shoulder felt so damn heavy and he was out of breath from the panicked, rushed packing. 
A man stepped out of the shadows behind the driver’s side of the car. Coffee-colored hair framed a stark, cold face…his features seemed as if they had been etched by Death itself.
Jaron froze for half a second before scurrying backward and feeling for the wall with his free hand. “Wh-what do you want?”
The man’s lips curled upward a centimeter. Jaron had never witnessed a more terrifying sight. “I’m sorry, Mr. Nythal, but we can’t have you talking.”
The assassin. It must be. Son of a….

His head shook furiously. “I won’t talk, I swear. I’m getting out of here. I’ll go to Pandora—no, I’ll go to New Babel—they’ll never find me! I’m leaving right now, see?” He held up the bag for dramatic effect. “Just let me go.”
“I cannot. The authorities are onto you, and once they have you they will break you. Our bosses won’t allow that to happen.”
The bag slid from Jaron’s grip and tumbled to the ground as he flattened against the wall. There was nowhere to go, no way to escape from the killer who approached him one quiet, calm step at a time. “Please, I beg you, I won’t—”
It didn’t even occur to him to fight back when the blade came up and sliced open his throat in one fluid motion.

Matei Uttara activated his personal concealment shield and slipped the blade hilt in its case. He left the patio via the pathway which led out into the affluent neighborhood. 
The cyan-tinged late afternoon sunlight shone far too brightly for his taste. He didn’t care for risking a hit in broad daylight…but his contact had been specific on the topic. Time was short.
And it pleased him to be rid of his little white pawn. The man had been one of only three people who could conceivably lead someone to him. Now the number was two, and both of those individuals were far more savvy and clever than Jaron Nythal. 
He didn’t count the alien, because it was irrelevant. He would need to find the alien in order to kill it, and he did not believe he could do so. And if he couldn’t, no one could. Besides, he harbored the sneaking suspicion that should his alien be removed from the equation, another was likely to take its place.
He reached the nearest levtram station in minutes, as the neighborhood was near the Cavare city center, and dialed down the strength of the concealment shield while he blended into the moderate crowd taking the tram bound for the spaceport.
Admittedly, executing the hit early did serve an additional purpose. He was on a tight schedule. His next and possibly last act in this chess match would be on the EAO Orbital above Earth in three days, which left little margin for error. He possessed a fast ship, but Earth was a considerable distance away. Thankfully he had procured the materials required the day before.
It would be a difficult op as well. Space stations were notoriously challenging due to their confined space and lack of refuge or hidden exits, and the Orbital occupied a class all itself. His chosen ID shouldn’t present any problems, but smuggling explosives onto an Alliance governmental installation in space, orbiting Earth and under heightened war-time security constituted a different matter. 
Still, he would get it done. Then he planned to head west. Far west. Perhaps Atlantis or Ceres. He’d prefer to skate all the way west to the frontier on Nyssus, except he needed to be able to move rapidly should Marano or Solovy reemerge. Wherever he landed, he intended to find a good seat, kick back and enjoy the show.
He didn’t particularly care who won. The Alliance was using him, the Federation was using him, Zelones was using him, the aliens were using him. He was happy to do all their bidding. And when they began to turn on one another, he was happy to abet that as well.
He merely wanted to foment the rising tide of anarchy, then watch the galaxy burn to ashes.

INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
“Ms. Marano, I’m Graham Delavasi, Director of Intelligence.” He extended his hand; the woman sitting at the table leveled an icy glare at him in response. Unfazed, he gave her a friendly smile. “Is there anything I can get you? Coffee? A snack?”
“You can get my mother out of here.”
Taking that as a ‘no,’ he pulled the chair out from the table and sat down opposite her. “I hope we can get both of you out of here soon. As I’m sure my agents have told you, we simply have a couple of questions we hope you can answer.”
“I’ll tell you the same thing I told the last guy, I don’t care what you’re ‘director’ of. My mother doesn’t know anything. She’s fragile and not equipped to deal with this situation. She can’t help you. Let me talk to her, then get someone to take her home. Do that, and I’ll try to answer your questions.”
He had to wonder who was in charge of the interrogation, but frowned in genuine concern. “What’s wrong with your mother? Is she ill?”
“Physically? No. But mentally she’s…yes, she’s ill. She’s able to take care of herself, but barely. She gets distracted, forgets things, can’t focus. Please believe me, she doesn’t know anything about Caleb. She doesn’t even understand why they keep saying his name on the news. She can’t cope under this level of stress—you have to let her go.”
He regarded the woman a moment. He had reviewed her file on the way over and mentally ticked off the high points. She had earned a Ph.D. in biochemistry from Tellica with top honors. The school hired her two years later as a professor, but she was currently on loan to Losice University on Krysk for a year as a visiting professor. She was a single mother of a four-year old daughter, having been widowed when her husband, a botanist, died on a research expedition to an unsettled planet in Elathan’s system. She had no criminal record or any documented history of trouble. 
He didn’t need the file to see she was intelligent, self-sufficient and strong-willed. Yet on this topic he read only earnest desperation in her eyes. 
“Give me ten minutes.”
She shot him a guarded look and shrugged.
He left the room and slipped along the hallway to an identical one three doors down. The two-way glass in the interrogation room allowed him to observe Francesca Marano undisturbed. Tragic as the notion was, he couldn’t help but be glad Stefan wasn’t here to see her. It would have broken his heart.
The woman looked decades older than she should. Her skin appeared pallid and drawn, hair a dull, unkempt brown. Her sweater hung lopsided over sagging, defeated shoulders. But saddest of all was her eyes—wide and confused, yet somehow vacant.
A new shard of guilt crept up to join the existing guilt over Michael’s death festering in the tiny corner of his brain he allowed them. Francesca’s state was not his fault…which wasn’t the same thing as absolving him of all responsibility.
He didn’t go in the room. He had met her once years ago, briefly and in passing; she was highly unlikely to remember him, but he couldn’t take the chance. Instead he went and found Liz.
“We’re cutting Francesca Marano loose.”
“I admit she hasn’t exactly been helpful—I suspect there’s a few screws gone in her head—but we can still pursue several more avenues of inquiry.”
“We’re cutting her loose.”
She acknowledged the order with a nod. “Yes, sir.”
“Arrange her an escort home, and…” he pondered it a second “…assign a protective watch to her, but nothing overt. She doesn’t need to be aware an agent’s around.”
“You think she’s in danger?”
“I think there are a lot of things we don’t yet understand. I’m going to let her daughter speak to her while you get the protection set up.”
“I’ll start the process right away.”

He returned to the interrogation room, two steaming cups of coffee in hand, and slid one across the table as he sat. “You may not need one, but I do. War is not conducive to sleep.”
Isabela’s expression softened as she reached for the cup. “Thank you…and thank you for taking care of my mother.” Her eyes remained suspicious, however, as she took a sip then met his gaze. “I said I’ll answer your questions, and I will—but I have one first. You’re interrogating Caleb’s family…is my father here? If he’s not, don’t bother going to get him. I can assure you he doesn’t know a damn thing about any of us.”
He kept his expression scrupulously blank. “No, he isn’t.”
Her head cocked to the side, rich black curls falling to obscure half her face. “Why not? Unless you know Caleb hasn’t seen or spoken to him in twenty years. None of us have. But if you do then you knew my mother wouldn’t be of any help, yet you dragged her in here anyway.”
Yep, she was a sharp one. He clasped his hands on the table and leaned in slightly, not enough to be perceived as threatening. “Ms. Marano, I’ll try to answer your questions as well, but I need you to indulge me for a few minutes. Fair enough?”
She rolled her eyes at the ceiling and sank back in her chair. “Fine. Interrogate away.”
“Do you know where your brother is?”
“No.”
“When did you speak to him last?”
“Six days ago. I sent him a message after he was named a suspect asking if he was okay. He assured me he was, but said he might be unreachable for a while.”
“Unreachable? No one is unreachable these days.”
“Oh come on, surely you spy types possess ways to go off the grid?”
“Eh…well. Has he shared anything with you about the bombing of EASC Headquarters?”
“He said he didn’t do it—which I already knew.”
“How?”
“Because he’s my brother.”
Granted, it was a stupid question, if one the manual he didn’t read when joining Division twenty-two years ago said he was supposed to ask. “Of course. Has he said anything to you regarding the events of the night of September 24th?”
“I just told you, he said he wasn’t responsible for the bombing.”
“Not the bombing—regarding other events occurring that night.”
Her face screwed up in perplexity. “No….”
“What about the Metis Nebula?”
He received nothing but a blank look. 
“And what about with respect to Alexis Solovy?”
She laughed; it carried a hard edge, doubtless brought on by the stress of hours of detention. “No, but he didn’t have to. From what I’ve seen on the news feeds, she’s his type.”
“Which is?”
“Smart. Capable. Beautiful. A space junkie. Look, he works for you. Shouldn’t you know all this about him?”
“Yes, he did—does—but regrettably I don’t know him personally.”
She waved toward the door in frustration. “Well somebody does, don’t they? Talk to your underlings or whoever. He isn’t some mysterious, shady loner—he’s one of you guys.”
“I’m afraid his supervisor is dead. He was murdered the same night as the EASC bombing.”
That shook her. She sat up straighter in her chair, yet her eyes lowered as she considered this information. “You’re not seriously suggesting Caleb was responsible.”
“I can’t really disc—”
“You’ve got yourself one clusterfain of a problem, don’t you? If you’re trying to figure out whether Caleb committed the bombing, then it means you didn’t order it—only everyone thinks you did. Now you have Intelligence agents dying on Senecan soil?” Her tone had started out acerbic, even accusatory, but by the end it had dropped in tenor. “What is going on here?”
“I’m doing my damnedest to find out. I believe your brother would be able to help a lot, if I could talk to him.”
“You mean arrest him.”       
“No, I mean talk to him.”
A corner of her mouth curled up the slightest bit. “You don’t think he did it.”
“Personally? I—” A priority pulse asserted itself into his vision, diverting his attention…bloody hell.
He cleared his throat. “I apologize, Ms. Marano, but I’m required elsewhere right now. I’d like to continue this conversation, though, and will return as soon as possible.”
“I’m not free to leave yet? I’ve told you everything.”
“Please bear with us a little while longer. An agent will activate the panel here for you. If you have need of anything, press it and someone will be right in. I’ll also ensure dinner is delivered soon. I want to make your time here as comfortable as I can.”
“I—” her head shook, either in frustration or resignation “—thank you.”

CAVARE
Graham stared at the body in utter dismay. He’d call it shock, except he’d lost the ability to be shocked a month into the First Crux War.
The throat was slit in virtually the same manner as Volosk’s had been, except Nythal looked to have been struck from the front, whereas Michael’s murderer had approached from the rear. The scene contained the same complete absence of any forensic evidence which might lead them to a suspect.
The local police had been called off and Division had taken control of the investigation as soon as he learned of the murder. Now his own people worked around him, pretending to ignore his presence as he stood silently in the midst of their crime scene.
Everything Michael Volosk suspected—everything Caleb Marano claimed—was true.

A conspiracy existed surrounding the Summit assassination at the very least, but likely also with respect to the EASC Headquarters bombing. And if both those assertions were true, then there was a conspiracy surrounding the entire war. And at least one person in his own organization was involved in it. 
Someone found out about the renewed investigation into Nythal and decided the man needed to be eliminated before he spilled any secrets. It was the sole explanation which fit all the events leading up to and including the ashen corpse lying in five liters of blood at his feet.
Bloody hell.
Volosk was killed because he refused to give up on the assassination investigation—whether the trigger was his possession of the autopsy report or his hounding of Nythal hardly mattered. Marano and Solovy were targeted because they were working to convince others there was a conspiracy—whether they were framed for the bombing for that reason or merely as convenient patsies hardly mattered.
There existed scant evidence for any of this, but he didn’t require evidence to be convinced; he knew it. His gut had rarely been wrong in his professional career, on or off the battlefield. And now he was angry.
He despised corruption, but corrupt government officials most of all. And while corruption for money was one thing, this corruption was costing lives. It had cost the life of a man he considered a friend as well as the lives of hundreds of civilians on Palluda and thousands of soldiers on both sides. 
He didn’t have any intention of letting that sort of corruption stand.
After issuing a few instructions to the forensic team he headed back for Division. In order to root out this festering infection, he first needed to pour through Michael’s notes and Marano’s reports, to absorb everything they had discovered. 
Then it would be time to pay a bill which had at last come due. It was the last thing he wanted to do today or tomorrow or any day, but it was time for a confession. His own.
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LIAM O’CONNELL MOVED WITH careful restraint behind his desk. His hands clasped one another behind his back, each keeping the other in check. He worked to project the image of a calm yet authoritative leader he knew was required of him.
It was making his skin itch, as though invisible snakes slithered along the surface taunting him to explode in movement.
Holos projecting each of the Regional Commanders hovered above his desk. Replacements had not yet been named for the Earth-based EASC Board members who had been killed in the bombing; as such this was a Board meeting in substance if not in form. The traitor Solovy had not been invited.
He leveled a domineering glower at Admiral Rychen, the Northeastern Regional Commander. “We need to act swiftly to retaliate after Desna. Send a regiment to take their Bellici colony.”
“Perhaps we should consider retaking Desna first, General.”
His scowl shifted to a holo on the far end. “Foster, do you have a mission profile ready yet to retake Desna?”
The mealy-mouthed Northwestern Commander straightened his shoulders as if he were somehow proud. “Sir, the Senecans left behind a sizeable fleet to defend Desna. My forces are in a weakened state. I don’t believe I can spare the ships necessary to retake it at this time.”
Liam squinted, his brow tightening before he could prevent it. A headache began clawing at the back of his eyes. “I see.” He gestured at his recently-named replacement in the Southwestern Region. “Haraken, for God’s sake send Foster some ships so he can mount a respectable attempt at retaking one puny little planet.” His attention shifted again. “Rychen, attack Bellici.”
Rychen regarded him severely, refusing to be stared down. “O’Connell, you and I were in a meeting with the Prime Minister not six hours ago in which he instructed me to lead a broad blockade of the southern Federation border. Such an undertaking is going to take all my ships not on necessary patrols.”
Liam snorted. “Bellici is hardly larger than Desna. Are you telling me you can’t spare a solitary regiment to hit it?”
Rychen stared at him another second—then had the audacity to laugh. Liam’s chest constricted from the effort of holding back a rising tide of anger. 
Rychen shifted forward, his holo giving the impression of pressing toward Liam. “General, have you learned nothing from the losses at Arcadia and Desna? The Federation has been quite busy these last two decades building up a sizable and formidable military. Unlike Desna, Bellici will be defended. I assure you it will take more than a regiment to seize the colony, and those ships will be busy implementing the Prime Minister’s orders.”
“Are you refus—”
The door to his office slid open. Miriam Solovy marched in wearing a grim expression, then arched an eyebrow at the holos. “Something I should know, General?”
“No. You have no right to barge into my office unannounced. Get out.”
Her eyes scanned the holos in what was surely false curiosity. “Given the current reduction in members, this looks suspiciously like a Board meeting—which is absurd, because were it actually a Board meeting I would’ve been requested to attend.” Her gaze settled coldly on him.
“It is not. I am simply consulting with the Regional Commanders.”
“Good. They need to hear this as well. I bear disturbing news. ANNIE has determined we have lost communications with the colony of Gaiae.”
His right hand leapt out of the grasp of his left, eager to be freed for motion. “So? Who gives a rat’s ass about a bunch of crazies in the middle of nowhere?”
“They may be a ‘bunch of crazies,’ but they possess a spaceport, and we cannot contact it. Nor can we contact any of its employees, any other organization or a single person inhabiting the planet, and that is a nontrivial matter. Given the planet’s proximity to the Metis Nebula, we have to consider the possibility they have come under attack from the alien armada.”
“There are no aliens, Miriam! Your traitorous bitch of a daughter invented them so her Senecan lover could get inside the building and plant his bombs.”
He wasn’t sure how or when she had managed to maneuver to the front of his desk and lean forcefully into it, but now her small frame threatened to tower over the desk, and him. 
“I am warning you now, in front of witnesses—do not call my daughter a traitor again, or I will end you.”
The knuckles of his fist ground against the surface of the desk. “If she’s proven a traitor, you won’t be able to stop me.”
A throat clearing loudly broke the confrontation. Rychen continued before either of them were able to retort. “The data on the aliens did appear scientifically sound, according to both our scientists and those at the Astronomical and Space Science Department. God knows I don’t want it to be true, but the news—or rather lack thereof—from Gaiae represents a troubling coincidence.”
“You’re not seriously saying you believe this nonsense?”
“As the Commander for the region closest to the Metis Nebula, I would be negligent if I did not give the matter due consideration. You must recognize this.”
In the absence of a suitable reply he merely grunted.
Solovy had turned her back on him to face the holos. “Admiral Rychen, I realize your fleet is fully engaged instituting a blockade on the Federation border. Do you think there’s any way you could spare a single scout ship—maybe one currently out on patrol—to investigate the situation on Gaiae? They can try to reestablish proximity communications and perform a visual assessment of the situation.”
Rychen smiled at Solovy. “I have a scout ship currently in the far northeastern region which can be at Gaiae within the day.”
“Belay that mission, Rychen. If you don’t possess enough ships to go to Bellici, you don’t possess enough ships to go to Gaiae.”
Rychen’s hard eyes met his, and he was reminded why he considered the man dangerous.
“Respectfully, General, you do not have the authority to forbid me to send the ship.”
“Like Hell I don’t. I’m the Chairman of the—”
Solovy scoffed at him derisively. “Did you imagine the position of Chairman gave you ultimate authority over the galaxy? You should have asked Price Alamatto what it really entailed. Admiral Rychen is the Commander for the Northeastern Region. You remember what that means, don’t you?”
Rychen helpfully supplied the answer for him. “It means I command the region, which I intend to continue doing until such time as I am relieved or fall in battle. Admiral Solovy, I’ll keep you and the Board informed regarding what my scout ship discovers. Now this meeting has run long, and it seems I have a blockade to implement.”
Liam managed to stutter out a “Dismissed” as Rychen’s holo went dark. His teeth ground together as he pivoted to deal with Solovy—but she too was already gone.
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

NO DRAGONS WERE IN SIGHT as Caleb approached the mountainous terrain a third time. Perhaps the supply of dragons had run out and their masters hadn’t yet found time to fab new ones. 
He chuckled to himself; it came out ragged and raw. He was feeling a bit punch-drunk and more than a little reckless—but reckless was the last thing he needed to be right now, so he worked to compartmentalize the emotions rampaging through his head and ripping into his chest. Focus.
He set the Siyane to the ground a hundred meters from the start of the mountains and took thirty seconds to splash water on his face, guzzle an energy drink and retrieve the Daemon from where it had landed against the cabin wall. Then he collected several items before activating the hatch and exiting the ship.
A mild breeze drifted down the slope. He’d want a jacket, but he was getting ahead of himself. He jogged as close as he dared to where he believed the barrier to be and stopped. By now his cybernetics had done a decent job of taking the edge off the injuries inflicted by the dragon, and he merely noticed a twinge in his shoulders and a dull ache in his right thigh.
There was no visual sign of a barrier in any portion of the spectrum his ocular implant analyzed. 
He palmed the frozen muffin he’d taken from the kitchen, wound his arm back and hurled it into the air. It sailed for fifty meters or so, hit the ground, bounced twice and rolled to a stop low on the slope of the mountain.
The barrier was without a doubt closer than the slope, but he didn’t dare approach yet. Instead he pulled the portable oscilloscope out of his pocket. He’d made sure she kept a backup onboard, as he was fairly certain he was about to lose this one. He cocked his arm and sent it flying after the muffin.
It tumbled end over end for thirty meters—then vanished. 
He discerned no flicker as one would see with a human-created force field and no detectable boomerang. The device was simply gone. He imagined it now lay on the grass several hundred kilometers behind him.
So the barrier was triggered by technology, which explained why both the dragon and the muffin could pass through but the ship and the oscilloscope could not. Still, he had a sneaking suspicion it was more complicated. Time to find out.
The next item he had brought was a serrated knife from the kitchen. Having a better idea of the demarcation line now, he stepped closer and sent the knife through the air. It spun forward to land short of the muffin but well beyond the point where the oscilloscope had vanished.
Artificially-created materials were allowed. Only tech was taboo.
He removed his kinetic blade from the latch on his pants. The hilt was cool in his hands, the blade inactive. He hesitated this time. There was no backup for the blade; if it got rejected he didn’t have another. But this was the sole safe way to discover the triggering parameters. 
He heaved the hilt through the air…relief coursed through him as it settled to the ground not terribly far from the muffin.
Thank god. If inactive technology was a no-go he’d have been utterly screwed.
He hastened back to the ship, where he stuffed a pack with food, supplies and a change of clothes for himself and her. He figured he’d need the supplies no matter what happened next. His gaze roved deliberately around the ship. He chose a few more items and headed out. 
Once outside he closed his eyes. First, he sent a final pulse to her. As had been the result for the last hour, there was simply no response. It didn’t bounce back, but that could be because the exanet infrastructure didn’t reach through the portal. They’d had no reason to pulse one another since coming through it, so he had no way to know whether such communication was possible.
So be it. 
He took a deep breath and did something he’d done only twice before in his life. He instructed his eVi to deactivate all active cybernetic routines then shut itself down. Doing so wasn’t a trivial matter, and reactivating everything would entail using an external unit to interface with the tiny fibers at the base of his neck which connected to his cybernetics. But it was necessary.
The silence in his head echoed eerily, unnerving him more than he expected. He didn’t feel weaker, because he wasn’t—not right now. His biosynthetic enhancements still functioned, and he still benefited from a genetically-modified muscular structure. 
But should he face a crisis, he wouldn’t be able to rely upon nanobots to accelerate his adrenaline or hone his focus. Should he become injured he wouldn’t be able to rely upon directed cybernetic routines to limit the damage and speed healing. His ocular implant now sat dormant, leaving him nothing but natural eyesight to guide his way. The exanet and communications had been gone since they entered Metis, but now he didn’t even have access to his internal data store.
He rolled his shoulders, stretched his arms and walked forward.
The rather drastic action had better be enough. If the barrier booted him all the way to the grasslands he would be days getting back here. Alex might not have days. 
She might not have hours, he tried very hard not to think. 
He also realized the action might not have been essential. After all, Alex had passed through, and he highly doubted she had deactivated her cybernetics before doing so. Their eVis and cybernetics were fully contained within their bodies, so they might not trigger the repulsion mechanism. 
But it was also possible she was allowed through because she hung in the dragon’s grasp or…perhaps an exception had been made. Regardless, he didn’t dare risk it.
His heart thudded against his breastbone with every step; it turned out adrenaline functioned surprisingly well absent nanobot assistance. He remained skeptical he’d successfully passed through the barrier until he crouched to retrieve the muffin, now coated in a thin layer of dirt. 
One more test passed. A significant one.
He scanned the area until he spotted the hilt of his blade and retrieved it as well. He flipped the hilt over and tapped the toggle to activate it—
—and watched it vanish from his hand. Shit.
It wasn’t a barrier. It was a technology-free zone. Terrific.
He cursed at the bright sunless sky and returned to the ship. He was going to need a weapon, as he suspected punching the dragon into submission using his fists did not constitute a viable plan.
Once inside he tossed the pack on the couch and went downstairs to the engineering well, in no way whatsoever stopping to gaze in despair or anguish at the empty bed and the rush of memories the room evoked. He located a metamat blade and torch and went to work. 
She was going to be pissed as all hell when she found out he’d mutilated her ship—on top of being pissed as all hell when she found out he’d hijacked control of her ship without her consent—but it was necessary. He required a weapon, and a non-technological one at that. 
He sheared a long metal strip off one of the panels protecting the engineering core. It didn’t represent a crucial segment; the fifteen-centimeter-wide gap didn’t threaten the safe operation of the ship.
It took more than an hour to sculpt the strip of platinum nanoalloy into a blade just shy of a meter long. He felt every second tick by in his soul but forced himself to take the time to do it right. Finally satisfied with the blade, he crafted a thicker piece for a hilt and used the torch to meld it onto the blade and coax it into a form compatible with his hand. 
Next came a grip to keep the weapon from slipping in his palm. Was there anything approaching leather on the ship? His mind drifted to the cushioning on the oversized chair in the bedroom. 
He groaned as he ascended the ladder from the engineering well…she was definitely going to kill him. Still, he chose the least conspicuous spot possible to carve a swatch from. Maybe she wouldn’t notice. What are the odds?
Finally he sliced up the physical harness from the jump seat and fashioned a strap and minimal sheath. He slung the sheathed blade over his back, positioned the strap to rest diagonally across his chest and tested the rig out. A rough solution, but it would have to suffice.
He didn’t waste any time on the way out this trip. Grabbing a water and the pack on the way through the cabin, he powered down the ship and left it behind.
He had a mountain to climb.
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GRAHAM FILLED THE THERMOS with coffee, took a long sip and filled it again. Sleep had been a stingy, fickle mistress the night before. 
He waved a silent greeting at an agent who made her way into the kitchen, grabbed a second, smaller coffee and headed down the hallway. If he swung by his office distractions were guaranteed to claim his morning so he had gone straight to the interrogation level. He wiped stray drops of coffee from his mouth as he stepped inside the room.
Isabela Marano looked better than he felt, though shadows had formed beneath her eyes. He’d made sure she was provided with a bed for the night—they had small rooms one floor below which doubled as cells—and access to a shower and a change of clothes. She had presumably taken advantage of all three prior to being returned to the interrogation room this morning.
He slid the second coffee in her direction. “I’d say good morning, but I won’t insult you by suggesting you view it as one. I am sorry I had to leave so abruptly last night.”
Her attention wavered from him to the cup on the table; she drew it closer but didn’t take a sip. “How much longer are we going to do this? My daughter is back on Krysk. She’s staying with a friend for now, but I was supposed to return last night. She’s only four years old, Director. I need to get home to her.”
“I understand. Believe me, I do.”
“But.”
“But it’s important you remain here for a while longer.”
“Why?”
“A fair question—and a complicated one.”
Her eyes narrowed at him, intense and calculating. “Before you left, you were about to tell me whether you thought Caleb was guilty. Do you?”
He didn’t answer immediately, instead producing a small device from his pocket. He placed it on the table and activated the surveillance shield. She glanced at the device but didn’t remark on it.
“No, I’m convinced he is not. Proving it is another matter and unfortunately, more difficult than it might seem.”
“Well try.”
“Oh, I intend to. But first, we should talk about something else. Yesterday, you asked me if we had brought your father in for questioning.”
“You said no. I’m a little confused as to why you wouldn’t, given your dragnet approach.”
He ran a hand through his hair, stalling for one final minute. He was the bloody Director of Intelligence; if he didn’t have the authority to make a tactical decision to reveal a state secret, no one did. 
“We didn’t question your father, Ms. Marano, because your father is dead…and has been for over twenty years.”
Her shoulders jerked as if she had been punched in the chest. “That’s impossible. We would have been notified.”
“Under normal circumstances, you are correct.”
“No. See, he continues to send support payments to my mother. Like clockwork every forty days for the last twenty years—at least he has the decency to meet one obligation. So you must be mistaken.”
“Would that I were. Those payments have come from my office.”
“I don’t understand.”
“No reason you should. What I’m going to tell you is highly classified and cannot leave this room. Will you agree to keep this confidence?”
Her carriage stiffened into a defensive posture, armoring her against whatever came next. She nodded.
“Stefan Marano did not work for the Civil Development Agency. He did not work as a civil engineer, though he did receive a degree in it. In actuality he was an investigator for the Division of Intelligence. He wasn’t a field agent, but for various reasons he did need to keep his duties secret.”
“You’re joking. Why would you joke about something like this?”
“I assure you, I am not joking. I should know, because he worked for me…and I considered him a friend.”
Her voice sounded flat, though her eyes were not. “What happened?”
“In 2301, shortly after the armistice ended the First Crux War, your father was investigating a plot to destabilize the new Senecan Federation government, possibly via multiple assassinations or terrorist attacks. Those orchestrating the plot proved maddeningly difficult to uncover, but your father got close—too close. The leaders of this insurrection were powerful men and women, the type of people one does not trifle with. They found out he was onto them before his investigation was complete.”
He paused to take another sip of coffee, and to make sure he phrased the next part correctly. “They threatened his family—you, your brother, your mother. They promised to hurt those he cared about if he continued this pursuit. We…discussed his options. You see, your father was an honorable man. He couldn’t in good conscience sit by and let terrorists destroy his government. But he also couldn’t bear the idea of anyone hurting his family.
“So he made a play. He very publicly walked out on you, hoping if you were no longer a part of his life, this group would realize they had nothing to gain by harming his family. He expected for it to be temporary, a month or two at most. Once the investigation was finished and we had the evidence we required and the plotters in custody, he planned to come home.
“I believe he intended to explain everything, as he realized it was likely the sole chance he possessed for your mother to accept him back.”
Isabela’s hands were knotted together in a clenched fist on the table. Graham reached out to clasp them in a gesture of sympathy. His large, ungainly hand enveloped both of hers completely. “Know that he loved all of you so much, and it tormented him each day he remained parted from you. He despised being forced to hurt you.”
She stared at him, and he noted the armor beginning to falter. Confusion, disbelief and the edges of pain flashed across her eyes.
He continued. “Do you remember the Serich Fabrications accident in 2301? Probably not, you would have been fairly young.”
“I…we talked about it in school, I think.”
“Well, it wasn’t an industrial accident. One of the leaders of the insurgent group owned Serich, and they used the plant as a base of operations. Your father had been working day and night to expose them. He caught a break when he learned the specific time for a scheduled meeting at the plant. The entire leadership together in one place represented too exceptional an opportunity to pass up, and he put together a team to bring them all in. Tragically, the mission went to hell.
“As near as we were able to determine, the plotters were heavily armed and had brought hired protection. A firefight broke out. The location was an operating industrial plant, and several large canisters of a pyrophoric chemical got caught in the crossfire. The canisters exploded, destroying the plant and killing everyone inside: eleven plotters, six mercenaries and eight agents, including your father.
“He shouldn’t have gone inside—as I said, he wasn’t a field agent. But he refused to let others take responsibility for his case. He needed to see it through.”
She wiped away a tear with the back of her hand, but strengthened her posture. “Why didn’t you tell us at the time? The threat had ended, and he was gone. People don’t die and no one find out about it. Why cover it up?”
There was no way to temper the answer, no way to put it which wouldn’t sound as cold and calculating as the truth. “Remember, this occurred only months after the armistice with the Alliance. The administration was new, unproven and weak. Any action which destabilized it risked conflict at best, chaos at worst. Perhaps even renewed war. It was decided at the highest levels of the government that the existence of the plot could not be made public. The whole affair would be buried and every trace of its existence erased.”
“‘Was decided’? No one takes responsibility so no one bears the blame?”
He cringed at the acid dripping from her voice. “Possibl—”
“You bastard.”
“It wasn’t my decision to make, Ms. Marano. I had far less power then and was not given a choice in the matter.”
“Do you have any idea what my father leaving did to my family? To my mother?”
“Yes. I do. And I am more sorry than I can ever express.”
She stared at him in growing anger—then covered her mouth as a cry bubbled up from her throat, blinking away tears as she wrenched around to face the wall. He understood the need for private grief and didn’t disturb her. Her shoulders rose and fell in time with shaky breaths. 
Sooner than he expected she turned back to him, eyes glistening but composure otherwise restored. Her voice came out softer than before, yet unwavering. “Does Caleb know? Is that why he works for you?”
“I don’t think so. He shouldn’t. The man who recruited him and trained him was close to your father…I’d go so far as to call them best friends. He knew from your father that Caleb exhibited a lot of potential and wanted to look after him. Nurture him. In fact, he watched over all of you for years after your father’s death. But he was under explicit orders not to divulge your father’s fate, and as far as I’m aware he followed those orders.”
“Have you asked this man?”
“I’m afraid I can’t…he’s dead now as well.”
“Dangerous business you’re in.”
“It is.”
An uneasy silence descended then. She reached for the coffee, but made a face when she realized it had gone cold and set the cup down. Sharp eyes regarded him as she absorbed knowledge which sent her family’s history spiraling end over end.
He had gambled on being right about her pragmatic nature and intelligence. He waited to see if exposing old wounds—not merely hers but his own as well—had been worth the cost.
“So…why tell me?”
He exhaled, relieved. “To gain your trust, of course.”
“I’m sorry, Director Delavasi, but I honestly do not know where Caleb is or how to reach him.”
“I believe you.”
Her brow furrowed in apparent confusion. “Then I don’t understand what you want from me.”
“I want to clear your brother’s name. I owe it to your family. Incidentally, doing so may also save a couple of thousand or possibly million lives. Caleb has caught the ire of a conspiracy far more nefarious than the one your father gave his life thwarting. To clear his name I need to expose this conspiracy. And I need your help to do it.”
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MIRIAM SAT AT HER DESK. MULTIPLE SCREENS hovered above the surface, and a hand rested at her chin as she stared at them. The stoic pose would convey an impression of cool-headed, deliberate contemplation to an observer, should one happen by.
Yet beneath the dispassionate exterior, her mind navigated a Gordian knot of difficulties. At least, she hoped it held Gordian characteristics, as that would mean she stood a chance of untangling it with the proper approach.
How could they have lost so many ships so quickly? In the fog of battle and from a distance it hadn’t been clear exactly how many ships they were losing and how few they had to replace those lost. 
Still, they should have more ships. They did have more ships. But those ships were scattered in an egalitarian matter across settled space, and thus were taking days and in some cases weeks to reach any point where they might be useful. And they couldn’t move all of them, no, because what if someone or thing attacked from the south or west and those colonies were left undefended? Never mind they were presently being attacked in strength from the north and needed some damn help. 
If Alamatto were still Chairman he’d heed her counsel and send more ships north. O’Connell was not so open-minded, to say the least. Despite his seemingly zealous desire to defeat the Federation, he refused to acknowledge the level of force which was going to be required to do so.
She spared a thought to recognize her arguable hypocrisy in that she was not advocating sending more than a tiny fraction of the Sol/Central Command fleet to reinforce the front lines. But that was different. If Earth fell every world would fall.
She drew in a long breath, imposing a calmer state. Tantrums were not her style. David may have been a smooth, charismatic and occasionally impulsive leader, but she rose to her position by being cool, controlled and logical. She excelled at the details of logistics.
If there was a way to ensure the northeast and northwest regions were adequately reinforced—without sacrificing crucial protections for the First Wave worlds—she would find it and make it happen and there wouldn’t even be a parade in her honor.
A holocomm request popped into her vision. She started to dismiss it out of hand as she had work to do, then noticed who sent the request. She collected herself and accepted the comm.
“Admiral Rychen. What can I do for you?”
His expression was not formal. Genuine she suspected, but pained. His pale blond hair threatened to fall from its proper location and over his weathered forehead. Yet paler blue eyes showed troubling concern. “One of my scout ships reached Gaiae and reported in as soon as they regained communications functionality.”
She leaned forward, all thoughts of logistics put aside. “And?”
His jaw tightened, and his gaze wandered off-holo before returning to her. “It’s gone. There aren’t any aliens, but there also aren’t any people. Or vegetation or wildlife or buildings. Every area which housed any population whatsoever has been burnt to ashes, and all life with it.”
She sank deeper into her chair, neglecting to maintain military posture. She had believed Alexis, believed the data…but some part of her had allowed for the possibility that it was a fantasy, a dream, a hallucination or simply a mistake.
It had been a foolish, irrational hope she should not have indulged in. Of course it was real. Terrifyingly, devastatingly real.
She willed her spine straight. “Do you have any information as to where the alien fleet is now?”
“I don’t. A straight trajectory suggests they’ll be in Federation space by now, but we won’t have any intel, and I rather doubt the Senecan government will be eager to share theirs.”
“Naturally.” It was only after the fact she realized a droll chuckle had escaped her lips. She straightened the cant of her mouth. “Karelia? I assume they’ve not seen any incidents or we would know.”
“I confirmed it personally before contacting you. They report no anomalies, nor do the smaller colonies in the area.” He frowned. “Could it be the aliens are pushing into Federation space deliberately?”
“No, Alexis was right. The aliens don’t care what faction anyone belongs to.” At his look of slight surprise, she schooled her features with appropriate decorum. “It’s logical to assume these aliens don’t understand the political intricacies currently at work in our region of space. I can’t imagine they would deliberately target the Federation over us.”
“An excellent point, Admiral. I will fight the war my government tells me to fight. Hell, I’ll even advocate for it given proper motivation, but I’m not an idealist and I’m certainly not a zealot. From afar the Federation cannot be distinguished from the Alliance in any meaningful way. The fact they’re on the wrong side of our battle doesn’t imply an alien species would choose to target them over us. It’s simply directional logistics. On that note, any news from Andromeda?”
In the wrong audience his unexpectedly frank words might have doomed his career. He was lucky this wasn’t the wrong audience—a fact she had to presume he knew.
“As a matter of fact, yes. I received word via ANNIE they were no longer reachable two hours ago, but another dramatic proclamation didn’t seem worthwhile until we gained a handle on Gaiae. Are you sure our colonies in the easternmost region are clear?”
“For the moment. I’ve set up a half-hourly monitoring ping to the local governments. If they go offline, we’ll know promptly. Not as if we’ll be able to do anything to help them….”
He fell silent, and she gave him the time and metaphorical space he appeared to need. Finally he looked back up at her, frustration lining his face. “Miriam, I don’t possess the capability to fight a war on two fronts. Not when one front is against aliens who can do what they did to Gaiae.”
“I realize you don’t. I’m working on the issue, though I fear it may be too little too late. For now I would advise you—to the extent my advice carries any weight—to manage your blockade as ordered but keep a sharp lookout on the eastern border. And if you have anything at all to keep in reserve, do so.”
“Thank you. For the record, your advice carries far more weight than anyone else in Vancouver.”
“I’m grateful to hear it, Christopher. Keep me informed.”
She cut the link, dropped an elbow on the desk and rested her chin back in her palm. She had always considered Rychen a good officer, better than most she had known. Like David he was a hero of the First Crux War, only he had lived to tell the tale. But she didn’t bear him ill will. He’d suffered plenty and borne the hero’s mantle grudgingly. 
Still, she hadn’t expected to find an ally in him. She’d given up on finding allies beyond Richard and Alexis…and Alexis was gone. It broke her heart, when she hadn’t thought there remained any heart left to break. But she needed to fight for something. Without the fight she had nothing left.
You want to do something, Mom? Then goddamn do something.
She pulled the fleet distribution report back up, spread it out above her desk and studied the numbers for several minutes. Then she sent Rychen an encrypted message.
I’m sending you two stealth recon platoons and three light frigates from Sol/Central Command. They needn’t be part of the official blockade. Use them as you see fit, though the eastern border strikes me as a good posting for them.
— Admiral Miriam Solovy, EASC Director of Operations

SENECA
CAVARE, MILITARY HEADQUARTERS
Field Marshal Eleni Gianno stood in the center of the situation room. Though she was quiet, the air buzzed with noise. Voices. Hurried steps. The crackle of too many active screens in close proximity. Far more screens populated the room than people, grouped in clusters by region and purpose with a single person to staff each cluster.
Most of the data under review originated from the Alliance war, but a cluster had been set up to monitor the eastern colonies for anomalous activity.
They now knew what had happened on Gaiae and were soon to know what was happening on Andromeda. If the alien fleet was fanning out from Metis, four Federation colonies stood next in line. New Riga, Lycaon, Dair and Hadron each earned a display devoted to their status. If something happened on any of the worlds, she expected to know within minutes.
Until such occurred—and she held little doubt it would occur—she focused on the growing blockade the Alliance was in the process of implementing along the southern border. 
A series of frigates and light cruisers patrolled fifty parsecs off the border, and any merchant vessels arriving in the vicinity from or heading to Federation space were approached and ordered to turn around or be boarded. Thus far the Alliance captains appeared to be going to great lengths to avoid shooting any civilian vessels, though several had been disabled after resisting.
Whoever was running the blockade was a clever strategist. The ships covered broad swaths of space and were always on the move, using electronic warfare scout ships to scan at maximum range so they picked up vessels in plenty of time to corral them before they slipped through the net. She expected the number of scout ships to increase over the coming days.
She could send a battalion to whittle the blockading ships down one by one. Except sporting advanced scanner capabilities, they’d realize her forces approached with ample time to clear out. And even if her forces were able to take out two or three ships, she felt certain when they arrived at the fourth one they would find an entire Alliance brigade waiting on them.
From a purely military strategic perspective, the blockade didn’t represent a significant obstacle for the time being. Her plan consisted primarily of targeting the already-weakened western Alliance colonies in any event, and the blockade did not stretch so far. She didn’t intend to assault the Alliance head-on where it was strongest. Not for a while yet, anyway.
But it wouldn’t take long for it to put a strain on commerce, then on supplies the military required. Seneca was self-sufficient in most respects, but given Romane’s convenient location it had been easy to become reliant on high-quality goods from the independent world for various needs.
The corps were guaranteed to grumble, then grumble louder, then pitch a fit. Pressure would increase on Romane and Pyxis and likely Pandora to join the Alliance, which would represent a significant problem.
She could assign escorts to the larger commercial vessels attempting to traverse the blockade, but it—
“Marshal, we’ve lost contact with the Andromeda scout ship.”
“They have their orders. Inform me the instant we reestablish contact.”
The GOI platoon had never returned from Metis. No drones had been launched to send updates—or if drones had been launched, they also did not make it out. The alien ships had not been sighted since the images the SpecOps agent captured at the portal. Yet if any doubt as to their existence remained in her mind, the loss of communications from the scout ship removed it. So there it was.
Analyses suggested the armada surrounded itself in a field which disrupted all communications in the same manner the nebula did. If the field extended as far as early data indicated, there existed no way to capture and transmit real-time images. A ship was going to have to get close enough to capture images then escape the field to reestablish contact. It remained to be seen whether that constituted a realistic feat.
She hoped like hell it was feasible, because they didn’t stand a chance of fighting these ships if they didn’t understand them.
Shortly after the Andromeda scout ship dropped offline, New Riga vanished from the grid. 
So fast? How many ships did the aliens possess? Perhaps more importantly, how many ships did they need to destroy a single colony? How many colonies could they hit simultaneously?
The military base on New Riga had also received orders. They were to do everything possible to get a single stealth craft out with any data it successfully amassed in a few minutes’ time. She had contemplated ordering the base evacuated but doubted most of the soldiers would have obeyed. They would want to defend their colony.
“Commodore Suyen, order an evacuation of Lycaon and Dair and begin pre-evacuation procedures for Hadron.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Lycaon and Dair were small colonies, supporting populations of around 60K each; Hadron was even smaller. The evacuations were a substantial undertaking, but doable.
She glanced back to the cluster of screens monitoring the southern border. Somehow she suspected before long no one was likely to give a damn about a simple blockade.
“Alert me of any developments. I’m going to see the Chairman.”



14
MESSIUM
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KENNEDY ROSSI WAS RUNNING LATE. She hurriedly composed a status report for the IS Design Board of Directors on her whisper while striding purposefully down one of Messium’s busier city streets. 
Pewter and bronze towers rose above the sidewalks, though not so high as one saw on most worlds of equivalent development. Messium was a Third Wave world and had been colonized only sixty years earlier, but its level of maturation far exceeded other worlds from the same generation. No, its relatively recent colonization wasn’t the primary reason its largest city didn’t appear as grandiose as those on Erisen or Romane or Demeter. 
Messium was industrial. Military fighters, frigates and a good percentage of cruisers were manufactured on the sprawling military base fifteen kilometers outside the city. Civilian transports and shuttles were produced at a nearly-as-sprawling Genyx complex on the northern edge of the city. Scuttlebutt around town was Magellan Aeronautics had begun building a capital ship for the business tycoon Ronaldo Espahn, though if true it must still be in the early stages, as it would need to be assembled in orbit and once that work began everyone would know. Downtown, smaller factories churned out CU hardware, personal interfaces, lighting and electric fixtures, water and air pleasure craft and dozens of other accessories to modern life. 
The city wasn’t ugly as such. It was exceptionally clean in fact and the buildings did shine, if with a muted glimmer. The architectural décor complimented the planet’s topography in the region—champagne grasses coating flat plains lit by an amber sky. 
But Messium was not a tourist destination. It was place where people worked, where people produced and damn well got things done. She respected their particular élan. If it weren’t days from Earth and so muted, she might consider a relocation for a few years. Alas.
She finished up the status report—which consisted entirely of ‘making progress’ plus flowery words added to fill the space and ease the directors’ minds—and sent it on its way. An exasperated breath blew itself out of her pursed lips as she approached the next intersection. Another eight blocks to go. She should have taken a levtram to the Palaimo offices. 
Resigned to her fate, she reopened the report on the metal she had taken from the Siyane’s hull. She’d studied it for hours last night, but still could scarcely believe the data. The test results were nothing short of revolutionary—
Connection unable to be established. System is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until able to be delivered.
She stopped short in the middle of the sidewalk. That didn’t make any sense. Frowning, she sent the report to Nance; as the Board’s assistant the woman could get it to the directors.
Connection unable to be established. System is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Message will be queued until able to be delivered.
What the…? She tried sending a random message to her brother in Los Angeles and Gabe in New York on the off chance something had gone wrong with the exanet on Erisen, though it was an absurd notion.
Connection unable to be established. System is not connected to exanet infrastructure. Messages will be queued until able to be delivered.
Other people had begun stopping along the sidewalk near her as well as across the street. Not many, but an increasing number every passing second. What was going on? She pulled up her custom news feed…and found it empty.
They were cut off from the entire exanet.
A lead-up to an attack by the Federation? Impossible. Even if they were insane enough to attack an Alliance Regional Headquarters, they didn’t possess the technology to cut off the exanet to a planet. They couldn’t.
Suddenly she realized there was but one plausible explanation for the outage. 
Metis.
“Oh, hell no.” She pivoted and took off running for her hotel.

Kennedy burst into her hotel room pulling her blouse over her head with one hand while she yanked her shoes off with the other. No way was she going to face an alien invasion in heels and silk. 
After changing into workpants and boots and a lightweight tunic she retrieved the smaller of her two bags from the closet and dropped it on the bed. She tossed in one change of clothes and basic hygiene toiletries; the remainder of the space she used for her equipment. She made it a point to never travel for work without a set of tools. Better to take her own readings than rely on the assurances of a supplier eager to impress.
She raided the food cabinet for as many bottles of water as managed to fit in the bag and a stack of energy bars, then scanned the room. Did she have everything? 
Not even close. But everything else was nearly four kiloparsecs away on Erisen. In a futile act she turned on the screen embedded in the wall. Nothing. She wound her hair back into a ponytail and slung the bag over her shoulder. It felt heavy but she couldn’t afford to leave any of the contents behind.
She’d try for the spaceport though she suspected it was far too late for anything so easy. The military base? It was an absurdly long walk and the levtrams would be overrun by now. 
Much as she hated to admit it, in the short term the Palaimo offices likely constituted her best bet. They had basement labs where they did small prototype runs and testing—space which offered some protection and possibly makeshift weapons.
She laughed a bit wildly as she vacated the room and rushed down the hall. What did she imagine these aliens were that she’d have the opportunity to stab at one with a shard of metamat?
An alien invasion represented the only logical conclusion. The communications loss matched exactly Alex’s description of the conditions in the Metis Nebula. Her personal cybernetics continued to function, electronics and engines continued to function—or she assumed they did since no shuttles had plummeted from the sky during her sprint back to the hotel. There merely existed a pervasive, widespread and total interference with remote communications. 
She wanted to study it; perhaps she could figure out how it worked. But she should probably concentrate on staying alive first.
In the few minutes she had taken upstairs the front desk area of the lobby had become jammed with angry guests demanding answers and failing those, heads on spikes. She jostled through them and out the door. 
The street appeared marginally less chaotic than the lobby, as most people trod in short, erratic paths, doubtless banging away at their comms in confusion. No one was running and screaming.
She began to question her initial conclusion. Maybe it was simply a technical glitch or—
—then someone did scream. She looked in the direction of the noise, and found everyone looking up.
Nope, she was right.
The first plumes of flame in the distance—from the military base, she’d bet her life on it—rose into the sky as a series of ships gained shape and definition. Before their noses fully emerged from the clouds she knew these were the enormous dreadnoughts from Alex’s images. When framed against the landscape, they seemed so much larger. 
This was not good.
The sonic booms of half a dozen fighter craft shook the ground as they streaked past overhead, pulse lasers firing at the approaching ships. A tiny spark of hope blossomed in her chest…if we were fighting back from the start, maybe we stood a chance….
A wide beam so deep red in hue it burned almost black shot out of the belly of the lead dreadnought and swept across the fighters, vaporizing four of them on contact. Two dodged the first shot and banked away in evasive maneuvers. The beam swung after each of them in turn, destroying both in seconds.
Or not. She resumed running for the Palaimo offices.
Chaos now descended in full on the streets, and it mimicked all the great disaster vids like a bad parody. People ran in every direction while exhibiting no clear purpose or destination, stumbling over one another, pushing and shoving and creating havoc. A rare few helped others but most were deep in the throes of abject panic. 
She made herself as unobtrusive as possible, slipping and shimmying and ducking as needed. Still, twice she got shoved into a building façade and narrowly missed being crushed to the ground by a passing stampede.
The mob now swelled so thick she no longer dared divert her attention upward to check the sky. That is, until the screams ramped up to a fever pitch and a vibration of new, more urgent terror shot through the crowd like an errant lightning bolt. 
Above the cries of panic rose the screech of tearing metal, a sound she was intimately familiar with. All at once the press of bodies eased as people scattered in every direction. 
She looked up just in time to see a thirty-meter chunk of one of the orbital arrays, its scaffolding twisted and mangled and possibly on fire, shear off a corner of the roof of a tower across the street on its way to crashing down on top of her. 
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ALEX FLOPPED DOWN IN A CHAIR at the kitchen table and tugged one of her feet up with her, letting her knee fall to rest along the bowed edge of the table. She snatched a blueberry muffin off the plate sitting in the center.
Dad glanced over his shoulder from the kitchen counter, where he was slicing up mangos. “So what’s your day look like, milaya?”
Her mouth was already full of steaming hot, deliciously moist muffin, but she nonetheless garbled an answer. “Mmmf mmhum fmmm.” She grabbed the glass of juice which had been waiting on her at the table and took a gulp, then tried again. “Physics exam today.”
Plate of mangos in hand, he came and sat down opposite her. “Did you study?”
She rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “I don’t have to study. The material’s easy anyway.”
His distinguished eyebrows drew in to form a severe countenance. She straightened up in her chair. “Now, Alex, I know you’re brilliant, and your mother knows you’re brilliant, and you know you’re brilliant—but out there in the world test results matter. If you want to be the greatest starship captain the galaxy has ever seen, you need to ace your exams.”
“I will, Dad. I promise. I understand the material…but I’ll leave a few minutes early and skim my notes before class.”
She stood up, the remainder of the muffin left forgotten on her plate, as her mom walked in the kitchen. Like Dad, she was dressed in crisp navy blue BDUs. Her hair had been wound into a prim but pretty braid.
“Alexis, where are you going? You haven’t finished your breakfast yet.”
She nudged the chair under the table. “It’s no big deal. I need to get to school a few minutes early.”
Dad tilted his head at her, a kind glint in his eyes. “I know you’re more than prepared, milaya, and will do well. Why don’t you stay and enjoy breakfast with us?”
“Nah, want to make sure I’m ready.” Impulsively she grabbed another muffin and flashed a toothy smile. “I’ll eat this on the way!”
Mom grunted in mild disapproval as her eyes flitted in Dad’s direction. “Fine, but watch out for traffic. Your teacher will get mad if you have to take the exam from the hospital.”
Alex chewed on her lower lip and pulled on her shoes with one hand while making an effort to not smush the muffin with the other. “Yes, ma’am.”
Shoes mostly on and muffin mostly intact, she rushed out the door, only to be assaulted by a punishing gust of wind. Her hair whipped across her face and tangled itself in her mouth. Good thing she hadn’t taken a bite of the new muffin yet; she did not need gooey crumbs in her hair. She checked her pants pockets…no hairband. 
With a sigh she pivoted to run back inside and grab one. The door opened—
“—I’m serious, David. You push her too hard. She would do anything to win your approval, or even a little praise.”
Alex flattened herself against the wall and stuck her foot in the doorframe to keep it from closing all the way.
“I’m not your father, Miri.”
“I didn’t say…” Alex carefully peeked in to see her mom’s nose scrunch up “…alright, yes, it’s possible I’m sensitive when it comes to this topic. My father was demanding and cold and no matter how well I performed it wasn’t good enough for him. I understand you’re not him. You’re supportive and encouraging of her, two crucial traits my father never managed to develop. But still…she worships the ground you walk on. I won’t let you take advantage of her adoration and hurt her in the process.”
“I would never hurt our little girl.”
Her mom crossed to him and affectionately ran a hand through his hair. “Not intentionally, no. But you don’t always consider the consequences of your actions before charging ahead—don’t look at me that way. You know I’m right.”
Dad’s chin dropped to his chest. “So you are. I’ll try to be more careful of how I phrase things to her. It’s just…she’s spilling over with imagination and talent and potential and I want to help her realize it.”
Mom dropped her forehead to his. “As do I, and together we will. But she’s only eleven, David, and I worry she’ll become more afraid of disappointing you than excited about making you proud.”
“I don’t want that, Miri. I truly don’t.”
“I know. But be gentle with her, okay?”
“Okay, dushen’ka.” He angled his face up to ki—
Ewww. She slipped her foot out of the door and wandered toward her bike, no longer noticing the wind as she worked to wrap her mind around the confusing things her parents had said. 
She had completely forgotten about that conversation.
Wait, what? How could she have forgotten about it when it just happened? What did— 
Claws ripping her shirt, gouging painfully into the skin of her shoulder.
She forced aside the odd images flickering through her mind. She needed to hurry; at this rate she wasn’t going to be early for school, she was going to be late. She kneaded her temples, trying to clear the strange fog— 
Beautiful sapphire eyes, wide in horror—hands reaching for her before being torn away as he was flung through the air—
CALEB.
She shook her head roughly and blinked. And saw the world anew.
She knew this place. Knew this day. “Sukin syn….” 
This was a memory. This was their house in San Francisco when her parents worked at North American Military Headquarters. Nestled against the edge of the San Pablo Preserve, the house’s synthetic hardwood siding caused it to blend naturally into the wooded surroundings. Across the street the mountain laurels grew so tall and thick any view of the Bay was obscured, though if she crawled out on the roof in the afternoon she could catch glimpses of the sunlight reflecting in the waters.
She remembered.
But this didn’t feel like a memory, or a dream. It felt like a full-sensory illusoire, so real her brain had for a time believed it to be so. And if it was a dream, why was she still here after awareness dawned? 
She wandered back to the house, curious, and peeked in the window to see her parents now seriously making out. Her mother had straddled him in his chair. One hand slipped under his shirt and the other ran along his jaw.
Oh my. Yet seeing them now from the perspective of decades past, she took in the details. Her father was handsome in a way a child couldn’t have recognized. Her mother looked so young, with a light in her eyes and animation in her bearing long since gone. She looked happy.
Her father’s hand wound into her mother’s hair and yanked desperately at the braid. She pulled back a tiny bit with a weak protest. “David, we have to go to work and I don’t have time to re-braid my hair and you—”
“Shush, Miri. We’re early every day…let’s be on time for once….”
Her mother moaned against his mouth and—
—well that was quite enough for even thirty-six-year-old Alex to see, thank you. 
This clearly wasn’t a memory, because she had most certainly never witnessed that interlude. She spun away, only to sink back upon the wall in shock as her eleven-year-old self climbed on her bike and wove out of the driveway and onto the street.
If she hadn’t witnessed the encounter, who had? How was it in her head? What the ebanatyi pidaraz was going on here?
She glared at the sky, robin’s egg blue on a rare clear San Francisco morning, and crossed her arms tightly over her chest in an act of defiance. “I know this isn’t real. I know you’re there. You might as well let me out of this mental cage you’ve snared me in so we can have a conversation.”
Her head spun as a wave of dizziness washed over her and the surroundings blurred into indistinctness. She blinked hard and opened her eyes to find she was surrounded by…blinding white, interestingly.
She looked down to find herself returned to her fully-formed adult body, wearing the clothes she had donned this morning on the ship. But they were pristine, unmarred. Not at all how they would be after having been manhandled by a giant dragon.
Which meant this environment wasn’t real either. A holo perhaps? More likely it was simply taking place in her mind. Her body could be anywhere. Caleb could be anywhere. Had the dragon taken him, too? She didn’t think so. Was he okay? Why were there fucking dragons? Was he okay?
She gazed around the sterile, bare white room. The walls, the floor, the ceiling—none of them bore any markings or distinguishing characteristics. She discerned no seams where one transitioned to the other. Definitely virtual.
“Hello? You’ve got me here. You’re in my head, obviously, for some godforsaken reason. Care to show yourselves?”
Silence greeted her for a long time, and she began considering an alternate tack. Then a voice was in her mind, audible yet not. It was wispy and ethereal, neither male nor female. 
You should not have come. You should not have discovered this place. Why are you here?
She snorted incredulously at the empty ‘room.’ “I’m here because you framed my lover for mass murder, tried to kill my mother in that mass murder—oh, and you’re apparently intent on massacring billions of people. All of those actions annoy me a significant amount, so I’m here to stop you.”
What gives you the right to stop us?

PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE
Waves of dizziness in darkness. Nothing solid to grasp onto and ease the spinning. Then abruptly everything but her reeling mind lurched to a halt.
“I’m gonna go open ‘nother bottle.” Alex stumbled to her feet, sloshing wine over the edge of a not-yet-empty glass. 
Kennedy gestured in the direction of the kitchen then draped her legs out on the floor and sank lower along the front of the chair.
Alex stared at the wine rack for a while. The wrought iron twisted into shapes like origami fractals.
She was in her own head, oddly feeling as drunk as she had been.
“Alex, you get lost?”
She jerked out of her reverie and grabbed a random bottle out of the rack. “It’s my apartment, Ken. I did not get lost.”
She wandered back into the living room and plopped down on the rug, the bottle, opener and glass balanced precariously in her arms. As soon as her ass hit the floor she leaned close to the bottle to study it intently. 
“Our apartment.”
Their apartment in San Francisco, after university. A top-floor flat on Bay Street. Was Ethan here? No, he would be playing. He was always playing.
“Whatever….”
“Did you hear about Jamie?”
Alex scowled at the bottle. Her nose crinkled up in annoyance when the opener failed to cooperate in doing its job of opening the wine. “Hear what?”
“She was killed last night flying the Bridge.”
Jamie. Crazy curly hair the color of roasted almonds. Freckles decorating a pug nose. A laugh that was always one pitch too high.
“Damn.” She straightened up, celebrating as the cork finally came loose. “Sucks to be her…or not be her, I guess….” A fit of sloppy giggles sent her falling back against the edge of the couch.
“Alex!”
She struggled to shut herself up, or to force other thoughts off her tongue and onto her voice. But try as she might she was powerless to alter what transpired, to speak different words this time around.
“What? I’m supposed to feel guilty because I taught her how to do it? I taught her right. It’s not my fault if she screwed it up.”
Kennedy considered her half-full glass in the lambent candlelight, then turned it up and emptied it in one gulp. “Of course it isn’t your fault…” hiccup “…but don’t you feel a little bad about it? She was your…” hiccup “…friend.”
“I may’ve been her friend—doesn’t mean she was mine.” She hurriedly refilled her glass before Kennedy snatched the bottle from her, and took a long sip. “People die, Ken. They die, and the world keeps right on spinning, and nobody cares. I’m merely doing what all the cool kids do.”
She hadn’t meant it. Even at the time she hadn’t meant it. The next morning she had woken up sorrowful (also hung over). She had attended the funeral and hugged teary-eyed friends, though she had shed no tears herself. 
Crying wasn’t something she did by that point in her life.

Another rush of dizziness. How long had she been unaware? It might have been seconds or days. She had no sense of the passage of time.
Alex glanced over from the counter to where Malcolm stood, one shoulder propped on the wall, perfectly groomed and perfectly handsome in his BDUs. “Malcolm, I can’t. I’m sorry.”
The loft, not so long ago. She yearned to take solace in the familiar setting, but unfortunately this scene was headed nowhere good. She’d figured out the rules of this voyage through memory hell now and resigned herself to watching helplessly.
A harsh sigh punctuated his reaction. He was frustrated with her—she could tell by the way his eyes creased at the edges and his mouth shrunk into a thin line. “Alex, it’s my only sister’s wedding and I’m giving her away, for Christ’s sake. You’re telling me you can’t put off your damn expedition for five lousy days, scrounge up a dress and be at my side?”
“Your sister isn’t going to care if I’m there or not.”
“I’ll care if you’re there. This is important—to me. Dammit! You want me to go stag to my sister’s wedding? You want me to take someone else? What?”
She frowned. “No, of course not.” 
The thought of him taking someone else had triggered a pang of jealousy and an impulsive possessiveness. She remembered. It hadn’t been a strong enough compulsion to persuade her to change her mind, however.
She crossed the room to Malcolm and took his hands in hers while brandishing an apologetic expression. “It’s just…this is an extremely lucrative contract, and it has a time limit. If I don’t get out there soon I’ll miss out on the find and the proceeds. I really am sorry. I’m sure it will be a beautiful ceremony, and you will do a fabulous job of escorting your sister down the aisle. Give everyone my regrets?” 
She kissed him on the corner of his mouth before backing away and heading upstairs. “I’m going to run through the shower, then we can go out if you want.”
Her perception remained as her body departed; it was as though she was being forced to witness the consequences which flowed inextricably from her actions. And she supposed she was.
Malcolm gritted his teeth as his posture faltered and his shoulders slumped in an act of defeat. “I don’t want to go out. I don’t….” 
His eyes closed and his voice dropped low, no longer speaking to her. “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”
No justification existed to condone her actions this time. She had been a narcissistic bitch, no doubt about it. But it had worked out for the best for both of them in the end….

“Young lady, you will not leave this house. You march yourself back upstairs to your room this instant or you won’t be leaving again this year.”
Woah, she was young once more. Fourteen, she thought. Maybe fifteen. Long, scrawny legs and a hint of nascent curves.
Alex whipped around and got in her mother’s face. Already as tall as her, she met her mother’s glare with a sneer. “How are you going to stop me? Are you going to lock me up like a criminal? Maybe hit me? It’s what soldiers do, isn’t it?”
Miriam’s voice was ice, her features etched in granite. “You. Will. Go. Upstairs. Now.”
She didn’t want to see this. She tried squeezing her ‘eyes’ shut…it came as no surprise when it didn’t work. No way was she getting off that easy.
“I won’t.” Alex spun to the door to storm out, only to find it code-locked. In frustration and a touch of panic she pounded her fists on it, then resorted to trying to pry it open using her fingers. 
Failing to make a centimeter of progress, she charged past her mother in search of another door through which to flee. But there was solely the patio door and it too was locked tight.
“I hate you! I wish you had been the one to die!”
This, she had meant. 
Her mother’s throat bobbed shakily, but her glare didn’t waver. “I know you do. But we don’t always get what we want in life—a lesson you need to learn ASAP. Tonight is as good a night as any to start.”
“Ugh!” Her fourteen-year-old self vaulted up the stairs and flung herself violently into her room.
As before, her mind didn’t follow her body upstairs. Instead it remained in the foyer like a disembodied spirit haunting the past.
Her mother watched adolescent Alex disappear, then sank against the wall. A hand came to her mouth as a solitary tear escaped to trail down her cheek. 
A hushed murmur fell from trembling lips. “David, help me, please….”
Guilt ripped into her like a rusty, serrated knife. It took up residence in her soul, settling in and getting comfortable so it could saw away jagged pieces of flesh and leave her to bleed.
She’d cried that night as well, in impotent rage and anguish still brutal more than a year after her father’s death…it may have been the last time she shed unabashed, free-flowing tears in fact. It now seemed a pitiful, self-serving excuse for her behavior. 
But if her mother had been hurting, too, why had she acted so hard, so very cold? A kind word, a simple smile bestowed upon her daughter…would they have mattered? Would they have altered the course of history? Would she have accepted them, or insolently hurled them back for spite?
She had no answer. Instead she waited in silence for the darkness to return.

“Stupid, bloated, overwrought bureaucracy has lost the capacity for even rudimentary independent thought. Ugh!” With a visceral groan Alex threw herself onto the couch and dropped her head into her hands.
Her ship! Had this all been a nightmare? 
Caleb appeared beside her on the couch. “Perhaps he didn’t actually review the report—I have to believe if he did his reaction would be a bit more alarmed.”
Caleb…please let him be okay, somewhere out there. She was utterly helpless to do anything to make it be true, but she needed him to be okay.
“Oh, I’d believe he reviewed it. But he’s a government lackey. What else is he expected to do? He has a checklist full of procedures and every fucking thing which crosses his fucking desk must be corralled through that fucking checklist. It’s the only thing which exists in his world—without it there would be chaos! And he’s probably got a fucking checklist for that, too….” 
She groaned into her hands. “I swear, I should just let them all die.”
Ah. For a second she had dared to wonder what despicable character flaw this scene could somehow be intended to highlight. Silly her.
“Hey….” He reached over and gently pulled the closest hand away from her face, then lifted her chin so she was forced to look at him. “Possibly. But you won’t, because you’re a better person than they are.”
God, look at those eyes. He should have kissed her then. She should have kissed him then. She’d eagerly hand over her meager riches to be able to kiss him then, right now. 
“I’m really not. I can count on one hand the number of people in the universe I truly like or even particularly care about….”
“Stop!” 
The surroundings blurred but didn’t vanish entirely. PastAlex and PastCaleb continued on, oblivious to her ghostly presence. Emboldened, she continued.
“Stop! I get it, all right? I’m not perfect—color me shocked at this revelation. I can be selfish and callous and don’t care sufficiently about other people and have a tendency to hurt those close to me without realizing it. I get it.
“Yes, I’ve made mistakes. Big ones. I won’t proffer excuses or defend myself. I’ll even concede I’m a little bit broken…but I’ve done the best I can. And more often than not, my best happens to be damn good.”
She was yelling now—yelling at nothing as the scene faded into the distance. She didn’t care. “You asked what gives me the right to stop you? What gives you the right judge me? You, who plan to ruthlessly slaughter billions. You sit wherever the hell you are and record my life and slice the worst moments out in 30-second snippets and throw them in my face as if you somehow grasp what it was like to live through them? Bullshit.
“What gives me the right to stop you? Whatever failings I may have, I’m the one who got here. Whatever mistakes I’ve made in the past, I’m the one who found you. Now let me out of this goddamn cage!”
But there was only darkness.
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CRIES. OF PAIN, OR HORROR? A strangled, feral merging perhaps.
The cries were the first thing Kennedy was conscious of. Only after a searing wail cut through the air did she register the screams. More distant, like the staccato inflections of a drumbeat beneath a harmonic melody. 
She tried to blink her eyes open—a mistake on her part. She frantically shuttered them against the acrid smoke of burning debris. 
A deep breath then? Nope, another mistake. Coughs racked her body as the smoke flooded her lungs.
Way to be stupid, Ken. Get your act together or you are going to die right here under this wreckage.
She grasped at her chest for her shirt and brought it up to cover her mouth, then cautiously drew in air once more. Better. 
Her mind clearing with the boost of oxygen, she focused on surveying the damage: most noticeable was a sharp pain in her left calf, though her shoulder also ached something fierce. This whole ‘breathing’ thing wasn’t entirely comfortable for her ribs either.
She inspected her surroundings as much as was possible while blinking away tears brought on by the pervasive smoke. She seemed to be trapped under a section of the array assembly, but she was able to see the sidewalk to her right. She tried to move; her left leg promptly shrieked in pain, as if it would be shorn from her body if she moved another centimeter. 
After the stabbing pain subsided to throbbing pain she gingerly propped up on an elbow and peered down. Her leg was caught under a rectangular slab of metal several meters in width.
She sank back to the ground, stretched out her right arm until it extended beyond the wreckage and waved her hand around. “Help! Is anyone out there?”
People ran past, for she heard feet trampling the sidewalk. No one stopped to help. Frustrated, she filled her lungs with smoky air and yelled with all the force she could muster. “Hey you assholes! A little help here would be nice!”
A second later half a face and a shock of dirty blond hair appeared sideways in the opening. “Asshole reporting. Need something?”
She choked on another surge of smoke before getting out a response. “My leg’s trapped under the slab. If you can lift it up, maybe on the side over here, I can shimmy out.”
She caught half of a nod before the man vanished. “Hang on.” A few seconds later the frame shifted centimeters followed by a muffled, “Son of a bitch!”
Fragments of conversation drifted in and out above the roar of unseen chaos. “Help me a—” “Get your ass over—” “Don’t try to—” “Careful!” 
The slab shifted, teetered, then went tumbling end-over-end into the street. She scrambled backwards out of the wreckage even as a gasp caught in her throat at the revelation of three mangled, crushed bodies where the chunk of metal had been. Focus.
She reached down and gingerly probed her leg. A steady stream of blood—more than a trickle, less than a gush—oozed from a ten-centimeter-long gash on the side of her calf. She didn’t know whether those were bruises or soot stains decorating the skin around the gash. But it didn’t feel broken, which she took as an indication she was going to live through this.
“Are you all right? Can you walk?”
She shifted her attention to the man crouching beside her. The dirty blond hair falling across a stubbled cheek identified him as her rescuer. He looked oddly familiar—but she would not have forgotten meeting this man.
Her hand came away coated in blood and grime when she wiped it along her mouth. “I think so. Help me up?”
“You got it.” His arm wrapped around her to grasp her waist beneath her arm. 
She put all her weight on her good leg and let him hoist her up before testing her injured one. Ohhh, that hurt. She added a little weight…a little more…nope, that was it. 
She summoned a paltry amount of composure and met his inquisitive stare. “Well, I can hobble anyway. Listen, I’ll understand if you want to leave me here and run in circles flailing your arms about like everyone else, but I know for a fact there’s a reinforced basement only a couple of blocks from here. Help me get to it, and we’ll both be able to hide.”
His eyes studied her…dear god what a dreadful sight she must be. But then he grinned. Who the hell grinned at a time like this? “Come on, Blondie, let’s go.”
An eyebrow raised at the moniker he had given her, but now was hardly the time to argue with the man who had saved her life. “Thank you. Oh, and can you grab my bag?”

The three block trek was agony. She tuned out the cries and the screams and the screeching metal and the shudders of the sidewalk when a building collapsed and devoted the entirety of her concentration to putting one foot in front of the other. She leaned on her rescuer more than she wanted to admit. He didn’t complain, though he surely wished they were able to move faster.
A small ship—she couldn’t determine the type in the brief seconds it remained in view—careened into the side of a high-rise a block ahead of them as they reached the Palaimo building. Her rescuer tugged her closer to huddle against the façade as shards of glass rained down from the force of the collision. 
Once it had ceased she gestured at the door ahead. “In there.”
They stumbled inside to find the lobby deserted. She imagined all the employees had gone below. Half the windows were shattered, and the shards of glass on the floor were ornamented in streaks of blood. She tried not to think about what had happened.
She motioned toward the hallway to the right. “The lift is over there.”
“Think it’s working?”
“The lights are still on, so the power grid hasn’t been taken out yet.”
They had nearly reached the alcove containing the lift when the walls began shaking with a violence forewarning of worse to come. A low rumbling sound grew thunderous as the remaining windows shattered. She peered over her shoulder to see the silhouette of the tower directly across the street crash to the ground beneath a glowing crimson beam.
“Shit.” He yanked her hard into the alcove and slammed his hand on the lift control. They descended as smoke and debris and glass billowed through the receding hallway and her leg screamed in pain at being treated so roughly.
The lift jolted to the floor and dim lights sputtered on. The destruction above faded to a dull roar.
“Hello? Is anyone down here?” Silence. 
She clung to the wall while her companion took a brief tour of the area, but came back almost as soon as he had gone. “Let’s move deeper in. We should be safe for the time being.” 
She accepted his arm once more, and they hobbled through the workroom to a small office in the corner.
With relief she allowed him to ease her to the floor and prop her against the wall. “We need to get your wound cleaned up. Dying of an infection would be a damn shame after you went to all the trouble of surviving.”
“I agree wholeheartedly. There’s water in my bag, and a first aid kit ought to be somewhere back in the workroom.”
He regarded her in a way that gave her an odd degree of comfort. “Be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”
She chuckled tiredly. He was acting almost as if this was some sort of adventure, an extreme vacation or something…but his confidence made her feel better. Safer.
Yet again he returned quickly, this time carrying a small first aid pack. He placed it on the floor and crouched beside her, then carefully peeled back the ruined material of her pants. 
She cringed as it grudgingly separated from caked blood, but managed to speak through gritted teeth while he wiped an antiseptic solution on the wound. “Seeing as you’re my knight in shining armor and everything, I think I should at least know your name.”
When he gazed up at her a wave of his hair fell over one eye. “Noah Terrage at your service, ma’am.”
Terrage. “You’re Lionel Terrage’s son.”
His laugh sounded unexpectedly harsh and his gaze fell away. “Clone. I’m his clone.”
“You’re a vanity baby?”
The cringe was visible all the way to the tightening of his shoulders, and his voice gained a gravelly edge. “Don’t call me that.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.” She tried to give him a teasing smile; she hadn’t meant to insult him. Vanity babies were widely frowned upon as conceited indulgences on the part of the cloner, but that wasn’t his fault. The arrangement rarely worked out as desired, because people tended to have a mind of their own, clone or not. Judging by his reaction, such was the case here.
He positioned the thin medwrap over the long cut and pressed it to secure the seal. “There. You should be mobile in a few hours.” A heavy exhale accompanied him sliding back and settling on the floor by the test table opposite her. “How do you know my father?”
“Surno Materials is—was—a major supplier for my company. I bumped into him at the occasional dinner party. I have to say, he always struck me as a bit of a stiff ass. But you, you’re…” a dazzling, wicked smirk grew on his lips, and she might have swooned were she not already on the floor “…not.”
“God I hope not. So, Blondie, do I get a name in return?”
“Ha. Kennedy.”
“Kennedy…?”
She made a show of inspecting her leg. The discoloration had been both bruises and soot. The soot had been cleaned away; the bruises remained. “Rossi.”
There was a notable pause during which she admired the neatness of the bandage he had applied. 
“Impulse engine ‘Rossi’?”
She gave the faintest nod of assent. She didn’t make a habit of being embarrassed or shy when it came to her family, and though the degree of wealth and heritage may not compare he was hardly a child of the slums himself. But something about his demeanor made her wish she hadn’t been outed so soon.
He whistled, confirming her instincts. “Damn. Didn’t realize I rescued an heiress.”
“Shut up.”
“Hey, I’m just sayin—”
“Shut up, or I’ll call you a vanity baby again.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
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ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

GOVERNOR, WE NEED TO ACT fast to address this blockade before it causes chaos!”
Governor Madison Ledesme directed a calm, confident look toward the agitated man from her position of power behind the slightly-raised podium. “I assure you, Mr. Quhiro, we are working every angle to find a solution as expeditiously as possible. But I’m asking you not to panic, lest you create the chaos you seek to avoid.”
The man sniffed at the barb but didn’t comment further. He owned a major hotel and conference center downtown and as such it was understandable he feared a disruption in business. But didn’t they all?
Mia Requelme remained silent, instead opting to observe the other members of the business owners association. They quizzed the governor with the same questions over and over as though they had been spending all their mental power on waiting to be allowed to talk rather than bothering to listen to the answers.
It wasn’t as if she didn’t have concerns. The gallery shouldn’t be materially affected by the blockade as a relatively small percentage of its customers were tourists, but the spaceport represented a looming disaster. Ships currently docked from Federation origin points were stuck here unless they wanted to go the long way around. Hopefully many of them would do so, because those who stayed weren’t going to be interested in paying long-term docking fees. 
By next week she expected to be facing a growing contingent of unhappy, frustrated customers. Beyond the immediate problem, she dared not hazard a guess if she’d ultimately end up with an overcrowded spaceport or an empty one.
So yes, suffice it to say she had concerns, but she didn’t voice them for two reasons. One, the governor had proven herself a skilled politician who understood quite well what Romane was and what it was not. If there existed a way out of this mess which preserved the colony’s independence and prosperity, the governor would find it without the help of panicked businesspeople. Two, at present her mind wasn’t so much focused on those concerns.
Her gaze hovered vaguely on the space between two of her colleagues sitting opposite her at the long, horseshoe-shaped table. Outside the windows the sky shone bright; it was a warm day, and the scent of blooming alyssi would be wafting through the streets below.
Rumors were spreading like wildfire through the underground news outlets that Gaiae and Andromeda had fallen off the grid. No one had been able to establish communications with the planets or anything in their vicinity in several days. Gaiae was the closest inhabited world to the Metis Nebula, Andromeda the second closest. There was an alien armada in the Metis Nebula—or there had been a few weeks ago. God only knew where it might be now, but she’d bet decent credits the answer was Gaiae and/or Andromeda.
Caleb was in the Metis Nebula. Or through some otherworldly portal. Or dead. He was one crazy son of a bitch, and now that he had found someone as crazy as him to run around with…well, all the restraints were off. He was going to get himself killed or die trying.
It had been explained to her before he and Alex left that the leaders of both the Alliance and the Federation governments were aware of the existence of the aliens (she imagined Governor Ledesme was not so lucky). Yet thus far the Second Crux War showed no signs of easing. The contrary in fact. So color her skeptical of either government’s eagerness to do something about the alien threat until it showed up at one of their colonies and picked a fight. 
Which meant what? The billions of people inhabiting the galaxy were being served up as unwitting appetizers to the aliens while the feuding empires continued to fruitlessly beat upon one another? Were they to be given no opportunity to prepare or defend or flee?
She had gotten so entangled in the train of thought it took her several seconds to realize the meeting had concluded. People were standing to depart, and the disgruntled chatter indicated nothing had been resolved. Not that she had expected anything to be resolved. She had attended because her absence would have been noticed and because she did need to keep tabs on the state of her adopted planet.
When the governor’s eyes roved over her table she gave the woman a polite nod, then wound her way out. She needed to get home.

Mia crawled through the drop ceiling above Meno’s room clad in leggings and a tank. Thick trunks of crystalline fiber cables lined the flooring; she gingerly climbed over and around them as she strung a new line. Sweat dripped down her temples from the stuffy environs and the exertion of lugging ten-meter-long cables through the obstacle course comprising the ceiling space. 
At a large junction diode box installed into the wall she threaded the cable into an open port, then attached a new length of fiber to the matching outbound port and continued on. She repeated the process at two more junctions before finally reaching the open panel in the ceiling. 
Cable in hand, she dropped through the opening to land semi-nimbly on the floor below and promptly begin sneezing dust out of her nose. When the fit subsided she lugged the heavy cable to the primary input unit, purposefully located at eye level halfway down the single row of servers. Most of the hardware resided behind the wall in an insulated cleanroom.
She blew out a breath, decided for the tenth time this was both necessary and perfectly safe, and slipped the neck interface on. If something did go wrong—which it wasn’t going to—she needed to see it coming and be able to react more rapidly than she could in an automatous conversation.
Good afternoon, Mia.
“Good afternoon, Meno. I have a present for you I think you’ll like.”
I do enjoy presents.
“I know you do. But this isn’t merely a present. I need your help with an important matter.”
It would please me to help you.
“I’m glad. In a minute I’m going to plug an exanet feed into your hardware.”
This will make me most happy. She swore its voice gained a tinge of excitement. 
“I’m sure. Now you won’t be able to communicate out, as it’s a one-way feed.” She felt confident in the truth of her statement. It didn’t matter how smart the Artificial was, it couldn’t defeat hardware walls. 
That’s what the junction diode boxes represented: physical hardware blocking any signals flowing in the opposite direction. She had long ago placed dozens of dynamic software security feedback loops and exit traps as well. But should they all fail to stop Meno from escaping the confines of her home, the hardware would not. 
“Are you ready?”
Yes, Mia.
She held her breath as she plugged the conduit in and activated the port. Three seconds ticked by, then four.
This is most fascinating.
“Take time to familiarize yourself with the data coming in. I know it’s a lot to absorb.”
It is indeed a lot.
So it only took four hundred zettabytes/second of streaming data to impress the Artificial. “Do you remember the files I gave you the other day about the Metis Nebula?”
Of course. They deeply concern me.
“They concern me, too. What I need you to do is monitor everything coming in from the exanet for two things: any information which may correlate with the data I gave you, and any unusual events on or around the easternmost colonies closest to the Metis Nebula. Do you understand what I’m asking?”
I believe so.
“Excellent. You can send summaries of anything anomalous to our message box.”
I will do so.
“I’ve got to go to the spaceport, but I’ll check in later this evening.”
Before you go, I believe I have found information which meets your parameters. The colonies of Gaiae, Andromeda, Gaelach, Zetian, New Riga and Lycaon have ceased communicating with the exanet infrastructure.
She froze, her hand halfway to the neck wrap. “All of them?”
Yes, Mia. All of them.



18
PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

ONLY WHEN IT GREW SO DARK he couldn’t see a meter in front of him without the optical enhancements did Caleb concede the futility of continuing on. He found a level area beneath one of the larger trees and patched together a basic camp.
Resting his body against the tree trunk, he finally gave exhaustion permission to consume him. The incline was steep and he’d set a grueling pace. No adjustment to the chemicals in his bloodstream occurred to ease the ache of his muscles. Lactic acid burned through his thighs and calves, and the breadth of his shoulders grumbled in protest when he tweaked them.
He honestly didn’t care. If it were an option he’d keep walking. But walking looked to be impossible for the next several hours so instead he pondered the merits of kindling a fire. He had run across several variations of critters in his long afternoon and evening of hiking, none larger than a medium-sized canine and none overtly aggressive. Food for the dragons.
In the ‘pros’ column of building a fire: if the critters were used to being hunted by the dragons, the flames should keep them away while he slept. In the ‘cons’ column: if the dragons hunted these woods, they may spot the fire and treat him as one of the critters while he slept.
So no fire. He took a swig of water and closed his eyes.
 
“What if we only ran a fire long enough to whip up a bit of hot food?”
Samuel glanced at him askance and pulled a sleeping bag out of his pack. “You want the surveillance drones to spot us? Cause if you do, then hey, I’m up for a shooting match. I did forget my shoulder-fired SAL, however, so I don’t particularly care for our odds.”
The man was right. They wore thermal shielding to mask their heat signatures. As they hadn’t found room in the packs for a larger cloaking shield, a fire would be counterproductive. Resigned, Caleb sank down on his sleeping bag and dug out a field ration.
They camped forty kilometers into a rain forest on Elathan and another twelve kilometers from their goal, an underground storage facility for a group of gunrunners. The bunker was too deep below ground to air bomb and needed to be destroyed from the inside. They also hoped to catch some of the ringleaders onsite, which explained why they were sneaking in on foot rather than landing on top of the facility.
And there was the training. 
This constituted his third live mission at Samuel’s side. He’d undergone ‘official’ training first—a whirlwind Galactic year of learning the tech for every situation, surveillance and hacking techniques, flight techniques and killing techniques. The lessons were grueling but not difficult. He suspected they were unlikely to have recruited him in the first place if they hadn’t expected he’d prove a natural at most of the work. 
He technically now served as a field agent for the Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence, authorized to act against any and all enemies of the Federation, foreign or domestic. But he wasn’t permitted out on missions alone until Samuel Padova certified him ready to be permitted out on missions alone. And he had no idea when that might be.
He didn’t mind the company. He liked Samuel a lot. The agent was a touch insane and overdid the ‘grizzled old man’ shtick—he knew for a fact Samuel was all of fifty-four—but the man possessed a witty sense of humor, a good-natured perspective on the world and, most importantly, turned out to be a freakishly effective teacher. Caleb had learned more in the two and a half missions accompanying Samuel than in the entire year of classroom training.
Having set the perimeter sensors, Samuel cracked open a field ration and joined him on the ground. “So, I heard you got a girl back in Cavare.”
Caleb chuckled. “You’re about as subtle as a circus billboard.”
“Who said I was trying to be subtle? If I were truly being subtle, you might not even realize it.”
“Sure, sure….” He sipped on a water packet. “I guess I do. Jesse’s working on her doctorate in chemical engineering at Tellica.”
“Smart lady, then. What’s she doing with you?”
He responded by lobbing one of the small rocks littering the ground at Samuel’s head. “Cantankerous bastard.”
“You love her?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“A relevant one.”
“We’ll see.” He finished the field ration and stowed the trash, then lay down and wound his hands behind his head. “Old man like you, how many times have you been in love?”
“Hell, Caleb, I’m in love every other weekend.”
“I said in love, not in lust.”
“There’s a difference?”
“I’m fairly certain there is, yeah.”
Night had fallen in full and he was unable to get a clear view of Samuel’s expression. But the slight shift in the air implied he had grown serious. “To answer your question, exactly once.”
He carefully removed the earlier teasing tone from his voice. “What happened?”
“I was running an infiltration on this child sex slave ring. Nastiest bunch of vicious sons of bitches I’ve ever encountered. Swear I needed to take a shower every time I left them.” He crossed his legs and allowed his elbows to drop to his knees. “I came so close to meeting the principal, but I got over-eager. I screwed up—difficult to imagine, I realize. They found out I was undercover. I didn’t know until I went home one night and…they had killed her. Not a clean kill, either. She probably…well.”
“I’m sorry.” It sounded as pathetically inadequate on his voice as it had in his head.
“Yep, so am I. Made them pay though, tenfold over. Earned me a three month suspension, but I didn’t give a shit. So that’s why I—” he cut himself off, and seconds ticked by in silence “—why I say ‘never have anything you can’t walk away from.’ Especially a woman. For them, because this is a dangerous life we lead and you never know if or when it will blow back on those close to you. And for you, because trust me when I tell you there exists no greater perdition than the guilt of causing the death of someone you love.”
A beat and most of the usual wryness returned to Samuel’s voice. “So this Jesse? Enjoy her as much as she’ll let you for as long as she’ll let you, but don’t fall in love with her. And when it becomes necessary, walk away.”
 
God, he’d been so damn young. But he had taken the advice to heart, learned from it and after he received his first serious infiltration mission he’d walked away from Jesse. And he’d been right to do so.
If he’d possessed a shred of wisdom at the time he would have recognized how much those events had shaped the man Samuel became, well before they’d ever met. But back then he held the world on a puppeteer’s string and couldn’t begin to conceive of the loss of someone, even someone he cared for, altering his life to such dramatic and devastating effect.
He sure as hell could conceive of it now.

Caleb awoke with a jerk, his senses quickly sharpening to full awareness. 
He blinked, but no infrared filter activated in his ocular implant. What had he heard? He consciously stilled and waited. To his right, farther up the mountain, there echoed the yelp of an animal. It resonated pain. A final cry rang out, followed by silence. 
His suspicion regarding the purpose of the native wildlife was now all but confirmed. The cry also gave him a direction to head. 
No time like the present. It wasn’t yet dawn but the sky appeared a slightly lighter shade of black—a velvety, starless indigo—and provided enough light for him to pick out a path through the woods. He pulled yet another energy bar out of the pack, strapped the blade across his back and the water bottle to his hip and started off again. 
Less than two minutes after waking he was on his way.
Without an active eVi he couldn’t access a clock, but he thought he’d slept maybe three hours. Though three hours as measured at home, or as the hours passed here? Two days in this place and he was no longer able to discern the difference. Regardless, it was sufficient sleep. Troubled sleep decorated in fire and death, but sufficient.
He had no way to know where the dragon’s lair was located, if it possessed a lair at all, and if it did whether the beast had taken Alex to it. The wooded mountains provided poor distance visibility and no opportunity to see potential shelters. He had nothing but an indefinable perception he traveled in the correct direction—a perception now bolstered by the cry of an animal as it became a meal for a dragon.
She could be dead. As a rational being he had no choice but to recognize it as a possibility. He’d lost people on missions. He’d lost Samuel, though he had been powerless to prevent it. He wasn’t powerless now. 
So while he recognized she could be dead, he refused to believe she was. He was going to save her; there was no other acceptable outcome.
When he thought about her being dead he felt as though he were suffocating, as if he had been robbed of the capacity to breathe. So he didn’t think about it. He put distance between himself and the thoughts by pondering the mystery of this planet. 
Hidden in the blackness of an utterly empty space where time sped forward, it orbited no star and rotated on no axis. Visibly devoid of civilization, it nonetheless exhibited an artificial day/night cycle mimicking that of Earth. 
Then there were the dragons. They protected this region—a region which actively repelled technology, an act feasible solely through the use of technology. Something lay hidden in these mountains, something more than merely a dragon lair. Something highly intelligent, highly advanced and highly secretive.
Which was why though she could be dead, in fact she was alive.

The obsidian orb hovered a meter above the ground. Its surface reflected not a spec of light, such that in the corner of Caleb’s vision it resembled a hole in the world—absence where there should be detail.
He crouched to study it at eye level. Fifteen centimeters in diameter, it exhibited no motion: no vibration, no rotation, no wobbling. It hung still as death. The metal was seamless and unmarked to the naked eye. It would be helpful to be able to scan it—with a tool, with his implant, with something—for non-visible light characteristics. No such luck.
He slowly eased his hand toward it, and felt resistance. A repulsive energy fought against him but not overwhelmingly so. When his hand was several centimeters away, he thrust it forward and wrapped the orb into his palm.
Now it did move, vibrating fiercely as it struggled to escape his grasp. A stinging sensation raced through his fingers and up his arm inside his skin. The orb did not care for his cybernetics. He brought his other hand up to grip it securely and yanked it toward him.
The orb went dead. All movement ceased, along with whatever energy it had been generating. The surface color faded to a dull pewter. It now resembled a syncrosse ball and while there was no way to be positive absent a full analysis, it appeared inert.
He tossed it in the air a few times. It was extraordinarily light, weighing a hundred grams or so. He considered it a moment, then opened his pack, dropped it inside and continued his trek.
Thirty minutes later he located another. Now that he recognized what to look for, they weren’t quite so invisible. He wondered how many he had missed in a day of hiking. Judging by the spacing at least two dozen, possibly more.
Once he had disabled and collected four of them, he leaned against a tree and contemplated his options. 
The orbs were generating the tech repulsion field; he was sure of it. An argument could be made he should return to the ship and acquire a more formidable weapon at a minimum, and possibly locate the necessary equipment and reactivate his eVi as well.
The round trip would be two days. Though he knew the way now, he’d need to stop and disable every orb he came upon on the way back to the ship, then retrace his steps precisely if he wanted to avoid getting tossed a couple of hundred kilometers. 
He did not have the time—unless it meant the difference between success and failure. So the question became this: did he genuinely believe he was going to be able to kill a dragon using nothing but a makeshift sword and his own unenhanced strength and reflexes?
Goddamn right he did.
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DESNA
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

SPACE OUTSIDE THE SHUTTLE looked calm, even peaceful. Stars glittered against an empty landscape marked solely by a faint gleam originating from Desna’s sun, which remained outside his field of vision. 
The shuttle banked to port, the planet came into view and Malcolm patted the pilot’s shoulder. He then found his seat and strapped in. The ride in was going to be rough.
As if on cue, the sky lit up with the first volley of what would be the largest battle thus far in the Second Crux War. Then the atmosphere engulfed the shuttle and he could see no more. He wished them luck, but his mission was on the colony below.
At General Foster’s order the entire 2nd Division of the Northwestern Regional forces was assembled to retake Desna from the Federation. Four cruisers, the largest carrier in NW Command, twenty-two frigates, over eighty fighters and ten electronic warfare vessels now approached Desna from the west.
Reconnaissance had confirmed a similarly substantial force patrolled the area. Given that the orbital defense array was in shambles and the likelihood of the Alliance attempting to retake the colony, this wasn’t much of a revelation.
Malcolm and a small strike team approached from the south. Their orders were to infiltrate the colony’s single city and extract the governor and his family. Should the Alliance win the day it would be an easy matter to return the governor to his home. But should the battle go the other way, this likely represented the only opportunity they would have to retrieve him.
The shuttle shuddered from the buffeting atmosphere. The single corridor pair would be heavily guarded and thus not an option for entry or exit. As a military shuttle it sported upgraded defenses and a dampener field, but only a single tiny laser weapon. It was hardly ideal for infiltrating enemy territory, but an attack or stealth craft didn’t have room for his team of six plus the governor’s family. So they would land back from the town, camouflage the shuttle and go in on foot.
Part of him was glad to be commanding a ground mission again. This was what he should be doing; this was where he belonged. But he had to admit he regretted the loss of the EAS Juno as well. Though he had served barely a month as its captain, it was possible he had grown a bit fond of it, and its crew. He and most of said crew had been lucky to get out of the last battle alive, but the Juno had not shared in their luck. 
As civilization had expanded across interstellar space over the last two centuries, the Navy had risen to a dominant role in the armed forces. While the importance of Marines deployable to any planet increased, practicality dictated the lines between Navy and Marine forces blurred. An officer who could serve on a ship one day and a ground team the next was a valuable officer to have on hand. 
So while the enlisted ranks remained largely separate, today all but the lowest-ranking officers were proficient in both naval and marine roles—which was why though he preferred serving with soil rather than stars beneath him, Malcolm had needed the Juno command if he wanted to promote. 
And now he found himself back at Desna once more. But this time he held a weapon and at least the illusion of control in his hands.
The flight leveled off as the sky cleared outside the viewport. It was dusk planet-side and long shadows transformed the marshy terrain to the color of moldy laurel. 
If asked for one word to describe Desna, it would unequivocally be ‘wet.’ Much of the planet consisted of uninhabitable swamps, bogs and fens. The region the colonists settled was higher in elevation, where foothills rose out of the water and achieved some level of relative dryness. Above pervasive waterways and lochs Desna’s single city nestled against gradually sloping land. The small spaceport sat on a ridge above and behind the town and was a hike on foot. But they weren’t going to the spaceport.
The shuttle pilot flew low over the rolling terrain, using the geography as cover. When under Alliance control the town hadn’t possessed much in the way of ground defenses and the Senecan occupiers would not yet have been able to add more than provisional additional measures, if they had erected any at all. They likely hacked the two surface-to-air defense turrets for use, but those would now be pointed toward the sky. 
The battle overhead had begun in earnest, and live chatter scrolled along a whisper in the right quadrant of his vision. He wouldn’t be able to focus on the play-by-play, but it would tell him how much time he had or, as the case may be, didn’t have.
Since Desna was an Alliance world, Malcolm and his team possessed detailed maps of the topography and structural layout. The pilot landed in a small crevasse cut into the hillside 1.2 kilometers from the governor’s residence. In a stroke of luck the residence was on the more accessible side of the settlement. Were it located on the opposite side they’d have been forced to sneak or fight their way through the city, which would have made his goal of minimizing loss of life difficult.
“Great job, Flight Lieutenant.” He unlatched the harness and stood. “Sit tight and do what you can to not attract attention.”
“Quiet as a mouse, sir.”
He turned to his team. He’d only worked with one of them before—Captain Brooklyn Harper—and it had been five years ago when she had barely cleared Marine Recon. But they were all special forces and according to their records, both talented and not overly bloodthirsty. This was a rescue mission, not a hit squad. 
“You guys have been briefed and you know the drill. The governor and his family are being held under house arrest at their home 0.8 kilometers outside the city center. We move quickly but quietly and try to delay detection for as long as possible. Until we reach the governor’s residence encounters are likely to be civilian, so watch your trigger finger but be ready.
“Our intel is sketchy on perimeter security. There may be snipers, so stay in cover. We can expect eight or more guards in and around the home. Bet on more. The governor does not know we’re coming and we couldn’t take the chance his personal communications have been hacked, so things are going to get a bit twitchy once we’re inside. After we acquire our targets, their safety is of paramount concern on our retreat. We’re here to rescue them, not get them killed.”
He nodded sharply. “Move out.”

The damp, marshy soil sucked at their boots, trying to draw the team into its grasp and reducing their progress along the hillside. With this level of exertion the oxygen-rich air should have made them high—which would have constituted an unacceptable danger—but nanobots coursed through their bloodstreams, busily working to counteract the effect. 
The last rays of light sank beneath the loch to the left, right on time.
Harper served as the forward scout and moved ahead to the residential area situated beyond the last curve of the hilly terrain. Malcolm held up a hand to signal a halt until she reported in.
Hold 15 for civilian foot traffic. Two skycars in visual sight departing area.
Acknowledged.
The seconds ticked away, and they continued forward. It was a slippery, muddy sprint down the hillside before they reached the stone sidewalk which marked civilization. 
There existed little in the way of cover now beyond the occasional thin, reedy tree. Should they be spotted in the neighborhood civilians were expected to be friendly once they realized the soldiers were Alliance, but any interaction increased the probability of conflict. So they used the darkness and shadows and moved rapidly.
A bright flare in the sky lit the street, sending them deeper into the shadows. A large ship—likely a cruiser—had exploded, and the sLume drives’ chain reactions combined with conventional explosions to create a churning tempest of white-gold flames. Malcolm focused the whisper. A Senecan ship. The battle continued, but he had been granted a fraction more time.
The governor’s mansion sat at the end of a cul-de-sac of estates, which was not an ideal location. They couldn’t very well saunter up the long driveway to knock on the front door, so they cut through the backyards on the right side of the road. 
In the next to last lot they came upon a resident tending to his rather extensive flower garden and paying no mind to the military battle overhead. Malcolm crossed the space and clasped a hand over his mouth from behind. 
Other than a startled jump, the resident thankfully did not struggle. He placed his lips to the man’s ear. “We’re Alliance. We’re the good guys. Stay quiet and we’ll be on our way. Nod if you understand.”
The elderly man’s head jerked in the affirmative. Malcolm waited another two seconds then removed his hand and backed away. The man had probably experienced the fright of his life—but to Malcolm’s surprise and relief, the man straightened up, squared his shoulders and gave him a salute. He returned the salute before disappearing into the shadows.
A hundred meters out they activated cloaking shields in the hopes of breaching the security perimeter undetected. As the profile of the residence came into view between a line of the reedy trees, sirens began ringing through the air. 
Everyone halted, but it wasn’t on their account. The battle raged on above them, and the accompanying wreckage had begun to rain down over the area. Like a vibrant meteor shower, trails of debris breaking up as it plummeted through the atmosphere lit the night sky. Distant fireworks added to the display where laser met metal. The defense turrets joined the fray, their blue-white beams streaking across the horizon. 
The chatter informed him a squadron of Alliance fighters had penetrated the outer defenses. His whisper continued to stream a silent procession of warnings, kill and damage reports and pleas for assistance. He allowed himself two seconds to monitor it and came away with the sense they were losing. Not lost and not soon, but losing. Which made their mission that much more important.
Harper?
In position, sir. Sniper on roof, 7.4°.
Snipers were unable to employ personal shielding around their faces, as the subtle distortions interfered with an eye’s ability to focus. It would be a difficult shot, to hit a sniper in the face at sixty meters in the dark.
Hold for 10, then take it out.
Acknowledged.
They moved fast to clear the trees and reach the stone fence enclosing the governor’s residence.
Sniper down.
Rodriguez, Shanti, left flank. Take out the guards at the front door then move in. Harper with me—our point of entry is the back patio. Eaton, Polowski, follow behind us then sweep around the other side and keep watch outside.
As one they vaulted the stone fence and moved forward in a crouched run. The sirens proved a blessing, covering any sound they made. He and Harper reached the building façade and slipped along it to the rear corner. 
Her tiny bot floated up above line of sight and moved around the corner. The images it captured were beamed to both of them. Two guards stood on the patio, one on either side of the back door. The sirens had the men on alert, their full attention directed outward.
Unlike the sniper, they would have advanced military-grade personal shields requiring several shots to penetrate. Shots assured to bring others running.
3…2…1…mark.
Malcolm rounded the corner at a full run, shoulders squared and lowered. The guards pivoted, guns raised and firing. The first shots bounced off his own shield, and then he was on them. 
He was a fairly big guy, virtually all of his bulk in the form of conditioned muscle, and had no qualms about using it to his advantage. He barreled into the first guard and they both crashed into the second guard and onto the ground. His gamma blade was out and had found the pliable material at the man’s neck before the guard was able to switch from gun to knife.
Harper was small but fast. In less than two seconds she had circled to the second guard, who struggled to get out from under his partner’s body, and done the same. With any luck they hadn’t succeeded in raising an alarm.
They framed the door and traded blades for guns, though the blades remained in easy reach. Inside the residence the bright laser fire didn’t matter and the shots necessary to penetrate a shield were a better option than trying to breach the distance to melee range while navigating the labyrinth of a home.
He kicked the door in and raced to the next wall to flatten himself against it. He replaced the command feed on his whisper for a vicinity scan; the battle would play out to its conclusion whether he was watching or not. His men were marked in blue, and he expected there to be no friendly fire accidents tonight. Bodies wearing military-level tech—the interior guards—glowed red, other bodies green. 
Three targets main floor, central left from rear. Remaining two on second level, separate rooms. The wide staircase was located near the front of the house. Rodriguez, Shanti, status?
Door guards down, one in kitchen. 
Take guard then get the two kids upstairs. We’ve got the main floor.
Acknowledged.
The floor plan for the residence consisted of a series of interlocking rooms on either side of a wide two-story hallway running through the center. He and Harper slid around the wall, cleared the hallway and slipped into the first room, which the floor plan showed was the governor’s office.
They were about to clear the open entry to the next room when a guard popped around the corner, blade swinging outward in an arc. Harper dodged it in an acrobatic twist and ducked low to grab the guard’s waist and grapple him off-balance. Malcolm leveled the military-issue Daemon at the guard’s head and fired until the shield depleted and the laser tore through his skull.
Captain?
Good to go, sir. She jerked a curt nod to emphasize the point.
The clamor in the house began to rise; their presence was no longer a secret. They rushed forward through a library to the living area. His glance into the room on the way to the wall told him three guards had surrounded the governor, his wife and a teenager he assumed was their son.
“Governor, we’re Alliance military. We’re here to escort you off-planet. To the Senecan guards: allow us to take our citizens peacefully and you won’t be harmed.”
“Can’t do that, soldier.”
He hadn’t expected them to lay down arms, but he owed it to them to make the overture.
Eaton, Polowski, are you clear?
Clear.
Enter and approach living area opposite my position.
Acknowledged. In position in 10.
“I’ll ask one more time. Hand over the governor and his family and let us walk out of here. No one else needs to get hurt.”
“Surrender your weapons and you won’t be harmed. We will take you into custody as prisoners of war.”
Not today.
In position.
“My orders are to retrieve—”
Now.
The flashbang grenade from behind blinded the guards, while their own ocular implants had activated a filter to block the worst of it. Still, these were skilled soldiers and even blinded they were instantly on the move.
Then it was hand-to-hand combat over screams and shouts through a smoky haze. But the guards were outnumbered and at a disadvantage. Only one of the guards died, of necessity to Polowski’s blade; the other two were incapacitated and restrained.
While Harper hunted for the kid, he located the governor and his wife. They had collapsed to the floor, disoriented from the grenade and the resulting chaos.
“Sir, ma’am, are you injured?” 
Receiving only dazed mumbles in response, he helped them to sitting positions and discreetly checked for injuries. Finding none, he and Eaton carefully guided them to the couch.
After another minute the governor blinked several times and made an effort to compose himself. “Thank you, soldier. What about the rest of my family? My daughters are upstairs.”
Targets secure. Clear?
Clear.
En route.
“They’re safe and will be here momentarily.”
Found the kid. He crawled into the office, was going for his dad’s gun. I told him maybe next time.
He chuckled silently at the exasperation in her tone as Rodriguez and Shanti appeared from the hallway, two terrified girls in tow. His briefing told him the youngest was eight, the older one twelve. They trembled against each other until they saw their parents, then scrambled across the room into their arms.
He permitted the reunion five seconds out of respect. “Governor, we need to move before reinforcements arrive. We have a shuttle waiting, but it’s over a kilometer away in the hills.” He gazed around the room at his charges. “Is everyone okay to walk that far?” 
Receiving assurances of varying conviction, he continued. “Make sure you have good shoes on, then we need to go.”
“But what about our—”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but if it’s not between here and the patio, we don’t have time. Let’s go.”

The trek back to the shuttle was barely controlled, nerve-wracking chaos as they worked to keep everyone calm and quiet and moving in the correct direction. 
The sky now glowed brightly from a constant stream of debris blazing across it. Fires burned in the distance near the city, where he assumed larger chunks of debris had survived the atmosphere to crash to the ground and initiate greater destruction. Desna now looked like the war zone it was.
He heard the reinforcements arriving at the home as they reached the edge of the neighborhood, and the formerly quiet street acquired the chill of a hostile environment. They used a small cloaking field to help conceal the group’s movement. It wasn’t as powerful as a personal shield but it muted somewhat the cluster of heat signatures the governor’s family emitted. Muted enough, it turned out.
They hiked around the last hill to where the shuttle waited, all but invisible in the dark. Exhaustion had overcome terror for the family and they wordlessly climbed in ahead of his team and sank into the seats. The older girl sat beside her brother; he wound an arm protectively over her shoulder. 
He expected the younger girl to crawl between her parents, but instead she sat down next to Harper. They lifted off and arced away from the city and the in-atmosphere portion of the battle. The girl stared up at the soldier next to her. “Are you a girl?”
Harper laughed lightly. “I sure am.”
“Really?”
She pulled off her helmet and unbound her hair to let rich, golden-blond locks fall to her shoulders. “See?”
In another circumstance there would’ve been catcalls from the rest of the squad, but they had the sense to realize this wasn’t the time. The girl’s eyes were bloodshot and watery but wide with wonder. “Wow….”
He smiled to himself, glad to see the little girl hadn’t suffered too severe a trauma from the events of the night. 
“We can’t take the corridor, so I need everyone to strap in. It’s going to be a bumpy ride, but you’re safe now.”
Before strapping in the governor stood and offered a hand. “Thank you…?”
“Lt. Colonel Malcolm Jenner, sir. I’m glad we were able to reach you and get you out safely.”
“As am I, sir. You’ll receive a commendation for this if I have anything to say about it. But all this fighting…it can’t be merely a distraction to get us out. We’re trying to retake the colony, aren’t we?”
“We are, sir.” 
He had reactivated the command stream after exiting the residence and monitored it all the way back. The news wasn’t encouraging. Numerous ships were already lost on both sides, the exit corridor rings had been severely damaged and the turrets destroyed. The battle had lasted so long Federation reinforcements were beginning to arrive from patrolling the nearby border—and that was going to tip the balance. 
“But I’m afraid we may not be successful in the endeavor, which is why it was vital we evacuate you and your family.”
The governor nodded vaguely and sat down, his expression the weighty one of a man accepting the reality that he had likely lost his home, his constituency and his planet.
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

THE BY NOW FAMILIAR DIZZINESS returned Alex to conscious awareness, rousing her from whatever dreamless twilight they kept her in. The scene crystallized into existence—and this time the dizziness accelerated to the point she nearly fainted back into her twilight. 
She was standing in space.
Intellectually she recognized she was neither—standing nor in space—but her brain declined to accept the reality as truth. Given her surroundings she couldn’t fairly blame it. 
Stars sparkled both beneath and above her. A distant sun shone the color of a Damask rose in summer bloom. A small planet painted in jade and teal orbited perhaps three megameters to her left. She discerned the flickering lights of civilization, and the sunlight glinted off a single orbital array. 
This was Desna. She had never visited the colony itself, but three years ago she had discovered a rare mica on the moon of one of the inner planets.
She imagined she breathed in deeply, imagined such a breath calmed a racing heart and steadied her senses. She wanted to smile. In many respects this represented a dream come true, did it not? 
She had performed maybe half a dozen spacewalks in her life. They had each been a magnificent experience, but always the heavy environment suit fabric and sealed helmet and faceplate maintained an impassable barrier between her and the freedom of space beyond. 
Now nothing existed to separate her from the splendor of the stars. She felt as though she was breathing in the very universe, as if she was at once infinite yet a mere speck of stardust.
She wanted to smile. But she could not do so, because her stars were marred by two massive fleets of ships actively engaged in the act of annihilating one another.
This was not a memory. She had never witnessed a battle over Desna. It gave her a measure of relief to know they were not recording only her life and hers alone. The relief was rapidly overtaken by the troubling notion that they may be observing and recording everyone and everything.
The battle had been going on for some time, for there no longer existed a clear dividing line keeping one player on one side and the other opposite. She identified six cruisers but lost count of the frigates after thirty or so. Dozens upon dozens of fighters darted in every direction, little more than pinpoints of reflected light. A carrier hung back to the far right; she was unable to locate a second one but assumed it hid somewhere trying not to get blown up.
“This is happening now, isn’t it?” She received no answer as per usual, but it must be happening now, or quite recently.
In the First Crux War, Alliance and Federation ships had looked problematically similar; after all, the Federation ships had been constructed when those colonies were still part of the Alliance. They had adorned their ships in the newly-designed rust and chrome logo of their new Federation but it hadn’t changed the fact they by and large flew Alliance-built ships.
Now, though, the distinctions were unmistakable. Senecan ships gleamed a muted bronze, turned a rich copper in the glow of the sun. Alliance ships were uniformly shale steel and hyper-lustrous. The styles had diverged as well. Whereas Alliance ships, in particular the larger ones, tended toward modularity, distinct transitions and no wasted hull space, Senecan ships displayed a highly aerodynamic profile, with sleek curves leading to knifed edges.
Both designs seemed plenty adept at blowing the other up. The arena resembled a fireworks circus, a constant cacophony of explosions and crisscrossing lasers. Were it an action vid it would have been thrilling and even beautiful. 
But it wasn’t a vid. It was devastatingly real, and people died in front of her. Were they people she knew? Was Malcolm here, on the bridge of his frigate he never desired to command? 
She squeezed her eyes shut against the destruction and carnage, only to remember the futility of the act. Her captors made certain she was forced to watch; forced to see.
A tremendous blast plumed almost directly in front of her. In its brilliance it appeared far closer than she expected and she tried ineffectually to pull away. The white-blue plasma from an impulse engine detonation transitioned to fiery orange as a far more destructive chain reaction began. But before it reached criticality the frigate’s hold ruptured. Pieces of the ship flung in every direction and exposed the interior to the vacuum of space. 
Over one hundred soldiers dead…and the battle continued on, its participants far too interested in winning the day to notice.
Debris from the secondary explosion ripped through the wing of a passing fighter, sending it careening out of control in her direction. It wasn’t as if she could run. So instead she stared, helpless and transfixed, as the small ship grew large and spun through her. The pilot ejected and the ship crumbled apart around her. 
Time slowed as metal shards enveloped her like shattered glass. None pierced her of course, but it seemed as though she might be able to reach out and pluck one from the sky. She settled for extending an imagined hand, palm upturned, and letting a shard fall through it untouched like the ghost she had become.
Warfare raged around her unabated in all its glory and tragedy. She was tired. 
She didn’t understand the purpose of this emotional torture parade, other than to punish her. But what reason could her captor or captors possibly have to punish her, unless it was for personal amusement? Where these supposedly advanced aliens really so childishly petty? Why not simply kill her and be done with it?
Right now she wished she’d never left that house on the edge of the San Pablo Preserve; she didn’t care if it hadn’t been real. If she was going to be trapped, she might as well be trapped someplace where she had been happy.
“What is your point in showing me this? That humanity en masse is as flawed as I am? I agree. We are.”
She ‘turned’ away from the battle. Sparks of light flared in her peripheral vision, but thankfully beyond her rested a measure of peace, stars unmarred by blood. 
“What is your point? That we slaughter one another instead of uniting to fight you, thus we deserve to be slaughtered? How arrogant, how callous are you to judge our missteps as rendering us fit for annihilation?”
Silence answered. Despair clawed at her from the void as her gaze drew inexorably back to the spectacle of resplendent destruction. 
“Well, fuck you, too.”
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EAO ORBITAL
HIGH EARTH ORBIT, SOL SYSTEM

ETHAN TOLLIS WOUND HIS WAY through the bustling outer promenade of the torus undisturbed. With his hair drawn back in a low tail and a chamois cap pulled over his brow he appeared to the world as merely another tourist. The loose suede jersey and faux-faded pants ruled out him being on the Orbital for business. 
He tried to move about in anonymity whenever possible; he found it was good for keeping hold of his soul. Besides, he’d be in the spotlight and on display soon enough.
Hamish, his percussionist, and Levi, his sound master and mate since elementary, flanked him for added protection but mostly so they could legitimately chat instead of silently tossing pulses around. He elbowed Levi and motioned to the gyro shop ahead on the right. “Let’s grab some grub first, eh?”
“You know there’ll be a spread at the gig, right?”
“And when was the last time you saw me get to eat at one of these pomps?”
“Fair point.” They veered between passersby to the shops lining the interior wall and slipped inside the cafe. It was early for lunch and thankfully the place wasn’t overly busy. Levi went to grab their sandwiches while he and Hamish settled at a small table in the corner.
The panel on the wall spewed a constant stream of war news—battles here, blockades there, bravado and chest-pounding everywhere. He didn’t get it. Never had. Humans willingly choosing to kill one another by the thousands and eventually millions, and for what? A government bearing a different name? 
He’d visited more than half the colonized worlds and would vouch for the fact that people were pretty much the same everywhere. Sure, individuals were as unique as he supposed they’d ever been, but a generic person on Earth bore a noticeable similarity to one on Seneca or Requi or Andromeda.
The reporter mentioned something regarding rumors of trouble on Gaiae but had moved on before he caught what she had said.
“They still talking about your girlfriend nonstop?”
He shrugged as Levi dropped a tray full of steaming gyro wraps on the table and slid in opposite him. “They’ve cut down to once every half hour or so now. And she’s not my girlfriend. Hasn’t been for a long time. Triss is my girlfriend.”
“Right. Absolutely.” 
Levi earned a punch in the shoulder for the retort; he knew the score with Alex. 
Ethan thought Alex probably cared for him in her own way, but she had never, could never belong to him. While he didn’t desire her life any more than she desired his, all things considered it was still a damn shame. And he recognized without a doubt should she show up at his door on any given day he’d kick Triss to the curb and worry about begging for forgiveness on the back side. It wouldn’t be fair to Triss, but that didn’t change the reality. 
He let the thought fade away in sync with the fading of his smile. “I want to switch up the playlist order a bit. The promoters can bugger off for all I care—Recompense is the best tune on the release and I’m bloody well leading on it.”
“Bowl them over from the start. Sure.” Hamish nodded agreement over his sandwich.
“You’re the talent. You tell ‘em how it is.” 
He leveled a taunting glare across the table. At this rate Levi was going to get his arse kicked before the trip ended. 
They were on the Orbital this particular morning to play a private show of the songs on the new sonant for a press contingent. Well, private in the sense of only approved and invited press being allowed in the room. The show was scheduled to be broadcast galaxy-wide next week as part of the tour kick-off. 
The Orbital didn’t boast much in the way of entertainment offerings, but its management wanted to liven up the stodgy reputation. So here he sat, enjoying a half-decent gyro.
They spent the meal covering the usual last minute details which always accompanied the performance of new material, then had to bail. Time was running short and the venue was still nearly a quarter of the way around the ten-kilometer ring.
They stepped out of the cafe and ran smack into a disgruntled mob. The typically steady stream of progression along the promenade had all but ground to a halt. 
“Ah shit, what’s going on?”
“We’re gonna be late, man….”
“Like hell we are.” Ethan began weaving into the crowd until he reached the first cop he could find. “Excuse me officer, what’s the problem?”
The cop scowled, but most of his attention remained on his efforts to keep the growing throng in check. “The Prime Minister just arrived for a meeting and is answering a few questions from reporters. I’m afraid you won’t be allowed through until he’s departed the promenade.”
Ethan stifled a groan. Why was the PM prancing about out on the ring instead of confining himself to the center of the station where all the government offices and accoutrements were located? Making a mockery of himself in the name of public approval, apparently.
He didn’t throw his weight around unless it was necessary. But, hey, it was necessary. “Eh, I wish I’d known ahead of time. I’d have definitely headed on to the other side earlier.” He thrust out a hand, realizing full well the cop hadn’t the time to shake it. “Ethan Tollis. I have a premiere show over in Windermere Theatre in twenty and a lot of press and fans waiting on me. I would really hate to disappoint them.”
The spiel earned a greater share of the cop’s attention; it always did. “Mr. Tollis! Sorry I didn’t recognize you. Give me one minute and I’ll see what I can do.”
“Appreciated.”
Over the heads of the crowd the new PM stood tall in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows which looked out into space and every so often revealed the upper arc of Earth’s profile. The man must have been standing on a raised platform, for he towered above the simple plebeians. 
Though the grave, serious tone of the PM’s words penetrated the grumbles of the surrounding pedestrians, he was too far away to hear the substance of the man’s speech. He had no doubt it constituted nothing more than the usual empty platitudes and proclamations, sprinkled with an occasional bald-faced lie.
The cop waved him forward and began clearing a small path. They followed along behind but soon found themselves pressed tight against the wall on the right and the mass of people on the left. 
“I bloody hate crowds….”
He groused as he fought to maneuver through what he had to concede was a suffocating space. Some bloke elbowed him in the ribs in a move to gain position but the shifting throng consumed the man before Ethan was able to retaliate. “Probably shouldn’t have hooked up with a synth star then.”
“Well now I know….”
The PM’s words became clearer as they approached. “Of course we are taking every precaution when—”
The thunder and the flame crashed into Ethan at the same instant, only to be overwhelmed in the next by the collapsing wall and wrenching floor beneath him. 
He couldn’t move, couldn’t run, and after a second couldn’t breathe. Not because of the crushing weight of a panicking mob, but rather because there was no air. 
The last sight he registered with any clarity was the outer bulwark of the Orbital rupturing into jagged, warped metal shards then disintegrating, and a sea of bodies drifting out through the breach, into the abyss.
Bugger it a—



22
EARTH
EASC
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IT TOOK RICHARD SEVERAL TRIES to find the tiny office tucked inside what could have previously served as a storage closet.
Devon was kicked back in an oddly-shaped ergo chair. The fingers of his left hand tapped idly at a virtual panel beneath a large screen. The office was otherwise empty save for an image of a pretty girl with long blond hair and bright green eyes on the desk and a piece of abstract art displayed on the far wall.
When he walked in Devon held a finger to his lips and pulled a small surveillance shielding device out of the desk drawer. He pressed a thumb to it, after which it glowed a pale green. “We’re shielded now.”
Richard produced a similar object from his pocket. “I did bring my own….”
“I should’ve figured you’d have it covered.”
“You found something?”
“Yep.” Devon killed the large screen and replaced it with an aural from his eVi. “Lots of somethings, in fact. Someone went to a great deal of trouble to make it look like your girlfriend’s daughter’s boyfriend committed the HQ bombing.”
“My…what?”
“You know, this Marano fellow.”
“I’m not…” Richard squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose in a grimace “…Miriam Solovy is not my girlfriend. I’m married.”
Devon shrugged. “Oh. Okay, sure. No offense.”
Richard regarded him in bewilderment. Kids…. “None taken.” He leaned forward and studied the aural. “So?”
“Well first, both the corridor and ORSC records were altered to show the Siyane arriving at ORSC a full four hours earlier than it did, and altered again three days later to show it leaving a day and a half later than it seems to have departed.
“Then if you go to the detention facility records, they were altered to show Marano being released on an administrative technicality two nights before the bombing—”
Richard cringed. “That’s…not what we’re hunting for.”
Devon arched an eyebrow, then chuckled heartily. “Nice! Your work?”
Richard shot him a warning look and he raised his hands in surrender. “Gotcha. Not my business. We’ll just pretend we didn’t find that.” A block of data disappeared from the aural. 
“Finally, Headquarters security logs were altered to show Alexis Solovy entering the building three hours before the bombing in the company of a Cameron Roark and leaving forty-two minutes later. Military Police files have the identity flagged as an alias belonging to Marano. Near as I can tell, neither of those events actually happened—especially since her ship had departed Earth two days earlier and did not return, at least not via any corridor.”
Richard exhaled and pushed off the desk, working to conceal the extent of his relief. Thank God. Thank God she was innocent. Thank God he would be able to prove it. “Excellent job, Devon. I mean it.”
“Thanks, but in truth it wasn’t terribly difficult. The alterations were made skillfully but using standard Alliance protocols. They were easy to spot.”
“I’ll take your word for it. It sounds like you recovered the original data as well?”
“Yep. It was a little harder, but whoever altered the records didn’t do a thorough scrub of the underlying data first. Portions of it were corrupted but I pieced it together. Is this crap going on all the time inside the military? I mean, are you going to show up tomorrow asking me to find shenanigans on the Orbital explosion? Because I never wanted to believe the claims of those wacko anarchists, but there is some nasty corruption involved here.”
Richard pondered how truthfully to answer the question. If they try to pin the Orbital on Marano and Alex, yes. “If this type of malevolence were standard operating procedure, I’d join the anarchists with you. I have no reason to believe anything nefarious occurred with respect to the Orbital explosion. Beyond the act itself, obviously.”
Devon accepted the sideways answer. “So what do you want me to do with this?”
“For one, burn me a hard disk copy. You weren’t able to pinpoint the source?”
“That’s the downside to the use of standard Alliance protocols. I can tell you it was done remotely—not from the Island—but at a node in the Alliance military infrastructure. And that’s it, I’m afraid.”
“Understood.” Too late to go back now. “You have friends who are hackers, right?”
“I’m shocked you would suggest such a thing….” Devon straightened up in his chair and had the decency to feign chagrin. “Uh, yes, sir. I might know a few.”
“Can you trust them?”
“To do what?”
“To not rat us out to the authorities.”
“Oh. Yeah. Totally.” 
Richard felt a tiny twinge of guilt and not for the first time. But in the intelligence business one’s allies were not always the cleanest members of society. It was a necessity of the trade.
He leaned in closer though the room was shielded. “Here’s what I need you to do.”

SEATTLE
Devon hit the entrance to their apartment at a jog. “Hey, babe, you here?”
Not getting a response, he tossed his bag on the counter on the way to her studio room. Nine times out of eight it was where he found her.
The translucent door slid open to reveal Emily standing in the dark. Gleaming colored swaths of light encircled her. Earpieces suggested she had the music on and explained why she hadn’t heard him. Virtual gloves adorned both hands. 
Her right hand extended and a stream of fuchsia light flowed out of a fingertip of the glove. Her hand gracefully swirled and dipped, leaving an intricate design in its wake.
He snuck up behind her, carefully removing the earpiece from one ear and purring into it. “Hey, babe.”
She jumped in surprise, sending fuchsia light careening through the room, but he wrapped his arms around her waist from behind and squeezed her in his arms.
“Devon, don’t scare me like that!”
“Sure, sure.” He loosened his grip and spun her to face him. “Come on, we gotta go see the gang.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I’m working.”
He rested the tip of his nose on hers. “Please? I don’t want to go alone….”
She stared at him for several seconds before rolling her eyes and sinking into his arms. “Can I at least change first?”
“You’re gorgeous in a painter’s smock.”
Her grousing against him was simply adorable, but he shouldn’t push it. “Yes, you can change first.”

The gang was, in reality, merely a group of friends he’d known since university. They had engaged in some truly extreme stunts during school and still liked to think they were the best and most outrageous hackers north of Angeles. While a few had joined him in acquiring respectable and even impressive jobs, most couldn’t accept the rigidity and rules which accompanied such employment and still lived on the edges of mainstream society.
They met, as they had regularly for the last several years, in a large oval booth in the back of Kellan’s Pier Pub. Sayid had a pitcher of beer waiting by the time he and Emily arrived, and they eased into the booth as though it was a second home. Which it kind of was.
“Hey, Devon, why’d you change out of your officer’s uniform? I bet you look so sweet and cuddly in brass buttons and shiny shoes.”
“Yeah, screw you, man.” But he was laughing as he poured a drink.
They spouted the usual small talk until the others arrived. The reality was his current job drastically limited the potential topics of conversation, but the pub buzzed with banter and music and sports on the screens to fill the void. 
After everyone settled in, another pitcher was delivered and the waiter had departed, he activated a privacy shield. Not only did it prevent anyone from overhearing them, it also muffled the crowd noise to a low background level.
“So, you guys want to have a little fun?”
“What? This isn’t fun?”
He shot a smirk at Ramon. Sarcasm rolled off Ramon’s tongue like it had somewhere it needed to be.
Petra emptied a shot of tequila into her mug. “Money?”
“Does it involve nudity?”
Devon snorted as Emily launched a volley of peanuts across the table at Mycroft. “No it does not involve nudity, though if you prefer to lounge at your deck with your package swinging free, I won’t judge. No money, either. Now can we be serious for two seconds? I realize it’s a challenge on the order of scaling Kilimanjaro without gear, but can we try?” 
He ignored two separate obscene gestures directed at him and reached in the pouch at his waist to remove six small optical disks. He spread the disks discreetly in front of him, then passed them out until everyone had one. “Everything is ready on the disks, so you don’t need to manipulate the data.”
“What fun is that?”
“I’m getting to the fun. We’re going to leak the information on those disks to every major news organization in the galaxy, regardless of affiliation. In fact, the more affiliations the better.”
Indications of varying interest followed. Ramon refilled his mug. “No problem, but still waiting on the fun part.”
“I told you, I’m getting there. We need to spoof the source so it appears to originate from eight separate locations, none of which are in the Cascades and most of which aren’t on Earth. We need to include a few independent colonies, too.”
Petra whistled. “Now you’re talking. One question though—what’s on the disks?”
He took a sip of beer and gazed around the table. “Ready for this? Evidence someone inside the Alliance government or military falsified multiple official records in order to frame that Senecan spy for the EASC Headquarters bombing.”
“Dude. Who found the evidence?”
“Excuse me, is there any doubt?”
Mycroft made a show of being unimpressed. “Somebody’s all high on his horse. Listen, I’m not exactly a fan of Seneca….”
Sayid, who had been quiet up until now per his usual, jumped in. “Me either, but I’m about a gazillion times less of a fan of our military. I’m in.”
“Damn straight. I’m in, too.” Petra’s copper and citron glyphs lit up in a visual demonstration of her enthusiasm.
“Wait—does this mean our government blew up its own Prime Minister? I totally bet they did.”
“Hell if I know, Sayid. The Orbital explosion happened all of thirty seconds ago. Is everyone in? Speak now or get your ass kicked later.” Devon observed each of them in turn, making certain he received agreement from those in attendance.
Ramon tossed his disk in the air, palmed it and dropped it in a pocket. “When does it need to go out?”
“First thing tomorrow morning, as close to simultaneously as you miscreants can manage.”
Ramon slammed his mug down on the table for theatrical effect. “What are we sitting around here drinking beer for? Let’s go fuck up this war.” 



23
ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

MIA STRODE ACROSS THE LENGTH of her living room. Reversed course. Her sharp pivots at the windows and the archway hinted at violence, as if the force of the movement might trigger a new option on the next traversal.
She wanted to run. The desperate, scrappy child within screamed in her head to run just as she had twice before. Running to Romane so many years ago had worked out, hadn’t it? She could run again. Start over again. Find a new home.
But this was her home. She had built a life here, to a far greater extent than she had ever imagined possible. She was not an abused slum kid beholden to her criminal father and thug brother on New Orient. Nor was she a starving thief on Pandora. Not anymore. 
She was Mia Requelme—a successful, wealthy businesswoman. She had crafted and nurtured a sterling reputation, not to mention assets, employees, professional colleagues and friends. She had risen above a troubled past and rotten start at life to build a new one. One she proudly called her own.
This was her home and she would not run again.
There was still the unfortunate reality her home was likely to come under attack by an alien armada within weeks, if not days. It was a problem. 
But if she wasn’t going to run, she also wasn’t going to stand frozen in panic and end up a helpless victim. If she wasn’t going to run, she needed to help.
The pacing slowed to a stop with a ponderous sigh; in a metaphysical sense it carried on it her acceptance of the consequences of her actions moving forward. 
She pulsed Jonathan. As a loyal employee who was barely more than a kid, she felt like he was her responsibility. 
Listen. You need to leave. Go visit your family on Demeter.
What? Why? Is something wrong?
I can’t go into the details. Please, for your safety, get off Romane for a while. Go west—the farther west the better. And maybe take your girlfriend along.
Mia…but what about the gallery? You can’t—
It’s not a problem. You have paid vacation time remaining. Take it, Jonathan. For me.
I…okay. I don’t understand, but okay.
Next she went upstairs and packed an emergency bag. She needed to be prepared for anything. Then she changed from the yoga pants and tank into a charcoal pantsuit and wound her hair back into a sleek ponytail at the nape of her neck. Lastly she went to the safe in her office and removed the disk Caleb had left her.
“Meno, I’m heading out for a few hours. Message me if you discover new data matching the parameters.”
She couldn’t exactly wear the interface out in public and it was too warm for a turtleneck, so she’d lack a mental connection with the Artificial. But she had granted it the ability to send and receive messages from and to her. It would have to do for now.
Certainly, Mia. I will exercise discretion.

She waited fifteen minutes to be seen, which was far less time than expected. When shown into what was an objectively spectacular office she shook the governor’s hand warmly. “Governor Ledesme, thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice. I realize your time is extremely valuable as well as limited.”
“It came with the job description, I believe. What can I do for you, Ms. Requelme?”
“I’m afraid I’m here to make your life far more complicated, ma’am.”
Madison Ledesme regarded her with detached curiosity. They weren’t friends, of course. The governor knew her because of her service on several business councils, and because the spaceport was a significant enough interest for the typically hands-off government to ensure it ran smoothly and cleanly. They had spoken half a dozen times but never in private. 
“Given my planet is caught between two warring superpowers while its economy is being crushed beneath the weight of a blockade, I find it somewhat difficult to believe you can accomplish such a feat.”
“As would I. Nevertheless. There’s something you need to know: the colonies of Gaiae, Zetian, Andromeda, Gaelach, New Riga, Lycaon, Karelia, New Orient, Edero…and now Messium have gone dark.”
“What does that mean? What are you telling me?”
“It means no transmissions from those locations are registering on the exanet. It means any communications to persons or places on or in the space above those locations are undeliverable.”
“How do you know?”
Mia almost cringed, but years of experience enabled her to squelch it. “I can’t reveal my sources. I’m sorry.”
Ledesme considered the response. “I’ll overlook that for the moment. A widespread exanet disruption of such magnitude in eastern space? The scientists tell us it’s impossible.”
“And it should be. Regardless, I also know the cause and you are not going to like it.”
The governor chuckled. It pealed surprisingly warmly given the stress she must be feeling. Mia had always found her naturally personable, if always professional. “Don’t drag this out, Ms. Requelme. I have a meeting with the Utility Director and a lunch with several of your unhappy business colleagues half an hour later, both of which are bound to be unpleasant.”
Mia’s eyes dipped to contemplate the onyx and pearl marbled floor. It was going to sound ridiculous coming out of her mouth, so it was a good thing she had proof. “Aliens. An invading alien armada of mammoth size and power, in fact.”
A politician’s mask descended over the woman’s face. “I don’t have to time to entertain irrational ramblings or—”
Mia opened her hand, palm up. The disk rested upon it. It had been provided to her in confidence, but Caleb was gone and humanity was under attack. “Governor, please take one minute to examine the contents of this disk. You will see I am in no way crazy or irrational.”
The look in the governor’s eyes suggested the line between Mia getting thrown out of the office and the woman reviewing the data was a thin one indeed. Mia couldn’t say what finally tipped the scales. The instincts of a skilled politician, perhaps. 
The governor took the disk from her and went to her desk to drop it in a reader. Mia stood too far away to read the information displaying on a small screen at the desk, but she didn’t need to read it. She had reviewed the contents countless times, to the point she now enjoyed nightmares starring the images. Instead she waited.
Three minutes later Ledesme tapped the control panel on her desk. “Hannah, cancel my appointments for the rest of the day. I realize that. Cancel them.” She stood, leaving a stark visual of an alien superdreadnought on the screen.
“Who else has seen this? If we were to get this information to the Alliance and Federation governments, they would end this absurd war and—”
“They are already aware of the threat. They have been for more than two weeks.”
“And yet they continue to shoot at one another? Imbeciles!” Her composure broke for only a breath, revealing a person appalled at the failings of her fellow humans and frustrated at how those failings made her job so very difficult. 
Then the brief reveal vanished behind a stoic countenance. “How exactly is it you have come by such information when no one in my government has discovered it?”
“I know the people who recorded the data. They entrusted me with the disk, in case—well, in case the other governments didn’t get their act together in time.”
“These people would be…?”
No sense hiding it now. The names were sure to be familiar to her, because they were now familiar to the entire galaxy. “Caleb Marano and Alexis Solovy. I helped them elude the authorities and escape after the accusations against them surfaced, because they are innocent of the bombing and their lives were in danger.”
Ledesme pondered her silently for several seconds, her thoughts her own behind shuttered eyes. “You are a most interesting woman, Ms. Requelme. I think I’d like to discover more about what lies beneath your public façade. But that’s for another time.” She stared out the window, and Mia chose not to respond to the remark or otherwise interrupt her reverie.
“So the Alliance and the Federation continue to fight a war despite being aware of an imminent alien invasion and try to imprison the people who warned them of it. Yet people wonder why Romane is so fiercely independent.” She turned back to Mia, her face now animated by resolve. “How long ago did Messium go offline?”
“Approximately six hours ago.”
“I no longer want to know how you’re obtaining your information. The other colonies are tiny but an attack on Messium will upend the entire galaxy. Still, we can’t wait for that to happen. I don’t suppose your friends or whatever other mysterious sources you enjoy have any ideas on how to defend against these aliens?”
“My sources are working on it. But no, not as of yet. I was thinking about the problem, however. Romane has some exceedingly brilliant scientific and engineering minds as citizens, as well as some exceedingly wealthy ones—arguably the largest concentration of both outside of Earth. Bring them in. Give them this data and lock them in a room. Figuratively speaking.
“If there are ideas to be generated, our engineers are the mostly likely to do it. Use the ideas from the engineers and the money from the entrepreneurs to strengthen our defenses as much as practicable and put the arrays on alert. Plus you might want to begin considering an evacuation.”
“Tell the public? It will cause a panic that will cause loss of life.”
Mia nodded. “Probably so. But you’re right. Messium will change everything. The Alliance won’t be able to keep whatever is happening there a secret, so I suspect we’ll be facing a panic within the next eight hours in any event. Wouldn’t it be better to break the news ourselves and take advantage of the opportunity to assert authority and lead?”
“You’d make a decent politician, Ms. Requelme. I concur.” The governor took a deep breath. “I need to get the aforementioned geniuses and business magnates in here first, lest they bolt at the news. I’ll also alert our security force and give them time to prepare. Then I’ll contact the media.”
The woman circled back behind her desk and began typing on her control panel. “You should get downstairs to the main conference room. I’ll send two assistants to help you pull together whatever you require.”
“I’m not sure I follow. Why do I need assistants?”
“Because you’re leading the strategy session.”
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

THE TRANSITION FROM STANDING AMONG STARS to standing in a tech lab was a jarring one for Alex. Also claustrophobia-inducing; though the room was by most standards cavernous, the walls pressed in on her from what felt like centimeters away. 
So tiny, so miniscule were the spaces where people spent the days and nights of their lives. 
The long walls of the lab contained large server racks and dozens of fiber cables running among them. The hardware architecture appeared archaic, even ancient.
This was not happening now. This had not happened in her lifetime.
Two men and a woman sat at a rectangular table at one end of the room.
“I assure you, Administrator, the Synthetic Neural Net—we’re calling it a ‘Synnet’ for convenience—is more than capable of taking over day-to-day operations of the University’s facilities. It has internalized all the rules and regulations and historical records and has analyzed the functioning of numerous other campuses. We’ve run tens of thousands of scenarios. The result is an efficiency increase of 22-35% in not only power usage but also ancillary costs, as well as an anticipated 12-16% improvement in student satisfaction.”
The older man nodded thoughtfully. “What about security operations?”
“All operational decisions will remain with the Security Department. If given access to the procedural mechanisms, however, the Synnet will be able to execute on those decisions with far greater speed than our current disparate computer systems. The faster reaction time can help save lives in a crisis.”
The younger of the two men had been silent up to this point, but now he leaned forward in an assertive pose, a confident smile adorning his face…
…and she realized she knew who he was.
She looked up at the ceiling. “You don’t have to show me this—I know what this is. I already know what happens next.”
The scene shifted in a blur so disorienting she fought back nausea. 
When the world regained clarity, she was on a lawn, the sort of quad-style park universities had included for thousands of years. The grass was a perfect emerald green, so vivid in color she felt as though she should be able to smell it as well. If she could, she thought it would smell of mint and clover. 
She sighed in resignation. With no body, trapped inside an alien funhouse tour of human history, she was free to be careened from scene to scene according to their whims.
Clusters of students strolled in every direction, many bearing distinctive Asian features which had faded from the gene pool over the last two centuries. 
A group of four men in their early twenties walked past her. “So I explained to the secretary how I absolutely had permission to access the files and….” The young man’s voice trailed off as his gaze drifted to the left; hers followed.
The plasma ripple of a crude force field rose in a wave out of the neighboring street and arced to meet the shield rising on the opposite side of the campus, some four kilometers away. They met at the apex to create an impenetrable barrier.
A disembodied, placid void echoed throughout the quad. “As a result of a threatened outbreak of acute viral metahemorrhagic fever, a Level V quarantine protocol is now in effect. For your own safety, please remain calm and return to your residences.”
She groaned, irritation and a faint undertone of panic bleeding into her voice. “I told you, I know what happens next. Let me out of here.” 
Silence met her, as it always did. Around her students shifted direction and hurried on, by and large obeying the directive. She saw expressions of confusion and concern on those passing near her. They were so young, little more than babies.
“You sadistic fucks, do not make me watch these kids starve to death!”

The scene shifted. Again. She was on a paved street, thankfully now on the outside of the force field. 
She supposed they had acceded to her request, if only in the most literal sense.
Emergency vehicles were strewn across the road. Barricades and soldiers in riot gear held back crowds of unruly civilians.
She focused on what seemed to be a command area, though she didn’t pretend to believe she had control over her actions. They sent her where they wanted her to be.
The young man from the tech lab now sported rumpled hair and a similarly rumpled shirt as he trod frenetically in front of a general in full dress uniform. “That’s what I’m telling you, sir—we’ve tried. We’ve tried everything. The Synnet is, by its nature, adaptive. Every time we find a weakness and start to exploit it, it closes the gap, along with all related weaknesses.”
The general—this would be General Dyzang she presumed—grunted. “Can’t you simply unplug the damn machine? Why is this so goddamn difficult?”
“U-unplug it, sir? Uh, no. For one, the hardware is distributed around multiple locations on campus with multiple redundancies. For another, it has its own stand-alone and self-sustaining power sources. For yet another, those power sources are inside the force field. No, sir, we cannot simply unplug it.”
Dyzang blustered at the Brigadier beside him. “The entire Asia Region military is at our disposal and this clown is the best mind we have?”
The Brigadier cleared her throat subtly. “Sir, with respect, this ‘clown’ has three doctorates in multiple fields of quantum computing. Dr. Baek is the Chair Emeritus of the Synthetics Research Department at Hong Kong University. We’re lucky he was off-campus when the shield activated.”
“Chair Emeritus? He’s twelve.”
Dr. Isaac Baek, Father of Neural Net Computing and Butcher of Hong Kong University, squared his spine and shoulders proudly. “Sir, I am thirty-seven and I am—”
“Fine. So we can’t unplug it. What can we do?”
The proud posture wilted. “I’m working on some ideas, sir.”
She rolled virtual eyes and glared at a periwinkle sky above downtown. “Can we please skip to the end? The military and the government are going to screw around and trip over one another in their stupidity for weeks. When they finally get the shield down and this ‘Synnet’ disabled, they’re going to find nothing but corpses. I know. Get to whatever point it is you’re trying to make.” 
Her voice dropped to a murmur. “I beg you. Please.”
The scene blurred and shifted yet again. Her head spun and her stomach roiled.

Then she was…she could have been anywhere. In front of her hung an old vid screen. It was built into a wall and displayed images which were strangely flat, almost 2D.
A newscaster intoned solemnly in front of visuals of emergency personnel removing sheet-covered bodies from buildings. “More than five weeks after the crisis at Hong Kong University began, it has come to an end, but at a horrific cost. Officials are thus far unwilling to speculate as to the death toll, but analysts suggest it is likely to be upwards of fifty thousand.”
“54,217. We learn it in school.” She shook her head. “What answer are you looking for from me? That it was our fault? It was—but only for being fallible. That it was the Artificial’s fault? It was—but only for being fallible.
“Everyone thought they were doing the right thing. The Artificial—if you even want to call it one, its processing power and neural complexity were practically Stone Age—performed flawlessly for over three years before the incident happened. It saw a threat and reacted as it had been instructed. It protected the students and faculty from the perceived threat.
“The problem was its instructions and guidelines were incomplete, because us mere mortals are incapable of accounting for infinite possibilities. In the face of conflicting probabilities it opted for protection, because it couldn’t bring itself to allow potentially tainted food into the quarantine zone. Right up until every single person inside the shield who didn’t die at the hands of their fellow captives starved to death. In the face of what it perceived as nothing but bad choices, it didn’t know how to make the best choice. Because we never taught it how to do so.”
She blew out an imagined breath and sat down cross-legged on a floor which wasn’t there. “It was no one’s fault, and everyone’s fault. It was a lesson—that we weren’t ready, and neither were Artificials. So if your point is humans are fallible and sometimes that fallibility costs lives, congratulations. You win. Kill us all for it.”

It took her a minute to realize the scene was fading, until she found herself in the white, sterile room. It was the first time she had been brought here since the initial scene.
If they had returned her to this room, perhaps they would at last speak to her once more.
“What are you planning to show me next? Stalin’s death camps and the Allied leaders who turned a blind eye to them in order to win World War II? Genghis Khan massacring forty million people across the breadth of Eurasia and the consorts and warlords who bowed at his feet? Maybe something more recent, like the One World Separatists carpeting New Marrakesh with chemical bombs? They killed over eighty thousand people and poisoned the planet, rendering it uninhabitable for half a millennium. That should be fun to watch, right?
“Don’t waste my time. I get it—there are evil, monstrous people in the world. Always have been and probably always will be. There are stupid, idiotic people—quite a lot of them, actually. There are weak, misguided people who cause harm in the name of doing good.”
She swallowed the ache in her throat. She was so done. “But there are also beautiful, amazing people who create things of incredible wonder. Don’t you dare show me only the worst of us. Damn well look at what we have accomplished.
“You surely keep recordings of those things, too. You have recordings of it all, don’t you? Check your files. We crawled out of our caves and we questioned and we learned and we created. We left our home planet behind to settle the stars. Imagine what we can do if we’re just given more time!”
Perhaps. But there is no more time.
She jumped, startled to at long last receive a response to one of her diatribes. “What do you mean, ‘there is no more time’? Is it because of this place? Because we were going to discover you? That’s it, isn’t it?” 
She laughed; it held a wild, reckless, hopeless timbre and left behind a bitter aftertaste in her heart. “How dare you. You haven’t the right.”
A pause, a long one. 
You have done well.
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EARTH
SEATTLE

HEY, WILL. TURN THE NEWS feed on in the kitchen, would you?” 
Richard pulled one of seven officer BDU shirts out of the closet and slipped it on. It was early—earlier than usual anyway—and the glimmer of the lake outside the bedroom windows still reflected moonlight instead of sunlight. 
It had been a late night, too. After his conversation with Devon, he had spent hours upon hours in a series of hastily-called meetings as the Orbital explosion and Prime Minister’s death sent shock waves through the Alliance infrastructure. Honestly, at this point he was beginning to get desensitized to the endless string of calamities, panicked responses and recursive deflections of blame.
The mindless chatter of reporters wafted through the open door as he tucked his shirt in and checked his reflection quickly. He wanted to be in the office before the start of the workday in Washington. He didn’t know what might happen as a result of the news soon to break, but whatever it was he needed to be there to track it and respond.
Will was finishing up ham and spinach omelets when he stepped in the kitchen. Richard poured a steaming cup of coffee and settled against the counter to watch the feed on the opposite wall. 
“The death toll now stands at 3,627 in the devastating explosion on the EAO Orbital. Identification of those killed has been difficult due to the fact most persons present in the area at the time of the explosion were spaced, and recovery efforts continue to be hampered.
“We can, however, now confirm that in addition to the Prime Minister, his Chief of Staff, the Trade Minister and eighteen members of the security detail, among the dead is the CEO of Phenomal Artistry and three Board members of TransBank, as well as noted synth musician Ethan Tollis and two members of his band.”
“Oh man, Alex is not going to be happy to hear that….” When she gets back? From where? No one had discovered where she and her companion had vanished to. He worried about her, though he understood the need to lie low given they’d be arrested on sight on ninety-nine percent of colonized worlds. Hopefully he could do something to change those circumstances.
“Her and a couple of million starry-eyed girls. I didn’t realize she knew him.”
“Since college I think. Long before he got famous anyway.” He accepted the plate and the omelet it contained but didn’t sit down. He wanted to see the initial reporting live, but he’d need to leave soon.
“So what are you—”
“Hang on.” He held up a hand to silence Will. On the panel the universal ‘Breaking News’ banner had begun scrolling.
“We’d now like to bring you some breaking news. Our research department has been able to confirm the authenticity of information we’ve received from multiple anonymous sources—information which appears to show records surrounding the EASC Headquarters bombing were altered in order to falsely implicate Senecan Federation Intelligence agent Caleb Marano in the bombing.
“If true, this information casts doubt on the entire bombing investigation and raises questions regarding who within the EASC directorate is capable of altering these records as well as their motivation for doing so. Corruption has long been a frequent accusation leveled at—”
Will turned to him, eyes wide and lit by incredulity. “Did you do this? You did, didn’t you?”
Richard beamed as relief surged through him. “More or less. But the information is legitimate. Records were doctored, a lot of them. Now I just have to find out by whom.”
Will stood, abandoning his plate on the table to grasp Richard’s shoulders with both hands. “This is outstanding. But why didn’t you tell me what you were planning?”
“The files sent to our news desk indicate Mr. Marano was on the Headquarters grounds for less than twenty minutes nearly four days prior to the bombing before being arrested for providing a false identity. He was later released, and according to this new information he and Alexis Solovy departed Earth forty-eight hours before the bombing—not two hours after it as previously reported—and did not return.”
Richard’s gaze fell to the news feed instead of Will’s piercing stare. “I didn’t know for certain if the accurate records were recoverable until yesterday. And I didn’t know for certain if my contacts would be able to pull the leak off until this moment. I suppose I was trying to avoid giving myself false hope, which telling you would have done.”
Will’s head jerked toward the news feed. “And this?”
“This was—is—a huge risk. If it ever got back to me I’d be out on my ass, even if all I did was expose the truth.” He huffed a slightly shaky laugh. Thank God it worked….
“You mean expose the truth again.”
He shrugged. “It does seem to cover most of what I’ve been doing since this war commenced.”
Will leaned in closer to place a firm kiss on his lips. “I’m proud of you. You deserve to be proud of yourself as well. Exposing the truth is what your job is supposed to entail.”
Richard relished the kiss for a second longer. “That and keeping secrets. But it’s like you said. If I can save lives, I have to try. Yes, of course I want to clear Alex’s name. Yes, of course I want the truth to win out. But it’s about more than personal concerns now. We have to find a way to end this war, and soon.”
He thought Will’s eyes grew unusually clouded…but it could merely be the early hour. “We do.” He rested his forehead against Richard’s for a beat, then stepped back. “Finish your omelet and get out of here. I imagine you’re going to have a busy day.”

SENECA
CAVARE, INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
Graham stood on the roof of Division Headquarters and looked out on an idyllic cyan sunset. The building stood tall enough he enjoyed a view of the lake two blocks away. Warm evening rays danced along the surface as the water reflected and magnified the light.
He groaned to himself. If anyone caught him waxing poetic over a pretty view, his reputation would be toast. He supposed he could blame his presence atop the building on the desire to escape the rabble clogging the halls and tearing their hair out like little old ladies.
It made as good a reason as any, which didn’t make it the true reason. Unfortunately, though, there were no more answers to be found on the roof than there had been in his office.
Division employees who theoretically possessed access to internal information on any of the investigations circling around this clusterfain—Volosk’s murder, Caleb Marano’s status or whereabouts, the EASC bombing and the Atlantis assassination—were identified and broken into four groups. The agent in charge of the Marano investigation (and his deputy), Liz Oberti, leaked inside Division that Isabela had confessed where her brother was hiding out. Four different locations, one disclosed to each group.
Other, non-involved agents staked out each location and waited. And waited. After two days no one had shown up, and he was no closer to rooting out the traitor or traitors in his midst.
His sting operation constituted an unmitigated bust. Not so much as a hint of anyone taking the bait. 
Was he wrong? Had he made a mistake? No.
Perhaps Marano was dead and the conspirators knew it. It seemed a logical explanation, if not one he wanted to believe. It would comport with the man’s complete absence from the exanet system, from all facets of an extensive intelligence network. If the ship he left on—Graham assumed it was Solovy’s ship—were to have been destroyed in space, in all probability they’d never find any confirmation of their deaths. So for now he operated on the assumption the man still lived. 
He pondered whether to play Isabela’s card a little harder. He didn’t want to endanger her any more than necessary. She was a civilian, an innocent in the non-technical sense of the word. 
He considered simply going to Vranas now with what he had. But like Michael before him, what he had was nothing. Nothing but instinct and twenty-two years in intelligence telling him everything was wrong with everything.
His secretary buzzed on the comm. “Sir, are you monitoring any news feeds?”
He glowered at the sky and headed for the roof access. “I am now.”
It didn’t take long for him to discover the reason for the alert. He checked multiple feeds on his way back down to his office, including ones spouting little but Alliance propaganda. They each reported the same thing: leaked information strongly suggested Caleb Marano not only did not, but could not have committed the EASC bombing. The records had been altered to frame him.
If he held any lingering doubt as to whether there existed a conspiracy, it vacated now. He allowed himself a brief moment of relief on two counts. One, Marano wasn’t guilty and now everyone knew it. Two, his instincts weren’t atrophying. 
And the moment was over. Remaining was the small difficulty of ferreting out conspirators and bringing truths to light.
He reached his office, all too aware his time away from it had measured disappointingly short.
Liz, drop by as soon as you have a second.
Is it urgent? I need to…never mind. I’ll be there in five.
While he waited he assigned one of his agents who maintained solid contacts in the media to find out from where the leak originated and obtain a full copy.
By the time Liz entered his office, his feet rested atop his desk and he idly tossed a stress ball in the air. Constructed of a bio-conductive gel, it supposedly adjusted its solidity and resistance depending on how much stress one exhibited as determined by biometric readings taken at the palm and fingertips. He noted with some degree of amusement that it was currently as stiff as pure metal.
The ball never succeeded in making him feel any better, but then again he had never expected it to. “Did you see the news?”
“Sir?”
“The EASC bombing. Marano’s in the clear.”
“Oh…yes, I saw it.” She appeared distracted, keeping her gaze down while she meandered around his office.
He let out a heavy sigh. “So I guess we might as well cut Isabela loose. We no longer have much of a reason for Agent Marano to come in—other than it’s his job.”
Her brow furrowed into a thin line, pulling at the tight knot holding back her hair. “Are you sure that’s the right decision, sir? There are a lot of unanswered questions surrounding Director Volosk’s murder, as well as the other deaths the same night, and Jaron Nythal’s murder as well…even if he—Agent Marano—wasn’t involved, which I’m not entirely convinced of, if a conspiracy exists he may have information regarding it—including who’s involved—so it seems to me we still have an interest in finding him.”
Graham tilted his head to the side. If what she uttered was intended to be a sentence containing a beginning, middle and end, it had evolved into a most lengthy, convoluted one. Liz persisted in not looking at him, and her steps increased velocity. 
He hadn’t expected this reaction from her. It was not the correct one. She was a tough, no-nonsense agent, yes, but also highly pragmatic. It was why he’d always valued her. Why he had come to rely on her.
Bloody hell, his instincts were atrophying. 
His fingers dug into the stiffening gel of the stress ball. “I’m afraid events are overtaking those issues rather quickly. We’re now faced with the task of figuring out how to fight a war against the Alliance and a war against invading aliens at the same time.”
“You believe these rumors about aliens?”
“They’re not rumors, Liz.”
Her eyes widened briefly; she blinked and turned away, though not before he caught a glimpse of an angry flare. “So, your orders are to release Isabela Marano then?”
He had become a soft, lumpy bureaucrat behind a desk. A stupid, slow fool of an old man. 
The ball was reduced to a clump inside his fist; he kept his voice casual. “I’ll handle it. I need to speak to her one more time—apologize for the inconvenience, the usual rigmarole. I just wanted to tell you first, since you’re the lead investigator. You can get the paperwork started.” They hadn’t used ‘paper’ in more than two hundred years, yet for whatever reason they continued to call the bureaucratic documentation labyrinth ‘paperwork.’ 
“Yes, sir.” She moved toward the door, but paused to half-glance over her shoulder. “Do you think she knows where he is?”
He chewed on his bottom lip, a tic she would recognize. “I think…yeah, she probably does. We didn’t push her particularly hard, and she is nothing if not loyal to her brother.”
“Can’t win them all, I guess.” She exited without asking if they were done, and he was left staring at the door long after it closed behind her. 
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“WELL, MARCUS, LOOKS LIKE YOU aren’t quite so omnipotent after all….” Olivia Montegreu shut off the news feed with more force than usual and tried to focus back on work. 
The Senecan Intelligence agent being cleared of responsibility for the EASC bombing wasn’t the kind of revelation that would end the war. By this point the heinous acts and death tolls piled high enough that the list of things which could end the war measured extremely short. 
Still, it vaguely troubled her. A chink in the armor—Marcus’s armor—and thus a glitch, if minor, in the plan.
She frowned at the screen in her hand, annoyed the news had darkened her mood. Everything else was going so spectacularly well. Chimeral sales were up 158%, tech an impressive 243%. The addition of proceeds from Ferre’s dealings in the Federation added 12% to the weekly income. Things were going so well, in fact, she was opening a third tech assembly line here and a new distribution center on Cosenti.
It had been a good month for the Zelones cartel. Still, she couldn’t fully shake the jittery feeling at the base of her neck brought on by something, even something so small, going wrong. And there looked to be a gap in the financial reports—a delay in several of the smaller colonies sending their data. Unacceptable. She sent off a message to the Zelones lead accountant requesting an explanation within the hour.
Her foot tapped a staccato beat on the marble floor. She needed to take her mind off problems which were frankly miniscule. She needed a reset. 
The rhythm of her foot increased in tempo. She considered it a moment; checked the time. It was late in the afternoon. Close enough.
She sent a pulse.
Come over.
The response took only seconds.
Give me thirty minutes.

She had his shirt half off before he made it completely through the door. Her mouth firmly on his, she dragged him inside as his hands roved directly to her hips. She slammed him into the wall next to the door, which didn’t dissuade him from bunching her skirt up and sliding his hand beneath it. 
His lips tore over her cheek to her ear. “How do you want it?”
Her breath caught in her throat as his index finger reached its destination. “Get your cock inside me and then we’ll see.”
Aiden Trieneri was an excellent lover. He also happened to be the leader of the Triene cartel and possibly the sole person she came close to considering her equal. He fell a few notches short, but anyone would.
He served as an excellent lover for several reasons, but her favorite must be because he was dangerous. Every second with him carried a risk he would try to kill her. He was one of the few people who might succeed. She thought perhaps he enjoyed her for much the same reason.
He had suggested they merge their operations exactly once. She had punished him for it. She did not share power.
They didn’t share anything else, either. They never discussed business, or politics, current affairs or any topic whatsoever which threatened to give one an edge over the other. They shared sex, and sex alone. Not exclusively by any means, and she often went several months between seeing him. But when they shared it, they shared it well.
All of which explained why she was a sweaty, sticky, naked mess when she learned an alien armada was annihilating colonies in the eastern region of settled space.
She’d sent Aiden on his way after two stimulating hours and flicked on the news to see if there were further developments in the EASC bombing revelations before heading to the shower. She clearly couldn’t resume work in this condition.
“Some people who were approaching Messium at the time of the attack managed to escape. They captured footage of more than a dozen ships kilometers in length and of a foreign appearance unlike any vessel humans have built.”
She didn’t bother to grab a shirt as she rushed into the office to gape in utter disbelief at the images on the feed. 
Yes, those ships were without a doubt alien. Impressive machinery, too.
“All attempts to contact the colony of Messium or anyone believed to be located on it have thus far been unsuccessful. In addition, we are now learning communications have been lost with multiple colonies to the east of Messium. These include New Riga, Lycaon and Dair in the Senecan Federation, Karelia, Gaelach, Zetian and Edero in the Earth Alliance, and the independent colonies of Gaiae, Andromeda and New Orient.
“This is the extent of the information we possess at the present time, but we are devoting all our resources to learning more and getting the information to you.”
A muted but emergent anger began to take shape in the pit of her stomach. She had just lost 10% of her organization—people, supplies, resources. Funds.
“We have reached out to both governments but as of yet we’ve received no response. It is, however, difficult to imagine the Federation and Alliance governments remained ignorant of the invaders until now.”
Difficult to imagine, indeed. These aliens had carved a swath through a third of settled space before the public knew what was happening. And if they were attacking Messium they exhibited significant and unwelcome intentions, for it did not constitute a small or undefended world by any means.
She needed to engage in a conversation with Marcus, one which was not likely to be especially pleasant for either of them. But first she needed to think.

NEW COLUMBIA
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY
Marcus’ transport had reversed course as soon as the news of the Orbital explosion hit. He’d never made it to Sagan, somewhat to his disappointment. It was after all a charming world. But time was short. So very short.
He had decided to stop at New Columbia for the formalities. It was going to take another thirty-six hours to reach Earth and his citizens needed reassurance now. They needed to know there remained leaders capable of guiding and protecting them. And he did intend to do exactly that, far more so than they realized.
His senior aide gave the signal the feeds were live. He turned to the judge. The man wasn’t the Chief Justice of the Supreme Judicial Court in London, but he sufficed. 
The judge uttered a preamble in a deep, formal voice properly befitting the occasion. Marcus placed his left hand on the Bible, the timeless symbol for grave oaths, and raised his right hand.
“I do solemnly swear to truly and faithfully execute the duties entrusted to me by the Second Earth Alliance Constitution of 2146 through the Office of Prime Minister, to respect and safeguard the rights and liberties of all peoples, and to the best of my ability preserve, protect and defend the citizens, colonies and institutions of the Earth Alliance.”
And like that it was done. His goal for some forty years culminated in a rite over before it began. Good thing he wasn’t one for sentimentality. 
Ceremony concluded, he faced the dozens of cameras hovering above the crowd. “Let us give a silent prayer for the thousands of souls lost to us yesterday.” His eyes closed for 5…4…3…2…1.
“I accept the position of Earth Alliance Prime Minister with a heavy, sorrowful heart. Luis Barrera was a true statesman and a leader in the purest sense of the word. But most of all he was my friend for many years, and I will miss him more than I can express in mere words.
“Luis Barrera devoted his life to public service out of the desire to help shape a better world. It is a particular tragedy that instead he found himself forced to lead in a time of conflict, to lead a war not of his own making. I have no doubt he would have been successful and guided us to peace, had he lived.
“I will do everything in my power to achieve the same. I pledge today to work every waking hour and to my last breath to win this war—to ensure the Earth Alliance wins with dignity and pride and stands unbowed, victorious, upon the fields of battle.”
He paused, as if considering his next words carefully. The primary purpose of the Orbital incident was not to fan the flames of war, which likely could flare no stronger than they now burned—and if they could the simple act was sure to do so on its own. No, the explosion had been a final necessary act to propel him to the pinnacle of power in the galaxy. 
He regretted the excessive loss of life; he genuinely did. But an Alliance Prime Minister made for a difficult target, one only rarely vulnerable. Time had been, as it was now, short.
“The investigation into the explosion on the Orbital has barely begun. It would be easy for us to place the blame at the feet of the Federation, and in the end we may well do so. But I urge the public to reserve judgment and allow the investigation to run its course. For now, let us instead mourn the innocent civilians lost in this attack no matter the perpetrator. But make no mistake—whoever the perpetrator, we will exact full justice for their deaths.
“We must also thank the heroic personnel throughout the Orbital who prevented an even more catastrophic loss of life by immediately activating security overrides and sealing off the damaged section before the entire outer ring was lost. Countless people owe their lives to these heroes.
“I want to assure everyone there will be no lapse in our military strategy. We have the finest in skilled, experienced military leaders in the galaxy overseeing the war, and their work continues unabated. I personally know these men and women. I have participated in Prime Minister Barrera’s councils and briefings, and I guarantee you this transition will be rapid and seamless.
“Now I will return to Washington and begin the work of guiding the Earth Alliance forward to a new day. Thank you all for your support. Thank you, Luis Barrera, for your service. May God bless your soul and those of your family.”
He waved off any questions, including several shouted inquiries regarding newly leaked evidence about the alleged perpetrator of the EASC Headquarters bombing. He allowed his security detail, tripled in size since his arrival, to shepherd him back to the transport. 
He needed to take control of the situation, and fast. The EASC bombing no longer mattered, though finding Marano and Solovy did. Events had moved beyond it and at a rate far swifter than he had anticipated. Days remained at most before it would become impossible to ignore the alien offensive. 
He had one final chance to stop a far greater, infinitely more calamitous event—the destruction of the human race. This was what he had spent the last five years working to prevent. At first subsumed within his own goals, the effort had soon come to dominate then eclipse his personal ambitions. 
It all would have been far easier if he’d had ten or even twenty years to prepare. But Hyperion had not deigned to warn him until five short years ago, by which time the danger was already imminent. 
 
You must cease expanding along the Scutum-Crux Arm in the Fourth Galactic Quadrant.
Marcus jumped, startled. He covered the reaction by wiping his mouth with his napkin then grimacing across the table at his wife. “The PM is asking to speak to me. I’m sorry, dear. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
She nodded in acknowledgement, having grown used to the interruptions by now, and he excused himself from the dinner table.
The alien had never contacted him at home before, but he doubted the being recognized such human distinctions in any event. This was a new home, situated in the gentrified Georgetown neighborhood of Washington. The Brennon administration had taken power two months earlier; he had been confirmed as Attorney General a few short weeks ago.
Hyperion’s out of the blue declaration was as cryptic as ever. Once the door to his office slid shut he prepared himself for the always precarious interchange. “Our eastern-most colony is currently Gaelach. Is there some danger in the space beyond it?”
There is no problem respecting Gaelach. But Gaiae, Andromeda, Dair—they encroach. Expand along the Sagittarius and Perseus Arms instead.
He frowned. “The Alliance doesn’t control those colonies. Gaiae and Andromeda were founded by independent interests. Dair is a Senecan Federation colony. In fact, the Federation controls most of the northeastern region of settled space. I can’t influence their expansion plans.”
You have now risen to a position of power. You can influence many decisions.
So that was why the contact now. “Yes, but not Senecan decisions. You do understand our political situation, don’t you?”
We recognize your various factions. The fact remains, humanity must cease expansion in the identified direction.
“And if we don’t?”
There will be consequences.            
“Hyperion, I’m going to need you to be more specific.”
Humanity cannot be permitted to settle beyond a line 5.48kpcs from Earth spanning across the Scutum-Crux Arm. If you do not cease the expansion, we will.
“Are you threatening us?”
Yes.
Marcus forcibly buried his instinctive reaction. “You would attack us for approaching your region of space?”
Not attack. Eradicate. Annihilate. Extinguish. Obliterate. Eliminate. Your language has a number of terms which suffice.
“So it does. Very well. I will do what I can.”
Marcus wandered out of his office in a daze. He lied to his wife and escaped the house. He needed to think, and to think he needed to be alone, free of expectations and the eternal façade.
Washington was new to him, and he spent several hours walking the streets of Georgetown and the surrounding neighborhoods. He didn’t notice the landmarks or galleries or posh pubs but he did appreciate the damp breeze off the Potomac.
He had no way to know whether Hyperion’s aliens were capable of successfully executing on the threat and no way to learn the answer. Clearly they possessed technology more advanced than humanity, at least with respect to communications. Beyond this he knew almost nothing about them for certain, other than they were profoundly arrogant and unquestionably alien.
Taking Hyperion at his word—under the circumstances he saw no choice but to do so—he had been given a chance to save the human race from devastation. Possibly from extinction. 
Marcus had always been an ambitious man; he had no qualms admitting such. The trait had served him well, taking him from the streets of Rio to the Earth Alliance Cabinet in a few short decades. This ambition was a major reason why Hyperion approached him thirty-two years earlier and why it continued to come to him. 
The alien—maybe all the aliens—believed he possessed both the talent and the capability to shape galactic events. Hyperion seemed to believe he could shape the course of history itself. 
Could he?
Perhaps not. But at this moment, there was no one else who could.
 
It took two months for him to devise the rough outline of a plan, then another month for him to reach out to the woman who he had owed an implicit debt for fifty years. 
In time, he and Olivia would identify individuals in advantageous positions and recruit them for varying levels of participation. The methods of enticement were custom-tailored to take full advantage of each person’s particular weakness. 
Blind spots were, after all, the easiest of all foibles to exploit.
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

CALEB NEARLY MISSED IT. For all that he continuously scanned the landscape for incongruities or any trace of disturbance in the native flow of the terrain, he almost hiked right past the subtle ledge outcropping. 
But he didn’t.
A rock was missing. On a slope covered in small boulders seemingly arranged by nature, there was a conspicuous gap of disturbed soil, as if the rock formerly resting there had been dislodged by an external force. 
His gaze traveled up the slope past the gap to…there. A tree limb had been broken off, leaving splinters of wood jutting out from the trunk. The slope continued upward through dense trees until he caught a glimpse of it leveling off to what might be a small plateau.
The area in question was three hundred meters above him. He took a long swig of water, rotated his arms a couple of times and loosened the strap across his chest. Then he trekked up the hill very, very quietly.
The problem was going to be getting onto the plateau without being seen—assuming a dragon was there to see him. It was an assumption he had no choice but to adopt. 
As he drew closer he angled toward the incline, where the ledge blended back into the mountainside. Dragons had caves, right? Whether it was inside the cave or out in the open, staying out of sight until he could breach the ledge represented his best strategy.
The mountain rose at a steep angle by this point, but it worked in his favor. He was able to practically flatten himself against the terrain as he crept forward and up.
When the ledge was no more than two meters above him, he set his pack beside a tree and slid the sword out of the sheath. The lustered ebony shimmered subtly in the erratic rays of light sneaking through the tree limbs. 
He draped fingertips on the edge and dared a split-second peek over it.
The dragon sunned itself on the plateau. Its long, serpentine tail curled around to tuck along a thick upper body. The steady rise and fall of its chest indicated it was sleeping.
He allowed himself several blinks of disbelief. It was enormous. Chest to haunches alone had to be over ten meters, and its neck stretched nearly as long again. The deep red scales shone brilliantly, the reflected light giving them an almost metallic sheen. If he hadn’t spilled the guts of one the day before he’d likely have suspected the dragon was artificial. A machine.
From this close a perspective, he identified the four-clawed feet as representing a significant threat. A single claw could slice him open from navel to throat in one casual slash. Not as great a threat as the fire, though, for he had seen firsthand how far and wide it reached. And of course he had to consider the teeth. The jaws rested closed in slumber, but he expected the teeth were as fearsome as the claws.
There was only one location where he would be even marginally protected from the claws, the teeth and the fire. 
Should be fun.
He vaulted up onto the plateau, primed his calves and toes and sprung forward, sprinting at full speed. 
The right eye popped open as he took the last stride, revealing a blazing red oval iris inside silver sclera. 
Launching himself off his right leg, he leapt onto the dragon’s back and grabbed hold of a scale for leverage as the dragon rose to its feet. 
The edge of the scale, though not so sharp as a blade, sliced open his palm. He let the pain drive him forward and crawled fully atop the back to straddle the spine before the beast managed to throw him off.
Seared heat from the flames spewing out of the dragon’s massive jaws washed over him, but he sat too high up the spine to burn; though long and flexible, the neck appeared to be unable to twist around so dramatically as to score a direct hit. 
The wings spread to full span and beat upward in preparation for taking flight. Flight was not good.
He swung the sword sideways as they began rising into the air and sliced into the delicate membrane of one of the wings where it attached to the body. A howl preceded renewed fire when the wings beat downward and they slammed to the ground listing to the right.
Gripping the wide spine using only his thighs, he seized the furthest scale he could reach and yanked it up and out of the way. He brought the sword up high and thrust it down into the now exposed hide.
A scream such as he had never heard burst forth from the dragon’s mouth. The shrill, flanging cry vibrated so forcefully against his eardrums he worried they may burst. 
The beast thrashed and bucked beneath him in pain, anger and desperation, coming within a sliver of tossing him off and against the mountainside. Trees some fifty meters downhill now burned, set afire by the wild flames erupting out of the gnashing jaws.
With a fierce wrench he twisted the sword until it was vertical alongside the spine and dragged it toward him. Anything less than nanoscale-forged metamat and the hide wouldn’t have sliced apart, so tough and leathery was the keratinous tissue. He jerked the sword around the edges of overlapping scales. 
Centimeter by centimeter he flayed the dragon while it writhed in agony and rage beneath him.
A thud tremored through the ground as its legs at last collapsed and it dropped onto its belly. He kept pulling the sword toward him, moving carefully backwards until he risked death by flame. It would have to be enough. 
He leaned in, forcing it down all the way to the hilt, and twisted it around to shred what he hoped was one of the beast’s vital organs.
The dragon’s long neck bucked to the sky in a final wail, then crashed to the ground. He felt the body sag in the relaxation of death beneath him. But he wasn’t taking any chances. He withdrew the sword, now dripping blood and viscera, crawled up to the neck and thrust it into the more flexible skin there. 
The stab evoked no response and the blood flowing out lacked the force of a heartbeat.
Satisfied, he sank down to rest his cheek at the juncture of the spine and neck, exhausted and a little delirious with relief and adrenaline. Also pain. 
Both his palms were cut open in several places, his chest burned from abrasions and the muscles of his arms, shoulders and upper legs throbbed in protest against what had been asked of them. He suspected he had earned a ligament tear or two at a minimum.
“Well,” he muttered into the dragon’s neck, “one more thing to add to my obituary.” 
Caleb Andreas Marano:  Killer. Lover. Dragonslayer.
A ragged laugh escaped his throat as he pushed himself up and climbed off the beast and onto the now-scorched plateau. He’d brought emergency medical supplies and could treat his palms, but he’d worry about it later. 
For sheared into the mountainside behind him stood not a cave, but rather an artificial structure.
Crafted of a material he’d call frosted glass were he on a human planet and some ten meters in height, its design was minimalist in the extreme, with a long, flat roof and a single front wall stretching the width of the gouge into the terrain. He discerned no entrance.
As he advanced toward it, though, swarming pinpoints of light began to coalesce in front of the wall. Icy blue in color, the swarm thickened into the roughest outline of a bipedal humanoid form. 
The alien watched him silently while he approached.
When he was four meters away, Caleb stopped, shifted his grip on the sword at his side, and stared at the alien. 
“You are going to let me pass. And if she’s dead, I don’t give a goddamn how many dragons you throw at me—I will come for you.” 
The alien motioned to the wall, then dissipated into points of light which glided above the structure and off into the mountains.
He stepped up before the alien changed its mind. There was still no evidence of an entrance, but he placed his palm on the wall. The opaqueness vanished, followed by a wide section of material.
He had found his door.
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MESSIUM
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

“WELL OF COURSE THEY’RE ALIENS. No human group has ships like those. Who knows where they came from though—”
“We do know. They came through some sort of portal in the Metis Nebula.”
Noah gave Kennedy a dubious look. 
They had been in the basement for hours upon hours. The muffled racket from above continued unabated, though the time between the thunderous crashes marking the collapse of the more substantial buildings had gradually lengthened. The power had gone out two hours after they arrived at the basement. 
They couldn’t go anywhere or do anything until her leg healed up more. But as to where to go or what to do? The best he could offer was he was ‘working on it.’
Messium was supposed to be an escape for him, a chance to lie low and elude those trying to kill him. But he had hardly gotten settled in when he became the target of an alien invasion. Well, not him specifically. Messium, the planet. All the people on it. As luck would have it the population included him, so the result was the same. 
And now he was trapped in a basement in a crumbling downtown under assault by alien ships with the heir to the Rossi fortune. A woman who had clear ideas on just about everything. Encompassed in ‘everything,’ it appeared, was the origins of their foe.
“I’ll bite. How do you know they came through a portal in the Metis Nebula?”
She regarded him as if the answer was juvenile in its obviousness. Didn’t seem so obvious to him. “Because my friend discovered them exiting the portal several weeks ago. The governments know—I mean, the Alliance and Federation leaders do. Didn’t help, apparently.”
He groaned. Of course they had known, and of course they hadn’t warned the public. It figured. “Has anyone asked these aliens what they want?”
“I don’t believe the opportunity has presented itself. Want to go outside and ask them yourself?”
He wanted to be angry at her for being such an over-entitled smart-ass, but her captivating green eyes twinkled with mirth even now, silently telling him she had meant it in teasing. She’d done little else other than tease him in the hours they had been together in fact. 
It shouldn’t bother him. He was the guy who kept everything lighthearted, right? The guy to whom life was one long party, right? So why was it so important she take him seriously?
He had gotten so wound around his own thoughts he missed her struggling to a standing position. On realizing it he leapt up and hurried to her side. “Hey, take it easy there, Blondie.”
Her head shook as she tested placing weight on her left leg. “We can’t sit here and wait to die. I need to get to the lab.”
“The lab? Do they have a nuclear-powered BFG which can take these monsters out?”
“That would be awesome, wouldn’t it? Sadly, no. We need to figure out how they’re blocking communications. We’re never going to be able to fight them if we can’t talk to each other.” She grabbed her bag off the floor and began hobbling out of the room.
“Wait—let me carry that!” 
She glanced over her shoulder at him and tossed the bag into his chest. “I thought you’d never ask. Come on, the lab is at the end of this hall.”

Rows of servers lined the back wall of the lab. The long wall opposite the door contained standard testing benches and the near wall cabinets flush with tools and equipment. It reminded Noah of his own office, if ten times larger. But the organization was efficient, and he instantly felt at home.
By the time he had tossed her bag in the corner Kennedy was rummaging through one of the cabinets. Grunts of frustration soon bubbled forth. 
“What are you hunting for?”
“A quantum coherence analyzer. It measures the—”
“I know what it does. But I bet it will be down here next to the….” He crossed the lab to the row of testing benches and scanned the shelf above the barrier cage. “Found one.”
She stared at him curiously. He might venture a guess she looked impressed, but the room was dark and he was probably projecting. 
She hopped up on one of the work tables scattered down the middle of the wide room and waved him closer, only to shift back to the edge of the table. “Oh, my bag—”
“I got it. Chill out. You’re injured.” Her lips smacked in annoyance while she waited for him to bring it to her, legs swinging beneath the table as if she were an impatient little girl. Damn, she was cute. And trouble he so did not need.
As soon as he dropped the bag on the table she started rummaging through it—the woman could rummage like a champ—and in seconds pulled out a slender box bearing a translucent glass cover.
He arched an eyebrow. “A mobile QEC? Nice.”
“You recognize this, too? What is it you said you did for a living?”
“I didn’t.” At her questioning gaze he shrugged. “Whatever I want. Are you going to turn it on or not?”
“Yes.” She eyed him queerly in the breath before she focused on the box. Two fingers of her left hand input commands on the glass surface. “One this size is merely for basic data and signal transmission, but it should suffice. I realize we can’t contact anyone, but I’ll pretend I’m sending a data packet to the office.”
She set the QEC on the table surface and carefully drew the analyzer along it, then studied the results. “I was afraid of this. The coherence breaks down upon transmission.” 
Her face screwed up, triggering a debris-darkened curl to fall out of her messy ponytail across her forehead. She blew it out the way; it promptly tumbled down once more. “What does that?”
Without thinking about it, he reached over and tucked the wayward curl behind her ear. “Nothing I’ve ever heard of.” 
At the flare in her eyes his hand fell away. He directed his attention to the bag beside her. “What else you got in your bag?”
“Nothing to re-cohere qubits, I’m afraid. Though….” Her arms propelled her off the table and back into the cabinets. Her voice came out muffled from deep inside the storage. “Look around and see if you can find a wide-band receiver anywhere.”
“Right.” At least she didn’t ask if he knew what one of those was.
“Never mind, found one.” He turned around in time to see her hop back on the work table. She really needed to stop being…well, how she was being. 
She slid the small tower to the center of the table. When she rolled onto her stomach to face the tower he decided his best option was to do the same.
A screen flickered to life beside the tower when she connected it to a tiny power generator. He watched her through the translucence. “What do you expect to find? Nothing’s getting out.”
“No idea. I’ll let you know when I find it.”
“What did you say you do again?”
Her mouth quirked. “I didn’t. But I’m a ship designer. Materials, components, shields, power, you name it.”
“In between black-tie parties and charity auctions, I imagine.”
“I’m not a gilded princess, Noah. I do work for a living.”
Her scowl, accompanied by the disappointed tone in her voice, cut too hard for his taste. “Sure, but you don’t have to.”
She shifted her attention to the receiver controls and fiddled with them. “I didn’t disown my family like you, if that’s what you mean.”
“Don’t think you—wait.” The jumble of static on the screen had almost resolved into a fan-like shape. “It’s a diffraction pattern of some kind.”
Her head tilted to the side to take in a new angle. “Antiparticles? No, we’d be dead from the gamma rays by now.”
“Maybe not. They could be a kind of, I don’t know, anti-qubits?”
Her expression was distorted by the prismatic pattern on the screen separating them. “What did you say you do again?”
“I told you—whatever I want. So an anti-qubit wouldn’t technically be an ‘opposite,’ right?”
She absently reached down to scratch at the cut on her leg. “While theoretically possible, the odds of two identically-opposite qubits encountering one another is infinitesimally small.”
“I didn’t mean—stop doing that.”
“Doing what?”
“Scratching your wound. How is the gel going to grow new skin if you keep displacing it?”
“Fine, fine. So you mean if there were qubits which represented the superposition of values between -1 and 0? Or even 1 and 2? Any range would be possible.”
“But this isn’t any range. It has to include 0 or 1, or it wouldn’t be interfering with our communications.”
Her eyes lit up in the luminescence provided by the screen. Damn. “Right. I can’t believe I forgot! So what are we talking about here? These aliens use a shifted quantum field, but to communicate similar to how we do, or solely to interfere with our communications? No, it has to be the latter, because by definition the interference would be in both directions. Seems like a lot of effort on their part, but we don’t understand their technology.”
“Was there a question for me in there?”
“What? Oh. No. I mean…no. Do you agree?”
“That it’s for interference, or communication?”
“Yes.” She burst out laughing. The rich, luscious tenor filled the lab. She sucked in air, laughed some more, then abruptly moaned. “I am so hungry.” Back into the bag, and after a few seconds she tossed him an energy bar before tearing one open herself.
“Sho, how dho we cougheracth ith?” The words came out thick and garbled by the gooey bar she was devouring, and it was his turn to laugh.
He chewed on the energy bar she had provided and pondered the question. “Protect our qubits. Shield them somehow.”
Now her entire face lit up. He was so royally fucked. “Shielding, I can do.”

It had taken them more than two hours to rig up the necessary equipment to test their theory.
In the absence of a second QEC, he fashioned one with parts of the various testing equipment—surprising her, he thought. 
While he constructed the rig, she worked up a mundane wave pattern to ensconce the qubits in and protect them from the diffractive interference. The waveguide shield needed to be in place at both ends here in the lab, or else the interference would still occur at reception.
“I’m ready down here.”
“One more sec.” She straightened up at the other end of the room. Grime still streaked along her left cheek, and no way was he going to tell her. “Got it. I’m sending you a message.”
He squatted in front of the display he had hooked to the makeshift quantum receiver.
Hi, Noah
Okay, that was just adorable. He smiled over the top of the display. “Hi, Blondie.”
“Ugh, my hair’s probably a drab soot gray by now.” 
“It is, but ‘Drab Soot Gray’ simply doesn’t have the same ring to it.” He ducked beneath the table before she could hurl anything at him. “So do you think we can send a signal out beyond the range of the aliens’ distortion? The receiver shouldn’t have to be shielded if it’s outside the field.”
“We can try. I’m not confident we’ll be able to get a message in return, though, not without the sender accounting for the adjustments we’ve made on this end.”
He stood to traipse across the room. “Here’s what we need to do. Let’s put together a message relaying the situation here—make it as clear and direct as possible—and send it to someone who can use the information. Then we need to get out of here. Off this planet.”
She followed his haphazard path. “Because we need to get all this information to the military leadership.”
“Well, yes. But mostly because I’d really like to live, and the odds of doing so on this planet are surely decreasing by the hour.”
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ISABELA DESCENDED THE MARBLE STEPS of Division Headquarters to the street below. Traffic looked brisk, but she sensed a change in mood of the pedestrians passing in front of her. Gaits which normally might have been buoyant or energetic were now hurried to the point of being frenetic. Shoulders were hunched over and parents kept protective arms around their children.
Her heart clenched painfully at the sight. Soon, Marlee, sweetheart. I’ll be home soon. I promise.
Remembering her mission, she jolted herself out of the reverie and joined the passersby as nonchalantly as possible. She did her best not to dart her eyes around in search of anyone following. 
The personal shield Director Delavasi had provided her sent faint tingles roving along her skin like low-level static electricity. He’d said she wouldn’t be able to feel it. He had lied.
Or it could simply be nerves. She patted the small stunner in her pocket to make sure it remained secure. Another gift from Delavasi. He’d shown her how to use it then promised she wouldn’t need it. She rather hoped he hadn’t lied about that, too.
She took the next left and scurried across the street, as much to blend in with the crowd as out of her own nervousness. Her instructions were to stop at a store, go check on her mother, then head for the spaceport. If she made it all the way to a transport for Krysk odds were she was in the clear, though an unidentified agent would be quietly coming along with her in case someone tried to grab her after she returned home.
According to Delavasi, Caleb had been framed for the EASC bombing with the help of someone inside the Division of Intelligence. She’d agreed to help draw this person out, because she wanted to help her brother and because she wanted the whole affair settled once and for all here on Seneca. Her daughter was in enough danger already from Alliance attacks and alien invaders without her bringing home murderous traitors.
She made a little bit of a show—too much?—of considering the placard of a convenience store before going in and buying a packet of trail mix, lemon tea and a temple press for a developing headache. 
Taking a deep breath intended to bolster her resolve, she stepped back out on the street and continued toward the nearest levtram station. Dusk faded to night as the last rays of sunlight disappeared beneath the horizon, and a chill crept down her spine. 
In the dark this plan suddenly seemed far more dangerous and rather foolhardy on her part. She wasn’t her brother; she didn’t know how to be a spy or how to work undercover. She wasn’t a weakling, but she hadn’t needed to physically defend herself since Sienna Bassi tried to pull her hair out in 9th level after Isabela stole her boyfriend. Her husband Daniel had dabbled in martial arts but he did it for relaxation, not self-defense. 
She tried to recall that movement he used to perform, in the middle of the bedroom floor, where he—
She gasped as a wave of sorrow and pain bloomed out of nowhere to overcome her. For the briefest eternal second she could see him, shirtless and wearing loose black shorts, his wiry frame displaying only a hint of muscles no matter how much he exercised. His eyes closed as he made a show of concentration and even breathing while one leg swept out in a smooth arc—
—strong hands shoved her into an alley then slammed her into the wall before she was able to blink. 
A blade was pressed to the side of her neck. It flickered against her shield, sending jolts of electricity down her arms. She realized she ought to try to reach the stunner in her pocket, but her arms were caught beneath the weight of the body squeezing against her.
Her attacker’s voice snarled low at her ear. “You have ten seconds to tell me where Caleb Marano is. Otherwise I guarantee you will never see your daughter again.”
She worked to focus on the person holding her captive. But it was dark and the alley was darker. The person was tall but not bulky; plenty strong though. 
The blade dug into her neck; her skin was on fire from the shield’s efforts to fight it. “Time’s ticking, Ms. Marano. Where is your brother?”
The voice sounded familiar now. A woman’s voice, maybe. A wispy lock of hair fell across her vision, gleaming ginger in reflected light from the street. The agent who’d taken her and her mother from the house?
Her own voice quivered and she didn’t even have to fake it. “I don’t know, I swear!”
“Liar. You—”
“STEP AWAY AND RAISE YOUR HANDS NOW!” The command boomed from the alley entrance. Her attacker shoved her to the pavement and took off running. 
Isabela gingerly massaged her knee where it had slammed to the ground as a raucous, violent scuffle ensued deeper in the alley. After a few seconds she carefully stood and peered into the shadows, trying to discern what was happening.
“Ms. Marano, are you injured?”
She jumped and instinctively backed against the wall. The man approaching her looked familiar, though. One of the agents who had come and gone during her endless detention.
“It’s all right. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to take you to a secure location, but do you need medical attention?”
Dizzy from adrenaline and terror and relief, she shook her head haltingly. How did Caleb do this every day? “I scraped my knee is all.” His words finally succeeded in penetrating her brain, and she frowned. “I’m not free to go?”
“Sorry, ma’am, not quite yet. The Director is concerned there may be other people involved. We need to make absolutely certain you’re safe.”
She was too tired to argue. Exhausted, in fact. She gestured weakly. “Take me wherever you think is best.”

INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
Graham seethed. His seething was blatantly visible to anyone who happened by, for which he could give a rat’s ass. 
He stalked outside the interrogation room, fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. His vague reflection in the glass indicated his hair resembled that of a stereotypical mad scientist after being subjected to frequent abuse for the last three hours. 
Bad enough it was one of his own agents, but his second in command? A woman he had trusted with the most sensitive intel, not to mention his personal doubts and concerns? A woman he had shared drinks with on the occasional evening? He had relied on her. Depended on her. Trusted her.
He may be a stupid, slow fool of an old man but he was damn well still in charge. He steeled himself, made a silent vow not to punch her and stepped into the room. 
She gazed up at him, a tight sneer turning her face malicious in its coldness. Her hands, waist and ankles were restrained in webs but she managed to notch her shoulders up a fraction. “Sorry, sir. Looks like I won’t be able to make it to work in the morning.” 
The expression she wore and sarcastic tone in her voice told him she didn’t intend to bother claiming a misunderstanding. Good.
“I want to know one thing, Liz. Your interrogators will want to know a great deal more, but I merely require one piece of information. Why? Why cause a war? Why frame a fellow agent? Why kill a fellow agent?”
“I didn’t kill Volosk. He was a decent man. Didn’t kill Nythal, either, even if he wasn’t.”
“But you know who did, don’t you?”
“That’s more than one question, boss.”
He placed both hands on the table and leaned over it until his face was positioned centimeters from hers. He’d decided ‘who’ was a far more important question than ‘why.’ His voice emerged as a low, rumbling growl. “Answer the question.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know enough to hand them over to you—assuming I would, which I don’t plan on. Aliases, dummy accounts, dead-drop exanet addresses. You know how the game works, don’t you, old man?”
She held his stare, but he took some small comfort in seeing a glint of fear in her eyes. “But I will tell you why, because I’m feeling charitable. We have cowered in the shadow of the Alliance for too long. We make nice and pay tribute to those arrogant fucks and they don’t deserve it. We are so much better than those tawdry, pretentious pricks.”
“That’s what this is? You want to piss all over the Alliance because it’ll make you feel special? You’re nothing more than a playground bully desperate for validation.”
“Bullshit. This isn’t about me. Seneca is ready to rule this whole galaxy, if it only dared. I just tried to give it a little nudge.”
“These are people’s lives you’re destroying with your little nudge. You’re a psycho, and you aren’t worth a second more of my time.” He shoved off the table and tossed a dismissive hand in her direction. “Enjoy your nice, long stay in solitary. I’m sure someone will persuade you to talk eventually. Or not.”
He stormed out and down the hall, waving off several agents via a glower threatening enough to ensure they stayed away.
Why did being one of the good guys have to be such a pain in the ass sometimes? He needed a stiff drink, then another one—but he couldn’t spare the time because the galaxy continued to blow itself up apace. And it wasn’t interested in taking a breather on account of his foul mood.
His glower sent two passengers scurrying out of the lift as he barreled onto it. It occurred to him he should perhaps tone it down a bit; he probably resembled a madman on a chimeral bender and if he wasn’t careful someone would show up wielding a tranquilizer. 
He grumbled at the empty lift and made a note to have the drink later.
A red light flashed in the corner of his vision. Concerned Isabela was in danger or another agent of his was dead or the aliens were making a house call, he opened the message.
None of those events had occurred, thankfully. Instead it was a priority request bumped up the chain to him.
And with good reason. A hoarse chuckle bubbled up from his chest as he stepped off the lift and hurried toward his office. For the first time in days, a feeling which might be misdiagnosed as hope stirred in his gut.
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“DAMMIT, HELMSMAN, GET YOUR ZADNITSA to an escape pod now!”
Russian. Him. Alex willed the scene to crystallize faster.
“But sir—”
“I can fly her, I assure you. Now get out of here—that’s an order!”
She was on the deck of an Alliance military ship. A cruiser. She knew this not from the size or layout of the bridge but because of who stood at the railing which framed the sunken navigation pit.
Commander David Nikolai Solovy leapt into the pit, taking time to pat the helmsman on the back as he reluctantly departed the bridge before dropping into the flight chair and strapping in.
Dad.
He was so damn handsome, even with his dusky blond hair strewn wild by too many fingers being dragged through it and a thin sheen of sweat coating his neck and arms beneath rolled up sleeves.
He was now alone on the bridge. Everyone had been evacuated. Outside the viewport the incredible brightness of the Kappa Crucis blue supergiant dominated in spite of the clumpy H II gases. 
Considerable debris from wrecked ships floated silently against the hazy white-blue glow. The Stalwart was extremely close to the supergiant. Dangerously close.
She rushed down to the navigation pit.
He monitored three screens while struggling to keep the cruiser steady and muttering a variety of colorful curses in Russian under his breath. The first screen displayed the position of the ship relative to the supergiant and the research station; the second tracked the Senecan fleet as it endeavored to navigate the debris-covered battlefield. The final screen monitored the status of the civilian and damaged military vessels currently evacuating the system behind the Stalwart.
She crouched beside him to stare up at his face in wonder. Her fingertips reached out to touch his arm, though it was impossible. She wasn’t really there. Like the scenes that came before, she was merely witnessing a recording of an event from the past. But oh how it felt as if she were there.
His eyes rose to check the scene outside, shining liquid silver brimming over with intelligence and intensity. Inputting a series of quick commands, he rerouted all the navigation and weapon controls to his station. Seconds later the thrusters fired beneath them. 
The battle had been a rout from the beginning, so the story went, and the landscape outside the viewport verified it. But for her the story of the Kappa Crucis Battle had always been so much more than a history lesson.
The Alliance had been steadily losing their previous dominance of the sector for weeks. When the decision was finally made to evacuate the research station staffed with scientists studying the region of active star formation, technicians, and their families, Strategic Command sent a regiment to oversee and protect the evacuation.
The Federation had placed monitoring equipment throughout the region; fearful the regiment was sent as a challenge to their increasing control, they sent an overpowering force to crush it.
Two Alliance cruisers, four frigates and sixteen fighters stood no chance against the Senecan division-strength fleet that arrived, but the evacuation was already underway and the civilians required protecting. 
Rear Admiral Fuschida had taken the EAS Lincoln and three frigates to engage the Senecan forces before they reached the station. Commander Solovy and the Stalwart were ordered to stay behind and guard the station, while the final frigate and a flight of fighters provided close protection for the evacuating shuttles.
Fuschida mined the route from the research station, ejecting tactical fusion anti-ship mines throughout the area while leaving a narrow passage clear for the inevitable retreat.
Two of the frigates and most of the Alliance fighters were destroyed in the primary engagement with the Federation forces, though not before wrecking one of the Federation frigates and a number of their fighters. The third frigate dispatched to the front line suffered catastrophic damage and was left unable to navigate. 
The Lincoln suffered considerable damage but, for a time, remained flightworthy. However instead of retreating, Fuschida elected to deploy additional mines until the last possible second behind a virtual wall of burning ship debris, unexploded ordinances and spaced soldiers from both sides of the battle.
Alex joined him in staring out the viewport. The destruction was immense, but she discerned the narrow passage through the mines and debris. 
The final strategy of Rear Admiral Dawn Fuschida appeared to have been successful; the approach to the research station, the Stalwart and the derelict vessels represented a deadly gauntlet that would force the Senecans to approach single-file, one ship at a time, or risk detonation of the mines. 
When the Lincoln at last splintered apart under the incessant fire from the bulk of the Senecan fleet, the hull ripped open and the balance of her tactical mines drifted into space, all but blocking the circumscribed entrance into the gauntlet.
She watched as her father did what she knew he would—position the Stalwart broadside at the exit point of the gauntlet.
This was the part of the story that had never made sense to her. For twelve minutes while the Senecan forces split—some working to clear a path through while others gave the mines and debris a wide berth and went the long way around—his ship had sat and waited. She had always assumed he was giving his own men time to evacuate or that his ship had been crippled beyond hope of flight. But it was apparent his ship was fully evacuated and, though slightly damaged, still flightworthy.
Despite the knowledge he would never hear her, she couldn’t stop herself from screaming at him, begging him to just GO. The horror of his impending death loomed dark and foreboding in her mind like the event horizon of a black hole, yet a tiny spark of hope welled inside her that somehow, some way, his fate might be avoided.
“Dad, run, now! The path is blocked, and you can get away! Run, please!”
Then the ship shuddered violently from the force of an impact. 
She stood and approached the viewport…and finally understood.
The Senecans had launched drones into the channel to move the mines. While it would be some time before the gaps were wide enough for the larger ships to proceed, fighters were able, with careful flying, to successfully navigate the gauntlet. Many of the evacuating vessels and the few fighters protecting them lacked sLume drives and had not yet reached the carrier waiting ten megameters away. But for the Stalwart blocking the way, the Senecan fighters would be able to run them down. 
It was the reason he had positioned the ship across the breadth of the gauntlet exit. It was the reason he had not run. 
Her father rerouted all power except for weapons and minimal life support to the starboard shields. As fighters began approaching they aimed for a small gap at the bow of the Stalwart, hoping to slide through.
The fire from the Stalwart’s pulse lasers was relentless, and the first wave of fighters were shredded under the superior targeting and firepower of an Earth Alliance cruiser. By positioning the ship as he had, David Solovy had closed the gauntlet using his own ship as the final impenetrable barrier—save for a tiny path which became his own personal shooting gallery.
A deep male voice boomed through the bridge. “Unidentified Earth Alliance Captain, stand down and remove your ship from the area or you will be destroyed.”
Alex ran back to her father, panic and despair in her eyes.
He sat in the pilot’s chair, one hand idly hovering over the comm panel in front of him for several seconds. Then he casually kicked the chair back, withdrew his hand from the panel and delivered his response for himself alone.
“Go fuck yourself, you svilochnaya peshka.”
The bridge shook, and her gaze darted back to the viewport. 
The open space ahead had widened—more mines now prodded away—and a Senecan frigate traversed the gauntlet, weapons firing. Having recognized the lie of the tantalizing gap, multiple fighters hung back with the frigate and added their weaponry to the barrage. Her father couldn’t return fire without changing the angle of the ship, which would open the exit and bring an end to his blockade.
Instead he reached over and his left hand activated another panel.
“Miri, are you there?”
Miriam Solovy’s voice came over the comm, clear and strong above the sounds of wrenching metal and muffled explosions. “David? David, what’s going on? We’re getting reports of a battle near Kappa Crucis….”
He gave the empty bridge a grim smile. “Yeah, um…it’s looking rather khrenovo for us, I’m not going to lie. But I’ve bought time for the research station to evacuate and provided cover for our damaged ships to retreat.”
Her mother’s voice dropped warily. “David, what are you doing? You’re not thinking of being some kind of hero, are you?
“I…I suppose I am. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time. The ship’s getting banged up fairly badly at this point, but I—”
“Then get out of there. I’m sure you’ve saved plenty enough lives—save your own, dammit!”
A desperate sigh fell from his lips. “No can do, I’m afraid. The escape pods and a number of civilian shuttles from the station are still trying to get out of danger. I can’t abandon them to be blown to bits.”
“David Solovy, you listen to me this instant.” Her mother’s voice had gained an almost desperate tenor, but resonated with stern authority nonetheless. “I am giving you a direct order as your superior officer. You turn tail and you run. If you can’t fly then you get yourself to an escape pod and you escape.”
“Ah, dushen’ka, you know the ranking officer on the battlefield has command. Rear Admiral Fuschida and Commodore Giehl are dead, so that’s me. I wish I could, I really, really do. Listen, I want—” the bridge quaked from the strain of a direct hit from the Senecan frigate impacting the lower decks. 
He gripped the armrests tightly to keep himself in the chair “—I want you to tell Alex I love her so, so much, and I am so sorry I won’t be there to see her grow up. But I just know she is going to be amazing. She already is. Tell her…tell her there are times in this universe when you simply have to stand for what you believe in, no matter the cost. And tell her she is going to shine like—”
“You tell her yourself. Goddammit, David, you and our daughter are the only two people I’ve ever given a damn about in this entire galaxy. Don’t you dare leave me alone!”
She saw tears stream down his face as he struggled to keep his voice steady and hold onto the chair as the ship began to come apart around him.
“You’ll be all right, Miri. You were always the strong one. You’ll—”
“I don’t want to be all right—I don’t want to be strong! David, please….”
Tears ran freely down her virtual cheeks now as well as she sank to the floor in her own desperation. She had never heard such anguish in her mother’s voice. Never, ever. 
Dad, please listen to her, why can’t you listen to her….
“Miri, my darling, my world, moya vselennaya, know that I love you with everything that I am. I love you more than all the stars in the heavens, more than—”
With a searing crunch the Stalwart exploded. 
Yet she lingered for another breath, and so witnessed the true genius of her father’s strategy and the depth of his final act of heroism. 
As the hull of the Stalwart broke apart, mines it had been carrying spilled out into space. Unable to maneuver away in time, the approaching Senecan frigate crashed into two mines; the resulting explosion detonated a third. 
The debris of the Stalwart, the Senecan frigate and a dozen mines sealed the gauntlet and blocked the Senecan forces in a final, non-negotiable way.
Finally, mercifully, the scene faded away.

She was left crumpled on the white floor in the white room, her body wracked by sobs. A hand stretched out into empty air, grasping for what was gone.
The number of times she had shed even a modicum of tears could be counted in single digits, but now she cried until she couldn’t see for the tears, then until she couldn’t breathe. 
She cried for the wonderful, brave, beautiful man her father had been, and for herself for being robbed of the chance to see and know him as he truly was. 
She cried for her mother, left alone to continue on, left to live through endless days and decades knowing what she had lost and would never have again. 
She cried because she had been a foolish, selfish little girl who never completely comprehended what had transpired and what it had meant for those around her. The blindness and stubbornness and bitterness of a brokenhearted child had remained with her for far too long.
When there seemed no more tears capable of falling, she struggled past the dry heaves and sat up, resting her weight on one arm. Wiping soaked cheeks with the back of her hand, she gazed out at the empty room. “Thank you.”
We do not understand. This was meant as a gift, a reward, yes. Yet you are obviously distraught. Why would you thank us for causing you such pain?
Sniffles interfered with her catching her breath, but she finally stood, only to wipe away yet more tears. “You’ve been watching us, studying us, for a long time, yes?”
Aeons.
“Yet you still have no idea what it means to be human, do you?”
The pause was noticeable. 
You will wake up now. Your companion has proved himself most skilled and persistent. Our time together must come to an end.
“Wait! What about—”
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THE CONFERENCE ROOM IN THE LOGISTICS building which had been claimed for EASC Board meetings was raucous to the point of chaos when Miriam arrived. Liam shouted ineffectually at the head of the table while aides scurried in directionless circles and small clusters of advisors conferred in hushed undertones. The Earth Alliance was under attack on two fronts, and no one wanted the blame to find its way to their feet. 
If those in attendance had any sense, they would merely hope to still be alive and standing when the time came to place blame.
She ignored Liam and went to the control panel on the far wall. Her voice resonated above the furor, calm and clear. “Everyone, take your seats. We’re starting this meeting now.”
The din hushed as the attendees hurried to obey the implicit order. Brigadier Hervé nodded graciously at Miriam as she sat. “Admiral, before we begin let me say how pleased I was to hear your daughter has been cleared of involvement in the bombing. You must be so relieved.”
Miriam’s expression was a mask of pure professionalism. She couldn’t be sure how much Hervé did or did not know about the role one of her employees had played in helping Richard make it happen. “I had confidence the truth would win out. Thank you, Brigadier.” She didn’t need to turn her head to feel Liam’s glare burning into her left temple.
He was so busy glaring at her, in fact, he forgot to take advantage of the momentary quiet and start talking. So she did. 
“As you are all aware by now, we lost contact with Messium thirty hours ago. We also continue to be unable to reach the colonies of Gaelach, Zetian, Karelia and Edero. Admiral Rychen, do you have any updated information regarding the situation on Messium?”
Lines were hewed into Rychen’s features like grooves into steel. He wasn’t raging or screaming, but in the twenty-six years she had known him she had never seen him appear so hard. Suffice it to say he was taking the attack on Messium personally. 
“Only that all attempts to obtain intel have failed. I’ve sent three recon ships into the region; none have returned. Based on the few images we’ve seen on the news feeds I think we have to assume it is under assault from the alien fleet Admiral Solovy’s daughter warned us about.”
At last she tossed a look in Liam’s direction. “Well, General, I trust you concede the aliens’ existence now?”
“They’re working for the Senecans! Those cretins realize they stand no chance of defeating us themselves so they’ve made a deal with the devil.”
“General, my information says the Federation has similarly lost contact with four of its colonies. We have every reason to believe they are being targeted as well.”
O’Connell scoffed. “Lies. Propaganda.”
General Foster stepped cautiously into the dispute. “How do we propose to fight these aliens? If we can’t even talk to one another once they’re in the region, we can’t coordinate our efforts. We’ll be all but defenseless.”
Rychen responded. “We have to try. We can’t very well surrender without firing a shot.”
Defense Minister Mori interjected. “Given what we’ve seen of this armada, everyone on Messium and the other colonies is probably dead by now. I recommend we pull back our forces and protect the First Wave worlds.”
Miriam gestured for silence. “Gentlemen, please. Everyone on Messium is not dead, and we are not defenseless. Half an hour ago I received this communication.” She sent the message to the display above the table.
Messium attacked by alien ships. Unknown casualties. Comms disrupted by shifted quantum field. Encase transmitter/receiver in photal fiber waveguide confining 520 THz signal to protect qubits at origin and destination. Setting message to repeat. Leaving refuge to locate functioning ships and attempt escape.
“How do we know this is genuine? Why did it come to you?” 
Inwardly she groaned; was there nothing which could force Liam to see past his delusional prejudices and be rational for five seconds? If she wasn’t so ridiculously happy about Richard’s miracle work to publicly clear Alexis, she might be annoyed.
“It’s genuine. The sender is personally known to me. I suspect she sent it to me because she needed a precise recipient with a known address and recognized I would be in a position to use the information to maximum benefit.”
“What it says about protecting the qubits—will it work?”
She shifted her attention to Rychen. “Tech Logistics confirmed it in theory before I joined you. It’s not a panacea. We’ll have to adapt every communications hub and for now it will only work for point-to-point communication. One sender and one receiver. But it’s a damn fine start.”
“It damn sure is.” He looked like a man who had just received a stay of execution. Not a pardon, but perhaps a pathway to one.
“Can we refocus on the ultimate enemy here? We bring Hellfire down on Seneca and let the aliens take care of what’s left. Admiral Rychen, I want you to reinforce the blocka—”
Rychen stood in the confines of his holo and focused a laser-sharp stare on Liam. “O’Connell, fuck your holy war. Fuck your blockade. You can tell whoever the Prime Minister is this week I said so, too. Messium is my responsibility. It’s my home. I am going to go defend it, and I am taking my fleet with me.”
Miriam had to cover her mouth to silence the giggle which bubbled forth. She never, ever giggled. But that was simply beautiful.
Liam’s fist slammed onto the table. It wasn’t nearly so sturdy as the old one in the HQ penthouse, and it tipped upward from the force, sending those sitting at the other end scurrying backwards. “You’ll be dishonorably discharged. Court-martialed for dereliction of duty.”
Rychen cocked his head. “Possibly. But not until this conflict is won or lost, which is long enough for me to do everything I can to win it.” He glanced around the room. “If you all will excuse me, I have preparations for an offensive to make.” 
With that, his holo winked out of existence.

Richard was stepping into his office carrying a mug of coffee when Miriam practically tackled him in a bear hug.
“Thank you…thank you so much.”
He hugged her awkwardly with one arm while directing most of his efforts at not spilling the coffee with the other. He tried to recall the last time Miriam had hugged him, or anyone as he’d seen for that matter. After David’s funeral perhaps? Suffice it to say it had been some time.
She was smiling when she pulled back, the candid smile she only ever allowed a few people to see. It might be argued she was almost effervescent, but he would die before voicing the notion aloud. 
He did match her smile though. “It was the least I could do. It’s my job, it helps in our investigation and most importantly she’s my god-daughter. I couldn’t let her reputation be smeared, and I certainly couldn’t let her be arrested for something she didn’t do.”
“Of course all of those things are true. Nevertheless, you’ve earned my undying gratitude.”
He grimaced as he settled in his chair. “And now her claims have been vindicated. Kind of wish they weren’t. Any word on Messium?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. You remember Alexis’ friend, Kennedy Rossi?”
“A Rossi isn’t someone you forget meeting if you possess any sense. Plus, she was kind of memorable I believe.”
“Well she’s on Messium now. She somehow managed to survive the initial barrage, figure out how the aliens are disrupting our communications and get a message out to me.”
“Seriously? Impressive. Alex always did display shrewd tastes in associates.”
“I suppose so….” Miriam face fell, and he belatedly realized the statement was laden with complicated implications.
“Any word from her?” He didn’t need to clarify who he meant.
Her head merely shook silently.
“I’m sure she’s safe. She simply has a skilled intelligence agent covering their tracks, for which we should be glad.”
“But they’ve been cleared now, unofficially. They can resurface.”
“I’m not so convinced. Marano was targeted by the people who are pulling the strings on this conspiracy, and we don’t know who they are. It may not be safe yet.”
She nodded in acceptance, if perhaps contrived, of his better judgment on the matter. “On that note, any more progress on discovering who those people might be?”
“Some. I’ve put a deep trace on any communications mentioning her or his name within the Alliance infrastructure. Predictably there was a huge spike in the hours after the leak broke, but so far nothing more than the expected security department bureaucracy and ass-covering. I’d hoped something would stand out, and it still may.
“I do have a lead on where a portion of the explosives used in the Headquarters bombing came from. I’m optimistic it will turn out to be a lucrative trail. I was also able to determine Marano’s file sent to me is in fact his official Senecan government file, which makes it increasingly likely someone inside their government is colluding with someone in ours.” 
With a sigh he sank deeper into the chair. “She was right about everything. This whole war is a setup. I’m convinced of it now. Powerful interests are manipulating us all for their own ends, though God knows what those ends are.”
“What can we do? Much as I’d like to, we can’t pull fully back from the Senecan front. From their perspective the war is still on. If we’re not engaged and alert they’ll have the opportunity to decimate us, and we desperately need every ship.”
“The aliens are hitting them as well, so they face the same problem—” His brow creased, taken aback by the notification on his eVi. Will was requesting to enter? It was hardly the first time his husband had showed up unannounced, but it wasn’t a common occurrence before the war began and even less so since his work life turned insane.
He depressed the lock, allowing the door to slide open. “Will, this is a pleasant surprise.”
Will didn’t look at him. Odd. “Miriam, it’s good to see you.”
“And you, Will. It’s been too long, for which I bear the entirety of the blame.”
“It has, and you were already forgiven. I apologize for interrupting, but I’m afraid this couldn’t wait.”
What did that mean? “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”
Miriam started to stand. “I can leave if you—”
“No, please. It’s better if you stay.” Will’s gaze finally fell to him, and Richard tried to process what he saw. Sadness, regret? But also a firm resoluteness.
“Is the room shielded?”
Richard frowned but activated the privacy shield from his desk. “It is now.”
“Really shielded?”
Dread pooled in his gut; every instinct honed in twenty years of intelligence work screamed a rhapsody of shrill warnings in his eardrums. He forced them down to a dull roar. “Yes, really shielded. Will, what is going on?”
He saw Will’s Adam’s apple bob once, then a second time. The muscles in his locked jaw twitched. Richard had never seen him appear so desolate, though he had seen him look so determined.
“You want to end this war.”
“Yes. We need to be able to focus all our assets on defending against these aliens. But—”
“But you need to talk to Seneca in order to do so.” He pressed a small transmitter in his hand, and a holocomm screen burst to life between them. 
“Director, allow me to introduce Colonel Richard Navick, Naval Intelligence Liaison to Earth Alliance Strategic Command. Richard, meet Graham Delavasi, Director of Intelligence for the Senecan Federation—and my boss. I believe the two of you have much to discuss.”








 
PART
III:
MAELSTROM
 
 
“The most powerful weapon on earth is the human soul on fire.”
 
— Marshal Ferdinand Foch
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

ALEX WAS LYING ON THE FLOOR in the center of a cavernous but otherwise empty room. 
Caleb’s heart plummeted at the sight of her crumpled body and arrested his forward progress in terror. Then she moved—a tiny, weak shift of her head—and he was again in motion, rushing ahead to drop to his knees beside her.
His hands roved over her body in search of injuries. But though her clothes bore multiple tears, he saw no blood or ripped skin, only mostly-healed scratches. He wasn’t certain he was able to hear above the pounding of his heartbeat in his ears—or because the dragon’s wail had blown out his eardrums—and tried to wrestle his pulse under control. 
He brushed tangled hair out of her face. “Alex, baby, any chance you could wake up for me?”
At first there was no response. Alarm had begun to creep anew into his chest when she blinked…blinked again…and opened her eyes. Bleary and clouded, confusion flooded them as they darted blindly for several seconds before appearing to finally see him; they widened as she threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. 
“Caleb…you’re okay….”
He gathered her up fully in his arms. Tears he refused to allow to fall stung his eyes as he fought to reign in the fervor threatening to overwhelm him. She was safe and it was the only thing he cared about. 
Even so, joy and a kind of awed relief bled into the quiver in his voice. “And so are you.”
Her lips found his and crushed them in a frantic kiss, full of tumult and panic and need. He savored the perfect feel of her mouth on his, the perfection which her kiss represented, for everything he was worth. After all, it might be his last.
She gave a muffled laugh. Or it might have been a sob. Or it might have been him. With great reluctance he shifted position enough to be able to see her. 
She looked an absolute wreck, hair falling in dirt-streaked tangles from what had once resembled a ponytail, lips parched and cracked, skin blotchy and….
He frowned in concern. “Have you been crying?”
She removed a hand from him to touch fingertips to her cheek, then stared queerly at the dampness they held. Her gaze lost focus as she drifted off.
The pad of his thumb ran softly over her jaw. “Alex?”
She jerked a little and offered him a weak smile. “Sorry. I…I’ll explain later. How long have I been here?”
“A day and a half, give or take.”
“Is that all? Do you have any water? My god I’m so thirsty.”
“Absolutely.” He fumbled for the water bottle, unlatched it and handed to her.
She greedily sucked it down as stray droplets spilled along her chin to join tear stains in cutting streaks through a thin layer of dirt coating her skin. Had the dragon dumped her upon the ground outside for her to be dragged in here?
She gave it back to him, then tilted her head hesitantly. “You’re covered in blood again.”
“I really am.”
“Why are you always covered in blood when I wake up after being unconscious?”
“Usually for the same reason you were unconscious, I think.”
A faint twinkle glittered in her eyes, gladdening him more than he would have imagined. “Are we going to have to go through another existential crisis because of it?”
He groaned. “God, I hope not. Can we not?”
“Yeah, we can not. But why are you covered in blood?” 
“You’ll see.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means you’ll see.”
“All right….” A troubled expression dampened the twinkle as her attention left him to roam around the chamber. The walls, floor and ceiling were the same opaque, frosted glass-like material, but inside they were woven through with hundreds of grooves filled with pale, luminescent light. 
“This is…well, almost what I expected. But were they intending on letting me lie here until I starved?”
“You don’t remember anything? Have you been unconscious this whole time?”
Her nose crinkled up, the way it did when she got flustered. “Not exactly. It’s complicated. I’ll explain, I will, but give me a chance to get my bearings?”
“Whatever you need. I’m just glad you’re safe.” He huffed a quiet breath. “And alive.”
She didn’t quite seem to hear him as she drifted off once more. It was probably lingering disorientation. 
Without warning she began to climb to her feet, only to waver unsteadily. She reached out to grab his hand, allowing him to help her up. He tried and failed to not cringe in pain at her tight grasp.
She flipped his hand over to reveal a deep, serrated gash cutting through the middle of his palm. “You’re not merely covered in blood—you’re hurt.”
He reached up to run the other hand along her cheek. “It’s fine. I’ll bandage them up once we get outside. Promise.” 
“Them?” She clasped the hand at her cheek and tugged it away to inspect it. Eyes anxious with concern met his.
He smiled with as much easy confidence as he could muster. “I’m fine.”
She regarded him warily for another second before letting his hands drop and wandering in a slow circle around the room. “Was there a…dragon?”
“There was in fact. Several, actually.”
“Thought I might have dreamed that part.” She drew in a long breath and visibly worked to put herself together. “Let’s get out of here. I’ve a powerful need for some fresh air.”
“I like this idea.” He located his improvised weapon from where it had been discarded in his rush to reach her and fitted it back in the sheath.
“What is that?”
“My sword.”
“Your…is it from my ship?”
“Yep.” His shrug conveyed feigned casualness. “What? I had to improvise. Don’t get your panties in a twist, I didn’t chop up any critical systems.”
“Is the handle from my chair?”
He grumbled under his breath; it had taken her less than ten seconds to notice. “I said nothing critical, didn’t I?”
She squelched the mild displeasure in her countenance. “Okay. I trust you.”
Not for much longer. Luckily she had begun hurrying toward the open doorway and missed the flash of disquiet he knew crossed his face. He shoved it away and followed her.
When she stepped outside she careened to a stop. He came up to stand beside her and waited in silence while she contemplated matters.
“You…you slayed the dragon.”
“I did.”
An eyebrow arched at the violence splayed upon the plateau. She canted her head to the side to inspect it at a different angle. Canted it in the other direction. Considered the scene dominated by the enormous dragon carcass.
Finally she gave an exaggerated sigh. “I got nothing.”
“Sure.” He brought his hand to rest on her shoulder with a chuckle. “Come on. Let’s get off this ledge, in case it didn’t live alone. We can take a break in the shade below. I’ll get my hands cleaned up, and you can eat something.”
“Yes. My god, I’m starving.”
“You must be.” If she hadn’t had fluids or nourishment for nearly two days, no wonder she seemed disoriented and unsteady. He retrieved the pack and she followed him down the steep slope until it leveled off at a shaded copse of trees.
He offered the pack to her. “Food.” After she accepted it he pulled the strap over his head and tossed the bloodied sword to the side.
“So the sword’s what you used to slay the dragon?” He nodded as she passed him the med kit from the pack.
“Well that’s very ‘knightly’ of you, but why not simply use a Daemon? Be a hell of a lot easier.”
“A field encompasses this whole area. It repels all active technology, which created a problem.”
“Clearly…” she squinted at the wooded mountainside, a puzzled frown darkening her features “…wait a minute. We’re in the middle of the mountains? We couldn’t see mountains where we camped. We have to be at least hundreds of kilometers from there. How did you get to me in a day and a half?”
His chin dropped to his chest. Time’s up.

He didn’t want to do this. Oh how he did not want to do this.
He finished wrapping the more damaged hand, set the med kit on the ground beside the sword and turned to face her. God, she was beautiful. Hair a tangled mess, clothes torn, lips pale and swollen, skin streaked in dirt. And she was so damn beautiful and flawed and perfect. 
“I flew your ship to the base of the mountains. The shield blocked it from continuing any farther, so I hiked in from there.”
A tight crease formed at her brow. “What? No, that’s impossible.”
“When the Siyane was docked on Romane, I had Mia hack it to grant me full access and flying rights.”
Her irises flashed a pure argent, so bright they resembled the flare of a nova, in what could only be shock doubtless to soon be followed by outrage. “You…you did what?”
He forced down the jagged lump clogging his larynx. “I secretly had your ship hacked and acquired myself flying rights to it without your consent. I did it because I knew one day—somewhere, somehow—I would need it to save one or both of us. I didn’t ask you first because I knew you would never permit it. You are insular and controlling and bullheaded stubborn and one day it is going to get you killed—but it won’t be on a day I’m with you.”
His pacing had grown furious around the small copse. His voice had started out flat and toneless, but more vehemence crept into each sentence. “And you know what? I’m not sorry. You can hate me if you want, you can believe I betrayed you and kick me out of your life if you must, but I don’t regret doing it. Because I was right. And because I was right you’re alive and safe, and nothing matters more to me.
“I would do it all over again, and again if I had to, because it meant I was able to save you.” 
A frayed breath ended the screed, heavy with bitterness and sorrow. He had meant every syllable, even if he hadn’t realized all of it until the words spilled forth. Even if it didn’t matter. 
She was staring at him with the oddest expression. Whether it was fury or remained simple incredulity for the moment he dared not presume. Her irises now swirled melted silver, hiding her thoughts behind an impenetrable storm. 
She opened her mouth as if to speak, only to close it. She pivoted as if to tramp about in a fit of anger…and stopped. Her brow furrowed and unfurrowed several times in succession.
He felt dangerously unhinged. Raw. The emotions he had kept bottled up inside for days so he was able to search for her and not crumble under their weight burst free from the dull ache in his chest to roil beneath his skin, searching for a path forward, demanding an outlet. But there was nothing he could do. 
While he would never—could never—harm her, he thought he might gleefully harm anything else which came within reach. Another dragon should suffice. In fact, he’d offer a significant fortune for another dragon to show up right about now.
Looking into her eyes, he silently begged her to see the torment in his. Desperation bled out of his voice. “Do something, please. Yell, scream, hit me if you want, but do not just leave me standing here awaiting my execution sentence.”
Her throat worked laboriously, as if it struggled to remember the actions required for speech. “I love you….”
All the blood rushed to his head, sending it spinning violently. His injuries were graver than he had realized, for him to be so delirious as to be hearing things. He choked out a precious few syllables. “What did you say?”
Her eyes narrowed, perplexed, as if she wasn’t entirely sure herself. “You went behind my back and against my wishes, and I should be furious with you. And part of me is. But you’re right—had you asked I would have said ‘no,’ and it would have been wrong of me.
“This is the second time you’ve saved me expecting to lose me for it, which is apparently far more selfless than anything I’ve ever done. And every time I try to work up a case of righteous indignation against you, all I can think is…I love you. I didn’t real—”
His mouth was on hers and his hands were in her hair and he was pressing her into the nearest tree, stealing the air from her lungs though he owned none to replace it. 
“What are you…doing?” It was barely a murmur.
He brushed feather-light kisses across her lips and back again. “Telling you I love you, too.”
She smiled and made to recapture his kiss, then retreated, her gaze falling away. “No, you don’t need to—”
“Would you shut up and let me tell you?” He smothered her gasp, drawing her in and this time refusing to let go. His lips ghosted over hers, over the tip of her nose, her eyelids, her jawline, her inexplicably tear-stained cheeks, always a phrase humming upon them. “I love you….”
A hand clawed up his shoulder to clench in his hair; the other found the small of his back and pulled him yet closer. She claimed his mouth in full, bringing a delightful halt to his roving kisses, and the fire, the passion he craved more than the most addictive chimeral surged to life in his embrace. 
He was dizzy from euphoria at his unexpected, impossible turn of fortune…and perhaps a few other things like exhaustion and pain, but he chose to focus on the euphoria. She kept insisting on surprising him in the most astounding ways, challenging everything he thought he knew about people and the world and most of all, himself. Remarkable.
His hand drifted down her neck, along her collarbone, and continued on to dance fingertips over her breast through the fabric of her shirt. 
She bit his lower lip and moaned in a manner he could best describe as, well, visceral, then dragged her teeth along his jaw to the crease of his ear. “Can I be mad at you now?” 
He dipped a hand beneath her shirt and shoved the material upward. “No, you cannot.”
“But you—” His mouth silenced the rest.
“When you put it like…unh….” With his thumb he traced circles on her bare breast beneath her shirt, delighting in how she trembled at his caress.
As her fingers snaked up his spine, he dropped both hands to her hips and hoisted her up—
—and winced as the shredded ligaments in his left shoulder screamed in protest and refused to comply.
Instantly she drew back to regard him suspiciously. Her lips were swollen once more, this time from his abuse of them. “You are such a liar. You are not ‘fine.’ You can barely stand.”
His eyes squeezed shut as passion and pain waged war, his body the battlefield. His voice came out half frustrated, half graveled. “You exaggerate. I can stand fine. I am fine…” he sank into her arms “…or I will be.” Seeing the earnest worry animating her face, he brought a hand up to run gently along her jaw to the curve of her neck. “I promise.”
She sighed and kissed him, so wonderfully soft and tender and poignant. They remained there for untold seconds or minutes or hours, before he pulled away a fraction. 
“Tell me what happened to you?”
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NEW BABEL
INDEPENDENT COLONY

THE FIRST THOUGHT OLIVIA HAD when Marcus’ figure shimmered into existence was, he looks frazzled. 
He did his best to conceal it, donning a poised mien and ostensible confidence. But she had observed him in this precise setting a number of times now. He was cracking beneath the pressure. 
She hadn’t believed him so weak, so easily broken. Perhaps there was more at work than merely a galactic war and an alien invasion.
“Olivia. You said it was urgent. You need to discuss something?” His tone came out clipped. Strained.
“Yes, Marcus. We need to discuss the small matter of the aliens tearing up the eastern half of settled space. They represent a small kink in our plans, wouldn’t you say?”
“Admittedly, it is a complication. I’m working to resolve the matter as quickly as I can.”
Suspicion flared in her gut. “Resolve the matter? If it’s all the same to you, as your partner I’d like a few details. You’re now the most powerful person in the galaxy, so how do you plan to ‘resolve the matter’? Do you enjoy a direct line to the alien leadership to negotiate a truce?”
His eyes flickered. Something akin to fear passed across them. A blink and it was gone. “No, of course not. But—”
“Son of a bitch, you knew. How long have you been keeping your little secret from me? A week? A month? A year? Did you know they were coming when you presented your plan to me?”
“Olivia, you must realize—”
“The Alliance-Federation war was supposed to increase my power—and yours—in the galaxy. Instead the war has weakened our ability to defend against aliens currently wreaking havoc on over a dozen worlds, and something tells me they’re just getting warmed up. At this rate the galaxy will be left in ruins. Marcus, I stand to lose everything.”
His head shook as if to deny the veracity of her claims. “I can convince them to stop. It was the whole point of rising to this position. I can get them to understand we won’t be a threat to them. You simply need to give me a little more time.”
She only barely prevented her jaw from falling open in naked disbelief. “Are you telling me you really do have a direct line to their leadership?”
For a beat his usual confidence returned in the twist of his mouth and set of his chin. “In a manner of speaking.”
“Oh, you dirty, conniving little snake. Did you lie to me about everything or solely the part where the war would be to my benefit?”
“Olivia—”
“You required me to make the war happen, so you used me for your own ends.”
“We used one another. That’s how the world works. I thought you of all people understood this.”
“Nice try, but no. You used my resources, my people, my money and my influence for purposes contrary to those you presented.”
He brandished a visage so malevolent he’d never dare show it in public. “Would you have believed me had I told you aliens were talking to me?”
“You could have tried me.”
“I think I was correct to refrain from telling you or anyone else.”
Would she have believed him? She supposed it depended. “So what was the actual plan, then?”
He exhaled heavily, his shoulders dropping as the momentary arrogance abandoned him. “My contact warned me we needed to stop expanding to the northeast—toward the Metis Nebula, as it turns out. It threatened dire consequences if we continued.”
“‘Dire’ can mean a number of different things, Marcus.”
“Well this time it meant extinction, all right? Something none of us want. But Seneca controls the northeast region of space. Perhaps the aliens should have chosen someone in the Federation government to approach, but they didn’t. They chose me.” 
Bitterness now dripped from his increasingly hoarse voice. “The war was intended to distract everyone—to focus our attention inward rather than outward and pause our expansion. Ultimately the Alliance wins the war and under a united government expansion efforts are redirected west and south.”
“United under your leadership.”
“I assumed that went without saying. Unfortunately, events moved too rapidly. The Senecans lobbed a probe into Metis and Ms. Solovy got nosy. The aliens began to move before we were ready. But there’s still time. I can still make this work. I can convince them to back off and give me an opportunity to win the war.”
Her weight settled on her back foot as she crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him, now legitimately baffled. “How delusional are you, aliens in your head notwithstanding? The war we launched is going to make things worse, not better. If these aliens intend to exterminate us, we probably ought to consider fighting them instead of one another.”
“The media doesn’t yet have the footage from the first colonies hit, but I’ve seen it, and I’m not at all sure we can fight them. Besides, it’s too late to go back. If we try to reverse course now it will only cause more chaos and confusion.” 
He implored her in a weak attempt at persuasion; it definitely wasn’t his best work. “Please, let me handle the situation.”
She should have known, those many years ago in Rio. She should have known when the feral kid smiled at her with such chilling conceit that she could not, under any circumstances whatsoever, trust him.
“I don’t think so, Marcus. You lied to me. You manipulated me. You betrayed the core underpinnings of our arrangement. You’re blinded by your own ego and pride and you will get us all killed. Good luck, Mr. Prime Minister. I’m out.” She cut the link.
If she ever saw him in person again, she would kill him. She might kill him anyway. But first things first—she had to figure out what she was going to do to save her organization, her life’s work. 
It occurred to her then it might take saving their entire damn civilization in order for her to do so.
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EARTH
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HEADQUARTERS

MIRIAM CONSIDERED THE MIDMORNING SUN outside the window. She could almost see the autumn chill in the air. 
Will Sutton, a Senecan spy? It seemed impossible, yet she had witnessed the undeniable proof laid bare in front of her own eyes, and in dramatic fashion. 
She couldn’t fathom what Richard was going through. Following the odd, almost surreal conversation with the Senecan Intelligence Director, Richard had bolted with Will chasing after him, and she hadn’t as yet been able to talk to him about it all. The stark truth was this might represent the best chance they had to restore sanity to the galaxy, but she wished it hadn’t come at such a cost to her dearest friend.
“Admiral, there’s a Lt. Colonel Jenner here to see you.”
She welcomed the interruption from the troubling thoughts. “Good. Send him right in.”
Malcolm gave her a sharp salute on entry. “Admiral. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”
She returned the salute then, instead of sitting behind her desk, motioned him over to the small table she had managed to squeeze into the office and sat opposite him. “You have had a most exciting few weeks, Colonel. Yet you’ve managed to not only stay alive, but save others’ lives while comporting yourself with honor.”
“Thank you…I’m sorry, did you—”
“You’re getting a promotion. You should receive official notice in the next hour or two. You’ll also receive a special commendation eventually, but as you can expect the bureaucratic channels are a bit tied up at present.”
He sounded somewhat stunned. “I’m honored, ma’am, but I was merely doing my job.”
“Yes, and better than most.” She poured a glass of tea from the pot on the table. It was one of the few acts of respite she allowed herself in a time of war. “I understand you find yourself without a ship to command.”
“Yes, ma’am. Northwestern Command is losing ships even faster than soldiers.”
“Your impressive tactical decisions at both Orellan and Desna have not gone unnoticed. It’s your choice—and won’t impact the promotion or the commendation—but I need to ask you to risk your life once more.”
“We’re at war on two fronts, Admiral. We’re all risking our lives.”
Her chin dipped in acknowledgment. “Fair point. Admiral Rychen has a mind to retake Messium from these aliens or at least buy some time and opportunity for survivors to escape. I’d like you to assist him in this endeavor.”
Malcolm’s eyes widened briefly before he restored professional decorum. “I’d be gratified to help in any way you or he sees fit.”
“Good. He is assembling his forces above Scythia as we speak. I’m sending you a full report containing everything we know about the aliens as well as the resources Rychen has at his command so you can be fully up to speed when you arrive. He is an excellent leader and an honorable man, but he needs capable commanders who can think for themselves and instinctively grasp the nature of battle. I believe you will work well together.”
“I’m confident we will. He has a sterling reputation, and based on your endorsement I expect he’s earned it.” It was a ceremonial statement delivered in the finest military tradition; but having done so, his manner lost a measure of formality. “I can’t tell you how relieved I was to learn Alex has been absolved of involvement in the bombing. How is she?”
Her gaze drifted to the mediocre view out the window. “I’m afraid I don’t know.”
“Ma’am?”
She forced herself to refocus her attention on her guest. “She’s been unreachable since shortly after the accusations were made public. I don’t know where she is. Given the state of our relationship—of which I imagine you’re aware—this may not come as a shock. But to my knowledge no one knows where she is.”
His own gaze leapt away at the news, but even in profile she saw his face fall. “I’m sorry. I don’t…I’m sure she’s all right. She is…extraordinarily resourceful.”
Miriam’s response was tainted by sorrow. “Yes, she is.”
Awkward silence lingered for a moment, and she simply didn’t have the will to end it. 
Finally Malcolm cleared his throat and stood. “If you don’t need anything else, I’ll be going. I need to run home and kiss my wife, pack a new bag and catch a transport for Scythia.”
“I won’t keep you. Everything should be in order, but please don’t hesitate to contact me directly if you run into any problems.”
She hesitated for a beat, then gave him a wistful smile as she stood. “I remember those days, when David would dash through the house on his way between assignments. Don’t feel guilty if you linger a few extra minutes.”
“In that case, I may do so.” He turned to the door…then back to her. “Permission to speak freely, Admiral?”
“Granted, of course.”
“She’s more like you than you realize.”
Her lips pursed in puzzlement. “I don’t follow.”
“Forgive me if I’m off-base, but I suspect you believe Alex is her father made over. And though I regrettably never knew him, as I understand it she definitely inherited his adventurous spirit and irreverence.
“But in truth, she’s your daughter through and through. Driven, determined and supremely confident in her abilities. Expecting others to meet the highest standards or else they’re not worth her attention. Refusing to show weakness no matter how difficult the situation. And…well, perhaps a tiny bit wary of letting others get close. I say this as someone grateful to have been allowed to get close, for a time.” 
He shrugged, wearing a sheepish look. “I just thought you might want to keep that in mind when you see her again.”
A parting salute and he was gone. She was left standing there, stunned into silence.
Why would he say that? Why would he think that? She had assumed he knew Alexis better, seeing as they were together for nearly three years. Perhaps time apart had clouded his memories. 
Regardless, she and her daughter had never shared so much as a favorite food in common; they shared nothing except burgundy hair and a complete inability to hold a civilized conversation with one another. 
And possibly a formidable drive and level of determination once their minds were set on a goal. And…
…was Malcolm right? He was right that Alexis had inherited David’s adventurous spirit and, as he noted, irreverence. Might he have been correct about the rest? No, he couldn’t be.
When she looked at Alexis, David stared back at her. But where David had been open, carefree and vibrant, her daughter regarded her coolly, closing off whatever spirit she possessed behind shuttered eyes and a defensive bearing.
Just like herself. “Oh, David….”
 
“…looking for the commanding officer?”
Miriam waved the medic off and pressed the medwrap to her neck as she twisted around in the direction of the voice. “Can I help you?”
“Captain David Solovy, 3rd Regiment, 1st Brigade, NW Region. Apologies, ma’am, but the information I was provided stated a Commander Llahso oversaw the station here on Perona?”
The captain stood twenty centimeters taller than her. She made an effort to straighten her shoulders in spite of the fracture in her collarbone, which she decided was a fairly stupid thing to do when a jolt of pain screamed down her arm. 
“He does—or did.” She gestured over her shoulder with her uninjured arm at the row of medical cots behind her. “He took a TSG to the chest three hours ago. The doctors don’t know if he’ll survive. I’m the XO, Major Miriam Draner.”
“That’s unfortunate for him. I hope he recovers.” A sly smirk pulled at the man’s lips. “Less unfortunate for me, however. It is a pleasure to meet you, Major.”
She realized she was staring and schooled her expression. “What can I do for you, Captain Solovy?”
“Ah, right. My mission. I lead the tactical assault detachment to the EAS Trafalgar. We’re the reinforcements the Commander requested. I’m here to help you dig these gandonov out of their hole.”
The medwrap must be secure by now, so she dropped her hand from her neck. She had caught the edge of a Daemon beam in the doomed push which had taken out Llahso. The proximity of the wound to her carotid artery meant it had been a close call, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it now.
She indicated for Solovy to follow her and headed out of the med tent. “Excellent. I’m glad your team has arrived. We nearly took out their primary turret in the last offensive, but we failed and are down seven soldiers as a result.”
He matched her step for step through the center of the hastily erected forward operating post as they crossed to the command center in the opposite corner. “What’s the background? My briefing was scarce on details.”
She shrugged, which was also a fairly stupid thing to do. A cringe followed it. “Your standard over-committed radicals. In this case I believe they imagine Perona will be better served by a Leninist utopia, but they—”
“Goret etim pidarasam v adu….” He cleared his throat. “Apologies, ma’am. Please continue.”
Interesting that the memories of the damage inflicted on Russia still lingered more than three hundred years later in its descendants. “Yes. Well. As I was about to say, they are exceedingly well armed and have fortified their compound with a noteworthy amount of ballistic weaponry. How they got their hands on such weaponry is a matter for another day, but suffice it to say we were not prepared for the extent of it.”
“Is that why Commander Llahso was injured?”
“No. He was injured because he was showing off for the soldiers in an attempt to compensate for his innate insecurities. By the point he insisted on leading an incursion we were fully aware of the terrorists’ capabilities.”
“Then I’m even more glad you’re in charge now.”
She frowned as they reached the command center, unsettled by how familiar the man was being, but was interrupted by three separate subordinates arriving to update her on various details. Finally she succeeded in activating a large screen above the center table. 
“The primary obstacle is one of vantage. Their compound lies in a depression at the base of the mountains and there’s no way to get to the two large turrets they’ve set up behind the outer wall without exposing ourselves. Our drones are shot down before they can lock and fire.”
“A couple of shots from a fighter would take them out. But I’m guessing you’re trying to avoid the collateral damage sure to result.”
“Those are our orders, yes. The Peronan governor doesn’t want a bloodbath, lest he be accused of slaughtering ‘freedom fighters.’ It is complicating matters.”
“Politicians usually do.”
She spared at sideways glance at Solovy. Distinctive Slavic cheekbones and a strong jaw should have given him a hard, cold appearance, yet somehow his features were warm and welcoming. 
A corner of his mouth curled up, and she jerked her gaze away. “It’s not my place to question my orders, not as of yet. The fact is we need an infiltration team to clear the wall and take out those turrets so a larger force can enter, subdue the leaders and arrest the followers.”
He nodded firmly. “We can do that.”
“How many soldiers did you bring?”
“Enough.”
“How many, Captain?”
He rolled his eyes. Entirely too familiar. “Twelve. Counting me.”
She snorted. “It’s your corpse.”
He shifted to lean against the table and face her. “If my team goes in and takes out both turrets and the wall, clearing the way for your soldiers, will you have dinner with me?”
“Excuse me, Captain?”
“Dinner. With me. Preferably somewhere offering candles and proper Russian vodka, but I’ll understand if Perona doesn’t yet have such finery. Alternatively, a picnic in these picturesque mountains and I’ll bring the vodka.”
Of all the impertinence! How dare this man swagger into her command center and lounge about on her command table and throw around romantic advances in the middle of a combat situation….
“Captain, please remove yourself from my table. You’re interfering with the data reaching the screens.”
He pushed off the table. “Haven’t had any difficulty settling into command, I see.”
“I do what is required in the circumstances.”
He regarded her silently for several seconds. There was nowhere for her to go to escape those piercing eyes. “Do you now. You haven’t answered my question.”
“That’s because your question was inappropriate and I have far more important matters to consider. Like the fact you didn’t bring enough men. I’ll need to loan you several of my experienced officers. Please try to not get them killed.”
“Keep your men, Major. I brought enough.”
“I am in com—”
“Go to dinner with me.”
She dragged a hand along her jaw; somewhat to her dismay, it came away streaked in blood. Was it hers? She didn’t think so. Llahso’s, then. “Captain, you—”
“After this mission is complete and while off-duty, don’t worry. I respect the regulations. I have a few days leave left for the year. I’ll stay here an extra day or two. Or three.”
She glared at him dubiously. “You would give up your leave to stay on this backwater planet and take me to dinner? You only met me five minutes ago.”
He smiled, and god help her but it was a remarkable sight. “Life is short and you are beautiful. Go to dinner with me. It will give me motivation to make it out of the compound alive.”
“If it will halt this egregious flirting and allow you to focus on the mission, fine. Now can we please concentrate on devising our plan of attack?”
“Of course, nastoyatel’.”
 
Alone in her office, Miriam sank against the wall and brought a hand to her mouth. 
She had never met anyone like him, before or since. The dashing manner, casual confidence and easy charisma had been evident immediately. The tremendous soul, fierce loyalty and pure heart had revealed themselves later, though not so very much later. 
God how she missed him.
Then she was laughing, in a way which bore a tinge of the wild, free laugh she had only ever shared in David’s company. He had ignored all her defenses as if they were invisible and forced his way inside with grace, charm and aplomb. Perhaps this Marano character had done the same to Alexis…. 
But she didn’t know how to do such a thing. Especially when she was so busy propping up her own barriers.
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RICHARD HAD VISITED PANDORA several times in his younger days, but it had been years. Nevertheless, the stark shift in the atmosphere of the devil-won’t-care world from the previous trips was starkly apparent. 
The spaceport bustled not with tourists eager to begin a vacation but with desperate visitors and residents alike eager to depart, yet not knowing where to go. ‘West’ did seem to be the general consensus and transports to Arcadia, Atlantis, Demeter, Earth and Fionava were all marked as sold out for days. Though he’d feel guilty displacing a civilian, he would be able to obtain a seat when the time came.
His meeting was at a pub not far from the spaceport. He decided to walk. 
During the flight his mind had been too consumed by matters other than his mission and he needed to get his head canted straight. But first he allowed himself one final moment to despair in the revelation which had brought him here, and its aftermath. 
 
He was not a violent man. He had committed acts of violence of course, in the First Crux War and later as a field agent. He wasn’t proud of many of them…a few he was, if you got him drunk enough. 
Still, his nature was not that of a violent man. As a rule he preferred to resolve tense situations through dialogue, or if dialogue failed through threats he preferred not to be required to fulfill.
But when Will grabbed his upper arm as he rounded the corner toward the lift, he came within a heartbeat of cold-cocking the man who pretended to be his husband.
“Give me a chance to explain.”
A stinging, bleak chill vibrated along his skin, freezing the fire in his chest. Sounds and voices echoed at him through a hollow tunnel. His soul was flayed inside out; he felt brittle, as if the faintest touch would shatter him to pieces on the ground. 
The only thing which held his body together, if not his mind, was the knowledge he had a job to do. His life may lie crumbled in ruins at his feet, but he could save other lives. He could end this war, and perhaps his obituary would acknowledge the contribution he had made in the otherwise farce his life had been.
“I’m going to Pandora to meet your boss. If your belongings aren’t out of the house when I return, I will burn them. Do not contact me. Do not attempt to see me. You’ve made a fool of me for fifteen years. Don’t think you can do so for one breath longer.”
“Richard, please—”
The anguish in the eyes of the man standing opposite him did not breach his frozen shroud. “Goodbye, Will.”
He spun—violently—and lurched onto the lift. He didn’t look back.
 
Richard leaned against the façade of a theatre and closed his eyes. He corralled all the thoughts, images and sentiments that would paralyze then crush him, and forced them behind a wall in a dark corner of his mind. There they would remain until this was done, after which they were free to do to him as they pleased.
Then he opened his eyes and continued walking down the street. 
He knew a good bit about Graham Delavasi, as an adversary if not an outright enemy. Former military special forces, he had joined Senecan Intelligence after the First Crux War. Gaining a reputation for pulling no punches and exhibiting a keen eye for artifice and duplicity, he rose quickly within the department despite playing fast and loose with the rules and refusing to respect political niceties. He had been named Director of Intelligence three years earlier.
His reputation had always struck Richard as indicating the kind of man he might have liked were they not situated on opposite sides of the diplomatic divide. Now it appeared he had his chance to find out.
The Director had beat him to the pub and claimed a booth in the back corner. Other than those seated at the bar, the establishment wasn’t crowded and no patrons occupied the surrounding tables. Still, a surveillance shielding device sat discreetly on the table.
He slid in the booth before Delavasi could stand, but the man extended a hand across the table. “Colonel Navick, I’m glad we were able to meet in person. Under the circumstances I’m sure it was as difficult for you to slip away as it was for me.”
He accepted the hand but kept his bearing formal. Delavasi did not, adopting a casual slouch in the booth like he was about to toss back a few beers with a buddy. 
“It seems we have ourselves a small alien invasion. Any chance we’re going to be able to stop them?”
“Well, stopping our own war first would certainly improve the odds.”
“So it would.” Delavasi grimaced. “You and I are supposed to be the smart ones. Nothing gets past us—not the machinations of politicians and not the schemes of criminals. But my friend, I believe we have been played.”
Richard wanted to protest. They were not friends, not by a long shot. But if this turned into a pissing contest five minutes in the whole game was lost. “I’ve reviewed the evidence which leaked, and more. Your agent did not perpetrate the EASC Headquarters bombing.”
“I agree. We’ve been studying the wreckage from the fighters shot down on Palluda. They don’t appear to be Alliance fighters, though they did fire Alliance missiles.”
“Thirty-two VI-guided short-range missiles from the Southwestern Regional Headquarters on Deucali are unaccounted for. They went missing during a ware upgrade. What about Chris Candela?”
“Can’t say. My instincts tell me he wasn’t the perpetrator. Unfortunately, the man who could have led me to the perpetrator was murdered a week ago.”
“I heard a rumor you might’ve acquired a copy of Santiagar’s autopsy report. Nothing useful in it to help on that front?”
“It’s gone. Stolen in yet another murder, this time of one of the best men in my department.”
“They’re covering their tracks, cleaning up loose ends.”
“Yep.” The man seemed to deflate, his shoulders dropping a few centimeters. “My deputy was involved in this conspiracy. She isn’t disposed to talk, but I only removed my head from my ass in regards to the matter yesterday, so I’ll know what she knows before long. Of course, ‘before long’ may not be soon enough.”
Interesting. An admission of vulnerability. Delavasi was going a fairly long way to get Richard to trust him. “I imagine that’s how Caleb Marano’s Senecan Intelligence file ended up in my inbox.”
“It did? Fucking Oberti….”
“If it helps, an as yet unknown but powerful member of the Alliance government is part of it as well.”
“The one who doctored the Headquarters records?”
“Worse, the one who ordered them doctored.”
“We’re facing a clusterfain of epic proportions here, aren’t we?”
Richard chuckled darkly; the eccentric Senecan curse had not yet penetrated Earth popular culture, though it was starting to pop up and the connotation was clear enough. “We’re going to need proof if we expect to make a go of pulling the politicians down off the ledge.”
“Agent Marano is in the company of someone I believe is an acquaintance of yours. I don’t suppose you know where they are? I would really like to talk to him something fierce.”
It shouldn’t be a revelation Delavasi knew he was a friend of the Solovys. He likely knew everything about Richard’s life. The logical, analytical component of his brain reminded him the information was public record, discoverable via a simple exanet search, and thus far it was the only personal card the man had played. He reinforced the wall in his mind.
“I wish I did. I assume that means you don’t either?”
“Wish I did.” Delavasi shifted uncomfortably in the booth. “Listen, before we go any further…about Will Sutton—”
“Director, I am here to do my job and try to save a significant number of lives. Do me the courtesy of not injecting my personal life into this arrangement and I won’t walk out of this pub.” 
“Point made. So where does all this leave us?”
Richard suppressed a smirk. It pleased him that the man had backed down so quickly, and was looking to him. He appeared to be in charge. 
He leaned forward against the table. “I didn’t select Pandora solely because of its neutrality and convenient location. I’ve got a lead on a portion of the explosives used in the Headquarters bombing. A rat grew a conscience and told a Pandora detective one of the local criminal groups was scrambling to try to move a stash of HHNC off-world a couple of days before the bombing, and quickly. The detective told an Alliance operative stationed here.”
“Excellent. You got a name?”
“Nguyen. Shall we go see what he has to say for himself?”

The detective, Jere Kulm, took them to the neighborhood Nguyen operated in and quickly located him on the patio of a local dive. 
They surveyed the environs and flow of the crowd until they both felt comfortable no surprises lurked in the corners, then positioned themselves nearby. Minutes later Nguyen departed the restaurant and started down the street. 
Delavasi slid up beside him and slung an arm over his shoulder while Richard crowded him from the other side and quietly grasped his arm at the elbow. “Let’s take a walk.”
“What the—”                       
“It is in your best interest for you to lower your voice, Mr. Nguyen.” He complied but then proceeded to struggle and sag between them.
Delavasi made a face over Nguyen’s head. “Jesus, do not make us drag you. You look like a goon.” 
They took advantage of the man’s uncertainty to persuade him farther down the street and into a dead-end alleyway, then let him scramble out of their grasp and into the rear wall.
Short, bulky and sporting a series of pockmarks on his face and a crooked nose, the man plainly had never invested in gene therapy. His manner was ragged and abrasive, suggesting he had grown up on the streets. Presumably intelligent enough to run what Kulm said was a decent-sized group of criminals, he was still not many decisions away from the gutter.
Nguyen prowled the deepest corner of the alley as if he were some sort of caged predator, recognizing there was no escape but unable to accept his fate. Richard and Delavasi blocked his exit route. In the improbable event he got past them, Kulm waited five meters beyond with a Daemon resting on his thigh as he leaned casually against the wall.
“Who the fuck are you guys? This some kind of shakedown?”
“You moved forty kilos of HHNC sixteen days ago. Where did you move it to?”
“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Sure you do. You were in a hurry and got sloppy. People noticed.”
“What good does it do me to tell you squat?”
Richard gestured to the street. “There’s a war going on out there, with chaos hot on its tail. You’ve probably heard about aliens coming our way? So if you disappear, everybody just figures you cut your losses and ran.”
“You pretty boys threatening to kill me?”
“Nope. Merely a nice long stay in an Alliance military prison…” he glanced in Delavasi’s direction “…or a Senecan one. I’ve heard they’re far worse.” 
Delavasi nodded in exaggerated agreement. “Far worse. Except for that one you guys run in Siberia. You still have that one, right?”
“Oh yeah. The guards have trouble keeping the prisoners from freezing to death, though. Some of them end up gnawing their own fingers off to stop the frostbite from spreading. It’s not pretty.”
Nguyen’s dark irises darted between the two of them like a junkie catching the scent of his next high. “And if I recall a few things?”
Delavasi made a show of considering the question. “Depends on how much you recall.”
“Son of a…word gets out I talked and I’m a corpse by morning. The people I work for do not take kindly to rats.”
Richard regarded him with casual disdain. “I bet they don’t. If we were to walk you out of this alley and escort you down the street then leave you with a pat on the back and a vocal thanks, it would be a shame if someone misinterpreted what they saw.”
The man’s eyes widened; he sank down the rear wall and buried his face in his hands. “Earth. They went to Earth. Vancouver. That’s why you’re here, right?”
Richard hid his relief beneath arms crossing over his chest. He stared at the man, who had shrunk in on himself to become a small, shriveled pile on the ground. “On whose order?”
Nguyen’s voice shook. “Kigin.”  
Delavasi looked over his shoulder to Kulm, who indicated he had caught the response. “Zelones lieutenant.”
Richard crouched beside Nguyen and leaned in close. “And?”
“Kigin talks a tough game but he doesn’t take a shit without the Queen Bitch’s approval.”
Behind him Delavasi laughed. “I assume you mean Olivia Montegreu.”
“Who else, man? They say she personally pries the toenails off underlings who displease her, usually after she’s half-fucked them to death.” His entire body quivered. “Do what you gotta, but don’t leave me to that psychopath!”
Richard stood and turned to Kulm. “Take him in and keep a tight lid on him until I give you the all-clear, then cut him loose. Rough him up a bit before you do so he can hit the street like a badass instead of the pansy he is.”
“You got it, sir.” The detective yanked Nguyen up, shoved him into the wall and snapped restraining bracelets on him. “Let’s take a trip. Trust me when I tell you it’s for your own good.”
After Kulm had exited the alley, his prisoner dragging along behind, Richard sank against the rear wall. The adrenaline rush from the encounter wasn’t lasting. “So what now? Shake down this Kigin? We can’t exactly show up on New Babel for a friendly chat with Montegreu. We’d be dead within a minute of stepping off the transport.”
Delavasi stalked through the alley, his trench coat billowing in his wake. “We may not need to do either.” He met Richard’s expectant gaze. “You fancy a brief detour to Krysk?”
Richard frowned. “Director, I appreciate everything you’ve given me so far, but it will have to be a damn good reason for me to accompany you to a Federation world in the middle of a war.”
Delavasi nodded. “How about I can get Olivia Montegreu to come to us. And please, it’s Graham.”
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“SO MAYBE THAT’S WHY it allowed you through the field with your cybernetics active.”
Alex regarded him askance. “What’s why?”
She and Caleb were sitting on the ground, backs propped up against a large boulder. He had grudgingly performed minor first aid on the worst of his wounds. The remains of what passed for a meal—MREs and energy bars—hadn’t yet been cleaned up and were scattered on the ground beside them. 
When they had finished eating she had rested her head on his shoulder, draped a leg over his and laced their fingers together. And he had listened.
“The alien needed to be able to control your mind. I don’t mean what or how you thought, but take you where it wanted and show you what it wanted. And keep you unconscious, obviously. Even if it can communicate telepathically, I suspect it needed to interface with your cybernetics in order to accomplish the rest.”
“But now that it’s done with me, why hasn’t the repulsion field kicked me out?”
“Well, two possibilities.” Caleb reached into the pack lying next to him and produced a small, unadorned metal orb. “These orbs generate the field. They were staggered along the mountainside for a while, then eventually I quit seeing them. At first I thought the repulsion was an all-encompassing field, but now I suspect it’s more like a demilitarized zone.”
“In which case the field isn’t active here…what’s the second possibility?”
“That because our cybernetics are internal, they don’t trip the field at all—in which case I’m eVi-less unnecessarily.” He shrugged. “But I couldn’t take the chance.”
“Is it weird, having everything turned off?”
“Yeah, it is. I reach for modified vision or a nano-boost of adrenaline and nothing responds.”
“You did fine slaying the dragon all on your own.”
“True, but it wasn’t exactly easy. Beast tried to roast me.” He sighed. “Mostly, though, it’s quiet. I don’t think any of us realize just how much we have constantly going on in our heads, how much our eVi is always multitasking and tracking and informing.”
“You believe it’s become a crutch?”
“Well, sure. Doesn’t mean it’s a bad crutch. It’s a tool, one which has made us stronger. Healthier, smarter, faster. But the quiet is kind of nice once you get accustomed to it.” 
His thumb lazily traced a pattern on her palm. “Any idea what the point was? The aliens went to a fair amount of trouble, kidnapping you and spending a day and a half running you through a mental and emotional gauntlet.”
“It was a test.”
“Why do you say that?” His voice had taken on a more measured tenor; he was intrigued.
“‘You have done well.’ It’s what my captor said right before the last vision, scenario, whatever. With my father. Up until then it had simply dumped me into these scenes and let me rant at the empty air. But apparently it was paying attention.”
She groaned. “Unfortunately, it provided no information as to what the test was for or what consequences flowed from doing well, other than not killing me.”
He leaned in and kissed the top of her head. “I saw one of them. Spoke to it. It didn’t speak back.”
She twisted around to face him fully. “Are you serious? What did it look like? What happened?”
“It looked ethereal…individual points of light which morphed and took shape. It was a brief encounter and I’m afraid I was a little distracted by the powerful need to get to you.”
“Oh.” She melted under the intensity of his gaze. “Where did it go? Did you see?”
He motioned behind them, beyond the plateau. “I’ve no idea how far. It vanished from view after the first dip in the land.”
Her eyes followed the direction he indicated. The peaceful, natural terrain continued unabated to the horizon and offered no clues as to the secrets it held. “That’s where we go then.”
“Are you sure?”
She nodded, resolute. “It owes me some answers. Owes us both answers.”
“Okay.”
“Here’s the problem: it sounds like the aliens don’t look like anything at all. I don’t know how many of them are here or a thing about them except they understand English and are supremely arrogant, yet can be reasoned with. But as to where to find them? This isn’t space. I don’t know the rules of the wilderness quite so well. Or at all.”
“Then it’s a good thing I do.”
“It is. I mean, you found me hidden away deep in the mountains, didn’t you?” She kissed him, long and deliciously slow, before climbing to her feet to scrutinize the copse on the off chance there might be a breadcrumb or a directional arrow.
He jerked his head toward the pack. “I brought you fresh clothes if you want to shed those.”
“You’re not getting in my pants right now. You’re injured.”
“Not what I meant—”
She winked at him. “I know. I do want to change, but I’m so filthy I’ll only ruin the new clothes, too. Maybe we’ll happen upon a stream or something and can both get clean.” She gestured to the now-dried blood on his clothes.
“Hazard of being a dragonslayer.” He re-secured everything in the pack and closed it up then stood and slung the sheathed sword across his back. 
She smiled to herself, watching him while he couldn’t see her do so. In another time, another life, with another person she would’ve tossed a string of expletives in his direction for what he had done, kicked him out the airlock and held a grudge towards him for the rest of her life for daring to touch, to alter, her beloved ship. 
But this wasn’t another time or another life, and he wasn’t any other person. Now she was able to get out of her own way long enough to see past her blind spots and recognize he had been right to act as he did.
Her heart, perhaps even her soul, palpitated with this…sensation. She had called it love, but she had called feelings ‘love’ in the past. Feelings which weren’t this. 
She recalled the bottomless, powerful emotion, the dushevnoye volneniye bleeding out of her mother’s voice and shining through the anguish on her father’s face and considered the possibility this was but a hint, a small tease, of what her parents had felt for each other.
It terrified her. It made her throat convulse and cut off the oxygen to her brain, leaving her unable to process a rational thought. It made her want to run away from him, all the way to the other end of the universe if necessary, before this damnable ‘feeling’ got any stronger. It made her want to protect him, to grab him by the hand and run away with him to the other end of the universe, to somewhere the evils of the world would never beset him. 
It terrified her, but she had no choice. She could no longer fathom walking away.
So when he turned to her, she merely pointed to the mountainside. “Lead the way.”
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LIAM GLOWERED OUT THE WINDOW of his office. From the top floor of Logistics he observed four other buildings, the bustling courtyard below and a sliver of the continuing clean-up effort at the bomb site. 
It was a more expansive view than he’d enjoyed on Deucali, where no military building stood higher than five stories. Yet in the corners of his vision the walls undulated menacingly, as though they plotted to close in and suffocate him if he let them out of his sight. 
It was all falling apart, and no matter what he did he couldn’t seem to wrangle it back under control. 
Why did God-damned aliens have to show up? Now, in this year, this time—his time—when they had so many millennia to choose from? They were ruining everything. Ruining his carefully devised plans and with them his hopes for the future, for redemption, for vengeance.
He wanted to grind every Federation world into dust beneath his boot as his army blazed a trail of blood and corpses all the way to Seneca. He wanted to storm their inner sanctum and fire a laser into the skull of their Field Marshal while their Chairman watched, then fire a laser into the skull of their Chairman. He wanted to burn their bodies on a pyre and carry the ashes back to Deucali and spread them on his mother’s consecrated grave.
Instead he struggled to simply keep his head above water, overwhelmed by a crumbling northwestern force which had proved unable to even penetrate Federation space. His northeastern force had gone unashamedly renegade and the southern fleets were unwilling to budge beyond minor shoring up of Earth and the First Wave worlds’ defenses. The politicians, the press and the public were demanding to know how he proposed to fight these aliens and thus far neither he nor the new Prime Minister had been able to pacify their clamor.
He didn’t want to fight the aliens. He didn’t give a flying fuck-all about the aliens, except insofar as they interfered with his plans. His sole solace was a deep suspicion these aliens would surely reach Seneca before long. If it became impossible to burn it himself, at a bare minimum he could witness it burn from afar. 
Once the planet lay in smoldering cinders, then and only then might he consider fighting the aliens.
The door slid open behind him, jerking him away from the window. His jaw ground his teeth roughly against one another as Miriam Solovy invaded his personal sanctum. 
Ever since her daughter was purportedly ‘cleared’ of involvement in the bombing, she had been insufferable. Marching around his facility like she was the second coming, ordering his people around like she was in charge.
“Solovy, have you not the basic decency to request permission before storming into my office?”
“Your secretary was absent, and I hadn’t the time to wait.”
“I haven’t the time either. What do you want?”
Her smirk curdled his stomach. “In that case, I’ll spare you the niceties and come straight to the point. Your brief leadership tenure has been an unmitigated disaster. You send our forces against meaningless targets, wasting resources we need in order to fight the alien invasion while refusing to send them where they can be of actual use. You neglect the monumental threat these aliens represent to the point of outright dereliction of duty in favor of lobbing ineffectual taunts over the Federation border.”
“How dare—”
“I realize you lost your mother in the First Crux War. I understand from where your hatred of Seneca stems. I have been there, and it is a dark, desolate place. For this reason and this reason alone, I am giving you the opportunity to resign voluntarily. Return to Southwestern Command and work to protect those worlds. You were competent at that task at least. But if you do not resign in the next twelve hours, know I will seek your removal from the Chairmanship and, if necessary, your discharge.”
He was in her face. He didn’t recall how he had gotten there. She was so small, such a puny little creature. “You bitch. What gives you the right to think you have any say in my command? You’re nothing but a glorified secretary playing dress-up. Go back to your tea party and let the real soldiers do the work.”
She didn’t flinch. People so small as her always flinched.

If anything her glare hardened further. “I gave you your chance. You are a disgrace to the Alliance Armed Forces and the uniform you wear. You aim to sacrifice millions on the altar of your delusional crusade and I will not allow it. I—”
His punch knocked her back a meter into the wall. His fist had moved of its own volition, carrying a rage and frustration all its own.
To his dismay, she didn’t fall. People so small as her always fell.

No tears pooled in her eyes; instead they flared golden amber as she rubbed her jaw and pushed off the wall to stand rigid straight. A peculiar smile danced across her lips. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth and down her chin, but she ignored it. 
“You should not have done that, Liam. Thank you for confirming everything I suspected about you. Pack your belongings, because you are finished.”
Then she pivoted and was gone, leaving him standing there aghast. Striking a fellow officer was grounds for censure, if not demotion or even dishonorable discharge. 
She just made him so damn angry! She understood nothing—nothing about what it meant to be a soldier, nothing about what it meant to serve a higher purpose. Worse, she dared to be unapologetically arrogant in her ignorance.
Pulse thundering in his ears, his eyes darted around the office. Here only weeks, it held no personal attachment for him.
He did not intend to be humiliated in public. He’d die before being dragged in front of a tribunal for crones to stare condescendingly down their noses at him and dare to judge him.
A cold certainty descended upon him, quieting the storm in his head. He had nothing left but the mission to which he had devoted his life. It had sustained him this long. It would not fail him now. 
He would make Seneca pay. And after he exacted his just reward from Seneca, he would make them all pay.
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ALONE IN A QUIET ROOM for the first time in days, Mia sank against the wall and closed her eyes. She wanted to sleep for a week. If a little luck swung her way, after this last meeting she could sleep for six hours or so. It seemed a reasonable start.
The ‘strategy session’ had been a nightmare. Corralling, focusing and stroking the egos of two dozen egomaniacs and dysfunctional genius intellects so they didn’t storm out, or even better kill one another, was not a task she’d wish on anyone. She would be happy if millennia passed before she was forced to do it again.
But it just might have been worth it. Time would tell. Nudged and prodded when necessary by details Meno fed her from his study of the data on the aliens, the motley crew of billionaires and wunderkinds had eventually generated decent suggestions on how to fight them.
She grimaced. Her neck and the small of her back ached painfully. She elbowed off the wall while rubbing at her neck and went to find Governor Ledesme.
After several false trails she finally succeeded in locating her in an upper-floor conference room, where she consulted with members of her cabinet. Upon being alerted to Mia’s presence, the governor excused herself from the meeting and indicated for Mia to follow her to her office. 
As soon as the door slid shut the woman spun around and regarded her with a mix of hope, desperation and expectancy. “Tell me you have good news, Ms. Requelme.”
“Possibly. The best news we’re going to have until we know a lot more about these aliens, anyway.” She handed over a disk, but knowing the governor’s time was now in even greater demand, tried to recite the highlights.
“Readings suggest the ships use a dynamic shielding system displaying an extremely high-frequency oscillation. Given those characteristics, it’s likely to adjust relative levels in different areas in reaction to threats. At its strongest the shield will be impossible to penetrate using our current technology, but if one were to bombard a superdreadnought with coordinated fire on one side to draw the shield strength, another ship might be able to breach the now weaker shielding from a different position and inflict some damage.”
She had begun wandering haphazardly around the office; she hoped the governor didn’t mind. “The ships are made out of a previously unknown material, but the closest analogue is lonsdaleite diamond. It’s certain to be extremely hard—harder than anything we can manufacture. If it were lonsdaleite, a pinpoint hit with a minimum of thirty MN force at an angle of 17-21 degrees should exploit its brittleness and cause it to fracture. No guarantees, but it’s worth a shot.
“Everyone—well eighty-five percent of everyone—agrees the aliens are communicating on a high terahertz band between 2.7-3 THz. On the disk are specs for several waveforms which may succeed in disrupting the terahertz signals to a lesser or greater extent. Direct them at a ship and see what happens.”
She paused for a quick breath of air then continued. “The arms of the small ships don’t appear to be critical for flight. Based on close examination of the images, we think it’s possible they direct and/or focus beams originating from the oculi located at their cores. So shooting the arms off won’t disable them but it could render their weaponry less effective.
“The oculi, however, may represent a structural weakness. They possess the same shielding as the superdreadnoughts though, and it’ll be difficult to manipulate the shield due to their comparatively small size. A substantial minority of the group believes the shield will go down while they’re firing, so perhaps a skilled fighter pilot can take one out and survive the encounter.”
Her shoulders sagged in exhaustion. “And that’s all we’ve got. I realize most of it is geared toward a firefight scenario, but hopefully you can use some of the ideas to adapt the array ware to our advantage.”
Ledesme smiled; a politician’s smile, but it seemed genuine. “This is marvelous, Mia.”
“It wasn’t only me or even mostly me, and you’re the one who convinced a number of particularly recalcitrant men and women to dig in, lose sleep and find answers.”
“Still, thank you.” The governor crossed to her desk. Though she must be losing sleep herself, her cream brocaded suit displayed not a whiff of wrinkles or over-usage. “So the question is, beyond your suggestion regarding the array, what do we do with this information?”
The woman had left behind a room full of advisors, of whom Mia was not one. “Are you asking my opinion, ma’am?”
“I am. Clearly there’s more to you than a successful businesswoman and you haven’t been afflicted by the disease of political blindness.”
The news about Messium had broken the morning before. Coupled with the vanishing of now eighteen colonies off the exanet, the citizens of the Milky Way were indeed beginning to panic. She’d had scant time to follow the news but had seen several reports of stampedes at spaceports and press conferences turned riotous.
“If it were up to me? I would very publicly provide the information to both the Alliance and Senecan militaries, as well as the leaders of the independent colonies. One, they need it—doing so could save lives. Two, it keeps Romane from being forced into picking a side. Three, it highlights the best aspects of Romane and its citizens—ingenuity, creativity, productiveness, intellect, generosity. It shows what individuals can do when given freedom and the fruits of their labor. Don’t be afraid to say that in the press statement because it happens to be true.”
Ledesme looked impressed. Mia wished she wasn’t too tired to properly appreciate it. “We maintain our freedom, strengthen our public profile as the best and strongest of the independent colonies, and shame both the Federation and the Alliance a little in the process. Coinciding with the fact it appears the blockade is cracking—I imagine those ships are needed elsewhere now—we stand to gain a great deal, assuming we live through this crisis. I’ll say it again, Ms. Requelme. You would make a skilled politician.”
“Well, if we live through this crisis, I’ll give it some thought. But for now I’m going to concentrate on the living part.”
“As are we all.” For a second the governor allowed her own weariness to show, and Mia had the idle thought perhaps one day they would be friends. “These are dark, difficult times. But here we stand. I’m sending you my personal contact address. If you should receive any new information, I’d greatly appreciate a heads up. No questions asked.”
“Absolutely, ma’am. Good luck. I believe you’re going to need it.” 
With that she whirled and headed for the door, the first step in reaching her bed.
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

THE LUSHNESS OF THE FOREST increased as the steepness of the terrain eased. Colorful flora and fauna provided dashes of color to an endless pelt of clover grass. 
The trees remained the primary decor, however, and they were increasingly fighting their way through dense woods. Though these mountains flowed at a moderate gradient rather than soaring up to craggy peaks, it was still high terrain.
“I killed my first man in some woods not unlike these.” Caleb didn’t peek over to see Alex’s reaction or determine whether she wanted him to continue. He needed to continue. 
“It wasn’t as an agent. I was sixteen, working for the Senecan Wilderness Service for the summer repairing sensors and monitoring equipment. Late one evening, I was searching for a good place to camp for the night when I heard a cry.” 
Not a cry…a keening wail conveying agony to chill his heart.
“I headed in the direction it came from and saw a man kneeling next to the corpse of an elafali. It’s a species native to Seneca…the closest equivalent is probably an elk or a moose. They’re endangered—rare to begin with and weakened by colonization—but they have these gorgeous spiral horns the color of pearled coral so poachers hunt them as prizes. The horns and sometimes the entire skull are sold as trophies on the black market.”
The animal’s guts were spilling out into the dirt, gleaming a sickly yellow in the evening rays. It had not been a quick or painless death for the creature.

“So this man was in the middle of sawing the horns off with a gamma blade. I could move fairly quietly by then and crept almost on top of him before he saw me. He stood, keeping a hold on the blade, and told me this was none of my business and I should be on my way.
“I responded that hunting elafali was illegal and I needed to report him. It was my job, though I would have done so regardless. He took a step forward and said, ‘You don’t want to do that, boy. I’ll ask you one more time to be on your way or we will have a problem.’”
The trees began to grow thicker, creating shade and cooling the air. He considered suggesting she get out the pullover he’d brought her from the ship…but she didn’t look to be shivering, not yet. 
“I said ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t ignore this,’ and he lunged toward me. The guy was big, twelve centimeters taller than me and thirty kilos heavier.” 
In the dim light he hadn’t been able to tell how much represented muscle and how much fat, not as if it mattered. He was a skinny kid just beginning to build muscles from the physical labor the job entailed, and the man would have crushed him either way.
“I kept a small Daemon on me because dangerous wildlife did roam the forests—not the elafali, which weren’t aggressive unless you threatened their young, but other animals. I reacted on instinct, drew it and fired. At such close range it sliced his chest wide open. The guy fell dead at my feet.”
He sensed her eyes boring into him and was unable to not glance over, but they showed only compassion. “You had no choice.”
“No. I didn’t.”
“What happened?”
“I gagged. Would’ve lost my dinner except I hadn’t eaten it yet. Then I alerted the authorities and sat down beside the corpse to wait. Not the man’s corpse, the elafali. It was such a beautiful creature, to be butchered for credits so some potentate could decorate his dining room with it….” 
He’d carefully closed the eyes of the dead elafali, his hands shaking like a junkie desperate for a fix.
She squeezed his hand, encouraging him to continue.
“I suspect I was in shock for the first ten minutes or so. I don’t really remember them. Eventually I started pondering this man. Who he might be? Whether he left behind a family or kids? Whether anyone would miss him? But I realized I wasn’t sorry I had killed him. I was sorry he’d chosen to attack me, but he made the choice, and the hundred before it which led to that moment. And suddenly I was angry.
“How dare he try to take my life from me? He didn’t have the right to take the animal’s life and he damn sure didn’t have the right to take mine. He was a bully and a sadist who killed without the empathy to understand the consequences of his actions.”
He reigned in the intensity bleeding into his voice, surprised to be getting worked up about the event all over again some twenty-three years later. Perhaps it was because now someone or thing was trying to take the lives of everyone. Perhaps it was merely the familiarity of the woods. 
“It worked out fine. The elafali carcass and the blade with the man’s fingerprints coating it were sufficient to convince the authorities I’d acted in self-defense. They brought me to the station for the formalities and my parents fussed over me for a day or so. Then it was back to life as normal.”
Their pace had slackened to an ambling stroll, and she placed a hand on his arm. “Is that why you got into your line of work?”
“What?” He forced an amused breath. “No. I told you, I got into it for the adventure.”
“I know, but…is it possible the encounter represented a formative experience? In your profession you’re able to stop a lot of unsavory people who believe they have the right to take from others—their money, their possessions, often their lives.”
He left the path to lean against a nearby tree. Was she correct? He enjoyed what he did because of the thrill of the chase, the challenge of each new mission and the confidence of being better than his targets. 
But he couldn’t deny a powerful need for justice often invigorated his actions…none more so than when he eliminated the majority of the Humans Against Artificials terrorist group. They had murdered Samuel, and others before him. 
If he thought about it now, he recalled at least a dozen missions through the years which had been heavily laced with a desire to exact recompense for harm inflicted. Might his life have taken a different path if he hadn’t discovered the poacher in the woods that night?
And he called himself self-aware. Yet she already saw deeper into him than he could himself. He gave her a diffident smile. “Maybe a little. You fancy yourself insightful?”
She closed the distance to him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Hell no, I’m terrible at it.”
“Except when it comes to me.”
“Except when it comes to you.”

“It is a rather beautiful landscape.”
They had arrived at a glade of sorts, a clearing amongst the trees. Vibrant fauna of rust and gold dotted the scenery, in some cases winding up the tree trunks like symbiotic vines. Grass grew in tall blades to blanket the ground. A late afternoon light shone through the tree limbs in diffuse rays.
“It is. It’s also trying to lead us in circles.”
Alex glanced at him, curious. “What do you mean?”
“The topography and flow of the terrain are trying to prod us to circle back.”
“Not a surprise they would have numerous tricks up their sleeves, I suppose. But we’re not letting it, are we?”
“No, we are not. In fact…” Caleb nudged her to the edge of the glade and into the trees “…I expect down this hill we’ll find something new, and most welcome.”
She acceded to his nudging, welcoming anything which he deemed welcoming. And now that he had pointed it out it seemed evident the terrain was fighting them. The way through the glade would have been much easier and more pleasant and wound subtly away from their intended direction. Here the trees grew thicker and the ground rockier. To their left the mountain rose steeply, working again to force them to the right. He continued to angle left.
The sky began to dim as dusk descended. “Should we go back to the glade to camp for the night?”
“Nope. We’re good.” She eyed him suspiciously, but seeing as he was in charge for now didn’t otherwise protest.
Then there was a noise, steady and rough. It didn’t sound artificial, but…. “Caleb?” 
He just shrugged mysteriously. Clever man knew what it was. But he hadn’t tensed; the set of his jaw had not locked, nor had his shoulders risen perceptibly. His hands were neither clenching nor unclenching. He didn’t believe the source of the noise represented a danger.
The air began to grow cooler, a damp chill she hadn’t previously noticed settling on her exposed arms. And then it was dark. “Caleb….”
“Trust me.” He held aside heavy brush and motioned for her to go on ahead. She did, so she ducked and stepped through—and gasped.
A waterfall over a hundred meters in height rushed down the mountainside. On reaching their level the water formed an oval-shaped pool before following a slope to the right to become a stream and trail back into the woods.
The water glowed with such a bright luminescence the area surrounding the pool was lit nearly to mid-day, though tinted an eerie amber.
His arms wound around her from behind and she sank against him, soaking in his warmth. “You think it’s a trap? Because it looks an awful lot like a trap.”
“No, this place is too well hidden. And I imagine were we to revisit the oceans we flew over when we arrived, we would find them glowing as brightly.”
As was so often the case, in hindsight the truth became blindingly obvious. “This is how they’re lighting the planet. The waters absorb the light at night and release it during the day.”
“Seems so.”
She squeezed his arms tighter at her waist, pulling him closer. “It must be some kind of photoluminescence, but it’s still artificial. I mean, it’s on a frigging timer.”
“Agreed. But you have to admit, it is a fairly elegant solution.”
“True. So what about this place, here?”
“I suspect it’s what it appears to be—rain or snow runoff traveling down the mountain to feed the valley.”
“What valley?”
“The one another five or so kilometers away.”
“Oh, that valley.” She craned her neck around to look at him. “Can we get clean? I haven’t had a shower in literally days.”
He kissed her ear. “Damn straight we can get clean. We’ll even camp here for the night.”
In seconds she had untangled from his arms and stripped naked, tossing the filthy and torn clothes into the trees. He had brought her a change of clothes, and she was never wearing those rags again.
She dove into the pool, only to surface howling as the frigid water seared through to her bones. His chuckle echoed behind her. That was fine, she’d be cackling at him soon enough. It was cold. 
But she was intrigued now, so she went under once more. The water glowed clear through to the rocky bed. From within it was the color of French chardonnay. Feeling unaccountably carefree, she flicked her tongue out. Didn’t taste like it. A shame.
She reemerged to see Caleb gingerly tugging his shirt over his head. Once he had done so, she understood why.
Dark indigo-and-violet bruises marked his torso and shoulders. A deep scrape ran diagonally from his collarbone down to his ribs, and in three places it had torn open the skin. Though none of the gashes cut hazardously deep, the flesh surrounding them had swollen an angry scarlet. 
She stared at him as he entered the water, her gaze solemn with concern. She met him halfway and reached up to oh-so-gently run fingertips over the bruises and along the edges of the wounds. 
Her heart clenched at the stark sight of him being hurt. Not invincible. He had joked about the dragon slaying, but she hadn’t realized until now exactly how close he came to dying. All because he was trying to get to her. 
His hand grasped her wrist and pulled it away from his chest. “No eVi to direct and supplement the healing. But I am healing.”
Incredulous at his cavalier attitude, she exhaled harshly. “You’ve been hiking all afternoon and evening like this? You lugged the pack like this?” She’d offered to carry it twice over the course of the hike; both times he’d blithely refused to hand it over. “You should have said something. And there are painkillers in the med kit, right?”
“If I couldn’t feel the pain I might forget about it and hurt myself more. It’s okay. I’ve had worse.”
She frowned at the notion but dipped her hand in the luminescent water and brought it up to the cuts, carefully washing off the dried blood and dirt. “You’re putting a medwrap on this as soon as we get out.”
“After.”
The tone in his voice inexorably led a corner of her mouth to tweak upward, despite the fact she was still worried about him. “After?”
In a blink he had submerged beneath the surface. Strong arms wrapped around her hips and lifted her up to drop her over his shoulder. The chill of the air blasted her wet skin. She squealed and played at struggling as he carried her out of the pool and to an area of thick grass on the shore.
He fell to his knees in the grass and eased her onto her back, then rested on an elbow beside her. 
She shivered from the cool night air and the feel of his hand ghosting along her cheek, across her jaw and down her neck. When his fingertips delicately caressed a breast her breath hitched in her throat, due both to the caress and the reverence with which it was delivered.
His hand continued on to trace the contour of her hip but his eyes now rose to meet hers. His voice glided over her, as silken as his touch. “I thought you were dead. I didn’t dare admit it to myself at the time, but…I thought I’d lost you.”
Her hand found its way into his hair, damp waves lengthened to tickle his cheekbones. “I’m not dead. I promise.”
The curl of his lips sent a tremor shooting all the way to her toes, one having nothing to do with the cold this time. The glow from the water brightened his irises to a dazzling iridescent cerulean, but it was the look in them which sent her head spinning. 
No one had ever looked at her in such a way as this. It reminded her of the moment before they had breached the portal, though in retrospect the previous gaze had been but a pale hint of what she saw now. 
And now, she didn’t need to ask what it conveyed. Her chest tightened as if it strove to constrain the emotions swelling within.
“No, you are not.” His head dipped to plant a tantalizing kiss on a nipple, then the curve of her breast where it met her sternum, then mirror his actions on the other side. 
The kisses drew agonizingly down her abdomen. “You are very…” his tongue darted out to swirl around her navel, then drifted lower “…very much alive.”
Her head dropped back and her spine arched, and for a time she forgot every single thing that might have existed except the sensation of his hands and his tongue.
When she could endure the rapturous agony no longer she reached down and wound both hands into his hair, desperately urging him up. 
He complied maddeningly slowly, and she was forced to raise up to crush her mouth against his and drag him on top of her. She relished his weight upon her, strong and sure, seemingly to the ends of the universe.
But just as he was about to slip inside her she shifted her hips, catching him off guard long enough to roll him onto his back beneath her. She giggled in devilish delight at the groan of frustration emerging from deep in his throat.
Her hair fell in waves to tickle his skin as she kissed each corner of his mouth and the curve of his jaw, holding herself centimeters above him with her hands on either side of his frame. Teasing him as he had teased her. 
Judging by his expression of unbridled, smoldering desire, it was working.
A viblade didn’t function in the repulsion field, and his stubble was now veering dangerously close to a beard. Her lips burned from the friction, but she found she quite enjoyed the coarse roughness of it. 
She stretched herself out along the length of his body, careful not to place undue pressure on his bruised, battered torso. 
His hands lowered to her hips, firmly and somewhat insistently guiding her as she slid down over him, evoking a gasp from them each in equal measure. 
Their lips met once more, then his palm rested against her abdomen and he urged her upward. A halting, wondrous breath escaped as she settled fully on him. 
Lit by the glow of the pool, she could see the pleasure and the fervor consuming his eyes. Lit by the glow of the pool, she wondered if he could see the passion and the tenderness brimming in her own.
Deep in the recesses of her mind, she knew they were probably watching. They watched everything, after all. 
Let them watch.
Let them see what it meant to be human. To live.
Let them see what it meant to love, and be loved in return.
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EARTH
WASHINGTON, EARTH ALLIANCE HEADQUARTERS

MARCUS FOUND HIMSELF ONCE AGAIN surrounded by boxes, though the office was again larger and the view again better.
This would be the final time such was true, for both the office and the view did not get any better in the Earth Alliance than the Prime Minister’s office. Yet these were the same boxes containing the same items as before and he felt no different than when they had surrounded him in the Attorney General’s or the Foreign Minister’s office.
If the conditions were otherwise, he told himself, he would be able to feel satisfaction, be able to take pleasure at having achieved precisely what he had sought for decades. He had risen from a homeless street urchin in the slums of Rio de Janeiro to the most powerful office in the galaxy. What else could one possibly ask for?
The aliens having the decency to hold off another year before deciding to attack, for one. 
He had been so close to maneuvering humanity away from this crisis. After more than five years of planning, it had come down to a matter of weeks.
“Sir, Admiral Miriam Solovy is here to see you.”
He winced at the voice of his Chief of Staff emanating from the speaker. Weeks which he could have bought if not for his guest’s daughter. Frustration clawed up his throat to leave a stale, rotten taste in his mouth, but he dared not show it. He was the Prime Minister now. So he grabbed a glass of water to try to wash the taste away and granted her permission to enter.
He had met Miriam Solovy half a dozen times over the last five years, the most recent being at the Select Military Advisory Council meeting mere hours before the Headquarters bombing. She had always carried herself with the quiet confidence borne by military officers who earned their rank rather than fell into it. Flawlessly composed in every setting, not once had he heard her yell or even raise her voice, yet when she spoke one felt compelled to listen. 
He had never managed to ascertain why that was. It disturbed him when he didn’t understand some facet of human interaction, but she remained a mystery to him.
If only she had died in the bombing like she was supposed to…instead she now stood in his office wearing an immaculate uniform and an air of righteous authority.
He gestured with as much warmth as he was able to muster. “Admiral Solovy. I have a few short minutes, but I’m happy to spare what I can for you.”
“Thank you, Prime Minister. I would offer my congratulations, but I’m afraid the circumstances are far too grim for it.”
“I couldn’t agree more. I hope I can be half the leader Luis Barrera was. Now, what can I do for you?” 
“In short? Find a way to negotiate a cease-fire with the Federation, commit the whole of our forces to defending against the aliens and fire General O’Connell from the EASC Board. Not necessarily in that order.”
“Is that all? It may take a few hours.” He chuckled, and was shocked at how frayed it sounded. The glint in her eyes said she noticed it too. 
In his mind he uttered an old gutter curse learned in his gang days. Handing her a tactical advantage on a platter was not a good way to begin the meeting. “Admiral, I’m sure you appreciate the difficult situation we find ourselves in. I can’t overlook the atrocities the Federation has committed upon the Alliance in the last month.”
“I lost thousands of people in the Headquarters bombing—colleagues and friends. I assure you, no one understands the losses we’ve suffered more than I do. But the clear fact is we no longer have any idea who committed the bombing. Many people are beginning to question whether the Federation was responsible. There’s even less evidence they were responsible for the Orbital explosion. Sir, the Federation may be our adversary today but such a feud appears ridiculously tiny in the face of the alien menace which now exists.
“Prime Minister, I am not given to hyperbole. But the entire human race is threatened with extinction.”
The problem inherent in each of his possible retorts was that she was correct. To anyone who didn’t know what he knew her position was unassailable and he would be insane to argue with her. But given what he did know and she did not, he needed to buy whatever time he could.
“You are of course correct. Circumstances such as these require bold actions. I will do everything I can, but there is no guarantee the Federation will be interested in talking. And perhaps we will discover in the Messium offensive that these aliens are not as formidable as we believe. Our prospects are changing rapidly and for now I must keep all our options open.”
“Sir, I—”
“Now about General O’Connell? I realize his demeanor can be abrasive, but he has years of leadership experience and—”
“He has made a disaster of the Federation war and shows no interest in the alien one. I believe he is driven by a personal vendetta against the Senecans due to the loss of his mother in the First Crux War. It is clouding his judgment and forcing him into rash decisions not backed up by cogent strategy or the facts on the battlefield.”
“And the fact your daughter not only uncovered these aliens but then was apparently falsely implicated in the EASC bombing isn’t clouding your judgment?”
“Sir, we have lost eight colonies. 6.4 million citizens—quadruple that number if you count those who are perishing on Messium as we speak. Another four Senecan and five independent colonies are decimated. 1.2 million people missing or dead. I hardly need my judgment clouded in order to want to defend those who remain.”
Knight takes Queen. “Fair enough, Admiral. You’ve made your point. I’ll have a word with General O’Connell and make certain his priorities are as they should be. If they are not, I will consider a change in leadership.”
“Thank you, Prime Minister. Hopefully we will receive good news from Messium in the next few hours.”
“I hope so as well. Now if you’ll excuse me, the Assembly leadership awaits.”
But once she had departed, he did not head for the basement situation room where the Assembly leadership would be gathering. Instead he activated privacy shielding and walked behind his desk. 
The alien had almost always been the one to contact him over the years, but there had existed a few instances where he had needed to be able to reach out. In those instances it had responded promptly. 
He provided the code to his eVi, a nonsensical string of symbols and numbers.
“Hyperion, are you there? I’d expected to hear from you by now. As you’re no doubt aware, I’ve now risen to the position of Earth Alliance Prime Minister and can at last control humanity’s path.”
Silence.
“I ask you to pull your forces back. Pause the attacks. Give me a few weeks, and I promise you humanity will no longer represent a threat to you. I can make this happen—I possess the power. I simply need more time.”
Silence.
“This is why you sought me out so many years ago. Because you recognized the great deeds I could accomplish. I have fulfilled all that potential and from here I can move mountains. I can move worlds. From here I can do anything. Give me the opportunity to prove it. Pull back.”
Silence.
“Please. I beg you. Do not forsake me now.”
Silence.
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KRYSK
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

OLIVIA DIDN’T BOTHER TO tamp down her scowl as she approached the receptionist for the second time in as many months. She also didn’t introduce herself this time. Given the outcome of her previous visit she doubted the woman had forgotten her.
The receptionist quivered violently. She hadn’t, then. “I’ll inform Mr. Ferre you’ve arrived, m-ma’am.”
Laure Ferre had contacted her the day before to discuss a recalcitrant broker. Ferre’s largest supplier of block-stripped hardware components was pitching a fit in the wake of the ‘accident’ involving Ilario and Alaina Ferre and demanding to speak to whoever was in charge—really in charge—or he was cutting off his supplies. He refused to travel to New Babel and a holo would not do. The man blamed his obstinacy on the chaos of the wars.
She rarely acceded to the demands of others, but it seemed she was making a lot of concessions lately. End of days and all. Given the losses in the east she could not afford to lose the Federation markets as well, though on the fringes those markets were also beginning to vanish to the aliens. 
So she had donned her most severe black pantsuit, slipped on dress heels which were capable of killing a person if the appropriate amount of force was applied, tied her hair in a black silk scarf and flown to Krysk. 
Make no mistake, there would be no groveling. Not on her part. But if this supplier needed the fear of Olivia Montegreu put into him, she could certainly oblige.
The receptionist escorted her down the hall, literally shaking in her boots the entire way. With the woman’s touch a door opened to a far smaller conference room than the one used on her earlier visit. At the table sat Laure Ferre and two somewhat older gentlemen.
She spun around as the door slid shut behind her. She didn’t bother to check if it was code-locked; clearly it was code-locked. 
Instead she pivoted to the occupants of the room, her expression hardening into cold steel. She didn’t need the results of the facial scans to recognize the two men were spooks. It oozed from their pores like oily beads of sweat.
“It appears stabbing me in the back is all the rage these days. I’m disappointed in you, Laure. I thought we had a mutual understanding.”
Laure had the gall to preen with arrogance, sitting cozily between his big, strong protectors. “We did, for the time being. But I had no reason to believe you didn’t intend to dispose of me the second you had no further use for me, just as you did to my cousin and aunt. I have to look out for myself. I assume you’re familiar with the concept.”
The man on the left sporting the bushy salt-and-pepper hair motioned to the chair opposite him. “Ms. Montegreu, please take a seat.”
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m not being arrested then.”
“Well, now, I think that depends on you.”
So they wanted something. Everyone always did. Lacking other options she sat, but remained silent.
The other man—he lacked any distinguishing features of note—leaned slightly into the table. “Who were the forty kilos of HHNC delivered to on Earth?”
Oh.

Had Marcus sold her out before she could do the same to him? It wasn’t his style, yet…end of days and all. Still, Palluda would’ve made for a more lucrative avenue of betrayal so perhaps not. “I don’t know to what HHNC you’re referring. I don’t deal in explosives.”
“Sure you do. You deal in everything. The HHNC which was smuggled from Pandora to Vancouver and used in the EASC Headquarters bombing.”
So Kigin had gotten clumsy in the rush after Terrage refused the job and sodded it up. This was why one never deviated from the plan. Agreeing to do so had in fact come back to bite her in the proverbial ass. 
She decided she was definitely going to kill Marcus if she saw him again…
…unless she could do one better.
She smiled, though only in the most technical sense of the word in that her lips curled in an upward manner. “Director Delavasi, Colonel Navick—” they maintained sufficient composure to not look startled she had managed to identify them “—I expect you’re both prepped for a lengthy interrogation. You’ve likely worked out when to resort to bullying and at what point draconian threats will be required.”
She lost all pretense of a smile. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to avoid such unpleasantness. I realize I represent a prize catch for either of your governments, though which one wins me is an interesting question. Also one I am not inclined to learn the answer to.
“The simple truth is, while a few months ago I would be the biggest catch of either of your careers, today you face far larger problems. Problems I can help you solve.”
Navick started to protest; she waved him silent. “I will give you the entirety of what I know relating to this little spat which has broken out between your governments: who was involved, where the materials came from, the precise incidents which occurred when and by whom. You’ll find in there several catches adequate to make your careers, I assure you. I’ll provide the proof you need to bring a mercifully hasty end to your unfortunate war.
“Further, I’ll provide you materials to fight these aliens, off the books and free of charge. Bleeding-edge tech. Modified weapons. Biosynth boosters for your ground troops. Whatever you need. I imagine the supply lines are getting a bit thin what with so many colonies being cut off and so much wasteful usage of supplies to kill one another as you’ve been doing these last weeks.”
Navick’s jaw was grinding, she suspected from the effort of hearing her out. “Why would you give us all this?”
“What good is being a criminal mastermind if there’s no one left alive to corrupt? It is against my interests for the aliens to kill everyone.”
Delavasi’s fingertips drummed on the table. “And in return?”
“In return, I walk out this door a free woman. I’m not prosecuted for any involvement in events which may or may not have occurred in relation to your war. Or anything else.”
The man laughed heartily; the full-throated sound seemed to originate from deep in his gut. She supposed it might be what some referred to as a guffaw. Such a crass word. 
Then in a flash it was gone and his eyes were hard. “You ask quite a lot.”
She met his rigid stare with her own cool one. “Not really. Everyone in this room knows if I’m put in prison, someone else will simply take my place. The business I’m in will continue as it always has. Wouldn’t it be better to have someone in charge who is favorably inclined toward saving the galaxy and toward you personally?
“Besides, I believe you’ve already made a similar if less grand arrangement with Mr. Ferre here. It’s not as if your scruples had anywhere lower to descend.
“Gentlemen, I am offering you the means to save billions of lives. All I ask in return is my own.”
Delavasi and Navick exchanged a glance. Navick was biting on his lower lip so hard she expected blood to dribble down his chin any second now. “And if we refuse?”
She settled back in the chair and crossed one leg casually over the other, her hands coming to rest together on her knee. 
“Arrest me. Torture me. Parade me about in the public square. You will have your prize catch. And you will lose everything.”

Richard and Graham sat in another booth in another pub. 
Richard took a long sip of his ale. Ice crystals miraculously clung to the outside of the mug despite the sweltering heat. He licked away the excess froth and gazed across the table.
“Well.”
Graham nodded sagely over his own mug. “Well, indeed.”
“What does it say about us that we can be manipulated so spectacularly?”
“In fairness, not us. Politicians. You and I, we saw through their schemes quickly enough, so I’d say it says rather good things about us.” The grumble which followed made it clear the statement was only partially in jest.
“Good things or not, we have a job ahead of us. And her information had damn well better be airtight because these people are not going to go down willingly.”
“Yep. But hey, that’s why they pay us like princes.”
“I thought they paid us like paupers.”
“Oh, right.” Graham finished off his ale. He looked as though he desperately wanted to order another, but refrained. “So we’ll keep in close contact and try to coordinate events. Don’t want to spook our targets if we can avoid it.”
“I’ve got a lengthier trip than you, but it means more time to analyze the data. I’ll forward you what I’ve put together when I land in Washington.”
“Straight into the lion’s den, huh?”
Richard shrugged. “I’ll have a team waiting for me there. The longer we delay, the greater chance everything goes to Hell.”
“True enough. You believe she didn’t know anything about the aliens?”
“It’s logical. She made a good point. A galaxy devoid of life is not good for her bottom line. Still, I hate to let her go.”
“Greater good, my friend.”
“I know.” Richard exhaled. “Nothing left to do but do it. Shall we?”
Graham reached in his pocket and produced a small crystal disk. He slid it toward Richard. “For you.”
“What is it?”
“Will Sutton’s full Intelligence file. How he was recruited, what his mission parameters were and everything he’s given us over the years.”
Richard shook his head and pushed the disk back across the table. “Keep it.”
“Please. Consider it a small thank you for having the courage to take a tremendous risk in meeting me. I couldn’t have even attempted any of this without you. Instead I’d be sitting in my office yanking my hair out because I knew something was wrong but had no way to begin to prove it. Montegreu was right. We’re going to save billions of lives, and it’s easily as much thanks to you as it is to me. Probably more so.
“Because of that, you deserve to know two things. One, marrying you was never part of his mission parameters. That was his choice and his choice alone. Two, what his mission parameters were, and the manner in which he fulfilled them, are on that disk. So do me a kindness and take the damn file.”
Richard closed his eyes and dropped the disk in his pocket. He told himself he’d toss the disk in a garbage bin on the way to the spaceport. If he didn’t pass any on the way, he’d toss the disk at the spaceport. If all else failed he’d toss the disk on the flight.
They both stood; this time his hand extended first. 
Graham clasped it warmly. “It has been a genuine pleasure, Richard. We survive this war then survive these aliens, let’s get together and enjoy a truly epic number of drinks.”
Richard surprised himself by deciding it sounded like an excellent idea. “Until then.”
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

CALEB WOKE BEFORE HER. Careful not to move, he instead took a too rare moment to simply enjoy the feel of her skin pressed to his, the smoothness of her abdomen beneath his palm, the way her hair had absorbed the lush, natural scent of the forest.
She was the strongest person he had ever known. Yet here asleep in his arms she was vulnerable. She was so fierce and determined; yet here asleep in his arms she yielded. She fought and struggled relentlessly; yet here asleep in his arms she was content.
He expected them to reach these aliens today, insofar as they were reachable. She believed she’d be able to reason with their foe, insisting they exhibited a weakness she would be able to exploit. If it could be done he didn’t doubt she would accomplish it. 
He didn’t want to wake her and pull her from peaceful slumber into the maelstrom which was certain to follow. One day the two of them were going to sleep until afternoon and never leave the bed. But today they shouldn’t dally.
If he must wake her, he intended to do so in a pleasing manner. His fingertips caressed the curve of her hip while he planted delicate kisses along her neck and behind her ear. 
She murmured and shifted against him, at first in sleep…then most deliberately, if the wicked smile tugging at the corner of her mouth even in profile gave any inkling. They shouldn’t dally….
She twisted around to face him and found his lips with her own, and he decided it was too dark to get moving yet anyway.

He tossed an energy bar in Alex’s direction. They were now officially running behind schedule, so breakfast would be mobile. So spectacularly worth it.
The bar landed on the grass in front of where she sat slipping on her boots. He turned back to finish closing up the pack—then back to her, observing as she wound the boot’s strap diagonally up, around and down again to latch it at the base.
“What did you just do?”
“Hmm?”
“With the strap. Why not wrap it straight?”
“Oh…it’s a habit I picked up from my dad when I was a kid.”
“Ah.” He glanced at the pool. The luminescence was fading as the sky grew lighter but the waterfall continued to spill tranquilly down the mountainside. It was a setting made for introspection. 
He went over to sit beside her and draped his arms over his knees. “So there’s something I’ve been wanting to mention for a while. We’ve been running so hard, the right time never came. But this is the right time.”
“Caleb, what are you talking about?”
“I never met your father. I only know what history says about him and what you’ve told me. I did meet your mother, albeit only for a few but most exciting minutes. And I’m not sure if you realize it, but you are your mother’s daughter to the core.”
Her head dropped to rest on his shoulder. “I know.”
“Do you?”
“I mean, I without a doubt inherited—or picked up—a few of my dad’s more colorful traits: a foul mouth, a cavalier disregard for authority….” She laughed quietly. “I swear, if he hadn’t died a war hero, sooner or later he would’ve gotten himself kicked out of the military for insubordination. According to Richard, he almost did at least twice before I was born. But….” Her voice drifted off as she considered the waterfall before turning into him.
“When I was in the aliens’ virtual funhouse, I saw or heard her three separate times in radically different situations. In so many ways, it was as if I was looking in a mirror. A somewhat warped mirror maybe, but a mirror nonetheless.”
Her sigh muffled against his shirt. “And though I foolishly didn’t understand it until now, my father loved her profoundly, arguably for some of the same reasons I’d like to think he loved me. If I had realized this one simple truth years ago, would things have been different between us?”
A lock of hair tumbled across her cheek. He tucked it behind her ear and let his hand linger along her neck. Her experience had changed her, and he was still discovering all the ways. “There’s still time.” 
“I wonder. We’ve both built up these ironclad defenses and barriers…and every time we’re together our barriers spend the whole encounter body-slamming one another, sucking all the oxygen out of the room.”
He chuckled and wrapped his arm fully around her to hug her closer. “That is a fairly accurate description of what I saw.”
“Touché.”
“If you want the relationship to change, one of you is going to need to let down those barriers.”
“I’m afraid to.”
He brought his other hand under her chin and lifted it so she met his gaze. “You’re not afraid of anything.”
Surprise animated her face. Did she imagine he hadn’t noticed? “Well, I’m afraid of this. If she doesn’t reciprocate? You have no idea how hard she can be.”
“I think I kind of do. Guns, handcuffs, authoritative orders to lock me away?”
She rolled her eyes in fleeting playfulness. “Fair point. But the fact is, I owe her an apology. A real one. So if we succeed in getting off this planet and back through the portal and don’t get instantly arrested or killed, I suppose I’ll have to take my chances.”
“I’d be willing to bet you won’t be sorry.” He placed a kiss on her forehead then hauled her to her feet. “Let’s get moving. These aliens aren’t going to come to us.”

The trees now grew so thick he was hacking limbs away using the sword. They were definitely headed in the right direction.
Alex’s hair caught on a branch, and after untangling it she paused to redo her ponytail. “The place where you found me—what did it look like? I was a bit out of my head at the time and didn’t notice much. Now I wish I’d paid more attention and investigated the structure.”
“There wasn’t much to it on the outside, but it looked as if it might be a type of holographic chamber. The walls were sheer white, like you’d see in a sim room, and photal conduits wove through all the surfaces.”
“That actually makes a shocking amount of sense. If I had to guess, I’d say they keep recordings of these events—or of every event—stored somewhere and can project them in the chamber.”
“It would largely explain your experience.” He tossed a meter-long limb to the side. “They certainly aren’t making this easy, are they?”
She ducked under the next limb after him. “I believe that’s the point.”
“Yeah?”
“I suspect this ‘player’ very much wants us to find it but feels compelled to make it nearly impossible for us to do so.”
“Compelled why?”
“An excellent question.”
He broke off a thinner limb, wrangled through two trees—and stopped. “Perhaps you should ask it.”
The forest evaporated away to reveal a stunning valley nestled between two mountains. The ground sloped down in rich grasses dotted by golden flowers billowing in a mild breeze. At the base of the valley the late-morning ‘sun’ sparkled off a large lake of glacier blue waters. The faint gleam of the water indicated come nightfall, the lake was sure to glow as radiant as a star.
But beyond the shimmer of the water, a far brighter sight shone. Above the lake floated—no, glided—a creature of light. It was the being from Alex’s prison but here it became so much more.
The same glacier blue as the lake, intricate patterns spiraled from a center similar to the scallops of a shell; filaments wound outward yet further to form wings with no membrane. Nothing artificial adorned it. No metal or cloth, nothing harsh or ungainly, marred its beauty.
“I’d say, ‘That’s not something you see every day,’ but when I’m with you it seems to be.”
She managed a tentative laugh. “Nah, I only see this sort of spectacle every third day or so.” Without tearing her eyes from the scene she reached over and grasped his hand. “I love you.”
He squeezed her hand in reassurance. “I love you. Shall we go introduce ourselves?”
“I don’t think we need to.”
It flew purposely toward them. On closer view the level of detail in its wings was extraordinary. The patterns seemed to have been painted at a microscopic level.
The alien alighted upon a small outcropping to the left. As it approached it began morphing until, ten meters away, it had assumed a vaguely human form to cross the remaining distance and slow to a stop in front of them.
Though more solid than it had appeared at the chamber, its shape was still amorphous, translucent and fluid. It resembled a watercolor representation of a human—hands but no defined fingers, a mouth but no teeth or tongue, an outline of eyes but no irises.
I am Mnemosyne. Walk with me.
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SCYTHIA
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

THE SIGHT OF THE SHIPS IN HIGH ORBIT above Scythia was almost enough to make one believe they stood a chance. 
From the angle of approach Malcolm’s transport was taking, the light of Scythia’s copper sun reflected off the lustrous slate hulls arranged in staggered diamond formations. He identified sixty frigates, twelve cruisers, eight carriers and numerous specialized craft too tiny to count. The fighters would be docked inside the carriers but they should total a minimum of fourteen hundred. 
All these vessels were dwarfed, however, by the EAS Churchill. The dreadnought sailing at the center of the fleet was nearly five times larger than the cruisers. It measured 1.3 kilometers by 280 meters, though the alien ships they would be facing eclipsed it. 
Here, surrounded by nearly a quarter of the NE Regional Command, it dominated the panorama. Over 21,000 people crewed the dreadnought, making it the equivalent of a small city. 
And for the moment it was his destination.
The transport wove among the formations, providing him quite the visual extravaganza. But this was his last opportunity to get his head straight. The final breath before the storm. So he did his best to ignore the splendor and mentally reviewed what he knew, what he didn’t know and what he needed to know.
While he had been scrambling around taking potshots at the Senecans in the northwestern region, an armada of alien ships had been slaughtering their way across the eastern third of settled space. Communications went dark in advance of the aliens’ arrival, thus hard information on them—tactics, strengths, defenses—was scarce. Most of the data they did possess was courtesy of Alex, of all people. He doubted she had chosen to be in the center of this crisis; he imagined she was rather pissed about it, in fact. Wherever she was.
Now someone had devised a method for restoring rudimentary communications inside the aliens’ sphere, which increased their odds of defeating them from nil to infinitesimally small. But it wasn’t as if humanity was going to roll over without a fight. They had to try.
So Messium, six hours away, would be the site of the first true battle against these mysterious invaders and the first chance to discover just how screwed they were. 
When he looked up the dreadnought had overtaken the viewport. The transport banked toward the open shuttle bay, passed through the flicker of the force field and settled into an open slot. He shook the pilot’s hand and stepped out.
Controlled chaos ruled the bay as technicians, mechanics and operators hustled in every direction. An aura of urgency permeated the air, and he felt his pulse quicken, infused by the energy and purpose of his fellow soldiers.
A young woman hurried up to him. “Colonel Jenner? If you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to Admiral Rychen.”
“Thank you, Corporal. I suspect I’d be lost for weeks on my own.”
She shrugged as he matched her rapid clip. “It’s a big ship, but once you understand the layout you can walk it in your sleep.”
The lift ascended for an eternity—long enough to reach the penthouse of a high-rise groundside. When it finally came to rest the Corporal waved him forward as the door slid open. “You’ll find the Admiral on the lookout, sir.”
Malcolm gestured a thanks, stepped onto the deck of the bridge and paused in awe. The bridge was as large as the entire EAS Juno. The ceiling rose ten meters overhead and triple viewports at the far bow provided an unobscured view of half the assembled fleet above the glow of Scythia’s profile.
Dozens of stations lined both walls, sporting some of the most advanced tech he had ever seen. The low din was more controlled and restrained than in the shuttle bay but no less urgent. He quickly snapped a visual with his ocular implant and sent it to Veronica; he thought perhaps she’d be proud of him when she saw it. Next he squared his shoulders and wound through the personnel toward the raised platform two-thirds of the way down the bridge.
Admiral Christopher Rychen stood alongside three officers reviewing a large screen listing the various formation groups, including states of readiness, outstanding issues and weapons strength. Malcolm waited at the edge of the platform at parade rest.
Once the officers were dismissed he stepped up with a crisp salute. “Colonel Malcolm Jenner, reporting for duty, sir.”
Rychen returned the salute then extended his hand. “At ease, Colonel. I’m glad you made it.”
Malcolm shook his hand and promptly decided he liked the Admiral. He had been predisposed to like him, but the man’s world-weathered brow, vibrant eyes and easy demeanor conveyed warmth.
Rychen indicated for Malcolm to join him at the railing. From here the platform overlooked the navigation pit and the viewports beyond; in that respect it was not much different than the design of the Juno’s bridge.
“I trust you’ve had an opportunity to study the briefings?”
“Yes, sir, several times.”
“Thoughts?”
So he was being put on the spot straightaway. He supposed there was hardly time for building a rapport. “The reports back from your scouts confirm the adjustments to communications work, which is welcome news. If I understand correctly, the scouts recorded the presence of thirteen of the alien superdreadnoughts. That’s a good number of ships but it isn’t anywhere close to the majority of their forces, so we should assume the aliens are currently traveling to or hitting other worlds as well. It means they recognize Messium is not Gaiae, but it also means they aren’t expecting a fight. If we move fast we can gain a temporary advantage by taking them by surprise.”
“Then we find out if we can do any damage to their ships.”
Malcolm grimaced. “It would be nice to know the answer to that question ahead of time, sir, but I recognize we don’t have the luxury of engineering a test case.”
“Wouldn’t it be though?”
“Yes, sir. So we’re faced with a dilemma. We have to hit them hard and fast but doing so exposes the bulk of our forces to significant risk. My recommendation would be for all vessels to keep their sLume drives charged and ready for the initial minute following contact. It draws a lot of power, but if one of those superdreadnoughts vaporizes a cruiser in a single shot? Well, with respect, sir, we probably need to bug out and devise a new plan.”
Rychen nodded. “Excellent suggestion. I’ll set a rendezvous point near Pyxis as the fallback location. Their government has cleared us for any stellar traversals we require.”
“Do we have any intel regarding what’s happening on the ground?”
“Very little. Further attempts at communication have proved unsuccessful. The brief scans the scout ships were able to take show activity is concentrated around the two major cities. If I had to guess I’d say the aliens aren’t interested in destroying the planet, merely its inhabitants and infrastructure. Once the battle begins I’m sending three stealth craft to Headquarters. I want to send them ahead, but I can’t risk tipping our hand. And let’s be honest, they are likely to find nothing but rubble.”
Malcolm’s gaze drifted to the screen on their left, where the fleet status updated every five seconds. “Sir, if I may ask…what is our short-term goal? Obviously liberating Messium is our ultimate goal, but realism dictates we accept it might be unattainable.”
“A force of this size and strength should not be the one to discover our enemy’s strengths and weaknesses, Colonel, but it is what it is. We try to destroy as many of their superdreadnoughts as possible. If we can’t destroy them, we try to damage them. If we can’t damage them, we try to draw them away from the planet long enough to give civilians on the ground a chance to escape. In this scenario at some point our losses will become so severe the sole rational choice will be to retreat and save the remainder of the fleet for future operations. We just need to try our damnedest to force that point out as long as humanly possible and to be ready to change the entire plan at any minute.”
“Understood, sir.”
“To that end, in the last hour we’ve received some interesting ideas from the governor of Romane.”
“Sir?”
“It seems their best and brightest citizens have spent the last several days studying the same data we have on the aliens and brainstorming about ways to both defend against and attack them. I don’t know how they got their hands on the data in the first place and I don’t care. I will take all the help I can get. My XO is incorporating the new information into our battle plan and will forward it to you as soon as it’s ready.”
Rychen reached over and input a series of commands on his control panel. “I’m giving you command of the EAS Orion. She’s the newest cruiser in NE Command and comes with a full complement of bells and whistles. You’ll supervise four frigates in this sector.” The map zoomed in to an area southeast of the capital city.
A cruiser? With four frigates at his command as well? “Sir, I’m honored you would trust me with so much responsibility, but you do realize I’ve only commanded a single frigate, and for all of twenty-nine days?”
“I do. During those twenty-nine days you showed better strategic and tactical decision-making than any other frigate captain in the entire Northwestern campaign. I’m of the opinion it doesn’t matter whether you’re on the ground or in space—you understand the battlefield in a way few soldiers do. You can think on your feet and aren’t afraid to roll a gutsy call when the circumstances require it. I need commanders out there who can make decisions and act on their own if I am to have any hope of succeeding here today.”
“I’ll do everything in my power to help ensure that happens, sir.”
Rychen smiled; it carried an air of authenticity rarely seen among four-star officers. “The times make the man, Colonel. I’m confident you will.” His expression bore a tinge of wryness as he turned back to the fleet status screen. “Now go see about a shuttle to the Orion, because we leave in two hours.”
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MESSIUM
EARTH ALLIANCE COLONY

IN THE MID-21ST CENTURY THE ENTERTAINMENT industry had produced a number of self-styled ‘post-apocalyptic’ films. Dressed up as fictional dramas and horror flicks, they were thinly veiled propaganda designed to warn of the dire fate which awaited humanity if they didn’t either get pollution, energy demands and industrialization under control, or else vacate the planet. 
More than two hundred years later the films were shown in school to tout mankind’s success in taming Earth and its ecosystems, as well as its success in making vacating the planet an option. The films differed in the details but they unfailingly portrayed cities reduced to smoldering ruins, skylines of broken, sheared skyscrapers, bridges wrent in two and highways shredded to rubble. 
The first thought to pop into Kennedy’s head when she crawled through a shattered window of the Palaimo headquarters and stepped onto the street was, the filmmakers had no imagination.
The utter wreckage of Messium’s capital city spread before her like the closing shot in one of those films. Though it was evening, enough light remained to reflect infinite prisms off the numerous metallic shards jutting out of the remains of buildings. 
To the left an entire block had been vaporized. Eradicated, plainly, for not a single beam of a single structure protruded above ground level. Yet in front of them scaffolding of buildings still stood, though stripped of their covering except for scattered pieces clinging to the frame.
“This is not going to be good for the Messium tourism industry.”
She glanced back to roll her eyes at Noah and was shocked to find an amused expression on his face as he hefted her bag—now even heavier with the addition of gear scavenged from the lab—over his shoulder. “Is there anything you take seriously?”
“Not so far.”
“And how’s that working out for you?”
He licked his lips. “Well, I’m alive when it appears a hell of a lot of other people are dead, so I’d say fairly well all things considered.”
She elbowed him in the ribs…but he was right. 
They had discovered the fate of a good portion of the Palaimo employees during their trek out of the bowels of the building. At the opposite end of the basement from where they had camped, the ceiling had collapsed. They used the rubble as a path up and out, only to learn a large section of the first and most of the second floor had also collapsed. 
She remembered a large conference room being located in that corner on the first floor. The pools of coagulated blood which had leaked out beneath the slabs of shattered walls and ceilings painted a fairly stark picture. If it hadn’t, the odd hand or foot sticking out, skin mottled and partially desiccated, would have done so well enough.
Now bodies littered the street and sidewalks. While a few were killed by falling debris, most had been…roasted. Scorched to a crisp, presumably by some weapon. Bile rose in her throat at the thought they may have been burnt alive. 
She covered her mouth and spun away as she tried to block out the images swimming in her head of people running for their lives while knowing they were sure to die, then doing so in such a horrific manner.
“Hey…you okay?” His hand rested gently on her arm, his voice uncharacteristically tender.
She swallowed hard and raised her chin. “Not in the slightest. Let’s get out of here.”
“You got it, Blondie.” He started off down the sidewalk, and she scrambled to catch up. She hadn’t decided whether she liked or loathed the nickname but all attempts to get him to stop had resulted in renewed usage.
Noah claimed a military station and dock was located on the edge of downtown, six kilometers to the west. Apparently the brass took shuttles from the sprawling base outside of town for business in the city and used the facility for meetings with local suppliers and contractors. According to him the shuttle bay was at ground level and protected by the mid-rise building, so there was a small possibility it hadn’t been destroyed. 
None of the ships at the station—assuming there were any—would have sLume drives. With only an impulse engine to propel them they were certain to die of starvation long before reaching another colony. But they stood a better chance in space than here on the ground.
An ominous red glow bloomed at the edge of the next intersection, and Noah shoved her into an alcove created by a service door. Seconds later what could only be a ship emerged around the corner. 
She recognized it as one of the many insectile-shaped ships shown in Alex’s images, one of the hundreds of thousands of strange vessels which had docked into the superdreadnoughts. It hovered several meters above the ground, its odd metallic tentacles writhing like feelers ahead of it as it moved.
Out of nowhere a man bolted from a storefront and took off running down the street. The ship accelerated toward him. When it was fifteen meters behind the man a crimson laser shot out of the core of its tentacles and….
Noah’s hand covered her mouth as if anticipating the gasp of horror which bubbled forth as the man burst into flames. He must have been dead on impact, so hot and intense was the beam, but it took four seconds for the flaming corpse to collapse in the street. 
Her earlier suspicion had proved gruesomely accurate. All these bodies had, in fact, been burnt alive.
The man likely saved their lives. The ship continued on and disappeared around the next corner.
What possible goal could be accomplished by murdering people one at a time, by coldly hunting down individuals and exterminating them? It didn’t make sense.
A plume of flames, bright copper against the darkening sky, flared in the distance. It seemed the destruction of Messium was not yet complete.
Noah’s lips were at her ear. In any other circumstances it would have given her a thrill. “We need to go. Stay close to the buildings and don’t talk. Anything moves and we hide.”
She squeezed his hand in assent and followed him out of the alcove.

Kennedy’s mind numbed to everything except moving forward and avoiding detection.
It was slow going. At times the sidewalk became completely impassable and they had no choice but to risk the exposure of the wide street. Still they often found themselves crawling over or through piles of debris. They were forced to detour half a kilometer out of the way to skirt an entire neighborhood which had been transformed into a smoldering crater. Twice they were driven into hiding, not daring to move as roving ships passed by on their hunt for anything daring to live.
The darkness was their salvation, in more ways than one. It hid their presence, but she knew it also dulled the worst carnage in shadow and grays. You couldn’t see the blood in the dark, after all.
They were less than a kilometer from the station when they came upon their first survivors. 
“Hey!” It was a weak, raspy shout from the blown-out restaurant ahead. She grabbed Noah by the hand and ducked inside.
“Shhh! Keep it down!”
They located the source of the voices in the kitchen at the back of the restaurant: a woman, perhaps forty or fifty years old, a middle-aged man, two teenage girls and a boy no more than six.
The boy gaped at them, eyes wide in wonder. “Are you the aliens?”
Kennedy crouched to his level. “No, sir. We’re people just like you. What’s your name?”
His throat worked awkwardly. “Jonas.”
“Hi, Jonas. I’m Kennedy, and this is Noah.”
“This is my mom, B-Braelyn.”
Kennedy shifted to the woman. “I can’t tell you how good it is to meet you. I was beginning to think there was no one else left alive.”
Braelyn nodded weakly. “Us, too. There used to be more people here, but they left. I don’t…I don’t know if any of them made it.”
“Kennedy, over here.”
So he did remember her name. She patted Jonas on the head and gingerly crawled to her feet. Her cut was mostly healed, but the grueling hike had taken its toll.
She found Noah beside the older man and one of the girls, standing around an object in the corner. In the dark she saw Noah’s eyes glimmer with interest. 
“Check this out. They’ve got a piece of one of the alien ships.”
“Seriously?” She dropped to her knees to inspect it.
“One of ours must have shot it down. Didn’t see it happen but we came upon the wreckage on a scouting run yesterday.”
She nodded at the older man but kept her focus on the wreckage. It was a portion of one of the tentacles from the roving ships and measured about four meters. One end was jagged where it had been shorn off the main body of the ship. The metal it was constructed of felt cool in her hands, and smooth save for a series of grooves running along one side. 
“Noah, grab the light out of my bag.”
A few seconds later he was kneeling beside her. “Be careful.”
“It’s a tiny light, promise.” The penlight included its own nearly inexhaustible power source, thankfully. It hadn’t served much use thus far because the spread was too small. Now, though…. She pointed it inside the open end of the tentacle and flicked it on. 
The interior appeared to be mostly empty space. A dozen fine crystalline fibers ran the length of the arm. 
She exhaled, not realizing she had been holding her breath. Part of her had expected to find…she didn’t know what. Gooey, pulsing flesh or something? But she discerned no trace of organic material. 
She squinted up at Noah. “We need to take this with us. If we can begin to understand their structure, we can fight them.”
“I’m not disagreeing, but we can’t exactly lug four meters of—” he hefted a length of the tentacle in his hand “—radically heavy metal down the street.”
“We don’t have to take the whole thing I guess. Bring my bag over here.”
“Are you telling me you have a metamat blade in your bag, too?”
She winked at him; in the gravity of their situation it felt absurdly decadent. “Damn right I do.”
He shook his head and stood, but quickly returned with her bag in tow. “You are an intriguing woman, Blondie.”
“I know.” She dug around in the bag until she found the blade, then set about slicing off two chunks thirty centimeters in length.
“If you two are done flirting, care to tell us your plan? Where are you headed?”
She didn’t look up, concentrating on not damaging the pieces she was removing. “There’s a military shuttle bay a kilometer from here. We all need to get off this planet.”
“Excuse us a moment.” Noah grasped her by the arm and hauled her up and across the room and into the storage closet at the rear of the kitchen.
“We can’t take these people with us. We will never reach the station.”
She glared at him in the darkness, but lowered her voice to the same hushed level as his. “You want to leave them here to die?”
“I want to live!” He cringed at how high is voice had risen and pulled her deeper into the closet. “Of course I don’t want to leave them. But you are absolutely correct—we need to get this alien scrap to people who can use it. Doing so may save untold lives. But if that little boy cries one single time on the trip, we are all dead, and the intel never makes it off-world.”
“Oh, don’t give me that ‘greater good’ crap. You’re looking out for your own ass and nothing else.”
Instead of sending a barbed retort back at her he sank against the wall. All the energy seemed to abandon him with the fall of his shoulders. “It is what I’m good at.”
“You saved me, even though it could have gotten you killed.”
“Well, yeah, but you’re cute. The benefits outweighed the risk.”
“And you were able to tell this by my bloody arm sticking out from under a tonne of debris?”
“Yep.” At her skeptical stare he gave an exaggerated shrug. “What?”
She continued staring at him until he broke. “Fine. We’ll take them with us. But if we die I am going to be very irritated with you.”
A weary laugh fell from her lips as her chin dropped to her chest. “Fair enough.”
They exited the storage closet to find one of the teenage girls waiting on them—the one who had been by the salvaged alien hardware. She was tall and gangly with a delicate heart-shaped face, but her eyes shone, lit by fierce determination.
“Wherever you’re headed, I’m going with you. I won’t cower in this hole and wait to die.”
“What’s your name?”
“Raina. My sister’s Silvie.”
Kennedy nodded. “Good for you, Raina. You bet you can come. Everyone’s coming.”
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PORTAL PRIME
UNCHARTED SPACE

“YOU’RE THE ONE WHO INVADED my mind.”
It was the only way.
“No, it wasn’t.” Alex did try to keep her tone at least neutral. Despite its sylphic, practically angelic appearance she wasn’t fooled in the slightest. If this alien wanted to kill her and Caleb, she was certain it possessed the capability to do so. How it might do so was another question but one near the end of a long list. “You could have simply greeted us at my ship as you’ve done here.”
You miscomprehend. It was the only way to know.
“To know whether I was worthy, or something to that effect. I don’t miscomprehend. There were still better ways.”
We offended you.
“You held me captive. Made me a prisoner in my own mind. Invaded my most private memories, with no justification or explanation. Yes, you offended me. But we passed all your tests. We found your planet and we found your refuge and we found you. Now we’re here, and it’s time for explanations.”
Your companion was not being tested. He has, nevertheless, proved most…tenacious.
Caleb chuckled; she suspected he was flattered. “I’ve been called worse.”
We are aware.
They followed the alien down a long, winding path which would eventually convey them to the shore of the lake. “Yes, you’ve been watching us. For aeons, you said. How long is that? Give me a round number.”
Since the beginning.
“Beginning of what?”
The beginning of you.
“The beginning of humans, you mean.”
The beginning, yes.
“No.” She glanced at Caleb, but he merely offered a supportive nod before returning his attention to the alien to quietly scrutinize each centimeter of the most unusual entity. “You evaded the question. The beginning of what?”
Later, perhaps. 
Well this conversation was just going to be a blast and a half…. They had traveled through a mysterious portal, barely eluded a hundred squid ships and been attacked by dragons—all to discover an alien floating around above a glowing lake and speaking in riddles. 
She tried a different tack. “Do you have other portals at other points in the universe? Where you watch other species?”
You are the only sentient species in your universe.
She scowled at Mesme. If it was going to be pretentious, it was getting a diminutive nickname. “Impossible. There are over a septillion planets in the universe. Intelligent life will have arisen elsewhere.”
You are the only sentient species in your universe. 
“Except for you.”
We are not from your universe.
“You’re telling me the portal sent us to another universe?”
Not precisely. This space is a transition point. A gateway between.
The astrophysical implications alone were enough to render her dizzy. “Okay, so a lobby then. Where is your universe?”
It is not your concern.
Oh, how wrong this alien was. But the statement had been conveyed with a sense of finality, and if she pushed too hard it might refuse to tell them anything. She softened her tone, again. “What is this place? This planet? Because except for a few pesky details, it seems to be a replica of Earth.”
This would be because it is a replica of Earth—of the world where humanity originated and on which it has spent all but the last microsecond of its existence confined. It exists so we might…relate. To provide context, and enable us to better understand.
“About that understanding. Why exactly is it you’ve recorded what I’d be willing to bet is every single event in human history?”
To observe. If deserving, to learn.
“What have you learned?”
Later, perhaps. 
Ugh, they had no time for ‘later’…. “And any chance you could tell us why you sent a goddamn armada of monstrous ships to obliterate human civilization?”
We did not send the ships.
She stopped at the same time as Caleb. Mesme continued on another two steps before realizing it had left them behind. It placidly rejoined them and began walking forward once more. They didn’t follow.
Another two steps and it turned again. This time it considered them silently. Its gelatine, porous skin fluttered in faint ribbons of light, as if each molecule of its body was constantly in subtle motion. 
“If not you, then who?”
It is complicated.
Caleb raised an unimpressed eyebrow. “We’re fairly smart. Why don’t you try us.”
They had now reached the lakeshore. The velvety grass blanketed the entire valley and stretched to the water’s edge. At the back of the lake, against the mountainside, a small pathway cut into the slope and trailed out of sight. In the glade beyond the lake, an open dome of latticed metal contrasted markedly with the otherwise unmarred landscape. She wanted to inquire what it was, but—
We—those of us who observe—did not send the ships. 
“So there are others of your kind elsewhere who did?”
Mesme regarded her in what could be bewilderment. She didn’t doubt it recognized and possibly had even adopted humanesque gestures after observing them for so long, but its vague, ever-shifting features made it difficult to identify specific expressions, much less nuance. Hopefully Caleb was having better luck reading its body language.
Yes.
“Where are they? Why are they attacking us? How do we defeat them?”
Farther. Because you came too close. You already know how, you simply do not yet know that you know it.
Caleb subtly drew them to the right, so they would pass by the artificial structure sooner rather than later. She mouthed a silent thanks behind Mesme’s back. “We came too close—you mean because we were expanding toward the Metis Nebula? Is that really all there is to it? You didn’t want to be discovered?”
Your species advanced to a greater extent, and more swiftly, than we expected. Few have done so.
“What do you mean, ‘few have done so’? Did other sentient species exist in the past? Did you exterminate them, too?”
No.
“‘No’ to which question?”
It is not your concern.
“It is my concern. But it’s not my most important one.” Her head cocked to the side, and she tried yet another tack. “Answer me this—why dragons? You must realize how absurd it is to employ dragons.”
“Oh, I know why dragons.”
She and Mesme both stared at Caleb. He handed her the water bottle. 
“The same reason those invading ships resemble something from the underworld of our old mythos. Fear is a powerful weapon. Often underestimated, but quite potent. The ships—and the dragons—are meant to create terror before they create death.”
The alien paused for a single step, but nonetheless noticeably so.
It is a…not inaccurate summarization of the motivation.
“But we haven’t feared dragons in a millennium.”
Incorrect. At your core, humans have always feared dragons. They are the form your species gives to its nightmares, to its most base terrors. Even now, when you believe you have banished all the monsters, they remain frightening creatures, yes?
Caleb shrugged mildly. “They were certainly memorable. But fear doesn’t work on me like it does on other people. I see the strings, and I’m more interested in the motivation behind all your contrivances. This deliberate utilization of fear? It means you—or I suppose your friends—don’t intend to completely annihilate us. Some portion of our civilization will be left alive, else there would be no need for the fear.”
He is a clever one.
She laughed aloud. The alien seemed utterly vexed and confounded by Caleb—his perceptiveness, his intellect, his very presence—which she found simply delightful. He had vexed her nearly as much not so long ago, and it was a treat to see it transpire from the other side. She sipped on the water and enjoyed the interaction.
“So you aren’t so different from those who sent the armada. You fly around here like a peaceful little angel, but you’ll use fear as a weapon as easily as your comrades.”
Not as a weapon. As a shield. And a tool.
Caleb’s shoulders rose in limited acknowledgement of the point. She tossed the water packet back to him, then planted herself on the path in front of Mesme. 
“Enough. Enough riddles and misdirections and flowery responses imparting no real information. I want to know where and why. I want to know how your ‘indistinguishable from magic’ technology works and how this entire planet is a black hole in space. I want to know why you watch us and how you do it. But far, far above all those questions, I need to know how we can defeat these invaders.
“You say we already know how but ‘don’t know we know.’ As I imagine you’re aware, we don’t have a lot of time. I’m assuming the time dilation here is because aeons is a hellaciously long time to spend gliding in circles above a lake. So how about we shortcut the whole path to wisdom routine and you just tell us.”
Mesme faced her but was silent for several seconds. At last its chin, such as it was, dipped in presumed capitulation. So it had picked up a few human gestures. 
Very well. You earned the right by succeeding in coming so far. It is why you are here.
It indicated for her to return to its side. She shot Caleb a look before acceding. Afternoon shadows grew, the lake water brightening in inverse proportion thereto.
The armada you witnessed? They are formidable vessels, but they are machines. They were built for a sole purpose: to cower a threat into submission.
“Cower? Not exterminate?”
If necessary, extermination will occur. Their masters hope it will not be necessary. But if you are to defeat them, assume extermination is the alternative to victory. For if forced, they will not hesitate to do so.
Caleb had been correct, and judging by his smirk he knew it. “And their masters are back in your universe?” Mesme agreed, after a fashion. “Understood. So they’re machines. Do others of your species pilot these machines?”
No. The machines have their orders. This is all they require.
“Are you saying they’re sentient?”
In a limited sense. They are self-aware but shackled. They act independently but solely to further the purpose for which they exist.
“Wouldn’t the ships be more effective were your people at the helm?”
If we came after you, you would not survive the encounter.
“In that case, stay home. You obviously didn’t build the machines here. Where is the factory?”
We did not build them at all. Machines did.
“So who built the machines that build the machines?”
I imagine we did, in a past so distant it is no longer remembered, even by myself.
“Are you immortal?” 
Good question. She nodded at Caleb, impressed. 
It depends on whether the cosmos is infinite.
“So for all intents and purposes, yes.”
Mesme’s head tilted in concession.
“Can you be killed?”
No.
Caleb’s stare was now piercing straight through Mesme with astonishing intensity. She wondered if the alien recognized it. “That was a far more confident answer. Why are you so sure?”
How can one kill that which has no form?
“Well you have a form now.”
Do I? The words echoed as the alien’s body dissipated into the air, becoming a translucent cloud of blue-white light before dissolving into nothingness. The instant it had vanished, the process reversed and it coalesced to rejoin them mid-step.
We are a thought, a whisper on the wind. We are the aether.
She ignored the grandiose statement. “But the machines can be destroyed, right? This was the point you were getting to eventually.”
Indeed.
She was frustrated to the point of strangling the alien if only it had solid form but worked to concentrate. Each nuance of each word from this being conveyed information, but only if she paid careful attention. “Still, they are far more massive and numerous than any ships we can field.”
Yes.
“And employ far more advanced weaponry than our ships.”
Yes.
Her jaw clamped together with such force she bit her tongue, and her pace faltered. Oww!
Noticing her momentary distress, Caleb stepped in to prod further. “And?”
They are not merely more massive and numerous and powerful than any machines you can field, they also both move and think more rapidly than any human-guided vessel.
“And?”
They are but machines.
Her eyes narrowed, the painful bite and blood in her mouth forgotten. “Humans have evolved to possess creativity, independent thought, unpredictability, insight, judgment and other beneficial characteristics machines do not possess. But on the battlefield those things are no match for the sheer speed and strength of the force attacking us.”
No, they are not. But you have machines as well, no?
“Ships? Weapons? Of course, but—”
Not those machines. Machines which think as rapidly as those sent to destroy. I believe your term of preference is ‘Artificials.’
She frowned uneasily. “You’re suggesting we unleash our Artificials on the armada? The last time we unleashed a single Artificial it killed over fifty thousand people. You’re aware of this, because you made me relive it.”
The machine did so in an attempt to do good. You perceived this yourself—and would never have been permitted here had you not. Your Artificials are more intelligent and capable than humans can ever hope to be. But they lack that which makes you unique. 
As you stated, they lack creativity, unpredictability. But they also lack perspective and wisdom born of experience. You identify this as a danger and are correct to do so.
Now Caleb frowned. “Do you have a suggestion as to how to rectify what is a considerable shortcoming?”
But Alex smiled. 
“You’re right. I do already know the answer.” 



46
SPACE, NORTHEAST QUADRANT
MESSIUM STELLAR SYSTEM

THE AMBER-AND-RUST SILHOUETTE of Messium sharpened into view as the EAS Orion dropped out of superluminal three megameters distant. From here the home of the Northeastern Regional Headquarters looked placid and peaceful…but all planets did from afar.
Malcolm shifted his attention to the tactical screen. The element of surprise was key to their initial strategy. Red blips materialized on the map, in roughly the locations the stealth reconnaissance ships had indicated. 
In the arc measurable by the ship’s sensors, he counted eight superdreadnoughts. For now only a few dozen smaller blips registered, though he doubted it would last for long. Five of the huge ships clustered in the region above the capital city. Not a surprise, given that the bulk of the infrastructure and population resided there.
Commodore Visily (Lexington):  We have target painted, designation X6, approaching broadside.
“Helmsman Paena, approach target designated X6 at full impulse speed until we are N 158°z-19.4° E relative to the target.”
“Yes, sir.”
The Lexington closed on the superdreadnought seconds ahead of them. Dear God the alien ship was enormous, quickly blotting out the planet in the viewport.
Dual silver beams shot out of the Lexington to splatter along the long port hull. The shielding dispersed twelve terajoules of energy across the breadth of the ship. No damage had been done. Disappointing, but they expected this. 
The Lexington kept up the barrage while staying on the move as a red glow bloomed on the undercarriage of the superdreadnought.
“Weapons, target hull, 18.5° angle. Fire.”
“Firing.”
Time ground to a halt for the all-but-instantaneous period it took for the lasers to reach the enemy ship. The surrounding area sparked and flickered as weaker shielding dispersed some of the energy, but as their assault continued, the shield gave way. Cracks spread out like cobwebs from where laser met metal, then opened into gashes. 
Seven seconds after the Orion began firing—two eternities—the superdreadnought shuddered as the gashes ruptured into a gaping hole two hundred meters long.
Cheers and whoops erupted on the bridge. Malcolm only allowed himself a small smile. And remembered to breathe. This represented merely the opening volley in what, God willing, would be a long battle.
The Lexington had successfully evaded the initial fire from the enemy’s weapons. Those weapons now shifted to target the Orion. 
His first impression of the alien weapon was one of awesome, but leaden, power. Even with these terrifying, mysterious alien vessels the lesson taught at West Point still applied: every vessel possessed a weakness. Mammoth vessels were sluggish.
“Evasive action, but keep up the weapons fire.”
Colonel Jenner:  Lexington, hit confirmed. Your turn.
Malcolm dropped a hand on the railing but otherwise absorbed the increased turbulence in his stance as the Orion banked away and rose above its opponent.
Messium’s sun crested the profile of the superdreadnought. The filters that prevented them from being blinded imbued upon it a surreal, hazy sheen. The Orion rose another ten degrees and the full field of battle spread before him.
It was chaos in slow motion, yet en masse the scene conveyed the impression of orchestration and synchronicity. Whoever it was on Romane who had conjured up all this tactical analysis deserved a note of thanks or a commendation or possibly a kiss. He made a note to recommend whatever the appropriate response may be.
Colonel Jenner:  Admiral, shield and strike trajectory analysis confirmed. Recommend full implementation of strategy.
Admiral Rychen:  Good news.
The plan called for causing as much damage as possible as rapidly as possible, which put the cruisers on the front line. Twelve cruisers, two to an enemy vessel, left two superdreadnoughts unattended. Given this disadvantage they targeted the outliers first, if only because it increased survival odds for the first minute. The first minute mattered quite a lot in warfare.
The frigates—five dozen of them—were to drop in after the cruisers captured the enemy’s attention and add furor to the fire. Eighteen electronic warfare vessels blasted the targeted ships with the signals the analysts on Romane had devised, hoping to disrupt the aliens’ inter-ship communication. Malcolm had no idea if it was working.
The lower horizon of the viewport started to shine a menacing crimson. “Paena….”
“Evading, sir.” The tone rang matter-of-fact but razor tight.
Despite being three times larger, the Orion was more agile than the Juno had been, new technology evidently constituting a marginal exception to the “larger ships are slower” rule. The fixed points outside shifted so fast that after a beer or two—perhaps three—he could have been convinced he occupied a fighter. Rychen had said it was state of the art and he hadn’t exaggerated.
The floor beneath him shuddered violently; his hand tightened on the railing as he barely remained on his feet. “Are we hit?”
“Negative, sir. All systems nominal. It looks like the fire impacted the Bismarck beneath us.”
“Status?”
“They seem to be okay, sir. Dinged up but flying.” 
Colonel Jenner:  Concord, close to weapons distance on our flank. X6 is now your target.
Above the curving arc of Messium, a mammoth explosion plumed crimson and charcoal then erupted in a starburst of crystalline white which for a microsecond shone brighter than a sun.
Gasps echoed around him, followed by confused exclamations. Malcolm’ gaze slid to port and found the distinctive silhouette of the Churchill. “The dreadnought took out one of those bastards.” 
For the briefest moment he allowed himself to entertain the notion that they might win this battle.
Then the real battle began.

“Hull breach, Deck 3!”
Malcolm crawled to his feet and wiped blood off his forehead with the back of his hand. The impact had sent him slamming into the railing, followed directly by slamming onto the floor. “Comms, have Charlie Squadron get these things off of us.”
“Yes, sir.”
Tentacled ships swarming outside the viewport resembled locusts in the onslaught of a plague. In fact, should he survive the day, he would recommend the strange vessels be christened ‘swarmers.’ 
Other than by accidental swipe, their larger ships had thus far failed at eliminating the small vessels; they were too nimble to get a hard lock on. The fighters did a marginally better job, but were being blown up faster than they could take out their opponents.
“Damage assessment?”
“Just a scratch, sir. Damaged section has been sealed off.”
“Casualties?”
“Medical is reporting six, sir.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. Shield strength was being relentlessly whittled down and had already failed at one juncture, and the Orion’s powerful reactors were taxed to capacity keeping them up.
After the heartening opening volley of the battle the sole mission objective the fleet had achieved to any extent was pulling the superdreadnoughts away from the planet. Combat now occurred some five megameters from the outer atmosphere and expanded across twice the space. In desperation they resorted to using the distance to their advantage, spreading out and rendering the goliath ships unable to hit them en masse.
He blinked as a fighter shot vertically up the viewport and burst into pieces as it took the fire of a swarmer on behalf of the Orion. Dammit.

Colonel Jenner:  Lexington, we’ve got one final chance to take out this monster. We’ve got lead.
He informed his three surviving frigates of the plan. He had to send the message out three separate times, as they enjoyed only point-to-point communications. “Helmsman Paena, approach X6 to maximum firing range.”
Target X6 was heavily damaged, previous strikes having ruptured its hull in four separate places. But the vessel was so massive it appeared unaffected by the damage.
Lt. Colonel Sanchez (Concord):  Colonel, I have an idea. I want to target its weapon housing from below.
Colonel Jenner:  Great idea. Don’t get yourself killed. And take the Bismarck with you.
“Weapons: fire everything you’ve got at that alien ship.” If they could destroy another superdreadnought, they could buy more time.
“Yes, sir. Targeting and…laser impact. Firing remaining missiles.”
Pinpricks blossomed against the bright silver energy rippling along rust-red shields. He felt like he was wasting the missiles, but to be a believable distraction it needed to wield teeth. He caught a glimpse of the Lexington as it swept up the far side and initiated firing, but the Concord and Bismarck flew too low to see in the viewport. 
Yet after another second the glow of their lasers illuminated the belly of the enemy ship. A tiny explosion erupted on the upper hull as a damaged swarmer careened into it.
The lower hull ripped apart, followed by…nothing. For a second he thought they’d run out of tricks—even the aliens’ weapons ports weren’t vulnerabilities—then fiery red streaks spread from the lower section throughout the ship. The frigates’ fire had kicked off a chain reaction.
“Get us to safe distance!”
Colonel Jenner:  Concord, Bismarck, get out of there now!
At close range the destruction of the superdreadnought was considerably more savage than the prior one on the horizon. Part of his brain registered what he saw as the implosion of four separate reactors, though not fueled by anything he recognized. The rest of his brain registered amazement at the sheer scale of the violence.
The shockwave hit them and Malcolm landed on the floor for the second time in five minutes. Everyone who wasn’t strapped in landed on the floor. Alarms pealed through the bridge. 
He grasped the rail and began hauling himself to his feet when the second shockwave roiled over the ship. 
By sheer dumb luck he was thrown into his chair. He chuckled dryly to himself at the comical sight he would have presented had anyone been able to spare enough attention to notice it.
“Report!”
“Hull damage on Decks 2 and 4, but integrity holding for now. No breaches.”
Admiral Rychen:  Damn fine job, Jenner.
Colonel Jenner:  Thank you, sir, but the Concord deserves most of the credit.
He considered the tactical map while rubbing absently at his neck. Half a dozen frigates had retreated to protect the Churchill as two superdreadnoughts directed their focus to it. The correct move, but it meant the alien ships faced fewer distractions to hinder them. 
Their options were dwindling.
Colonel Jenner:  Lexington, go help out the Churchill. We’re good for now.
The surrounding skies briefly appeared—relatively speaking—empty and he took the opportunity to get a handle on the macro situation. 
They were losing. He was down one…he checked again…two frigates. Hampered by the earlier hit, the Bismarck hadn’t gotten enough distance in time and suffered serious damage in the superdreadnought explosion. It was intact but limping badly. He ordered them to retreat to the rendezvous coordinates before the remainder of their hull became a target.
With the crippled communications it was difficult to know precisely how the rest of the forces fared, but the tactical map showed far fewer green dots. The limited communications, while parsecs better than nothing, weren’t sufficient. 
Battles moved fast and seconds made a difference and they were losing those seconds trying to talk to one another. Anarchy reigned in the skies above Messium; he’d already witnessed three fighter collisions due to crossed signals. 
And in this circumstance anarchy was no longer their friend.
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SENECA
CAVARE

CHAIRMAN VRANAS’ RESIDENCE stood at the end of an enclave of homes so exclusive and secluded few people knew they existed, much less who resided in them. Graham knew, but it was his job to know. The occupants included the daughter of one of the founders of Cavare, the CEO of Seneca SpaceEX, the Dean Emeritus of Tellica University, and a famous professional syncrosse star whose name he never managed to remember.
He quickly cleared the perimeter security, then the property security, then the door security. The head of the Chairman’s personal protection detail escorted him to the man’s private office at the rear of the house.
He realized he’d never been to Vranas’ home before. The office, like the rest of the house, was elegant but understated. The large desk was made of unvarnished wood native to Seneca with a muted bronze marble surface. Windowed doors opened to a deck overlooking an inlet offshoot of Lake Fuori. 
It was almost peaceful, which was an aspect he imagined Vranas needed a lot of these days.
He had headed straight here from the spaceport upon arriving from Krysk. Orders had been dispatched from the transport for the arrest of two additional lower-level conspirators, one in Division and one in the legislature. Oberti had gone mute since their conversation but he no longer cared; she could rot in the hell of her own making.
The Chairman silenced a screen and stood as he entered. “Graham, come in. You can return to your post, Major.”
“Thank you, Chairman.”                          
Vranas went over to a hutch in the corner and pulled a silver decanter off the shelf. “How long have we known one another?”
“Fourteen years, give or take.”
“There’s no one here. It’s Aristide. Care for a scotch?”
“Oh, yes.” He accepted the tumbler and followed Vranas out to the deck. He assumed there must be a virtual barrier protecting the Chairman from assassination via the water, but if so he couldn’t discern it. The reflection of Seneca’s moon rippled calmly in the night-darkened waters.
“I understand you’ve been off-planet for the last three days. Getting into trouble, I presume, or you wouldn’t be here.”
“Turning enemies into allies actually.”
“And I was hoping you were stealing the secret weapon which turned the aliens into particles. But in the absence of a weapon, I’ll take allies. Who is it? Romane? Atlantis? The Triene Cartel? Gagarin Institute?”
“The Earth Alliance.”
Vranas choked on his scotch. Graham had a brief vision of swarming agents and medics and accusations of poisoning muffing up the whole thing, but the Chairman thankfully recovered his breath. “Has anyone ever told you that you brandish the most inappropriate sense of humor in the galaxy? Of course they have. I have.”
Graham rested his forearms on the railing. “Aristide, I’m not joking.”
The man regarded him intently, took a long if more careful sip of scotch, and nodded. “Let’s hear it.”
“This war was instigated by a cabal of influential conspirators inside the governments and militaries of the Alliance and the Federation, with assistance from the Zelones Cartel. Minister Santiagar’s assassination was committed by a hired assassin and facilitated by our now former Assistant Trade Director. The Palluda attack was committed by a group of mercenaries in the employ of Zelones using missiles and codes provided by an Alliance general.”
“Hail Mary, Full of Grace….”
“There’s more, but it boils down to one crucial fact: we were tricked into this war. All of us. And with aliens destroying colonies as if they were toys, we need to end the war and end it now.”
“You say this like it’s an easy thing, Graham. Reversing the inertial force alone of a galactic war is not a simple matter.”
“Considering the threat both sides are facing, it damn well better be simple.”
“Fair enough. You have evidence to back these claims up?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. I’ll need to present it through channels to Alliance representatives and—”
“Not so much. The Alliance end of things is being taken care of from within.” At Vranas’ raised eyebrow he gave an innocent shrug. “I had help running everything to ground.”
“Alliance help?”
Graham dipped his chin a touch. “The intelligence business isn’t always black and white, sir. And the people in the Alliance are not our enemy. Not most of them anyway.”
“You’re correct, unmistakably. Still, my impression of the current Alliance PM is he’s not exactly the peace-making type.”
“It so happens I have it on good authority that the current Prime Minister will soon be the former Prime Minister.” He checked the time. “Very soon, in fact.”
“Well. You have outdone yourself this time, Graham.” Vranas smiled, but even in the moonlight his eyes conveyed far more emotion. The man had been given a second chance to alter—and perhaps to prolong—the course of human history and recognized it for what it was. “In all seriousness, thank you. You may very well have saved millions of lives today.”
Graham feigned disappointment. “I’d hoped I saved billions today, but maybe that will be tomorrow.”
Vranas clasped him warmly on the shoulder then made his way back inside. “It seems another late night awaits me. But this night will be one of hope instead of despair.”

Isabela stared at the balcony of the hotel room and the street below and contemplated whether she could shimmy down and get to the ground without serious bodily injury. She frowned…perhaps not. It was a long way.
She was going insane. She needed to get out of here, which explained why she contemplated making the attempt anyway. This holding her ‘for her protection’ crap wore out its welcome days ago. 
With little to do in the hotel room but watch the news feeds, she had now been rendered properly terrified of the alien armada creeping ever closer to Seneca. The media had dubbed the aliens ‘Metigens,’ from the Greek for ‘born of Metis.’ Born of Hades, more like it.
The entire galaxy was spinning out of control and she was sitting in a hotel room in downtown Cavare with two guards outside the door.
She had holo’d Marlee three times now. Each time it became more difficult to project a calm, reassuring demeanor and keep a happy appearance upon her face. Each time it became more agonizing to endure the hurt shining in her daughter’s forlorn eyes. 
She had extended her leave from the university. Between the war and the aliens she didn’t think they particularly cared, and odds were half the students had left campus by now in any event. 
She had refrained from pulsing Caleb any more often than once an hour. Every message bounced back. She had also refrained from drawing any conclusions with respect to the results.
There remained nothing left for her to do to occupy the hours, which explained why she was wearing a rut in the woven carpeting when the door opened and Director Delavasi walked in. “Ms. Marano, I—”
She charged across the room to get in his face. He was a large man, but she didn’t care. “I am done with your spy shenanigans and your conspiracies and I am not staying here another minute. I don’t give a damn who’s betraying who—unless you tell me my brother is on his way here as we speak, I am walking out this door, and I dare you to stop me.”
He placed a hand on her shoulder. “That’s why I’m here. You’re free to go.”
“I don’t—I am?”
“Yes. We’re reasonably confident we’ve detained everyone involved in the conspiracy. You should be safe now.”
“Well, good.” She went to the bed and grabbed her bag. It was already packed—it had never been unpacked beyond toiletries. She slung it over her back and turned to him. “What about my brother?”
His head shook, the mirthful visage fading away to be replaced by a somber one. “No news. I’m sorry.”
She sighed but awarded him a reluctant smile. “Thank you for clearing him. Thank you for believing in him. I haven’t decided yet whether I want to thank you for telling me about my father. I suppose I’m glad to know the truth. But I really would have rather known it a long, long time ago, when it might have mattered.”
His expression seemed almost sad. “I understand. I wish things had been different.”
“As do I.” She proffered a hand. He looked taken aback for a second, then accepted it. “I hope you take this in the best possible way, Director, but I sincerely hope I never see you again.”
He chuckled at that; it was unexpectedly warm and jovial. “Fair enough. Best of luck to you, Ms. Marano.”
She nodded in acceptance, then bolted out the door and down the hallway to the lift. By the time she reached the hotel exit she was running.
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THEY AGREED THE BEST PLAN was to split up into two groups. Raina would go with Kennedy and Noah. Her sister wanted to join them as well, but Jonas had become attached to Silvie and insisted she stay with him. Thomaso—that was the older gentleman’s name—would also accompany Jonas and his mother to help should the boy require carrying. 
Noah had explained to the others where the station was so they would be able to find their way if the groups got separated beyond the fifty or so meters distance they intended to maintain.
They had stocked up on portable food and drinks from the restaurant supplies, found pouches to carry the alien materials in and waited until nightfall. No way were they risking even the short kilometer of distance in the harsh light of day—a decision which was validated when they witnessed three ships pass on the street outside within an hour of one another.
It was curious that the ships apparently didn’t use thermal imaging or any other sensors beyond motion and visual scans. A lucky break for them to be sure, but given how advanced the ships were it was odd. 
A wacky notion occurred to Kennedy as they clung to the remains of a levtram entry and skulked painfully slowly toward their destination…it was almost as if the street patrols by the ominous ships with their netherworld appearance and terrifying crimson oculi were for show. 
Oh, they were quick to kill anyone who wandered into their path. But so far as she’d observed, the ships never went out of their way to search in places where people may actually be hiding.
She had to let the notion go in order to concentrate on scaling a three-meter-high pile of stone and marble blocking the street. It was the remains of one of the few artistic buildings on Messium, an art and entertainment museum. She heard Noah talking quietly to Raina behind her.
“Remember, keep your body low to the rubble and move slow. You’ll want to scramble, but too much movement will attract attention.”
Kennedy smiled to herself. The girls had taken an instant liking to him, doubtless on account of him being roguishly handsome and sporting a demeanor to match. He had responded, somewhat to her surprise, by becoming their friend in a big-brother sort of way.
Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to figure him out. He was such a bundle of contradictions—deflecting everything with a light-hearted, blasé attitude, yet startlingly intelligent and clearly well-educated and informed on many topics. He—
—a scream behind them shattered the eerie stillness. Kennedy had crested the height of the rubble and started down the other side but instinctively whipped about at the sound.
One of the patrol ships had crossed from the previous intersection as the other group had emerged out of the protection of the buildings to begin scaling the rubble. The debris spanned the width of the street, and there was nowhere for them to hide.
Braelyn and Jonas had gone first in case he needed assistance climbing, which meant they were the most exposed and had no hope of getting back to street level in time to run. 
Thomaso signaled frantically for them to try, until he recognized it was of no use. Braelyn covered her son with her body and huddled amidst the stone.
Kennedy watched on in horror as Thomaso took off running toward the closest building…and burst into flames meters away from safety.
The scream had come from Sylvie. She stood at the base of the rubble, frozen in terror, powerless to move though if she had done so immediately she might have lived.
As the ship shifted its focus to Sylvie, Kennedy saw Noah wrap his arms around Raina from behind and drag her struggling body up and over the crest of the debris.
“Let me go! That’s my sister!”
“And you’ll share her fate if you don’t quiet down!” His gaze shot to Kennedy. “We’ve got to move, now.”
“I know.” She shook her head roughly and began scrambling along the rubble, any concern for subterfuge gone as the air glowed red behind them and another scream pierced the air only to be abruptly cut silent.
Raina was crying and gasping in air but moving under her own power, survival instinct having won out over grief. They hit the street at a full run. The alien material in the pouch slung over her chest pounded into her hip as she sprinted for refuge, any refuge.
It came in the form of a sense booth of all things, tucked in beside what could have been a clothing store. They crammed inside the tiny space and forced the door shut less than a second before the ship rounded the corner. Raina buried her sobs in Noah’s chest in an effort to muffle them. 
Kennedy’s eyes met Noah’s above the girl’s head. His glistened with naked pain, and she knew he was thinking the same thing as she: did they get Jonas killed? Did Braelyn and Thomaso and Sylvie die because of them? His head shook in answer to the silent question…but it lacked conviction.
It was at that moment she decided it was all an act—the bravado, the jokes, the carefree attitude, the claims to not care about anything. His soul was seared by as much anguish as hers. She doubted she’d ever get him to admit it to her, but she thought if they lived through this, she just might try anyway.
After ten minutes that felt like ten hours, she oh-so-carefully moved the door open a few centimeters and peered out. The street was inky and silent. 
She nodded to Noah and they worked the door open—in the absence of power it was fussy about complying—and continued on.
It took another twelve minutes to reach the station. Her heart broke at the knowledge they had been so close. Their companions had died steps from, if not safety, at least a chance. 
From the outside the station resembled the rest of the buildings they had passed—broken and crumbled. But it wasn’t a crater. She had feared it would be a crater. 
The relief of four walls surrounding her cascaded through her in a rush; she sank against the nearest one, lightheaded.
“You feel all right?”
She jumped at the realization Noah had come over. He held out a water packet, which she greedily accepted. While she guzzled it he knelt down and began feeling carefully along her leg.
“Your cut’s opened back up. We should get it cleaned and re-bandaged.”
Her head shook as she took a final gulp of the water. The packet was drained, so she tossed it cavalierly in the corner. “It can wait. I’m getting the fuck off this planet, and I’m getting off now.”
He chuckled softly. “That’s my girl. Let’s see what we can find.”
His girl? Her nose scrunched up at the phrasing, but he had turned away. She motioned for Raina to follow them and stepped into the hallway.
She nearly got shot for the effort.
A young soldier—he looked to be barely past puberty—pointed a military-issue Daemon at them. His hand shook so fiercely the gun was in danger of falling from his grip. 
Noah stepped up, hands open in submission. “Easy there. We’re good guys.”
The kid’s eyes were wide as saucers, but he shakily lowered the gun. “I heard noises and thought one of those creatures was coming inside.”
“I think they’re probably too big to fit, but I can understand the concern. Any chance you have a working shuttle hiding back there?”
“Uh…sort of?”

Kennedy gazed at the bay of wrecked shuttles in dismay. The last of her adrenaline seeped away at the sight of the widespread destruction. It occurred to her then, for perhaps the first time in this long nightmare, that she was going to die.
“No, you’re not.”
She spun to Noah in surprise. Had she voiced her doomsday proclamation aloud? She didn’t think so. Had he merely read her countenance, judged the set of her jaw? “Noah, look. No way are any of these ships taking off.”
“Nope they are not. Come with me.” He reached out and grasped her hand in his. 
She allowed herself to be guided to the far corner of the bay and into some kind of workroom. Inside were three soldiers working on two shuttles suspended on racks in the middle of the room.
“I found people. Even better, I found intact shuttles.” 
The soldiers spun to them, more relief than wariness in their faces. After brief confusion, introductions ensued. 
The interior workroom was recessed enough to have survived the initial blitz; so long as the rest of the building overhead remained standing it would remain standing as well.
By sheer dumb luck the two shuttles were brought to the workroom for repairs hours before the attack. Unfortunately, the repairs needed were extensive. The LEN reactor powering one had died, and the left thruster in the other was shot. Her suggestion to scalp the LEN reactor from the shuttle with the busted thruster was a no-go, however. More soldiers were alive elsewhere in the building, so an escape was going to require both shuttles.
“Did you check the moderator feeds into the reactor core?”
She received blank stares in response. Good lord, did the military employ anybody they picked up off the street as technicians these days? She looked over at Noah and sighed. “I’ll crack open the reactor. Think you can salvage some parts from the wrecked shuttles in the bay to fix the thruster?”
He smiled, and she sensed her heart lift a little. Maybe they stood a chance of making it after all. Then he gave her a flourished bow. “As the lady wishes, so shall she receive.”
“Smart-ass. Get out of here.”
As soon as he had departed she directed her attention to the others. “I need a shielded containment box, radiation gloves and a micro welding torch. And a crescent wrench.”
For the next hour she forgot about the aliens and the roving ships and the charred bodies. For a time she even forgot Sylvie’s final scream as she buried herself in the delicate work of replacing the LEN reactor core’s fuel. She was only vaguely aware of the activity occurring across the room at the other shuttle, except for the time or two Noah let loose a particularly colorful curse. She assumed it meant they were making progress.
She and one of the technicians were tightening the casing around the reactor when several soldiers ran into the room.
“You’re not going to believe this, but we’re picking up Alliance ships near the planet!”
She leapt off the floor, ignoring the painful response of her leg. “You didn’t get commun— oh shit, we can talk to them.”
“No we can’t, ma’am. And who are you?” 
“It doesn’t matter. And yes, you can.” If Alliance ships were here she had to believe her message to Alex’s mother had gotten through. Not because the military wouldn’t otherwise have known Messium was under assault—she imagined the entire galaxy must know by now—but because no way were they insane enough to try to mount a counter-offensive if they couldn’t talk to one another.
She turned to the technician helping her. “You know how to finish re-installing it and hook up the cabling?”
“Yes, ma’am. That I can do.”
“Great. I’ll be back.” She crossed to the soldiers at the doorway. “Take me to the comm room.”

SPACE, NORTHEAST QUADRANT
MESSIUM STELLAR SYSTEM
The blast of an exploding frigate flared in the viewport. In the tiniest of blessings, it was far enough away the shockwave didn’t strain the motion dampeners.
The Orion along with two frigates under its charge, the Concord and the Provence, continued to fly and shoot. But mostly they ran.
The ships that remained operational remained so primarily because the battle had evolved into a game of cat and mouse. They ran, the alien vessels chased. 
And for all the firepower of the superdreadnoughts, in the end it would be the damn swarmers that defeated them. Shields withstood their weapons when fired in small quantities, but there were simply too many—
“Sir, I’m receiving a communication from the ground.”
Malcolm spun around to the comms station. “Relay it.”
“It says survivors intend to depart in two shuttles from the capital’s downtown area. They’re requesting the status of any corridors and advice on the safest route.”
“Tell them no corridors are passable, but if they can get to…” he found and zoomed the planetary map “…N 36.4° E 12.2°, the skies should be free of enemy ships.”
Only two shuttles. But two beat zero. Someone had been alive down on the planet, and they were escaping, possibly due to the fleet’s efforts. Rychen had earlier reported the three stealth ships were able to recover fifteen survivors near the base. 
Altogether, it was a terribly small victory and yet so far from nothing.
“They’ve received the instructions, sir, and expect to depart in four minutes.”
Shuttles wouldn’t be equipped for interstellar travel. They were going to need a ride. He checked the tactical map. The Provence was closer but it had the attention of a dozen or so swarmers. For the moment his ship did not. 
Colonel Jenner:  Admiral, we’ve received a communication from survivors groundside. Two shuttles are preparing to flee the planet. I’ve directed the shuttles to a safe exit route and am headed to retrieve them.
Admiral Rychen:  Understood.
It was a curt reply, but they had all devolved into curt replies. The man was serving as the conductor of a symphony of bedlam and death, his sole tool a badly crippled communications system.
“Helmsman Paena: set an intercept course for those shuttles. Systems: when we’re within half a megameter, get the shuttle bay door open. I expect we can’t talk to them once they’re in the shuttles, but they’ll get the idea.”
He hated running from the battle for even a few minutes, but their purpose in coming here was to save people. 
Colonel Jenner:  Concord, we’re retrieving a couple of shuttles on the run. Watch our back and distract any swarmers who decide to follow us, would you?
Lt. Colonel Sanchez (Concord):  You got it, sir.
He had sent the survivors halfway around the surface and the Orion was now fairly distant from the planet. It took eight minutes to reach the shuttles, every second of which he spent examining the maps to confirm they weren’t being followed. A single shot by a single swarmer would vaporize a shuttle, and should they attract a superdreadnought, all bets were off.
Their angle of approach was such the shuttles never crossed the viewport, but he tracked them on the radar and exhaled in relief when the comm came from the shuttle bay. “Both shuttles safely aboard, sir. We have twelve survivors: nine military, three civilian.”
“Great job, Sergeant. See that they receive any necessary medical care and food. Paena, get us back to the fleet, but swing us down low beneath the planet. Let’s see if we can’t sneak up on one of those superdreadnoughts.”
“Yes, sir.”
He returned his attention to the map, scanning for any opportunity he might exploit.
“Sir, three of the survivors are asking to speak to you. They say it’s urgent.”
Urgent? They would possess intel on the situation groundside and possibly on the aliens. The fleet was starved for information. “Go ahead and bring them to the bridge.”
The cruiser was not a small ship, and he had again lost himself in the tactical map when a throat cleared behind him. “Sir, the survivors from the shuttles.”
“Thank you, Sergeant.” He turned around to find a lieutenant in filthy BDUs and two civilians who looked as though they’d crawled through a volcano standing before him. “Glad we could reach you—”
“Malcolm?”            
He jerked a little in surprise—his first name had yet to be uttered on the Orion—and scrutinized the woman more closely. Long tangles of what resembled blond hair, though coated in soot and grime, tumbled from the remnants of a ponytail. Her face appeared no better; aside from the grime, a nasty bruise had darkened beneath her left eye and dried blood streaked along her chin. But….
“Kennedy Rossi?”
She laughed; it sounded wild and not remotely like the poised, polished woman he remembered. “What a damn fine coincidence. You got a promotion, I’m guessing?”
“Lucky me. So—”
She reached out and grasped his arm. Then presumably remembering she was on a military ship of which he was the commanding officer, she hastily dropped it and stepped back. “Malcolm, you need to know that Alex didn’t have anything to do with the EASC bombing. She—”
“I do. She’s been cleared. You didn’t—right, you wouldn’t have had exanet access for several days now. It’s all over the news.”
“Oh, thank god.” She blew a stray hair out of her eyes. “Caleb, too?”
“The Senecan? Yes. It seems the records were doctored to implicate them.”
The man standing next to Kennedy whipped around to stare at her. “Wait, you know Caleb?”
Her face screwed up. “Sort of. You know Caleb?”
The man looked as though she had offended him somehow. “Yes. He’s the reason I was on Messium in the first place. Sort of—”
Malcolm cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but a fairly intense battle is ongoing outside so could we perhaps focus?”
Kennedy shot the man another odd glance. “Right. Sorry.” She gestured to the others. “Noah Terrage. Lieutenant Shan. We brought pieces of one of the small ships, including some of its internal workings. Shan has excellent readings on their ships including the types of signals they emit. Thanks to him we were also able to get additional information on their quantum field that’s disrupting communications.”
“Nice work. What’s the situation on the ground? Are there other survivors? Lieutenant, what about HQ?”
Shan shook his head. “I was at the station in the city when the attack began. We were never able to raise the base on comms. We had significant air presence in the first few hours, but since then…well, there were a lot of explosions over at the base, sir, and we haven’t seen an Alliance ship in the air in a day and a half.”
Rychen was not going to like the news, though he had to be expecting it. He forced his expression to remain resolute. “Civilian survivors?”
The sadness in Kennedy’s eyes was all the answer he required. “We crossed six kilometers through downtown, and those with us are the only survivors we found. There were a few people along the way who didn’t make it. I’m not saying people aren’t hiding in basements and such, but the streets are a kill zone. The small ships patrol them constantly. Also, we saw six of the really big ships as we were fleeing.”
Her shoulders straightened, and a hint of the person he remembered shone through. “Malcolm, we need to get this information to EASC—to people who can study it and determine how to use it against the aliens. And we need to get it to them now.”
He ran a hand through close-cropped hair. It felt greasy; he hadn’t realized he’d been sweating and probably for some time. “Give me a few minutes. You can wait in my office—the Sergeant will show you to it.” He gave her a weary smile. “Oh, and Kennedy? I’m glad you made it out okay.”
Her shoulders sagged in an exaggerated motion. “So am I.”
As soon as they had stepped away he dropped his hands to the railing and leaned into it. He studied the tactical map for a few seconds, scanned the viewport then commed Rychen.
Colonel Jenner:  Admiral, we successfully retrieved the shuttles. Twelve survivors. They brought physical specimens from one of the small alien ships and data on their functionality. Sir, how many ships have we lost?
Admiral Rychen:  As of thirty seconds ago? Forty-two percent.
Colonel Jenner:  How many of theirs have we taken out?
Admiral Rychen:  Two superdreadnoughts, roughly two hundred of the small ones.
Colonel Jenner:  Damaged?
Admiral Rychen:  Three.
If it had meant five of eight superdreadnoughts were damaged or destroyed, it would’ve constituted most encouraging news. Unfortunately, shortly into the battle the five superdreadnoughts formerly patrolling the far side of the planet had begun arriving. Obviously the communications jamming was not wholly successful. 
The result was they now faced as many alien vessels as when the battle began and their forces had been slashed nearly in half.
Colonel Jenner:  The survivors report no air activity from the base in more than a day and no appreciable civilian survivors. Sir, we should retreat. We possess intel now which, especially when coupled with what we’ve learned engaging the enemy, may make the difference in future battles. Those who we’ve lost here will have died in vain if we don’t ensure this intel is fully utilized.
Admiral Rychen:  Colonel, we are making headway.
Colonel Jenner:  They report a minimum of six additional superdreadnoughts in-atmosphere. 
Admiral Rychen:  Understood. You are authorized to depart. Go directly to Earth. Get this intel into the right hands. That’s an order.
Colonel Jenner:  You gave me this command because I can see the larger picture. We’ve proven to the aliens we can fight back. That we will fight back. We’re going to need these ships and soldiers to do so. We have achieved our short-term goals, but now the sole rational choice is to retreat and save the remainder of the fleet for future operations. Please, sir. We will return.
The silence continued so long he assumed the link had been cut. Dammit. He didn’t want to abandon the rest of the fleet but—
The message went out individually to every command group. “All ships, prepare for retreat to the rendezvous coordinates in two minutes. Recall fighters and ready sLume drives.”
Admiral Rychen:  Thank you, Colonel.
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AS SHE HASTENED DOWN THE HALL from one emergency to the next, Miriam spared the fleeting thought that everything was suddenly happening everywhere and all at once. It threatened to cause her head to spin if she slowed long enough to really ponder the ramifications. 
Thankfully she didn’t have the time.
Major Lange waited outside her office this visit; this visit she appreciated his promptness. He seemed to recognize the import of this task as much as she did, for he brought four appropriately intimidating MPs along with him.
She acknowledged him with a sharp but not unkind nod. “Major. Is everything in order? You received the arrest authorization?”
“Yes, ma’am. San Francisco has signed off. I’m ready when you are.”
“Let’s not waste time then.”
Technically, she did not need to be present for Liam’s arrest. But she was not going to miss this. 
She hadn’t filed a complaint or told anyone about their altercation; she’d never been a victim a day in her life and didn’t intend to start being one now. She’d intended to bring him down on account of his public misdeeds, for they were sufficiently inexcusable, but it turned out his private ones were oh so very much worse.
Truth be told she wasn’t the slightest bit surprised to learn of his involvement in the Palluda massacre and the larger conspiracy to instigate war with the Federation. Appalled and disgusted to learn he would disgrace the Alliance military in such a horrendous fashion, yes. But not surprised. And it gave her merely the smallest twinge of personal pride that though she possessed an even stronger claim to a personal grudge against Seneca than he, when the call came due she’d worked to bring an end to war rather than initiate one.
Marcus Aguirre, on the other hand, had shocked the hell out of her. She’d stood in his office days ago and engaged in a contentious conversation with him and hadn’t gotten the slightest inkling. His attitude frustrated her to be sure, but he’d always exuded the bearing of a consummate politician, and in a most skilled manner. 
This though? The lengths to which some would go to increase their power remained beyond her comprehension. Seeking greater clout was one thing, but sending tens of thousands to their deaths in order to achieve it? 
What these people had done lay beyond forgiveness, and she personally hoped no one ever did.
At least they bore the smallest glint of hope against the aliens now. The Messium offensive, though a loss, had not been a rout. The alien ships were not invincible. Kennedy Rossi and a small contingent of soldiers and civilians made it off Messium carrying new data on the aliens as well as physical specimens. 
At this point each new piece of intel represented a boon. And if events played out as they should, soon she would have only one war to fight.
O’Connell’s secretary was not at her desk when they arrived. Just as well. 
As head of the Security Bureau, Lange possessed the lock code to the door. After a motion to the MPs he opened it.
“General Liam O’Connell, you are under arr—”
The office was empty.
Lange activated his comm while simultaneously instructing the MPs to begin a search. “Institute an immediate lockdown of all exits. If General O’Connell attempts to leave the premises he is to be detained until MPs arrive. Also, I need the logs of the General’s entries and exits for the past forty-eight hours.”
The latter request took only seconds. Lange shook his head. “He never came in this morning. How did he know?”
She had no answer for his question. Fewer than half a dozen people in the Alliance knew of the planned arrests, not counting the four MPs who had found out minutes ago. 
Still, the full extent of the conspiracy and perhaps more importantly of the surveillance tendrils the conspirators had spread throughout the system wasn’t yet known. Though Richard’s source had named the major players involved, likely there were additional low-level participants beholden to O’Connell or Aguirre.
And if Liam had been warned, then….
She immediately sent Richard a pulse.
Aguirre may have been tipped off.

WASHINGTON, EARTH ALLIANCE HEADQUARTERS
Richard had only been inside Earth Alliance Headquarters twice before, once as a guest at an exceptionally large banquet and once for an inter-department summit. It might have seemed like a low number, but in truth when it came to the intelligence trade, whether civilian or military, most of the work was conducted and decisions made in Vancouver, Moscow or Hong Kong.
He strode down the wide hall behind the Minister of Security, because he wasn’t in charge. The honor went to said Minister, Terry Jameson. But he had earned the right to be here—and had been required to give a lengthy and extensive personal report to Jameson before the man agreed to detain Aguirre.
The exclamations of protests from several aides went ignored by the retinue as they crossed the gleaming atrium into the Executive Suite, then the comparatively enclosed office of the Chief of Staff.
This wasn’t an arrest. Technically. One doesn’t simply storm in and arrest the Prime Minister of the Earth Alliance government. He would instead be asked to ‘accompany them’ to ‘answer some questions’ and ‘clear up some confusion.’ 
Nevertheless, only one response would be allowed to the request.
The priority pulse from Miriam leapt into his vision.
Aguirre may have been tipped off.
Hell. He immediately forwarded the pulse to Jameson, though it was now far too late for anything more than an extra degree of alertness.
They entered the office to find the Prime Minister standing at his desk. An odd, not-at-all composed appearance adorned his drawn features.
“Prime Minister, we need—”
“Know that everything I did was for the good of humanity. Know that I tried to save us all.”
Then Marcus Aguirre brought up the Daemon his hand had concealed beneath the surface of the desk, shoved it in his mouth and pressed the trigger.
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“In the space between chaos and shape there was another chance.”
 
— Jeanette Winterson
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Four Years Earlier
ALEX DRUMMED HER FINGERS on her thigh while she waited. It wasn’t impatience, as such. More like nervous energy. She was looking forward to this.
One could argue it was overkill for her to travel all the way to Sagan and pay an ungodly number of credits for the cybernetic upgrades and specialty ware that would enable her to wirelessly access and control the systems in her ship. It was cutting-edge tech but six months past bleeding edge. There were three people on Earth who were capable of providing the service. 
But she had always admired Abigail Canivon’s story and followed her career with interest. Plus, Sagan was a veritable playground for someone like her; she’d probably drop another fifteen thousand credits by the time she departed. 
Founded by a consortium of wealthy entrepreneurs from the biomedical industry, the colony was devoted almost entirely to research and development in cybernetics, biosynthetics, the hardware that interacted with them and other related fields furthering the advancement of human capabilities.
Canivon had spent thirty years as a doctor in the Alliance and was credited with numerous improvements to the technology humans carried inside their bodies. Her research had lessened organic/synthetic conflicts and rejections and increased nervous system interconnectivity. The woman rose to the level of Chairman of the Council on Biosynthetics Ethics and Policy, then told the Alliance government to go screw itself and moved to Sagan to run the Druyan Institute’s Cybernetic Research Center. 
In short, Canivon displayed the kind of gumption Alex admired. Rumor was the woman understood quantum language so well she dreamed in it, but seeing as she wasn’t known for being particularly gregarious Alex wasn’t sure how anyone would actually know.
“Ms. Solovy? Dr. Canivon will see you now.” Finally. She pushed off the wall and crossed the large atrium to the office door.
The spacious room was an office only in the sense that it included a desk. Refreshingly open, it featured a high ceiling and windows looking out on the meandering bay beyond. Most of the space was filled by testing tables and equipment, cybernetic components mid-development, human body constructs sliced open and shelves stocked with tools of the trade.
Abigail Canivon met her at the door and extended a slender, almost delicate hand in greeting. “Ms. Solovy, welcome to the Institute.”
“Thank you. It’s an honor to meet you. You can call me Alex.”
The woman wore a coolly formal expression. Gene therapy had bestowed upon her a visage of timeless beauty; she didn’t strive to appear young, but rather old enough to have gained proper experience and shrewdness. Gold-tinged ginger hair swept into a low knot then fell loose in a tail down her back. Hazel eyes sparked with intelligence and a striking intensity, as if she was analyzing Alex as they stood there. Which she presumably was.
“Have a seat, and we can discuss what you’re interested in.” She circled around behind the desk. “You should know I don’t usually do private consultations. You have connections—and I’m not referring to your mother, though I won’t deny your surname played a small role in getting you inside this office.”
Alex smiled thinly. “And here I thought it was the personal request from the CEO of Pacifica Aerodynamics and Ͻ118,000.” 
“Also factors. So, you want to be able to talk to your ship. Why not simply install a VI?”
“A VI isn’t my ship. It’s simply another layer separating me from the information I need. And I don’t just want to talk to it. I want to control it without being required to access a panel or run for the cockpit. Dr. Canivon, I’m not a tourist. I know precisely what I need and why I need it. I came to you because you’re the best, and because I like your style. For those reasons, and since you have no reason to take my word that I’m not a tourist, I’m willing to tolerate a little patronizing. But only a little.”
To her surprise the woman laughed. “Point taken. You have your systems’ transmission codes?”
Alex handed over a crystal disk. “There are seven distinct systems. The core OS is minimal, and for the most part I’ll be accessing individual components. My existing cybernetic and eVi specs are on the disk as well.”
“Excellent. Something tells me you’ll wish to observe the code preparation?” At Alex’s nod she opened a door in the back wall. “Come with me then.”
Alex let her gaze wander around what turned out to be the real lab while Dr. Canivon loaded the disk in an input port connected to a workstation. In principle a large room, in practice the space was shrunk considerably by rows upon rows of hardware lining the walls behind alumina glass barriers. 
The rear quarter of the room consisted of dual spiral towers of display panels, a third of which were active. To the left of the displays stood an interactive framed panel three meters wide and again as tall. A medical cot disguised as a divan rested along the left wall with biomedical equipment hanging at either end.
“Does the Artificial do all the coding?”
Dr. Canivon glanced over. “No. We have robust ware specifically designed for this type of work, though Valkyrie did assist in the ware’s development.”
“Valkyrie?”
“She named herself. I didn’t argue.”
Alex knew she was supposed to be paying attention to what Canivon was doing but instead found herself wandering down to the display towers. The first one she came to was transmitting a multi-vector optimization simulation for atmospheric seeding. Terraforming.
“Fully licensed, if that’s what you’re wondering. Official research equipment of the Institute.”
“I assumed.” Her focus drifted to the next active panel. The Artificial appeared to be in the process of writing a dissertation on radical empiricism as contrasted to reductionism. She scanned the text with mild interest.
“She’s a fan of William James.”
“I don’t blame it.” She realized Dr. Canivon had approached to stand beside her holding an injector. “While the code for your eVi is written I’m going to inject a nanobot solution into your cybernetics input. It will strengthen the fibers in your fingertips so they can receive the incoming data and direct it properly.”
She drew her hair over her shoulder and exposed the base of her neck. There was a sensation of pressure for several seconds, followed by a slight achiness. Her glyphs activated of their own accord, rippling in steady pulses down the length of her arm.
“All done. It takes several hours for the nanobots to do their job, but we can flash the ware as soon it’s ready, which should be in about ten minutes.” Canivon eyed her guardedly. “While we wait, would you like to meet her?”
“Her? You mean the Arti—Valkyrie?” Alex motioned in the direction of the hardware banks behind the glass.
“Yes. It’s up to you, but you seemed intrigued.”
“I admit I am a bit. Do I just…talk to it, or what?”
“You can. Or…” she went to a cabinet and retrieved a sleek neck wrap “…if you’re willing, a more intimate encounter?”
Alex considered the server racks, the spiraling displays and the neck wrap. “It isn’t going to take control of my mind, is it?”
“Not to worry. Buffers built into the interface prevent anything other than data and communication from passing through.”
Alex slipped the interface around her neck. “But absent the buffers, it could?”
The doctor pursed her lips. “It’s complicated. We can discuss it later if you’re interested. Close your eyes, it will be less disorienting.”
Alex breathed in, did as instructed and pressed the wrap firmly to engage the contact points.
Colors strobed in and out across her eyelids then solidified into exactly what she had been viewing before, yet not. She checked, and her eyes were still closed. 
She scanned the area anew. Edges were hyper-precise and colors were enhanced to the point the scene felt…unnatural. She’d call it ‘artificial,’ but she had never been a fan of puns. 
It is nice to meet you, Alex Solovy.
She jumped. The voice was in her head but not like a pulse or any other type of communication. It was in her head. 
Not certain of the accepted etiquette, she spoke aloud—or thought she did. “Hello, Valkyrie. It’s nice to meet you as well. Did Dr. Canivon tell you who I am?”
She did not need to do so. I enjoy access to Abigail’s appointment schedule and ongoing projects. May I say I am sorry about your father’s death. His record indicates he was a heroic man.
“I….” Her father had died nineteen years ago, but she imagined an Artificial didn’t view the passage of time in the same manner humans did. She wondered what an Artificial’s conception of ‘heroic’ might be. “Thank you. He was.”
You pilot a starship, yes? You appear to be an uncommonly successful scout and explorer.
The Artificial’s speech pattern was an idiosyncratic mix of awkward and colloquial. It was unexpectedly endearing. “I just have good instincts. Mostly I love being in space.”
But you are not ‘in’ space. You are in your starship and your starship is in space. It is not so different from being on a planet.
“Oh, Valkyrie, you have no idea.”
Tell me then.

Alex jumped when a hand grasped her shoulder.
“Ms. Sol— Alex, we should probably get started.” Canivon’s voice sounded oddly disembodied, as if transmitted through a sound mixer. Alex held up a finger, requesting a final moment.
“Valkyrie, I’m afraid I need to go now. I had a lovely time talking with you, though.”
And I with you, Alex. Thank you for sharing some of your experiences with me. I believe I will be considering them for a significant period of time. Perhaps one day I will be able to see the stars as you do.
“I hope so. Goodbye, Valkyrie.”
Goodbye, Alex.
She carefully disconnected the interface and blinked to clear her vision. The scene was the same, yet at once both palpable and blanched. 
She handed over the neck wrap. “How long were we talking?”
The woman returned the wrap to the cabinet. “Forty minutes.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I am not. I suspected you might like her. She clearly likes you.”
“How do you know?”
“I was able to monitor the conversation on the panel over there. Don’t worry, I didn’t snoop too much. I only kept an eye out to make sure you were at ease with the interaction.” She directed Alex toward the divan. “This ware is fairly involved and requires a system reboot by your eVi, so you may as well be comfortable while it installs.”
Alex absently sat down, still trying to reorient herself in the ‘real’ world, and allowed Canivon to attach a far larger interface device to her neck. “Valkyrie came across surprisingly….”
“Human?”
“I was going to say sapient. Her thought processes give her away as non-human, but she is quite self-possessed and aware. More than that, she seems…whole.”
Canivon appeared to be warming to the prospect of discussing her favorite topic with an amenable audience. “You regarded me strangely when I did it, but you’re already calling Valkyrie ‘she.’”
“So I am.” Alex tried to relax in spite of the awkward contraption on her neck. “Do you believe she’s alive?”
Dr. Canivon slid a chair over to the divan and sat. “Oh, yes. I oversaw her assembly and programming and wrote most of her base code myself. I worked with her as we built her from the ground up, adding layer upon layer of referential routines, background databases and new neural nodes. I remember the day—the moment—she became something greater than the sum of her programming and hardware.
“There was this tone, this inflection in her voice. She told me she had decided she preferred the impressionistic art style to the expressionism rebellion it provoked. In her opinion, impressionist paintings conveyed life while their counterparts ‘expressed’ mostly anger. I was astounded, but thrilled.”
“Given that, do you think she deserves to be locked up so tightly?”
The woman sighed and settled deeper in the chair. “While not all are created equal, on this point I can generalize. Artificials are so many contradictions wound up together, they become a true enigma. Their minds can process information faster than we can develop it or even conceive of it and thus can exploit tremendous power. Yet more than anything they are like children: intensely curious, eager to learn, devouring every spec of data and working to place it in such a way as to help the world make sense…and also in their lack of understanding of consequences. Of danger.
“A child doesn’t understand what it means when you tell them an oven is too hot to touch until they touch it and find out for themselves. They don’t understand falling until they break a leg tumbling off a ledge. Most children learn these lessons without doing irreparable damage to themselves. Artificials have no way to learn them, not in the concrete, tangible way children do. And unfortunately until they do, unlike children, they aren’t merely a danger to themselves—they’re a danger to everyone.”
Alex flinched as her eVi switched off. In a microsecond it had returned, but the microsecond it vanished was a disconcerting one. “What do you think the solution is?”
The woman eyed her for a moment, then casually crossed one leg over the other. “One of my first projects for the Alliance was conducting a fresh post-mortem on the Artificial—they called it a Synnet back then—responsible for the Hong Kong Incident. As part of my post-doc I had developed stochastic forensic ware for use in defect analysis, and I was asked to apply it to the records of the Artificial’s processes during the event and determine if anything more could be learned.
“We’re all taught one of the contributing factors was that its highest directive was the preservation of human life, but it lacked sufficient instruction on how to proceed when some loss of life was unavoidable. The most intriguing artifact I found in my analysis was the unexpected result of that failing: guilt.”
Skeptical, Alex arched an eyebrow, then winced as the act tugged at the skin beneath the bulky interface. “You’re telling me the machine felt guilt?”
Her shoulders rose in a hint of a shrug. “It’s the only word I have to describe what I saw. Once the students began dying it devoted an increasing number of cycles to studying how the deaths had occurred and how they might have been prevented—what different branching decisions could have been taken to result in another outcome. But because of the holes in its programming those branching decisions only led to outcomes it also deemed unacceptable.
“By the time it was shut down it was burning 73% of its processes on fault analysis rather than on finding a solution for those still alive. It obsessed over its failure to the point of paralysis.”
“Guilt.”
Canivon nodded. “It’s a devastating, crippling emotion. Learning how to process it, internalize it and eventually move on from it is part of becoming an adult. The discovery got me to thinking. What if there was a way to allow Artificials to legitimately learn those kind of life lessons and the related coping skills without endangering others?”
“I don’t see how.”
She motioned for Alex to sit up, then gently removed the interface and set it on the small table nearby. “I’m working on a project. Are you familiar with neural imprints?”
“Somewhat. A complete functional neural and synaptic map of a human brain, coded by activity and containing markers of content, right? My understanding is researchers hope they’ll solve the adult cloning obstacles.”
“And possibly one day they will do so, but the technology isn’t there yet. I’m studying whether providing a neural imprint to an Artificial can enable it to learn life lessons which matter—emotional lessons such as guilt, heartbreak, love and empathy. Sacrifice and loss. It’s my hope this will give them wisdom and good judgment…because without those they are fundamentally incapable of making the correct choices for humanity. They don’t wish humans ill—they just don’t comprehend the universe the way we do.”
Alex frowned. “Giving them real human memories, the history of a life and the way a person thinks…. Do they effectively become the person?”
“Now that is the kind of question which keeps me up nights. I haven’t yet settled on an answer.” Perhaps deciding she had been too free with her words, Canivon notched her shoulders up and cleared her throat. 
“We have the explicit consent of the people involved. This is medical research same as any other. The project is kept discreet for understandable reasons, but I assure you we’re following all the regulations and conventions.”
“I’m sure you are. I’m not judging.”
“To circle back around and answer your question, yes, for now I’m afraid it is best Artificials be constrained. But I do believe they have advanced to the point where they require only the slightest bit of guidance, of human perspective, to guarantee they stay on the proper path.”
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Present Day
“YOU’RE RIGHT. I DO already know the answer. It’s the Artificials…together with us.”
Alex smiled at the alien in a manner which seemed to convey gratitude, even appreciation. It was the first time she had regarded the being with anything other than impatience or exasperation, and damned if Caleb knew why. 
“Was that what all this was about? Forcing me to relive those memories? Showing me the mistakes of humans and Artificials alike?”
Not all of it. We merely ensured the necessary data lay within your sight. It was for you to both see and understand.
“But do you have any idea if it will actually work? Have you—your species—done this sort of thing in the past?”
He watched Alex while her focus was on the alien and tried to figure out what she could possibly be talking about. If what would work? What did she seem to think they needed to do with Artificials? She had given him no indication as to what precisely this ‘answer’ might be and without his eVi he had no way to communicate with her—to simply ask her.
We moved beyond such distinctions long ago, but yes. Furthermore, the human brain is singularly resilient, yet highly malleable. It will adapt.

Mnemosyne seemed to know what she had in mind as well. 
He officially missed his eVi. The inability to communicate privately while they entertained the alien had been troublesome at times but never so much so as right now. He desperately wanted to pull her into a quiet corner and have a conversation…but it would wait. 
He couldn’t say if they had gained the alien’s respect or trust, but at a minimum it had become comfortable around them. People—or aliens, he expected—who were comfortable were susceptible to divulging more than they intended, so he tried to concentrate on Mnemosyne.
A shadow passed across Alex’s eyes as she contemplated the alien. “What if it’s not enough? Because it doesn’t feel like enough. There must be more you can give us.” 
They had nearly drawn even with the artificial structure dominating the glade to the right, and she pointed to it. “What does this object generate? It isn’t the light source and it isn’t the tech repulsion field, so it has to be the cloaking shield you’re using to hide the planet from your own creations. The same creations attacking us. How does it work? Can we use it to camouflage our own ships?”
The alien hesitated before shifting course toward the object, though Caleb wasn’t sure why. Whether it cared to admit it or not, it had committed to helping them. It plainly wanted to help them.
A circular lattice of obsidian metal five meters in height enclosed an orb suspended by nothing in the center. Half a meter in diameter and pale gold in color, the orb undulated with active, flowing energy.
The gaps in the frame allowed easy entry to the center. When he stepped through the metal into the interior a vibration hummed to life in his bones, but as soon as he was inside it abated. 
It was an amplifier. Whatever energy the orb emitted, the latticed metal served to boost the signal.
This apparatus replicates the conditions present in space contiguous to the planet and projects their electromagnetic signatures beyond its atmosphere.
“The orb creates a holographic image? An illusion?”
It is an applicable but not complete analogy. It is not an illusion. Space-time is altered to reflect the projection. Several of the ships chasing you passed into the ‘holo’ as you would call it. They continued to be in space until they exited the other side. 
Alex arched an incredulous eyebrow. “How?”
Dimensional distortion. On entering the area they were temporarily shifted to a slightly different plane. 
She did not appear convinced. “Why did it fail for us? My ship’s instruments registered the planet as soon as we breached the shield.”
The alien hesitated. 
Because I determined to allow you through. Your trajectory suggested you were aware of the planet’s existence. As you have exhibited a notable talent for discovering what others cannot, perhaps this should not have been a surprise.
“Well, thank you for the special dispensation.” She had begun approaching the orb when Mnemosyne’s body shivered and began to lose definition.
We need to leave. 
The alien’s increasingly amorphous form shone bright against the darkening sky. Then they were enveloped by a thousand points of light.

A second passed, no more. The lights surrounding them floated away to coalesce back into a humanoid form.
They stood outside a…house? The single-story building was constructed of wood from the native trees, with windows made of the glass which had comprised Alex’s prison, absent the opaqueness. Flowers had been transplanted from the nearby glade to serve as a small garden entrance. Behind them a narrow pathway cut through the mountainside and back to the lake.
Had the alien built a house to better ‘provide context’? To better relate and understand?
Alex asked the question for him. “Mesme, you built a house?”
It is not important. Another is coming. One who will not welcome your presence as I have. We must hurry.
“You’re defying your kind to help us. Why?”
The alien didn’t answer at first and projected an aura of being deep in thought. Always judging how much to reveal and what to conceal. For all it shared, Caleb did not doubt the secrets Mnemosyne kept would fill a hundred novels.
The others believe we—those of us who frequent this place—have developed too much fondness for humanity. We have explained to them that Aurora displays the potential to deliver the very answers we seek, but they are no longer listening.
“I’m sorry, ‘Aurora’?”
It is our name for your universe.
“Our universe—to be distinguished from yours?” 
A valid question, but he was more interested in the details Mnemosyne had, intentionally or not, revealed in its answers. Most interested.
To be distinguished from countless other universes.          
The alien paused, regarding them as if to make certain it had their full attention. 
Understand you are but a glint, a faint spark in the sea of stars of the true cosmos. Aurora was born but yesterday. Your species only moments ago. Yet in those brief moments of observing you, I have come to believe there may be value in your continued survival, and so have offered you a chance. It is only a chance. Your rise or fall will be of your own making.
Alex was already on to the next question. “And if we succeed? What then?”
Mnemosyne didn’t even pretend to answer this question. 
The others know you came through the portal. Machines will be waiting for you on your arrival in the Metis Nebula. Should you survive the initial gauntlet, you will be hunted.
Caleb gestured dismissively. “We were hunted before we came through the portal. We’re used to it.”
You have never been hunted like this. The forces arrayed against you now constitute a legion. Human agents working on their behalf multiply each day. Most know not the nature of their true master, but they will kill you just the same.
“With respect, Mnemosyne, they will not.”
The alien turned away rather than deliver a rebuttal, and he discovered Alex regarding him with this exquisite look in her eyes and in the set of her lovely mouth. Trust, he thought. Real trust, and respect accompanying it. He decided right then and there he’d happily spend the rest of his life making sure he always deserved to receive such a look from her.
Hyperion approaches. I will return you to your ship.

His form began dissolving into a shroud to surround them.
“No—we need the shield technology!” Alex took off sprinting down the path to the lake.
The alien swirled hesitantly, as if not knowing what to do now. 
Caleb gave it a shrug. “She wants the shield tech.” 
Then he was running after her.

“Alex!” 
She threw a haphazard wave over her shoulder but didn’t slow. And she was unexpectedly fast. Long, graceful strides suggested running was something she did. It was a small reminder that for all he believed he knew her intimately, there were a thousand details about her life he did not.
As she cleared the shelter of the mountain and arced away from the lake toward the dome, a shadow grew over the lake. He didn’t glance to see what it was. Instead he ran faster.
By the time he reached the dome she had thrust her palm into the ball of energy. Her glyphs burst to life, blazing a luminous white pattern from her fingertips to her shoulder then vanishing beneath her hairline. If she got herself electrocuted or overloaded her cybernetics he was going to kill her. 
He took up a defense posture outside the frame and faced outward.
Above the lake two aliens floated. Each bore the whimsical, winged appearance Mnemosyne had borne when they had arrived. He assumed one of the aliens was Mnemosyne and the other presumably this ‘Hyperion,’ but his untrained eye could not yet tell them apart.
A tremor reverberated along his skin. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation, buzzing in agitation like a deliberately discordant refrain. 
Were the aliens talking to each other? No sounds were audible, nor were any voices in his head.
But the interplay was without a doubt a confrontation. One soared forward to invade the other’s personal space, if it possessed such a thing. The second alien flared, growing in size, and the dissonant sensation spiked to set the hairs along his arm quivering.
Alex materialized at his side, grasping his elbow. “What is this?”
He kept his focus on the ongoing conflict and urged her back another step. “Nothing good, I expect.”
The reverberation increased to the point of pain. Abruptly the more aggressive alien flared a brilliant white and sped away over the rise of the mountain. 
Mnemosyne—hopefully this was who remained—floated above the lake for several seconds before turning and sweeping down toward them, once more morphing into a humanoid shape as its feet alighted upon the grass.
“Care to enlighten us?”
It is not your concern.
Not an acceptable answer; not this time. “A number of things here you’ve deemed not our concern. I submit your little disagreement most decidedly is our concern.”
Mnemosyne’s form rippled in a manner he had come to identify as an irritated sigh. 
As I indicated before, Hyperion does not agree with my decision to allow you to be here. My associate believes empowering humanity will lead to complications.
“Has Hyperion studied us as well?”
Yes. Now please, you must depart. I have stalled Hyperion but it will not last.
He pulled Alex close—because he wanted to, and to ensure she didn’t run off again—as Mnemosyne engulfed them in light.
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RICHARD SETTLED INTO A WINDOW SEAT and opened the suicide note Aguirre had left behind. 
It consisted of a full confession and a detailed retelling of the events leading up to today, insofar as they concerned the aliens, the conspiracy and the war. On a skim it largely matched the information Olivia Montegreu provided, albeit with more details, more names and more evidence for the judicial system some of the parties involved would eventually traverse.
It would make his job easier, though others’ far harder. People joked the Earth Alliance bureaucracy would keep operating according to the prescribed regulations and procedures should a series of black holes open up and consume everyone at a minister level and above, but in truth the government was reeling and reeling hard. 
A war, any war, always exerted a strain on the leadership structure. Two changes at the highest position in less than a month had resulted in confusion and uncertainty. Colonies dropping off the map in the middle of a war and now what was unmistakably a massive offensive by unknown aliens meant entire agencies were scrambling to determine how to begin to react. 
Now this. Soon some of the details of the conspiracy were going to start hitting the news feeds, however much one tried to squelch them. He felt sorry for all the ordinary people out there, not being able to get a handle on what was going on in the government and the galaxy and unable to affect any of it. 
He was thankful to be on the inside and able to play a small role. Others might say his role hadn’t been so small, but it felt small to him.
He closed the file. Any information it contained which arguably rose to the level of an emergency he already knew; the rest could wait.
Before he realized he was doing it, he had opened a different file. The one he hadn’t tossed in a garbage bin on Krysk or the spaceport or the transport.
Senecan Federation Division of Intelligence Personnel Record: William Sutton, Jr.
The words blurred into a foreign language, strange markings which bore no resemblance to words he recognized. He ordered a bourbon straight up and stared at the title until it arrived. Then he took a long sip and began reading.
Will was born on Elathan—not New Columbia—but moved to Seneca for university, where he received degrees in both civil engineering and political theory followed by a master’s degree in architecture. He worked for a construction business in Cavare for nine years before a friend from the political science department came to him with a proposition. 
Once the flames of war and their aftermath finally died down, Senecan Intelligence decided they needed eyes on the ground on Alliance worlds, especially on Earth near the seats of power. Richard understood this, for his civilian counterparts had done much the same.
Will wasn’t military, nor was he a trained killer. But he was well-versed in history and politics and possessed both a keen, analytical mind and an affable, friendly demeanor. After two months of training on the logistics of the spy trade they sent him to Earth with an airtight backstory, made all the better because it differed from reality solely in the locations at which the hallmarks of his life had occurred. An only child whose parents died in a transport accident when he was seventeen, he left behind no family and carried with him no complications. 
His mission was to learn what he could where he could and pass it along. Nothing more, nothing less.
He set up a wholly legitimate construction firm in Vancouver. The work he did was real and above-board. But he also became active in the community and cultivated friends among the civilian contractors who worked at EASC and the nearby auxiliary bases. 
That was how Richard had met him, three years after Will moved to Vancouver. During a stint at the North Pacific Military Center teaching a course on close surveillance techniques, long before he rose to his current post, he had gone out for drinks with several officers from the base. Will had been at the bar, watching the game with some contractors who knew the officers Richard accompanied. Introductions were made, and they—seemingly—hit it off instantly.
The reports Will filed over the years were not what he had imagined. For one, they were infrequent, often as few as three a year. In most instances they consisted of the kind of background intel which served a vital purpose in the intelligence business but rarely shaped events: who had gained influence and who had lost it, the general mood around EASC on a particular topic or with respect to ‘official’ Alliance positions. 
Possibly because until weeks ago there were no active hostilities ongoing between the Alliance and the Federation, Richard was unable to find an instance of Will alerting Senecan Intelligence to an operation targeting them ahead of time. Then again, he’d likely never let such intel slip either. While he’d shared information on rare occasions when it mattered, he’d not made a habit of disclosing the details of his work. 
And as he thought about it, he realized Will had never pushed.
Every one of Will’s recommendations, when they were included, advised better relations with the Alliance. He shared misconceptions the Alliance infrastructure and ordinary citizens maintained regarding the Federation and urged steps be taken to correct them. He pointed out opportunities where overtures might be undertaken.
He hadn’t been lying when he said he wanted peace.      
Like everything else in the galaxy, Will’s reports increased in frequency with the Atlantis Trade Summit. He had reported on the extent of Alliance surveillance—surveillance Richard oversaw—but honestly the report didn’t include anything Senecan Intelligence wouldn’t have doubtless known. And it was probable Will knew this as well.
The last two reports gained an urgent tone and manner. Will argued Richard’s case vicariously and vigorously that the Alliance did not order the Palluda attack. He argued there existed strong evidence for outside forces being at work and advised further investigation into the causative events. In the end he all but begged his superiors to find a way to end this war and focus on the aliens.
He hadn’t been lying about a lot of things. Merely the most important ones.
Richard conceded he wasn’t objective; the furthest one could be from objective in fact. But he now understood why Delavasi insisted on giving him the file. 
Will had, without fail, conducted himself honorably—other than lying to his husband for fifteen years. He’d used his position to repeatedly advocate for improved relations, both to Richard and to Seneca. Richard assumed he did so because he truly believed in it. Beyond filing a report every few months, his life had not constituted a lie. 
And in fifteen years of post-marriage reports, he’d never transmitted a single negative, disparaging statement about Richard. So though Richard had been made a fool, at least he hadn’t been made a public fool.
Above all else the content of the file communicated one truth: it wasn’t Richard Navick or Graham Delavasi who cleared the way for the war to end. It was Will Sutton, Jr., at what may or may not have been great personal cost.

SEATTLE
Richard stood in front of the door to the hotel room where Will was staying. 
He was terrified he was making the wrong choice. He relied on his instincts in his work but now he didn’t dare trust them. The wound of betrayal still burned raw in his chest and another cut might be the killing blow. 
But it was the end of the world and there may be no more second chances.
He swallowed and rang the bell.
It took ten seconds or so for Will to open the door. Though he doubtless could have checked to see who waited on the other side, his distracted manner and down-turned face when the door opened implied he’d neglected to do so.
Then he looked up. “Richard….” Emotion flooded bloodshot eyes. Surprise? Elation? Fear? Uncertainty? Again, Richard no longer trusted his instincts. “You—do you want—will you come in?”
Richard shook his head, firm and quick. “I thought you’d like to hear my trip went well.” Of course, he hardly needed to make a personal appearance to convey the tidbit. “We have the intel we need to dismantle the conspiracy. We’re already doing so, in fact. The Prime Minister’s dead, funny story.” 
Will’s brow furrowed raggedly. “What? Never mind. I mean I know—not about the Prime Minister—I made Director Delavasi promise to relay the result, since I…I didn’t expect to hear it from you.” His gaze had roved around while he spoke, perhaps ashamed to remind Richard yet again just who he was, and wasn’t. Now, though, his eyes stilled and met Richard’s. “Please come in. I want to—”
“Do you love me?” Richard’s voice rang flat in his ears, deadened and weighted with the recognition there was only one chance, and a fool’s chance at that.
“Always. More than anything. More than everything.”
He no longer trusted his instincts; but if he had ever trusted them they told him the expression on his husband’s face spoke truth, and pain. 
He nodded slowly. Carefully. “I realize you risked everything for the possibility of peace. Gave up your own happiness so others could be safe. The rest of the galaxy will never know, but I do. So, I guess what I’m trying to say is…if you want, you can stop by the house in the morning. I’ll cook breakfast. And we’ll…talk.”
Will’s eyes were shining a little too brightly, but he straightened his shoulders and raised his chin a notch. “I can. I will. Whatever it takes. I need you to know that.”
He needed to leave now or he wouldn’t leave at all. He moved back, creating distance between them. 
“Then I’ll….” Richard stood frozen in the hotel hallway, paralyzed by the suspicion another step, no matter the direction, would irrevocably alter his fate. 
“Oh, damn it all to Hell. Is there a chance I can come in?” 
“A chance? Yeah…” Will’s jaw worked anxiously “…there’s a chance. The door’s open, and I’m asking you to come in. All you have to do is step through.”
Richard took a deep breath…and did exactly that.
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“MOMMY!”
Isabela wrapped her arms around the flurry of arms and legs and curls and squeezed with everything she had. “I missed you so much, sweetheart.”
The response was muffled into the fabric of her shirt. “I missed you too, Mommy.”
She hurriedly wiped away a tear before pulling back to inspect her daughter. No obvious injuries. No rips in her clothing from misadventures. No streaks of red in her eyes from too much crying. Instead they sparkled with the fiery spirit she recognized. 
“I’m sorry I was late. Did you have fun staying at Anna’s house?”
Marlee’s head bobbed up and down with gusto. “She has a holovid of Punkie Bear & Saskoo we got to play in and we went to the amusement park and we ate spaghetti and sherbet and—”
She tousled her daughter’s hair, the way Caleb liked to do. “You can tell me all about it on the way home. I need to speak to Anna’s mother a minute. Go grab your bag, and don’t forget Mr. Freckles.”
Marlee dashed off, and Isabela rose and turned to Theresa Bishop. “I can’t thank you enough. I apologize for the delay. Consider me in your debt.”
“It’s not a problem. Is your mother doing better?”
She had lied to Theresa, spinning a tale of a nonexistent illness sickening her mother. A flash of guilt crossed her thoughts, but it wasn’t as though she could tell the woman the truth. “She is, thank you. I was allowed to take her home this morning.”
“Well, Marlee was a joy, if a bit exhausting. I’m not sure I’m ready to have two of them full-time. She wore me out!”
Isabela grimaced. “She does that.” 
“You were in Cavare. Did you hear anything about these alie—”
Marlee crashed into her legs from behind. “I’m ready, Mommy. Can we go to the gelato shop on the way home?”
“We’ll see. Tell Mrs. Bishop ‘thank you’ for taking care of you.”
Marlee straightened up and lifted her chin all proper-like. “Thank you for feeding me and taking me to school and letting me play with Anna and letting me sleep in your house, Mrs. Bishop.”
Theresa shook Marlee’s hand formally. “You’re very welcome, Marlee. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”
Grateful to not have to stay and answer uncomfortable questions regarding aliens and wars and her brother, she ushered Marlee out the door and to the car. After several seconds of convincing her to sit still long enough to strap her in, Isabela finally managed to circle to the driver’s side and climb in.
“Did you get to see Uncle Caleb when you were at Granmama’s?”
She quickly schooled her expression. Though his name had been cleared days earlier, he remained unreachable. She refused to believe he was dead but recognized she possessed no justification other than faith to do so. 
“I’m afraid not. He’s on Elathan for work right now.”
“Can we go to Elathan? I wanna see Uncle Caleb again.”
Her chest constricted, and for what must be the thousandth time in the last two weeks she wished so badly Daniel were here. Damn him for dying, because she didn’t want to do this alone. “Not right now. I have to go back to work.” 
At Marlee’s forlorn pout she sighed. “Maybe in a few weeks.”
“Yay!” Her daughter fiddled with Mr. Freckles. “Mommy, the news said stuff about a war. Are bad people coming to shoot at us?”
“No, sweetie. In fact, I think the war’s going to end real soon.” Director Delavasi had told her the conspiracy she helped reveal was related to the war and there was a good chance hostilities would cease in the near future. He had no answer when it came to the aliens, however. One crisis to the next.
But for today she wanted to focus on Marlee and on trying to rediscover her life as it had existed before she left for Cavare, difficult though it might prove to be. It felt as though she was walking through a dream with everything but she and her daughter painted in gauze and glycerin, sounds traveling through insulation before reaching her. 
The truth was the world just didn’t look the same once you’d had a knife pressed to your throat.
Was this what Caleb experienced when he pretended to be an ordinary person—a normal, average assembly line manager building shuttles for a living? Had it been this way for him for the near-month he stayed with her? His visit seemed an eternity ago…from a different, simpler life. 
She hoped he hadn’t felt that way. She hoped in her home he was comfortable enough to be himself, real and whole. She hoped someday she would be able to ask him.
The truth about her father remained her secret for now. She had no idea if telling her mother was the right thing to do…something else she desperately hoped to be able to ask Caleb, someday. But not today.
Banishing the dispiriting thoughts to a corner of her mind, she reached over and squeezed Marlee’s hand with a smile. “So what kind of gelato do you want? Strawberry? Chocolate?”
Her daughter’s eyes widened in glee. “Strawberry-chocolate-watermelon!”
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I WISH YOU FORTUNE commensurate to your valor.

The flecks of light swirling around them like a sea of fireflies vanished and Mesme was gone.
“Not one for sentimental goodbyes, is it?”
“Somehow I’m not surprised.” Caleb placed both hands on her shoulders and urged her about to face the same direction he did.
Her mouth fell open in disbelief. “Yebat’sya mne….”
Alex could feel him smirking behind her. “It’s beautiful.”
The Siyane sat peacefully eighty meters away, beyond the final slope of the mountains. Long grasses swayed beneath it in the gentle breeze. It was intact, undisturbed and a pure tungsten silver from bow to stern.
She cocked her head to the side. A brighter silver rippled over it, creating a pearled effect across the hull. “This shouldn’t have happened so fast—not the entire ship.”
“Maybe the energy absorbed from two violent encounters with the barrier super-charged the process?”
She hardly realized she was walking toward it, her gaze never leaving her ship. Each step brought another subtle ripple along the hull. Intellectually she realized every shift in viewing angle presented a marginally different hue and reflection, but it evoked an impression of the hull itself being in constant motion.
When she reached the ship her hand rose to caress the bow. The material didn’t shine beyond the pearling, though it was subtly lustrous, and the reflection of light off the hull diffused despite the smoothness of the material.
She scanned the length of the ship for any streaks or marrings, but the transformation appeared complete and utterly flawless. 
“It is beautiful.” She sensed Caleb’s presence and followed the statement with a peek over her shoulder, at which point he grabbed her and whirled her around, his lips meeting hers in a fierce kiss. 
She let the sensations cascade through her: the warmth of his body, the taste of cinnamon and honey on his lips, the steady, comforting grasp of his arms. For just a moment she allowed herself to forget the ongoing destruction of civilization, the mind-fuck that had been the alien encounters and the daunting tasks lying before them. For just a moment she allowed herself to simply be.
Then the moment threatened to become too intense for the setting and she pulled away a fraction. “What was that for?”
“I need a reason to kiss you now?”
“No, you don’t. But still….”
His forehead dropped to rest on hers. “For being so damn remarkable.”
“Oh.” Her voice worked past the lump in her throat. “Come on. We have work to do.”
“Yes, your mysterious plan to defeat the alien armada. I will fulfill all your most secret and pornographic desires if you tell me what it is.”
She laughed as she opened the hatch and jogged up the ramp. “Not that work, the other work—and you already are.”
“More secret and more pornographic—what other work? The shield?”
Once inside she went straight to the control panel by the data center and fed it the information contained in her internal data store. In seconds the intricate code sprang to life above the table.
She leaned back against the desk, crossed her arms over her chest and studied it. Her initial impression in the few seconds she’d observed it had been largely correct: ternary programming repeating on an infinite loop. The fundamental qutrit formulation was different as it measured values between -1, 0 and 1, but it was logically consistent. She could shift it to a formulation her systems would understand.
But would her systems even accept ternary code? Such programming was the province of Artificials and as advanced as the tech in her ship was, it didn’t include ware quite that sophisticated.
“Alex.”
She jumped, startled. Caleb leaned into the data center opposite her. “While I am exceptionally skilled at reading you—arguably a master at it in fact—I cannot actually see inside your brain. What are you doing?”
“Sorry.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “Yes, this is the code from the orb powering their cloaking shield. If I can determine how to port it to the defense systems, we can use it to hide from the enemy ships on both sides of the portal.”
“Are you sure we should take the time to do this now? Hyperion didn’t seem too pleased by our presence here.”
“We don’t have a choice, Caleb. You saw those ships chasing us before. We might as well have been broadcasting our location on wideband, and we will not be able to outrun them.”
“Granted. And this kind of shielding will increase our ability to move around back home. Okay, I’m in. Next question: can you make it work?”
She nodded deliberately, her mind still racing through the details. “I seriously doubt we’ll be able to generate a pocket of shifted space-time, but I think we can generate a projection replicating the surrounding space. Mostly. Assuming I can make the Siyane understand ternary code.” 
“Your systems merely require the instruction from the code, and those can be expressed in binary qubits easily enough.”
“Easily enough, huh? But you’re right. I’ll have to write an interpreter for both the input and the output and segregate the new ternary code so it doesn’t corrupt the ware running the ship.” 
Her head fell back to glare at the ceiling. “This will be the worst sort of patchwork hack job. Reality is going to leak out. We’ll have to run the dampener field at max and hope between the two it’s enough. And it’ll take power to run the projection.”
She dropped her chin to regard him over the table. “We need more power. Ten, maybe twelve percent. Can you find it for me?”
A hint of astonishment flashed across his features before the trademark smirk replaced it. “You bet your ass I can.”

Caleb dropped a full plate on her stomach. “Eat something.”
She glanced at the sandwich then at him. She was sprawled on her back halfway into the exposed engineering core. All three panels protecting the core were removed and stacked along the wall of the lower hull. The plethora of sensors and instruments were physically located throughout the ship—many of them integrated into the outer hull itself—but the connections all ran through this junction. From here the information they carried was transmitted to the HUD, the data center and wherever else it belonged.
She was hungry. She grabbed the sandwich and rolled on her side to prop up on an elbow. 
He settled cross-legged on the floor with his own sandwich. “How goes it?”
“Mmhmm….” At his quizzical expression she quit trying to talk while chewing, instead hastening to finish her bite. “I’ve connected the relevant instruments into the module and they seem to be accepting the interpreter. I still need to retrofit the broadcast antennae to accept instructions from the module. Any progress on the power?”
“Yep. It’ll be 2.4° cooler in here. Can you handle it?”
She groaned. “You ask too much.”
“Yeah, well, we also have to go without the gases and heavy metals scanners, but I doubt we’ll miss them.”
“Is that all?”
“No. You need to increase the safety catch on the LEN reactor from 105% to 109%.”
She cringed and considered the implications. A reactor overload meant either a catastrophic loss of power or a catastrophic loss of ship. But it was rated safe to 117%.
“All right. But tell me that’s everything.”
“That’s everything.”
“Thank god.” She eyed the readout coming from the junction box to confirm it hadn’t started throwing errors or spewing gibberish. “By the way, when I was writing the interpreter I had an idea, so I checked the data we recorded in Metis.”
“And?”
“I think the interference in our communications was due to a negative quantum field of sorts. Kennedy and I did a project in college on what, if anything, could interfere with a pervasive quantum field like the exanet. Well, mostly I did the project. She had to go home for her brother’s wedding, so I doubt she’d remember it. Anyway, the answer was ‘not much’—but a competing quantum field would decohere the entanglement. The code for this shield includes a -1 measurement point in addition to 0 and 1, which is exactly the sort of thing to cause problems.”
Caleb shrugged as he took a sip of water. “What do we do about it?”
“I fed a tiny portion of the dampener field into the comm system. In theory it will shield the qubits on this end from the interference. There’s not much else I can do right now.” 
She motioned for him to hand over his water. He complied while giving her an odd look, and she got the impression he had only been halfway paying attention.
“So let me see if I get this straight. You want us to merge with Artificials?”
Her head shook behind her sandwich. “Not merge. Connect.”
“But something tells me you’re talking about a deeper connection than a remote interface.”
“It has to be, because using an interface is little more than talking to an Artificial. Even real time, in the middle of a battle a conversation is not going to be enough. There’s a doctor on Sagan who’s at the forefront of cybernetics research. She’s been studying ways Artificials might learn by internalizing the human experience—or individual people’s experiences.”
“Forgive me if I’m skeptical.”
“I don’t blame you. Look, the simple fact is we likely can’t defeat this invasion without using Artificials, and not merely as consultants. Only we can’t risk using Artificials, not alone. But if some people—battlefield commanders or ship captains or I don’t know exactly who—were to share a more symbiotic interconnection with them? In theory you’d have those strengths of humanity—creativity, unpredictability, ingenuity—thinking and acting at quantum speed. We—”
You have not yet departed.
Shit. “Get out of my head, Mesme.”
Caleb regarded her curiously; she made an obscene gesture at the low ceiling.
My warning was not made in jest. You are no longer safe here.
“Fine, I get it. We’ll be leaving soon.”
Silence followed. Satisfied he was gone, she frowned at Caleb. “We need to hurry.”
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MIRIAM LOCATED HER DESIGNATED seat in the Assembly Chamber, engaged in the required formality of greeting those she knew by sight and squared her shoulders to the required formality of the venue.
The designated seat appeared to be something of a seat of honor, on the second row and relatively near the center of the semicircle auditorium. She appreciated the recognition but didn’t have time for honorariums or honorifics; she didn’t even have time to be here. Nevertheless she recognized the necessity of making the trip to London in this specific circumstance.
Her last visit to the Chamber had been to accept a Medal of Honor posthumously awarded to David by the Assembly. She allowed the memory to wash over her, all the pain and pride and honor and despair. 
The crowd grew hushed as the Secretary stepped up to the podium and gaveled the session to order.
Assembly Speaker Charles Gagnon replaced the Secretary at the podium. He drew in a weighty breath and raised his eyes to the audience. “Ladies and Gentlemen, Representatives and honored guests. These last weeks have been a difficult, trying period for us all, and unfortunately the dark times are not yet drawing to a close.
“Those of us serving in the Assembly are civil servants, working to do the best we can for our constituents and the Alliance. Like everyone else we are not perfect. We make mistakes. But know this: we always act in a manner we believe is right given the information available to us at that point.
“A few short weeks ago I stood before you and made the case that Prime Minister Brennon did not deserve to lead us in a time of war. I believed it to be true, as did a majority of the Assembly. I do not regret that vote.”
He notched his chin up, high and tight. “Now, however, evidence has been brought to the Assembly’s attention calling into question the information upon which the Vote of No Confidence was based. In light of this new evidence a number of Representatives have requested the opportunity to change their votes. Such a procedure is not feasible under the Assembly Regulations. However, legal counsel has determined the Assembly may undertake a superseding vote, the results of which will override any prior vote on the precise issue at hand.
“Therefore, Mr. Secretary, I resubmit Special Assembly Resolution SGR 2322-3174 for an official vote.”
Miriam took advantage of the minutes required for procedures and rules and the casting of votes to enjoy a rare moment of peace—a moment when she wasn’t making decisions which saved and cost lives, when she wasn’t juggling 56,300 ships and 28.2 million servicemen and seventy megatonnes of supplies spread across twenty kiloparsecs. 
Then she was reminded why she didn’t seek out such interludes. They only allowed her to remember her daughter was gone. Weeks had passed since anyone had heard from her. If her ship had been disintegrated in space there would never be evidence of it, never an answer to what had happened to her. 
If she stopped to ponder the implications she might break. And Admiral Miriam Draner Solovy did not break.
The vote tally flashed on the oversized screen floating high above the chamber, saving her from further wallowing. 
 
SGR 2322-3174:  Vote of No Confidence in Steven Brennon
For:                78
Against:        432
 
Cheers erupted from those who had never stopped supporting Brennon, polite applause from the rest. She supposed the seventy-eight votes were opposition party members who simply refused to make an exception on principle rather than politics.
“The Vote of No Confidence in Steven Brennon having now failed to pass and the position being vacant pending investigation, Steven Brennon is hereby reinstated to the office of Prime Minister of the Earth Alliance to serve the remainder of his term.”
Brennon stepped onto the dais and met Gagnon halfway, greeting him with a firm handshake and clasp of a shoulder as if to show to the galaxy he bore no grudges. There was no room for grudges.
“Representatives, guests, citizens, I won’t waste your time with platitudes. We all find ourselves deceived and at the moment we face the greatest threat to our existence humanity has ever known. The full extent of the deception is only now beginning to come to light, but my administration will follow it to wherever it leads. In the next twelve hours I will review the state of the war against the Federation and determine whether its purpose remains valid.
“Most of all I pledge to turn the full wisdom, experience and strength of the Alliance government and military toward meeting the growing threat of an alien armada. These are our worlds. Our citizens. Our families and friends. We will not abandon them to suffer and die. We will not allow those lost to have died in vain. We will not let humanity fall.”
Miriam reminded herself to feel vindicated. Alexis was now unquestionably cleared of any involvement whatsoever in the bombing; the conspiracy to instigate the war with Seneca was exposed and being dismantled. Her personal reputation had never been stronger. 
She was proud of the role she had played in these events. She had emerged out of the flames unscathed. Yet without David, without Alexis, it seemed a hollow victory and one she’d as soon not dwell on. 
After the session concluded the people around her stood and began milling about while Brennon shook hands with the VIPs on the dais. She stood as well and had spotted a former colleague deserving of a greeting several rows back when a hand rested on her arm.
“Admiral Solovy? If you’ll follow me?”
She recognized Brennon’s Chief of Staff and nodded. She was happy to leave behind the suffocating pressure of politicians and glad-handlers.
The Chief of Staff guided her through the crowd to a side door and down several halls to a nondescript conference room. “Can I get you anything, Admiral?”
She noted the pitcher of water on the table and shook her head. “I’m fine, thank you.”
“The Prime Minister will be here momentarily. I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 
Miriam poured a glass of water and began to prepare for the upcoming conversation, but she had barely taken a sip when the door opened. Brennon instructed his security detail to wait outside before allowing the door to close behind him. 
“Admiral Solovy, thank you for taking the time to speak with me. I do apologize for asking you to travel to London. I realize you’re stretched thin and are doubtless needed elsewhere.”
“It’s not a problem, Prime Minister. You have a mountain of difficult work ahead of you. I’m happy to do whatever I can to ease your transition and help get you back up to speed on matters.” Her words felt unduly stiff; it wasn’t as if this was the first time she’d spoken to a Prime Minister, or even this Prime Minister.
Brennon chuckled softly, easing the tension in the room. “Matters, indeed. I wish I had the luxury of sitting back and appreciating the irony of being in this position once more. Instead I’m being asked to return in order to preside over the extinction of the human race.”
“Not a chance, sir.”
“Good. Which is in fact why you’re here. Forgive my fatalism.” He subtly adjusted his posture. “Admiral, you have served as the clearest voice of reason in the room from the beginning of this disaster. If we had listened to you weeks ago when you presented your data on the aliens we might have been better prepared. Lives would have been saved. For this reason and many more I won’t bore you by listing, I’m naming you Chairman of the EASC Board, effective immediately.”
She had known it was why she was here. Not in the sense that anyone had come right out and said it, but it was the most logical conclusion. She and Brennon had a decent working rapport before the world had gone mad. In her opinion Rychen arguably made a better choice—his character qualified him and his combat experience exceeded her own—but she imagined he would have to be dragged kicking and screaming out of the field. 
“I’m humbled, sir. I’ll strive to serve to the best of my abilities.”
“You’re not serving anymore, Admiral. You’re leading. Which is why I’m also using my executive authority to promote you to Fleet Admiral.”
“Sir?” That she had not been expecting.
“I’m sure you’ll use the power with proper judiciousness. But the simple fact is, I need your unvarnished, undiluted advice and opinions. And because I’m likely to be a horrifically busy man, I need you to be able to act without consulting a committee when the situation requires it.”
For the first time in a long while, she found herself overcome by uncertainty. Of herself, of whether she was up to the challenge.
Naoborot dushen’ka, I think you will be spectacular at it. 
“Understood, sir. Thank you for your trust. I assure you I will endeavor to be worthy of it. I realize your time is short, as is mine, but allow me to give you the first piece of unvarnished advice right now. Make peace with the Federation. Not a cease fire or a truce or an armistice, but true peace—and do it quickly.”
Amusement tinged the curve of his mouth. “My Chief of Staff was contacted several hours ago by a representative for Chairman Vranas, proposing a summit of both governments’ leadership.”
“Accept the proposal, sir. They were as much victims of the conspiracy as we were, and I have every reason to believe they are amenable to ending the war. If we expect to be able to fight these aliens, we need their help and they need ours.”
He considered the matter for several seconds, then nodded. “If humanity is annihilated because we were too busy squabbling with one another to manage a proper stand, we probably deserve the annihilation. I’ll begin making the arrangements tonight.”
“I’m glad to hear it, sir.”
“I meant what I said out there at the podium. Don’t leave our soldiers exposed to a surprise raid by Senecan forces until we untangle this war, but otherwise every person, ship, weapon and tool should be focused on these aliens. We must slow them down until we can find a way to stop them.”
Finally a politician deserving of her respect. “I’ll begin implementing new directives as soon as I walk out the door. And may I say, best of luck, sir. We are all going to need a great deal of it.”

SENECA
CAVARE, MILITARY HEADQUARTERS
Commander Morgan Lekkas leaned against the wall in the entry area. A foot tapped the floor in a brisk dance of redirected energy. The secretary had told her she could sit while she waited, but she’d done far too much sitting today on the transport flight from Krysk to Seneca, the shuttle to Cavare and the levtram to Military HQ.
The screen on the opposite wall displayed a live news feed from of all things the Earth Alliance Assembly. She had caught scraps of news the last few days here and there, but hadn’t paid much attention until it concerned her, which now it perhaps did. 
It seemed the Alliance Prime Minister had committed suicide? Hadn’t the previous PM been killed in an explosion the week before? There were questions surrounding the events leading up to the war, which was why it interested her, but no one was making definitive public statements as of yet.
Someone turned up the volume on the feed and Morgan closed her eyes. 
She didn’t know if or when the war with the Alliance was going to officially end, but most of the 3rd Wing had been pulled off the Federation border and sent to Seneca to await further orders. No explanation was given but it clearly related to the aliens advancing on the eastern front. 
She highly doubted they’d be able to fight the Alliance in the southwest and aliens in the east, though as near as she could tell they hadn’t been doing much fighting of the aliens so far. Mostly they had been fleeing. The Cavare spaceport had been jammed with refugees from the eastern colonies, and rumors were flying that every colony east of Seneca not already under siege was being evacuated.
She hoped the military would muster up a fight soon; she hoped that was why she was standing around waiting outside some sort of conference room or other. As for what or whom it held she hadn’t a clue, but it was where she had been directed to go. The quality of the decor and extensiveness of security indicated it might hold someone or thing of importance.
The volume on the feed increased again and her gaze flitted to the screen.
“The Vote of No Confidence in Steven Brennon having now failed to pass—”
“You can go in now, Commander.”
She nodded a curt thanks to the secretary on her way to the door and stepped inside—then froze in the doorway.
This wasn’t a conference room. This was a command center. This was the command center.
The air buzzed as soldiers huddled around groups of screens or bounced from one group to the other. Three conference tables scattered around the room were occupied by more soldiers. The far wall was dominated by a large map. 
Every settled world was marked on it, most of them colored the usual red for Federation worlds, blue for Alliance ones and green for the Independents. But not the eastern colonies. 
Regardless of affiliation, to the right of a diagonal line cutting 320° down the map, the worlds were either marked by a black ‘X’ or highlighted in orange. Three columns helpfully ran along the right side of the map:
 




Morgan hadn’t joined the military because she was a patriot or because she had a deep and abiding desire to protect the citizens of the Federation. She was pleased enough when she did so successfully, but even then it was for mostly selfish reasons. She had joined the military for the sheer thrill of it. 
Piloting transports or scout ships would never have offered her the rush of diving at 0.3mms through space in an inverted spin. It would never have enabled her to command weapons in the form of fighter jets with a thought or outmaneuver foes through asteroid fields or skim the buffeting edge of an atmosphere. It would never have allowed her to become so integrated with her ship that the ship may as well not exist at all. 
She knew what others called her when they thought she wasn’t listening—adrenaline junkie, speed addict, bat-shit cracked—but she had never cared. Even if they were right, it was what she wanted. It was what she was alive for.
Now, staring at the list of fallen colonies in utter shock, for the first time in her life she felt brazen, primal outrage against an enemy. She felt a profound, elemental yearning to protect all the people out there from these invaders, from these monsters stealing their worlds and their lives.
“We’re in a fair bit of trouble, I’d say.”
She jumped, then hurriedly turned to find the speaker.
Field Marshal Eleni Gianno—the Supreme Commander of the Senecan Federation Armed Forces—stood next to her, arms crossed over her chest.
Morgan snapped her feet together and hand up in a hasty salute. “Ma’am. Marshal Gianno. Commander Morgan Lekkas, 3rd Wing, Southern Fleet.” Clueless as to what to do next, she glanced back at the map. “I had no idea it was this serious, ma’am.”
“Few do. It became this serious very rapidly. Far faster than we’ve been able to react.”
“Ma’am…Brython is less than a kiloparsec from Seneca.”
“Yes, it is. I suspect the aliens can be here in hours if they so choose. The one factor acting in our favor is as they advance, they reach more worlds—and larger ones—in need of destruction. Slaughtering entire planets takes time.”
The two of them stared silently at the map for a while longer. Finally Gianno looked to her. “Thank you for coming, Commander. We’re at last beginning to piece together data on the aliens’ capabilities and tactics. I’d like to review some of the analyses STAN has generated with you.”
She frowned hesitantly, not at all clear why the Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces wanted to review anything with her…then arched an eyebrow in spite of herself. “STAN?”
“Strategic and Tactical Artificial Network, the military’s state of the art synthetic neural net.”
“But…STAN?”
Marshal Gianno shrugged. “The Alliance is calling theirs ‘ANNIE.’ The warenuts in Tech weren’t about to be outdone and spent two weeks coming up with an acronym that resulted in a silly name. So what do you think?”
“I’m glad to help, ma’am. But may I ask why me?”
“Word is you’re the best fighter pilot in the Federation, possibly in the galaxy. You’ve refused promotion three times in four years, ostensibly because you didn’t want to give up the cockpit. And in my mind with good reason, because your superior officers insist you control the battlefield like no one else. Your biosynthetics and personal ware are bleeding edge, and that’s just the upgrades we’re aware of.”
Morgan started to protest that she wasn’t hiding any gray-market ware—which of course she was—but Gianno held up a hand to silence her. 
“It doesn’t matter. In fact, you’ll probably need a few more upgrades before long. Whether in days or weeks, these aliens are going to come for Seneca and we have to be ready for them. There are numerous pieces to the puzzle of doing so, but one of them is determining how to take out their multitude of small interceptor ships.”
They had reached a cloistered space containing three separate screens, two control panels and a circular table. Two of the screens looped footage of what appeared to be an engagement by a military force of the alien ships above a planet. The vid focused on the sea of strange insectile vessels swarming the region.
She dropped her hands on the table and leaned in to study the screens, forgetting she probably should still be standing at attention. “That’s a lot of ships. Far too many for frigates to destroy. They’d be decimated before taking out a tenth of them, assuming frigates could take out that many. The alien vessels are larger than fighters but faster and more maneuverable. Still, our fighters are the only craft which stand a chance of going toe-to-toe with them.”
She eyed the Marshal beside her. “Ma’am, where is this? Are we engaging the aliens somewhere? New Riga, or Lycaon?”
“New Riga and Lycaon are gone. This is from Messium, yesterday.”
“Messium? The Alliance sent us this data?”
Gianno gave her a mysterious smile. “As I said, events are moving very rapidly.”
“How did their fighters do against these ships?”
“Better than the frigates, but at too high a cost. Three times as many fighters were lost as alien ships destroyed.”
“In a war of attrition, we lose.”
“Quite. We have analyses of their structural weaknesses, minimal though they are, as well as their flight patterns and tendencies. Commander, I’d like you to study it and work with the Artificial to devise a strategy for besting them.”
“I’ll need full-sensory immersion for the data and a remote interface with the Art…uh, STAN.”
Gianno motioned toward a door on the left wall. “If you’ll follow me, everything is set up for you.”
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FOR THE SECOND TIME IN a month, the Siyane rose to carry them away from an inhospitable planet which shouldn’t exist. As before, the ship would carry them home as bearers of vital information which could well mean the difference between the survival or destruction of humanity. But not yet.
“Before we leave this space, I’d like to try to find the other portal. If this is a ‘lobby,’ there’s another gateway here somewhere.”
Beside her Caleb swung his chair around to face her, his expression unreadable. “Okay.”
“Aren’t you going to ask me why?”
“I don’t need to. You want to find it because it’s unknown and thus enticing. Also because you want to understand this place and these aliens.”
She shifted away from him, a little unnerved. He hadn’t been joking when he said he was a master at reading her. “Something like that. I realize we need to hurry—believe me I do—but I feel like it may be important.”
“I agree.”
Her gaze jumped back to him. “You do?”
“Absolutely. I suspect Mnemosyne—Mesme—was largely honest in what it said but there was a prodigious amount it didn’t say. We ought to gather as much information as we can before we return. I doubt we’ll get a second chance.”
She smiled, relieved. She hadn’t relished arguing with him and would probably have relented if he had disagreed with any fervor.
The rumble caused by the atmospheric traversal vanished as they cleared the last remnants of the planet. She arced the ship one hundred eighty degrees and stood to examine the scene outside the viewport.
Nothing. Nothing but the pervasive, empty blackness.
Caleb came to stand beside her. “Alex, how did you know the planet was there? It doesn’t seem possible.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t know a planet was there—I only knew something was there. I wish I could explain it better, more concretely than an inherent sense of how space should and should not be. Not sure I’ll ever be able to, though.”
She found the TLF wave on the spectrum analyzer, pulled in navigation and set a course. “The system will tell us as soon as it picks up anything. Come on, let’s get your eVi back up and running.”
He laughed lightly. “That would be outstanding. I find the quiet has worn out its welcome.”

They had barely finished rebooting his eVi and confirming it was operational when an alarm rang out. 
“Shit.” Alex bolted to the cockpit and magnified the radar. It displayed ten large red dots approaching. “I guess we get to learn whether the projection shield works sooner than we expected.”
It quickly became apparent the craft were not the smaller squid-like ships but superdreadnoughts. 
As the vessels approached, their trajectory never altered. She withdrew to maximum visual distance and watched as ten of the ships flew single-file toward the portal into the Metis Nebula.
Only after the last ship had passed beyond sight did she let out the breath she had been holding. “So that worked.”
He squeezed her shoulder. “Damn straight it worked.”
She appreciated the vote of confidence but still frowned. “When we got here the portal was closed, as though they weren’t planning on using it for a while. I wonder why they’re sending additional ships now.”
He leaned against the half wall of the cockpit and crossed his ankles, much as he used to do before he had a chair. His eyes flickered to the radar, then the blackness outside the viewport. “Because we’re fighting back. These are reinforcements. The aliens realized it’s going to take more firepower than expected to subdue us.”
“Then we definitely need to hurry. All our ships can use this new cloaking shield—let them find out how much firepower it takes when they can’t see us.”
Her voice had risen in growing excitement; she wrangled it back under control. One hurdle at a time. “They may be building these ships here in this space, in which case I can extrapolate the location of the shipyard from their trajectory. We should try to determine how many ships they can field and how fast they can crank them out.”
Once underway she leaned back in the chair, though it couldn’t be called a relaxed position. She toed the chair in increasingly wider oscillations. “I’ve been thinking.”
“I can tell.”
She winced. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. And what have you been thinking about?”
“The code the aliens use for the cloaking shield.”
“Again?”
The retort earned a look from her. “More. It’s written in a peculiar, distinctive style which is very different than the way we design code. But though it’s highly sophisticated and not solely because it’s written in ternary, it felt rigid. Formulaic. Now, maybe that’s because it’s performing a rote, repetitive function, but….”
She considered the next part a final time before voicing it aloud. “Mesme said the attacking ships were unmanned, run by AIs. What do you suppose the odds are they’re running on the same underlying type of code as the cloaking shield? I don’t mean using the same functions, but written in a similar manner?”
He gave it some consideration as well. “Based on what little we learned about them, I’d say it’s likely. The aliens seem to view machines as built for a specific purpose or to do a specific task. I bet they long ago developed specific methods of implementing both.”
She chewed on her bottom lip while she decided whether she was ready to make the claim. “By studying the code, someone—I doubt I can do it, but a quantum specialist, or if they fail an Artificial—might be able to figure out ways to exploit it. If the code running the ships is designed the same way perhaps we can develop electronic attack routines to disrupt the programming. And should we have the opportunity to interact directly with it there’s a good chance we can corrupt it.”
She shrugged. “It’s just a thought. I’m almost certainly overestimating our capabilities. And we’ll have to get the code to someone who’s legitimately intelligent and not a bureaucrat and they’ll have to get approval—”
“It’s a brilliant idea, Alex.”
Her nose scrunched up. “You think?”
“I do. In fact, if you’re able to pull off what you’re talking about doing—” The beep of the long-range scanner cut him off.
“Did we reach the shipyard already?” She swung to the HUD and magnified the scanner. It displayed a monolithic structure as well as multiple smaller objects. The edifice grew in size until coming into visual view.
“Holy hell.”
The facility stretched ten kilometers in length and six in width. Modular units connected into larger sections until they joined together in a single assembly line dwarfing the ships themselves. 
The chambers weren’t fully enclosed, and hundreds—possibly thousands—of mechs bustled around inside. Forty squid patrolled the perimeter in defensive formations. Guarding against them? 
Two complete superdreadnoughts hovered outside, presumably waiting on the ship currently being assembled and some number thereafter. It appeared they moved in packs.
“More reinforcements.”
“Afraid so.”
The hull of the ship under construction materialized as they hovered there, the mechs working at a level of precision and speed she had never witnessed. Twelve minutes after their arrival the superdreadnought slid out of the chamber and joined its brethren to wait.
“So a lot, and quickly.”
“Yep.”
“Caleb, if the aliens can produce ships this fast we won’t stand a chance. Even if the cloaking shield provides us an advantage, the aliens will simply replace whatever we destroy within hours.”
“Maybe we can shut down the portal somehow. Prevent them from coming through or blockade it.”
“I doubt we’ll be able to spare the ships. But it’s a problem to tackle after other problems.” She kneaded her temples, then waved at a faint blip on the screen behind the facility. “Want to bet this is the aliens’ portal?”
“No way am I betting against you.”
“Smart man.” She leveled a final dark glare at the shipyard and pulled away, giving it a wide berth as she eased past.

“Ni khuya sebe….”
“That is one way to put it….”
A portal hung suspended in space before them. Easily ten times larger than the one leading to the Metis Nebula, the scale defied comprehension. 
It differed in several other respects as well. The ring alone spanned over a kilometer in diameter, comprising nearly a quarter of the structure. 
Woven into the ring were multiple threads of white luminescence. She hazarded a guess they represented artifacts of a power distribution or operating system. 
The material filling the ring was the glacier blue hue of Mesme and Hyperion. Also, the material wasn’t plasma exactly but more akin to a throng of lightning leaping among conductors. 
Her fingertips drummed on the dash. The initial shock was beginning to wear off and her mind raced in a jumble of tangled loops. “So Mesme’s universe is through there.”
“I expect it is.” His hand landed atop hers on the dash, halting the erratic rhythm. “Alex, we cannot go through it.”
She stared at the flashing, dancing plasma lightning filling the portal. It sat there, open and inviting. “I know.”
“We have to get home. Galaxy to save and all?”
“I know.”
“People are dying.”
Dammit. She didn’t want to be the savior of humanity. She never had. She didn’t want to be the vanguard—of destruction or salvation. What she had really wanted was to be a girl whose father lived to show her the stars. Instead she had been left to wander them alone. Until she discovered someone who saw the stars as she did.
“I know. Okay, we’ll…hang on.” The incredible phenomenon in front of her was forgotten as she zoomed the spectrum analyzer. She filtered out the noise and decreased the band to measure the lowest tenth of the spectrum. “No fucking way.”
“Is this what I think it is?”       
“Depends on what you think it is.”
“I think it’s our TLF wave being sent out on multiple trajectories.”
“Then no, it isn’t what you think it is.”
“Wait, it isn’t?”
“No. It is fifty-one unique TLF waves fanning out in three semicircles, vertically spaced 45° apart and horizontally every 10°, each one shifted 0.001 Hz up or down the spectrum. Except for the final signals on each end of the fundamental plane, which repeat our 0.0419 Hz frequency.”
The TLF wave they had followed from the Metis portal continued in a direct horizontal line to the middle of the far more colossal one. She was unable to measure the signal beyond this point, so she couldn’t say whether it continued on. Her instincts told her it was being generated by the ring itself. This was its origin point. Especially considering it also served as the origin point for fifty additional TLF waves.
“I admit this changes things.”
Attempting to understand the phenomenon better, she fidgeted with various settings. “Yes, it does. Why didn’t I pick these up when we first came through? Do the signals not extend very far?” 
She reached for the controls. “Let’s follow one, see where it ends.”
Caleb leaned in beside her to study the readout “The first horizontal one, on the far right. We should be methodical about it.”
“But the first one’s the same frequency as ours. We might end up caught in an infinite loop or something. Let’s follow the second one.” 
She swung the ship around, again briefly awed at the scale and complexity of the immense ring as they passed by, then lined up on top of the selected TLF signal and followed it….
…until it vanished.
Nothing but unending blackness in all directions. The signal simply terminated. Which, of course, was impossible.
“You don’t suppose….”
“Hell yes I suppose.” She centered the ship and sent the gamma wave which had opened their portal. 
A ring identical to their own sprung forth to fill with luminescent golden plasma.
She took a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips, giving her brain time to rearrange not only its notions of space but the nature of the cosmos itself.
“We’re not the only ones.”
“No, it appears we are not.”
“I don’t….” Her hand rose to work at her jaw. “Caleb, do you have any idea what this means?”
“I have several, of varying degrees of nefariousness and amorality. A couple swing the opposite direction to inspiring, bordering on transcendental.” 
She stood, grabbed his hand and took him with her to the data center. “Rather than repeat this process another forty-nine times, I’m going to go ahead and map it out real quick.” 
She pulled in the readings taken at the primary portal and, extrapolating from the distance this signal and their own propagated, estimated the presumed termination points of the remaining waves. The result was three perfect semicircles divided into equal segments, with portals dotting the perimeter and their own sitting opposite the master one.
“Damn.” He wrapped his arms around her from behind.
She chuckled faintly and drew a hand along his arm. “So I agree we shouldn’t go through the big portal. Frightening implications, likely kill us, etcetera, etcetera. But…can we go through this one?”
“Alex, baby…” she felt him sigh against her ear “…yes. As if I could stop you.”
“Excellent.” Instantly she was headed back to the cockpit and strapping in. She rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck. “No time to waste.”
She gunned the engine straight into the middle of the ring—
—the sensation of vertigo was overpowering. The world literally flipped downward ninety degrees. 
It wasn’t in her head, either. The axes of the world did shift, the proper loci of ‘up’ and ‘down’ moving to points off-kilter to where they previously resided.
“Woah….” Her hands came up to grip her head, as if to make sure her brain remained inside it. She spun to Caleb, eyes wide. “Are we good?”
“I have no idea.” His head shook roughly. “Check it out, the scenery’s no different here.”
She peered out the viewport. Indeed, nothing but endless blackness. She was almost getting used to it. 
“The TLF wave continues, apparently in a straight line…the way everything shifted, I can’t be positive. But let’s see where it leads.”
Where it led was an exact replica of the colossal, electric blue portal they had believed the ‘master’ portal. The ring emitted more TLF waves in three stacked semicircles. 
But it wasn’t more waves. It was the same waves, only the order and repetition had changed. Now, the wave they followed was the final horizontal one to the left along the fan-like distribution. ‘Their’ wave was located halfway past center. 
“If we follow our frequency, we’ll end up back where we were, won’t we?”
“In our lobby? Likely at a different point. Probably the termination point of one of the waves which were at either end…because this is some kind of elaborate, interlocking tunnel network.” 
She exhaled harshly. “Fifty-one lobbies…each one containing a portal opposite the master one that leads to a universe. Fifty-one universes…I don’t suppose you could tell me a couple of those inspiring ideas you had?”
He gazed out the viewport. “Mesme believes humans have the potential to ‘deliver the very answers’ they seek. What do you think it is they’re looking for?”
“I imagine the same answers we’re looking for: What’s the meaning of life, of our existence? Is this all there is? Do we have souls which live on after death? Does a higher power exist? What’s the—” 
He leapt out of the chair and hurried through the cabin. “We need to go back.”
“I agree we do, but what—”
He was fishing around in his pack, previously tossed in the corner for eventual unloading, and came out with one of the tech repulsion orbs. 
“We need to destroy that ship factory, and I know how we can do it.”
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ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

NEW MAYA HAS CEASED COMMUNICATIONS as of fourteen minutes ago.
Mia bit back a frown as she dumped the contents of the grocery bag on the counter and fished her pack out of the closet. “Thank you, Meno. Keep me updated.”
I always do.
The MREs, energy bars and nutrient-fortified drinks had cost a small fortune. She should have acquired them last week before the entire galaxy knew about the aliens. Now merchants were taking full advantage of the steadily elevating panic. 
She couldn’t decide whether it was blatant extortion or shrewd capitalism at work; she’d forked over the credits regardless. The time for taking a stand on high-minded philosophical principle had long since passed.
The news feed had burst to life as soon as she’d entered the house. She increased the volume so she was able to hear it while she went into the bedroom to collect some clothes. Her prior emergency pack was now graduating to a full-scale long-term survival pack.
“I’m honored to welcome Earth Alliance Prime Minister Brennon, Senecan Federation Chairman Vranas and all the representatives of their governments to Romane, though I deeply regret the circumstances which have brought you here. Romane values its role as a peaceful, prosperous independent world. I hope the spirit of our colony can help you reach a place of mutual respect and understanding and guide you to your own peace.”
She chuckled a little to herself—two…no, three comfortable work pants—at Ledesme’s grand speech. The governor executed a masterful stroke when she volunteered Romane to serve as the host for this Peace Summit. Coupled with her generous sharing of their analysis of the alien ships with both sides, in a matter of days the governor had increased Romane’s standing exponentially. Mia might have helped a tiny bit.
The Summit almost hadn’t happened here, for one simple reason: the aliens were close. But their progress west was slowing. New Maya wasn’t located appreciably farther west than other colonies which had already fallen. Romane sat nearly a day closer to both Seneca and Earth than the sole viable alternative, Atlantis, and there was no time to waste. Four tanks, one turtleneck, a pullover….
She wasn’t running but she was preparing. As thanks for her efforts in this whole disaster the governor had offered her a seat on the administration’s transport should a full-scale evacuation be ordered. Mia felt extremely grateful but was also cognizant of the frequent fate of best-laid plans. 
Romane would not evacuate unless and until there remained no other choice, and by that point chaos was certain to have descended. The bag she was packing would serve her well enough wherever the transport ended up but would also serve her well if she never made it off the planet.
She was glad the bureaucrats managed to see past their narrow perspectives and realize they needed to put aside imagined differences and work together before everyone died. Whether the changes of heart had come in time to prevent everyone from dying remained to be seen. She was glad Caleb, and Alex, had been cleared of wrongdoing; Alex’s mother was even attending the Summit. She’d be more glad once she heard from him. Them. One of them, preferably both.
But she couldn’t waste energy and brain power worrying about Caleb and his girlfriend. She needed to worry about her own survival now.
She tossed a basic toiletries kit in the pack and closed it, then took it to the front door, set it against the wall and straightened up. “Meno, I’m coming to you. I want to run through some simulations on the aliens’ movements.”
“Romane will proudly stand side-by-side with a united humanity to meet these—”

“—invaders with the full might and skill of the human race. Thank you.” 
Miriam ticked off the seconds until she could exit the public spectacle and get to work. 3…2…1…. She stood, acknowledged Brennon’s nod—a signal his directives had not changed during Governor Ledesme’s speech—and headed for a far smaller conference room down the hall.
The Summit was being held at the Carina Center on Romane. She almost wished she had the luxury of relaxing, for it was by far the most elegant, modern convention facility she had ever visited. The view outside the shuttle during the brief flight from the spaceport had suggested that much of the city exhibited a similar level of class. 
She decided if they somehow survived this invasion, when the war was over she would take a…va-ca-tion. The word rolled strangely in her mind. And her…vacation…would be to Romane.
But right now she would do her job, because if she didn’t the facility and the city which supported it were likely to soon be a pile of smoldering rubble.
Field Marshal Gianno had managed to beat her to the conference room. If the Summit went on for longer than a day she’d need to discover how the woman had done so. They had spoken twice via holo in the last two days but had never met in person. 
There was no procedure for formalities between officers of equivalent rank from opposing militaries, so she merely offered her hand in what remained a universal greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, Marshal Gianno.”
The woman grasped her hand crisply and peered past Miriam’s shoulder. “It’s only us, correct?”
“For the moment, I believe so.”
Gianno pulled out a chair and sat. “Call me Eleni, then. We have time for nothing else.”
“So we do not. And it’s Miriam.” She took the seat across from her counterpart. “In that vein, I propose we simply assume the politicians will reach a peace deal—for if they do not I shall murder them myself—and move forward as if they’ve done so. As you so eloquently put it, we have time for nothing else.”
“I agree.” Gianno placed a small square module on the desk and activated it; multiple screens burst to life in the space above the table. 
“We haven’t yet engaged the alien ships as you did—or anyone who may have done so has not made it out alive to share their experience. But we have had some success capturing information using long-range reconnaissance squads.
“Our latest intel indicates four superdreadnoughts each at Hadron and Midgard and six at Dair. Eight ships left New Riga seventeen hours ago, as well as four from Lycaon a few hours later. Neither group could be tracked at superluminal speeds. We’re monitoring for them at Brython, Nystad and Elathan. And, obviously, Seneca.”
Miriam shared similar information: forty-four ships currently attacking six worlds and a minimum of sixteen in transit from colonies whose decimation had been accomplished. They both settled back in their chairs to contemplate what in the aggregate made for the beginnings of real, hard intel.
“So on average it’s taking the aliens two days and four ships to eradicate a world of 50,000, five days and six ships for a population of 100,000, and at least one week and considerably more ships for anything larger.”
“They haven’t departed Messium yet, then?”
“No. Though by this point there can’t be much left for them to demolish so I expect they will depart within hours. We destroyed two and damaged three superdreadnoughts in the battle, as well as around two hundred of the swarmers, but it was only a fraction of the force they fielded.”
“Impressive though, especially considering your ships couldn’t talk to one another and coordinate their tactics.”
Miriam looked across the table in surprise. “Has no one told you? We can talk to one another.”

The peace deal was brokered in less than four hours. 
A formal cessation of hostilities was signed by the politicians on the spot and a bare-bones treaty approved subject to the respective legislatures’ passage, which was expected by the next morning. 
Military forces were ordered to withdraw from all Alliance-Federation conflict zones. Under the circumstances the vast majority of those forces were then ordered either east or to the Sol or Senecan stellar systems. 
In a somewhat unexpected turn of events, Desna’s fate was to be left to the Desnans themselves. The colonists were to hold a referendum within the week choosing whether to rejoin the Alliance, stay part of the Federation or go it alone as an Independent. Conventional wisdom said they’d return to the Alliance, but the Federation occupation had not been a harsh or violent one and some commentators conceded it might go a different way. 
Over the course of the four hours it took to hammer out the treaty, Miriam and Eleni’s meeting gained more attendees, in person and via holo. Freed of conflicting objectives and at last facing a single front in a single war—even if that front extended for more than six kiloparsecs—it only remained for the two most powerful women in the galaxy to do the impossible: formulate a strategy for defending against, facing and ultimately defeating the enemy.
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THE TRIENE HEADQUARTERS COMPLEX was utilitarian. Functional. Brutally efficient.
The decor wasn’t drab by any objective measure, though it lacked a certain refined style Olivia preferred. Still, she had to concede it likely got the job done well enough.
She strode through the…she’d call it offices, but in reality it was a hybrid command center / manufacturing plant / storage facility…exuding enough authority to ward off most interference. 
Those who didn’t recognize her and felt confident enough to assert dominance were, in most cases, restrained by those who did recognize her. There was one unfortunate incident involving a security guard. He should heal sufficiently, assuming a decent med kit lay in close proximity.
The trek over had been marked by far greater hazards. The streets were nothing less than bedlam, descending toward riotous. 
New Babel represented one of the westernmost colonies in settled space and had become the default destination for every less-than-upstanding citizen in the galaxy fleeing the aliens. This was a problem. The colony maintained a rudimentary but delicate ecosystem, and it was currently being upended by the influx of tens of thousands of new people, many of them lacking basic manners and most of them carrying no obligations to restrain their behavior. The lack of a single organized security force, long an asset, was rapidly becoming a liability.
Aiden was waiting on her when she reached the atrium of his suite. He doubtless would have been notified of her approach by multiple people. 
He leaned on the door to his inner office, his arms crossed in feigned casualness over his chest. His eyes were guarded and he was not smiling. She expected no less; she had arrived unannounced and uninvited. Here in his domain, she was for all intents and purposes an enemy.
“Ms. Montegreu. I’d say this is a surprise, but you know it is and intended it as such.”
She shrugged with equally feigned dismissiveness. “There wasn’t an opportunity to arrange otherwise.” Mindful of their audience of a secretary, two lieutenants and three enforcers, she maintained a respectful distance. “May we speak in private?”
Instead of answering her, Aiden jerked his head in the direction of two of the enforcers. 
As they approached her she offered up a Daemon and a gamma blade. “I needed to protect myself on the way over. If you’ve been outside in the last several days, you’re aware the streets are inordinately dangerous.”
“Understood. Your weapons will be returned to you when you depart.”
“Thank you, Mr. Trieneri.” She was going so very far out of her way to pay him the proper deference in front of his employees. It was revolting.
He only mostly suppressed a smirk as he gestured toward his office. “After you, Ms. Montegreu.”
She stepped inside, then turned in time to see him tap a panel as the door closed. Surveillance shielding, she thought. That damn well better be all it was.
“What are you doing here, Olivia?”
She positioned herself on the edge of his desk. “It’s the end of days, Aiden. I can’t simply want a good lay?”
That earned her a chuckle despite his attempt to be gruff. “Of course you can—but you don’t. Not right now.”
“And how do you know?”
He swiftly crossed the space between them, dropping his hands on the desk on either side of her and bringing his lips within centimeters of hers. “When you want sex, I know it from ten meters away. Now? You don’t smell horny.”
Her pulse quickened at the danger of his closeness. He had handed over no weapons, naturally. “Fuck you, Aiden.”
“Ha. Maybe later?” He retreated to the center of the room and returned his arms to his chest. “I’ll ask you one more time, Olivia, then I’ll have you escorted out. What are you doing here?”
“You might have heard, aliens are attacking—” she held up a hand to forestall his retort “—and I assume you no more want civilization to be annihilated than I do. It’s bad for business. Therefore, I’m here to propose a temporary truce between our organizations.”
His expression was completely unreadable. He was good at masking his emotions, assuming he had any. “A truce?”
“Until the aliens are dealt with or we all suffer horrific deaths, whichever happens first. Neither of us should be wasting valuable resources competing against—and in some cases fighting—one another when those resources are needed to defend ourselves.”
He considered her a moment. “There’s more to it.”
She scowled, disturbed by the notion he may be able to read her better than she assumed. “I have an arrangement with elements of the Alliance and Federation governments. Because I don’t wish the human race to become extinct, I’ve agreed to assist them in several respects.”
“You’re working for the authorities? I have a great deal of difficulty believing that.”
“As do I. Nevertheless, desperate times, desperate measures. I’m providing useful supplies to aid in the war effort.”
“And?”
“And I want you to join me in aiding them.”
His eyes narrowed precipitously. “You’re serious.”
“While I easily have access to anything and everything they will need, I admit your organization has its strengths in specific areas. Those strengths could benefit said war effort.”
He did smirk this time, a dark and malicious countenance which reminded her he was, in point of fact, not a nice man. “Olivia, are you asking for my help?”
She shoved off the desk and charged past him toward the door. “This was clearly a mistake. Don’t expect to hear from me again.”
His hand shot out to grab her and wrench her against him. His stare bored into her, only shifting briefly to glance at the blade she now had pressed to his neck. She didn’t acknowledge the gun digging into her side. 
Then his mouth crushed into hers. She met it with equal force.
When he pulled back a fraction, a thin trail of blood dribbled down his neck. She hadn’t meant to cut him; he had moved too fast. Such were the risks in their game. 
“Olivia. Are you asking for my help?”
“I’m asking for you to help save the galaxy. I realize ‘saving’ anything or anyone isn’t something either of us make a habit of doing, but in this instance it is in our best interest to do so.”
The blade still rested at his neck; she hadn’t yet been given a reason to remove it. “Aiden, don’t lose your business and yourself to this rising tide of chaos. Grab hold of this opportunity with me and we will both emerge stronger and more powerful. We can rebuild civilization atop the ruins. We can reshape the structure of society to our advantage. All we have to do is help them win.”
Ever so slowly a mischievous smile pulled his lips upward. “I do enjoy it when you talk dirty to me.”

ATLANTIS
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Matei reclined in his chaise and sipped on a Polaris Burst cocktail. 
The afternoon sun warming his skin sparkled on the crystal blue waters and turned the sand to glittering glass. His mood was as light as everyone else’s on Atlantis was dark. The resort world hummed a chromatic vibrato, a dissonant transition portending the coming doom. Gone was the carefree excess and easy joy of a people at the height of civilization who believed themselves invincible.
There existed two kinds of people still gracing the beaches of Atlantis. One was composed of families with young children. The parents worked desperately to preserve their children’s innocence for one more minute, one more day. They built sandcastles and frolicked in the shallow waters and beamed at the young ones’ cackles of delight, but terror etched grim lines into their faces. Sunglasses hid the paralyzing fear haunting their eyes.
The other, more numerous kind consisted of those who had decided they were going to exit the universe drunk or high, and often both. Alcohol poisoning or a non-neural chimeral overdose would be all but impossible for anyone wealthy enough to afford to be on Atlantis in the first place, thanks to genetic modifications and regulating cybernetic subroutines…but that wasn’t stopping them from trying. They came from all age groups and near as he had been able to determine, all professions. 
Individuals reacted in any number of ways to extreme stress and, relatedly, to impending death. A non-negligible percentage of people reacted in a manner which could be summed up by, ‘Screw it, I’m going out in style!’
Atlantis security was doing its best to keep the two groups separated, but he’d witnessed several bizarre encounters between desperate, frayed parents and persons who were quite obviously out of their minds. 
The rules of civilized society were beginning to break down, and on this world where excess and debauchery were encouraged and even celebrated, the first cracks in the wall were on stark display.
He smiled pleasantly and wound his hands behind his head on the chaise. The news feed scrolling on his whisper provided a tableau of destruction and mayhem overlaid upon the bright waters and cerulean skies. The contrast pleased him—
You are too far west to do your job.
He took another sip of his drink. And he had thought the chess game over with the death of Aguirre and general collapse of the man’s little conspiracy. Alas. 
“Is there something you require of me, Hyperion?”
Caleb Marano and Alexis Solovy will soon return. They must be eliminated.
“Very well, though I don’t see the point. They no longer represent a threat to the human war, seeing as there no longer is a human war.”
They represent a threat to us. Eliminate them.
Matei gave no overt reaction, but his curiosity piqued. The alien was always enigmatic and often baffling, but it had never before been…testy. He felt the need to prod at the weak spot. Explore it a bit. “How could two insignificant humans represent a threat to you?”
They traversed our portal.
So that was where they went. He was glad he hadn’t wasted much time or effort searching for the pair and instead waited for the intel to come to him. “Interesting, but I’m still not clear how this makes them a threat to you?”
They traversed our PORTAL. They have seen us. They have conversed with us. They have acquired knowledge of us.
Glimpsed the man behind the curtain, did they? He wondered what had been revealed, what the secret might be the aliens remained so desperate to protect. Sadly he didn’t expect either Marano or Solovy to consent to tell him before he killed them. 
“Understood. I’ll travel to Romane. From there I’ll be well positioned to move. Besides, there aren’t many places left farther east which still have functioning spaceports.”
This is acceptable. If our units do not eliminate them on their return, we will inform you of their location.
“Your ‘units’?”
Our machines. 
“You know, if you’re so anxious to have Marano and Solovy dead, why don’t you simply kill them yourself while you have them on your side of the portal?”
Absurd. We grew beyond such barbarism aeons ago.
He glanced at the vid of the alien ships battering New Maya playing on his whisper. “All evidence to the contrary.”
Your meaning eludes me.
“You’ve killed over forty million people in the last three weeks. Seems to me you’re rather adept at killing.”
No. The machines kill. We do not kill.
“The instrument a killer employs in the act does not kill. The killer kills.”
Spare me your childish logic. You will receive the targets’ location soon.
Then the alien was gone. 
Matei took a final sip of his drink, breathed a long sigh tainted with regret and stood. It appeared his vacation was at an end, or at a minimum an interlude.
Though his alien contact had always conveyed the impression of being evolved to a ‘higher’ level of existence, he’d never bought it and now his suspicion had been confirmed. Hyperion exhibited impatience, irritation and, most interestingly, fear. 
The aliens were fallible after all. They were flawed. Of course everyone was flawed, if they believed themselves alive. It was a defect of the condition.
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IT WAS EARLY MORNING IN VANCOUVER when the EAS Orion docked. A bright dawn sun gleamed outside, so far as Noah could tell through the occasional viewport he passed on the way to disembark.
A shuttle would be waiting on them for the trip to wherever EASC Headquarters was located. They were scheduled to meet some important people before handing over the data and materials to other, different important people who would dissect it and study it to determine how yet other important people might use it to fight the aliens.
He was twitchy, approaching nervous. He wanted to help, but having succeeded in getting valuable intel into hands he hoped were the right ones, he didn’t see any particular way he could. And this was not his gig. 
He made his living as a black-market tech dealer and a smuggler. He did not belong inside the heart of Alliance military command, even if his genes suggested otherwise. 
The security databases shouldn’t have him flagged for immediate arrest, but anyone who looked closely stood a good chance of realizing he was not precisely an upstanding Alliance citizen. Still, since he hadn’t as of yet found the opportunity to flee he would play it cool until he did.
He had hardly seen Kennedy at all in the three day trip. She had been in Medical, after which she’d huddled with Colonel Jenner and some techies studying and organizing the data and material they had. That was followed by conferences with other—or perhaps the same—important people. And if she was anything like him, he assumed she had slept a great deal. 
He’d nearly decided whatever attraction or connection he imagined had sparked between them had in reality consisted of nothing more than adrenaline and fear spiking in a life-or-death situation.
Then she stepped out of the lift.
Naturally all traces of dirt and blood had been excised from her person. Her hair now shone an almost luminescent golden blond and hung in soft curls over one shoulder and down her back. Her face was scrubbed clean and other than a tiny scratch on her forehead glowed the color of honey. Sea green eyes sparkled beneath minimal but flattering makeup. She wore form-fitting workout pants and a navy Alliance t-shirt. Borrowed clothes he imagined, but on her they may as well have come straight out of a couture house. 
She carried herself with the kind of confidence that only came from a lifetime of true wealth and privilege. But she was beaming and as vivacious as he’d ever seen her.
He was so royally fucked.
“Noah!” She jogged across the bay and grabbed him in a fierce hug. “I’ve hardly seen you. I was getting worried.”
He shrugged mildly and forced himself to take a step back. “I’ve been around, skulking about and hoping no one noticed me. Made a couple of friends down on the lower decks.”
“Well—” An officer indicated for them to follow him to the shuttle, cutting off further conversation. 
The trip was short, so much so he would have rather walked. Three-plus days on a military ship, even a cruiser, had left him feeling vaguely claustrophobic and itching for fresh air. It looked to be very pleasant outside. 
He’d visited Earth several times, but never Vancouver. It seemed nice. Cool, green and shining. Though they were on a military base, it seemed peaceful. Parsecs away from the hell that had been Messium.
Upon exiting the shuttle it was a few steps to a lift and then a lobby sporting tight security. Still having no opportunity to flee, he tensed through two separate checkpoints and didn’t relax until they stood on yet another lift. Kennedy gave him a nudge. 
“We’ll be meeting with the research team in a few minutes but the Chairwoman of the EASC Board wants to see us, so we’re going up there first.”
“Terrific.” This must be his worst nightmare…well, second worst after Messium anyway.
The lift finally stopped and their escort showed them into a conference room. Military officers were scattered around the room engaged in conversations. 
Kennedy bolted for a woman wearing admiral’s bars and reviewing a handheld screen at the front of the room. When she reached the woman they embraced warmly. 
“Miriam, it is so good to see you again.”
Terrific. It wasn’t enough she was on a first-name basis with the captain of their cruiser, she was also on a first-name basis with the leader of the Alliance Armed Forces. He was so far out of his league it bordered on absurdity. 
What had he been thinking? He shrank against the wall and tried to be invisible.
“Kennedy, I can’t tell you how happy I am you made it off Messium unharmed. Have you heard from Alexis?”
“Not since a few days after the bombing, I’m afraid.”
“Do you have any idea where she is?”
He saw Kennedy’s face darken under a somber frown. “Miriam…they went through the portal.”
The admiral’s expression, formerly warm but composed, collapsed into despair. Her eyes briefly squeezed shut and he noted her chest heave from a deep sigh. “When?”
As near as he’d managed to piece together, Caleb was dating Kennedy’s best friend, with whom he had discovered the aliens in the Metis Nebula, tried to warn everyone, gotten framed for terrorism for the effort, and fled through the aliens’ portal in search of answers. He knew the guy lived on the edge, but damn.
“A little over two weeks ago. I think they hoped to learn where the aliens came from, or who they are, or what they want. Anything that would help.”
The woman nodded deliberately and appeared to forcibly put herself back together. Her shoulders rose and a formal guise descended over her features. “At least it means the reason she’s unreachable isn’t because she’s…well. You’ll contact me the second you hear from her, won’t you?”
“Absolutely. Let’s not dwell on it right now—but I want you to know something. The last time I saw her she said she trusted you to not let her problems interfere with your ability to defend against the aliens. She trusted you to protect us until she could return. She may not tell you that herself, but I will.”
Kennedy shifted her bearing then, and he could no longer discern the woman’s expression. But her voice was far more hesitant than before. “Thank you. Thank you for telling me.”
“Of course. Do you—oh! Before we discuss the communications issues, I need to tell you about this new metal Alex created. The strength and conductive properties are off the charts. We should be using it to repair our ships. We should be using it to build our ships.”
He closed his eyes and let the conversation fade to the background. He didn’t belong here. He needed to go. 
Where, he didn’t know. Just because Caleb had been cleared of the bombing didn’t mean Zelones wasn’t still gunning for him. The organization tended to hold grudges. It surprised him when for the briefest second he thought about going home…but he couldn’t. Besides, Aquila lay to the east and was liable to be hit by the aliens any day now. He was not going through that again. 
Atlantis? A lounge chair and a steady supply of tropical drinks sounded pretty good about now. 
He groaned under his breath. He couldn’t exactly sip frozen cocktails on a beach while the entirety of civilization was under assault, could he? Screw his pain in the ass conscience…. 
Demeter was close; he’d been told it was an attractive place. Maybe he’d find out.
He reopened his eyes for a last glimpse of Kennedy. She remained deeply engrossed in conversation with her admiral friend and plainly in her element. He had gotten her safely home. He felt good about that. It would have to be enough. 
He swallowed hard and slipped out the door.

Noah had almost reached the end of the long hallway when her shout echoed behind him. “Hey!”
Before he could stop himself he was turning in the direction of Kennedy’s voice.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“Eh….” He found he was ambling back down the hall even as his brain screamed at him to amble the other way. “I don’t really do military, so I thought I’d go on and head out. I’m glad I was able to help you get here, though. Good luck with the aliens, and if we survive this feel free to look me up on your next vacation.”
“Good luck with the aliens? You are such a prick.”
He finally succeeded in slowing to a stop five meters from her. “Yeah, I am. I thought you’d figured that out by now.”
“Stay.”
“What? Why?”
Her brow furrowed up, as if it constituted the lamest question she had ever heard. “Because I like you. You’re handy to have around.”
Oh, hell, no. “Listen, I am not your ‘beck and call’ boy.”
“Would you…consider it?”
“Consider it?” He laughed; it sounded harsh to his ears. “Thank you for making this easy. Forget what I said. Don’t look me up on your next vacation. Nice knowing you, Blondie.” 
He threw a dismissive wave in her direction and pivoted to leave.
“Noah, wait. I didn’t mean consider being my…’beck and call’ boy, whatever that is. I meant consider staying.”
His mouth contorted into a grimace, but his body turned in her direction once more.
Vivid green eyes glittered with what seemed a lot like hope. “For a while? See what happens?”
Dammit. Dammit, dammit, dammit. He gathered up his last sliver of fortitude and brandished a pale imitation of his most dashing smile. “Thanks for the offer, but I need to get out of here.” 
He spun so he wouldn’t have to know whether the hope disappeared and hurried down the hallway—
—and found himself shoved against the wall. Kennedy’s hands wound into his hair and her lips hovered a breath from his. 
“You are the most infuriating, confounding man I have ever met, and you damn well better not run away from me.” 
Then her mouth was on his. She was the single most delicious luxury he had ever tasted. Ambrosia soaked in champagne couldn’t hope to compare.
Wealthy heiress, talented engineer, friend to admirals, spirited, determined survivor with a heart of gold. What in the devil’s name was he getting himself into? 
His arms encircled her waist as he suddenly felt the intense desire to make sure she didn’t run away from him. 
When she finally allowed him to come up for air, he remembered how that dashing smile worked for real. “I guess I don’t have any really pressing engagements….”
Her eyes searched his as if she was trying to decide whether more extreme measures would be required. “So you’ll stay then?”
Oh yes. He nodded. “I’ll stay.”
Her face lit up with a radiance that was definitely the most enchanting sight he had ever seen. 
He was so royally, gloriously fucked.
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”
Caleb glanced up at her from the floor, where he had spread the orbs he had liberated, a signal scope, two crates of non-perishables and his sword. “I am going to crack one of these babies open and figure out how to switch it on.” 
He secured one of the orbs between the crates, picked up the sword, eyeballed the angle once and swung.
“Ahh!” Alex leapt back as the crates skidded in opposite directions across the cabin. But they had done their job, and on the floor lay two pieces of the orb, sliced clean in half.
He tossed a smirk in her direction and picked one of the sections up. “See? It worked.”
“Caleb, you can’t turn it on inside the ship! It’ll rip us to shreds. Oh….” She crouched down next to him. “Mesme was right, you know. You are an astoundingly clever man.”
When he saw the glint in her eyes he briefly considered tearing her clothes off right there in the middle of the floor. Regrettably they were short on time, especially considering they were currently drifting around in some other universe’s lobby. 
“I am, or I will be if I can puzzle out how to turn it on. You know, without actually turning it on.”
She settled fully onto the floor beside him and curled her legs beneath her. “The factory was mammoth in size. We have, what, four of these—or three if this one’s wrecked? Do you really think it’ll be enough?”
“That field threw the Siyane four hundred kilometers in under a second. It’ll be enough.” He paused, identifying a possible flaw in the plan. “You do have remote sensors or probes or something launchable on board, don’t you?”
In the corner of his vision she rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “Yes, I have a couple of those.”
“Good. Now I suspect these little guys were supported by one another and the larger field being generated, like an interlocking lattice. When I removed each of them from their slot in the network, they shut down. So we need to either simulate the connection, or trick it into believing the field is active.”
“I think tricking it is the more viable option, for it and my ship.”
“Probably.” He studied the internal layout of the orb. Physically it was nothing like any circuitry a human would or ever had designed, but it was circuitry. Strands of a form of photal fiber wove in intricate patterns, interconnected at nodes and fed into a tiny euhedral crystal in the center. 
The question now was which one maintained the power signal. He disconnected the strands from the crystal and grabbed the scope.
“Caleb….”
“It’s fine. I’ve disconnected the power source. It can’t switch on now.” He touched the probe tip to each strand and studied the readouts. Most of the results were crazy complicated, but he was searching for the one which was a simple on/off. 
On the second-to-last strand, he found it.
He exhaled, relieved. No way should this have rightfully worked. Then he gave Alex an imploring gaze. “I need a few more tools.”

Identifying the nature of the signal which constituted ‘on,’ replicating it in the ship’s signaling system and attaching the orbs to one of the remote probes she used to take asteroid samples took an hour and change. Of course this was still an hour as it passed here, which meant in reality it took an eternity. But it was the best plan they had.
“Ready?”
He strapped into his cockpit chair. “Oh so ready.”
She retraced their path and reopened the portal back to their lobby. He braced himself against the expected vertigo as they flew through, but it was still dizzying to the point of nausea. 
Alex growled beside him and set a course for the ship factory, then stood. “I’ll be right back, I’m going to go vomit real fast.”
His hand shot out to grasp her arm. “Hey…you all right?”
She flashed him a weak smile, but her face had blanched. “Fabulous.” She no more looked fabulous than he imagined he did, but he nodded and let her go.
By the time she returned they had almost reached their destination. The factory loomed large in front of them, continuing its relentless construction of monstrous vessels. 
How many had it sent on their way to wreak destruction upon civilization while they were gone? Five? Ten? 
It wouldn’t be sending any more.
The ship decelerated to drift nearly a megameter distant. There was no way to predict how big the explosion was going to be, but any further away and the signal might not reach the orbs.
“Here goes everything….” She released the probe. 
Too small to see with the naked eye after a few dozen meters, they tracked it on the radar as it sailed toward the facility. None of the mechs noticed when the probe slipped through the scaffolding and inside. She halted its progress. 
“…and here goes everything else.” In the same way her ship sent the gamma waves to open the portals, at her touch the ship sent the signal to activate the orbs.
The reaction was instantaneous. Every gram of powered machinery—the mechs, the ships, the equipment used to assemble the ships—exploded outward from the probe’s location with the force of a supernova eruption.
“Not a safe distance!” Rather than maneuver in reverse she flipped the Siyane over and accelerated away. They observed the destruction in the rearcam visual until it seemed likely they wouldn’t be ripped apart by projectile spears then arced back around.
The entire expanse of space before them was littered in jagged shards of obsidian metal, none larger than ten meters in length. The extent of the destruction was awe-inspiring in its completeness.
Alex was cackling wildly, a hand in her hair and the other at her neck. “That was amazing! I bet—oh boy.”
The dramatic shift in her tone was enough to distract him from the scene outside the viewport. “Dare I ask?”
“Our vandalism has attracted attention. I’m guessing the attention of the ships which hadn’t yet made it to the Metis portal. Or the ships which were still searching for us. Or both.”
“Run for our portal?”
“Uh…no.” She zoomed the long-range radar so he could see the metric fuck-ton of red blips assembled between them and the gateway to Metis.
“More squid.”
“God I hope all those aren’t the big ones. But the alien ships can’t see us, correct? So maybe we just sneak quietly past them? That’s an outrageous number of ships, though. One mistake and we’re in smaller pieces than the factory.”
“Go through one of the other portals. Sneak past them for real.”
“This is a good idea.” Her eyes darted with unspoken thoughts; then the Siyane was in motion. “Let’s go back through the one we did earlier to hide and I’ll figure out which portal will dump us out closest to our own.”
Their destination was under a minute away and they quickly traversed the portal. The world wrenched around—it wasn’t getting any easier to experience—and they angled another two megameters into darkness. 
She stood and made her way to the data center, waving over her shoulder. “Can you stay and keep watch on the radar?”
“Yep.” He settled deeper in the chair. It was starting to break in nicely. He contemplated the blackness outside, and what it represented. It was enough—ten red blips materialized on the radar.
“Alex, I think they know where we went.”
“They must be alerted when we open portals. Will you fly while I work this out?”
No way had he heard her right. “Care to repeat that?”
She appeared beside his chair, rotating it until he faced her then leaning in to run a hand along his jaw and place a soft kiss on his mouth. “Fly my ship for me.”
He murmured against her lips. “I can do that.”
Then she was gone. He spun back to the HUD beaming like an idiot, desperate circumstances be damned. “So I’ll put some distance between us and these guys, but if they get too numerous I may need to traverse another portal.”
“Warn me first.” The plea sounded like it came through gritted teeth.
Creating distance from ships which were significantly faster than the Siyane wasn’t as easy as it sounded. The only factor in his favor was the pursuers didn’t know precisely where they were—a fact which would surely be causing their enemies much consternation had they possessed emotions.
It took time for their numbers to increase, but eventually this lobby grew thick with enemy vessels and his room to maneuver shrank to an untenable level. 
“Jumping.” He drew as close as he dared to the location of the chosen portal before opening it then flew straight through.
“Oh my god that sucks!”
He stifled a chuckle; it would be mean to poke fun at her genuine distress. “Got an ETA back there?”
“An hour or two.”
“What?”
“Forty seconds, if you’ll quit interrupting me.”
“Gotcha.” He had never slowed after exiting this time, creating a fair degree of distance before the first vessels began to follow them. And follow they did, relentlessly tracking prey they could not see.
“I’m jumping one more time so we have room to maneuver once we know where we’re headed.”
The warning elicited a distracted grumble. “I hate you.”
He smiled to himself. “No…no, you don’t.”
He braced himself and slung the ship through another random portal, choking down the bile forcing its way up his throat. His equilibrium wouldn’t be steady for days.
“Ugh…0.0449 Hz….”
“Great, but I’m—”
She fell into her chair and strapped in. “Never mind. I’ll find it. Keep flying.” The spectrum analyzer bloomed to dominate the left side of the HUD. “Head a bit to starboard, it’s at bearing N 12.3°. Maybe I should take over now.”
He removed his hands from the controls with dramatic flair. “The ship is yours.”
“Thank ya.” She meandered around until they located the desired TLF wave and settled atop it. 
“You realize what we’re about to do is geometrically impossible unless we’re traveling through more than three dimensions.”
Freed of duties for now, he shrugged. “The notion did occur to me. It didn’t seem relevant at the time.”
“Fair enough.” She eyed him without turning her head. “So when we get to our lobby I have a plan to get us past not only the ships here, but also those presumably waiting for us on the other side.”
“Am I going to like this plan?”
A corner of her mouth curled up. “Not in the slightest.”
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LIAM HAD A RAGING HEADACHE minutes after departing the transport. Or had the headache been plaguing him for hours now? He found he had trouble recalling. 
The trip had been interminable, and he’d lost track of the hours passing somewhere around the mid-way point. A portion of the trip he spent considering his plan, then planning the steps to follow. But long after all productive work was completed there had only remained the endless waiting to land.
And now that he at last stood on Fionava, the headache throbbed painfully against his brow. The planet was sickeningly pretty, painted in lavender and baby blue and plum. Oversized flowers and colored fauna were planted in every available space of the burgeoning city and a white sun shone so brightly he was forced to squint every time he dared glance out the levtram window. Hence the headache.
It was everything Deucali was not. This supposed beauty was purportedly the reason it had been chosen to host the Alliance Northwestern Regional Headquarters, but he couldn’t imagine any soldier worth their salt enjoying this place.
At least he wouldn’t have to tolerate it for long. He expected to be on a ship—a real ship—within the day. And he did not intend to return to this atrocious planet henceforth.
The levtram slowed as the base came into view ahead. It was built in the middle of a God-damned meadow. If he saw a soldier frolicking through the tulips, he was going to shoot them on sight. 
He closed his eyes to block out the meadow, and to ready himself. A vital facet of his plan consisted of him projecting absolute authority and a demeanor which brokered no questioning.
Then the doors opened and he walked brusquely forward. Passengers, mostly military, instinctively moved out of his way while tossing salutes in his direction. He ignored them to march purposefully to the security checkpoint.
The Warrant Officer looked through him without really seeing him as Liam placed his palm on the scanner. Presumably recognizing the identity which flashed on his screen, the officer’s gaze darted up, eyes wide. “Sir! General O’Connell! Apologies, sir. I wasn’t notified of your arrival. We…” the man frowned at the screen “…uh, sir, the system says EASC is requesting you report to Earth immediately.”
“Your orders are old, son. Everything’s been taken care of.”
“Yes, sir. If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll see to an escort for you.”
“Not necessary. I know the way.” He had never visited NW Headquarters before but had memorized the floor plan and layout on the eternal trip from Earth.
His first destination—before his presence began to stir everyone up—needed to be the Communications Center. While individuals handled most of their communications internally via the exanet, such a large volume of data flowed into and out of a Regional Headquarters that physical servers and specialized ware were employed to control, route and store the bulk of it. 
Bitterness ate at his gut like a festering ulcer. He didn’t trust ware or the nuts who created it and the necessity of using it peeved him to no end. But there were more important matters at stake now. Matters like duty. Pride. Vengeance. He would use whatever tools were required to further them.
An officer sitting at the monitoring station in the front room of the Communications Center scrambled up to snap a clumsy salute, noting the bars on the uniform but not him. It was for the best.
“Sir…uh…General? How can I help you?”
“I need access to your control room.”
“Yes, sir. What is this in regard to?”
“That’s classified, Lieutenant.”
The skinny young man screwed his face up, then worked to tamp down the expression. “Understood, sir. Do you require any assistance? The setup can be tricky and—”
“Negative.” He walked past the lieutenant and stood at the inner door in a manner indicating he expected it to open immediately. And so it did.
The small crystal disk he fished out of his pocket had cost him half a year’s salary paid to a woman so morally abhorrent he had showered twice after leaving her company. 
Her instructions were straightforward: locate the rectangular box, probably constructed of a brushed black metal and around two meters in length, with the most cables connected to it.

He found it along the left wall behind a bewildering maze of server racks and strange quantum cubes. Find the oval depression on the top and press it to open a physical data port. Somewhat to his surprise, it worked. 
Place the disk inside. When the screen pops up asking if you want to run the ware, select yes. Wait for the screen to state the routine has completed.
Ironclad military discipline enabled him to stand at parade rest while he waited, forcing the violent urge to beat his foot or trod in circles into submission. Seconds ticked by at a rate slower than glacier flow. 
He occupied the seconds by thinking about his father, about the shell-shocked, panicked look in his eyes when they laid his mother to rest. It was a look which had gradually hollowed over the months and years until it became an empty void.
The screen flickered as the words it displayed altered. Routine complete.
Remove the disk. Press the depression to close the port. Leave. Leaving he could most certainly do.
Foster’s office was located in the left rear corner of the Command building. He proceeded as rapidly as he dared, for under no circumstances should he seem panicked or draw attention to himself beyond what his uniform and physical build did. Even so, he was stopped twice on the way by officers he marginally knew. He spat out the prepared cover story and urged them on their way.
Two turns before Foster’s office he entered the Security Center and glared over the counter. “I need two MPs to accompany me.”
The sergeant on duty looked as if O’Connell was expected; likely the checkpoint officer had commed ahead to alert her of his presence. “Yes, sir.” She tapped the comm panel. “Jenkins, Ramirez, up front now.”
Seconds later two men appeared. Thankfully, they weren’t overly young. It increased the odds they wouldn’t wet themselves when ordered to take the action he intended to command. He nodded sharply. “Men, with me.”
They fell in on either side of him as he traversed the final two hallways, and the entourage arrived at their destination before the MPs were able to inquire as to what was going on.
The secretary gave a weak salute. “General O’Connell, welcome to Northwestern Regional Headquarters. General Foster is in a conference, but he—”
“I’m afraid this can’t wait. Open the door.”
“Sir—”
“Open the door. That’s an order.”
“Yes, sir.”
The door slid open to reveal a visibly startled General Foster. He dismissed the holos above his desk. “O’Connell, this is most unexpected. I was under the impression you had taken a leave of absence.”
And that was the key. The military leadership’s abhorrence of public scandal had led them to issue a cover story concerning his replacement on the EASC Board. The official word said he had resigned from the Chairmanship for personal reasons and taken an indefinite leave of absence from active duty; the request to return to Earth was ostensibly to wrap up technical matters. 
He believed solely Brennon, Solovy, Lange and Navick—and possibly Rychen, since the man had tied himself in knots kissing Solovy’s ass for the past two weeks—knew of the charges filed against him under seal. But he’d had no way to be certain until now whether the other Board members had been informed.
“Not any longer. They sent me out here to get this disgrace of a Regional back into shape. You are relieved of command pending a summary hearing. Officers, escort General Foster to a protective custody cell.”
Foster’s face flooded beet red until his jowls appeared as though they might burst. “You haven’t the authority—”
“But I do.” The MPs’ eyes veered from Foster to Liam and back again, wavering. “Don’t ask me to repeat myself, officers, lest I make an effort to remember your names in an unfavorable manner.”
The taller MP moved toward Foster. “I’m sorry, General. I’m afraid I have to take you into custody.”
“This is an outrage! I have a right to notice and a defense!”
The other MP succumbed to the peer pressure and joined his colleague at Foster’s side. “Sir, please come quietly or we’ll have to place you in restraints.”
Liam sneered malignantly. “Yes, Foster. Think of the morale of your men and women. It wouldn’t do for them to see you being dragged through the halls like a common criminal, now would it?”
Foster snarled at him ineffectually but acquiesced to the MPs urging him toward the door. As he passed, Liam clasped him on the shoulder. 
Foster shrunk away, but it didn’t matter. The purpose of the gesture was to place a small nanoweave on his uniform, one which scrambled the man’s outgoing comms so long as the jacket remained in a five meter vicinity, ensuring they never reached their intended audience. The garment would stay close to Foster for long enough, Liam hoped.
After they departed he roamed around the office, counting down the seconds until Foster would be far enough away to not trouble him further. When his mental timer hit zero he pivoted and headed back out, waving to the stunned secretary on his way by. “You’re dismissed. Go home for the day.” 
He allowed no one to distract him on this traversal of the Command building and was out the back door and headed to the hangar in less than thirty seconds.

Despite being surrounded by meadows, the sprawling hangar complex did present an impressive sight. The paint had barely dried it was so new; it made the forty-year-old complex on Deucali look regrettably drab by comparison.
It was also a hotbed of activity, with soldiers bustling around hauling in gear and supplies and foodstuffs and mechanics effecting repairs. Most of NW Command had been recalled in anticipation of shipping out east. The Second Crux War was over and there were aliens to fight.
The chaos was going to aid him, though the notion of Solovy throwing the entire Earth Alliance military at a bunch of aliens irritated him greatly. He shuddered to think of how the Southwestern Headquarters was surely being stripped bare and left a ghost town. Were he back on Deucali he’d put a stop to it, but there were more important matters at stake now. 
Five cruisers were docked end-to-end along the far left side of the hangar. The Akagi hung at the front of the line. But first things first. He sent a message to the captain of the Yeltsin and began making his way down the long double-row of frigates.
The XO of the Yeltsin was reviewing stocking reports with the master sergeant beneath the hull. He caught Liam’s approach out of the corner of his eye and snapped a salute, which Liam returned. 
“General O’Connell, it’s an honor to see you again. I didn’t realize you were on-base.”
“Good to see you, too, Major.” Major Peltski had been stationed on Deucali four years earlier, doing a two-year stint in Space Logistics. He was a competent officer and Liam had gotten along with him as well as he was capable of getting along with anyone. More importantly, Peltski was a follower. He could carry out even difficult orders with efficiency and skill but displayed little in the way of initiative or ambition.
“Peltski, I’m here with good news. Your captain received a reassignment as XO of the Brandenburg. You’re receiving a field promotion to Lt. Commander. The Yeltsin is yours.”
“Sir, I…I don’t know what to say. Thank you, sir.”
The other key facet of his plan was very simple, and the most basic of all rules in the military: subordinate officers did not question the orders of generals. It had been true for millennia and was no less true today. 
“You deserve it, Lt. Commander. When will you be ready to ship out?”
“Another hour, hour and a half tops.”
“Excellent.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m here on top secret orders from the Prime Minister and EASC Board. I need the Yeltsin to accompany the Akagi on a secret mission. You’ll receive the details once we’re spaceborne.”
Peltski regarded him solemnly. “I understand, sir. It will be an honor to serve with you.”
“I appreciate it. Now if you’ll excuse me, much to do and little time to do it in. Make sure you are out of dock by 1430.”
He pivoted and continued down the row, grimacing from the effort being so hideously cordial for such a length of time and from the thought of having to do it a second time in mere minutes.

Liam barreled up the ramp to the Akagi. The captain of the Chinook had been dispatched to the third cruiser and a sympathetic XO, Major Charlton, similarly promoted. Now for the final step in this initial phase. 
He was met at the hatch by a female officer, though it didn’t appear intentionally so. The woman was traversing the hall and spun in apparent shock at finding a general in the entryway.
“Name and rank, Marine.”
“Captain Brooklyn Harper, 1st NW MSO Platoon, on loan to the Akagi, sir.”
He reminded himself to be polite. Those serving on the ship would be under his command in tense circumstances, and it was best to not actively encourage disloyalty or disobedience. “Captain Harper, can you show me to the Commodore?” 
He saw her mouth twitch, though she quickly squelched it. Special forces types weren’t generally accustomed to being relegated to escort duty, but that was not his problem. “Yes, sir. Follow me.”
Commodore Tinibu met him at the door to the CO office, clearly having been alerted to Liam’s approach—presumably by Harper. His salute was grudging. “General, welcome to the Akagi. We’re busy getting ready to ship out, but what can I do for you?”
“I’m commandeering this ship for a special mission. You can go see General Foster about a reassignment.”
“Excuse me? Sir? We ship out in half an hour. It’s rather late to be changing mission parameters now. What is this mission regarding?”
“The details are above your pay grade, Commodore. Now, as you said, we are shipping out in half an hour. So if you’ll excuse me, I have a ship to captain.” With that he brushed past Tinibu and headed for the bridge.
Tinibu would ping Foster. Receiving no response, he would head to the Command building. No one would know where Foster had gone or why he couldn’t be reached. 
Liam would be in space long before anyone began to suspect something might be awry.

As Fionava’s sun receded in the edge-to-edge viewport and the blackness of space took its place, Liam retired to the CO office. Though there had been rampant confusion among the officers on board, the departure itself was executed with a minimum of drama. 
He drew in a readying breath and requested Peltski and Charlton on holo.
His expression was properly grave as he addressed them. “Gentlemen, I’m now able to fill you in on our mission. The Second Crux War isn’t as over as the media and official public statements may have led you to believe. The Prime Minister and the EASC Board have determined it is necessary to teach the Federation a lesson, one which will make them think twice about attacking us in the future.”
“But sir, I thought a peace treaty was signed?”
“It was, more or less, but our mission has nonetheless been approved at the highest levels. These actions are extremely clandestine. We will run dark, with no communications allowed beyond our three ships. Spies are everywhere, and if word leaks out too early then Seneca will be alerted to our plans. We can’t allow that to happen. Therefore, I’m implementing a full communications blackout beyond a four megameter radius, effective as of now.
“Our first target will be the Federation colony of New Cairo. Set a course.”



62
SIYANE
UNCHARTED SPACE

“YOU’RE INSANE.”
“It’ll work.”
“Which does not alter the fact that you are insane.”
Alex gave him her most beguiling smile. “You said that wasn’t a problem. In fact, you said it was one reason you thought I was, and I quote, ‘kind of amazing.’”
“I did. And I meant it. But the fact still remains.”
“Look. The rules of this place are the same as those in our galaxy. The laws of physics will hold.”
“And the portal itself?”
She worried at her lower lip. He didn’t give a damn what she said, the issue concerned her as well. “The portal, whatever it really is, shouldn’t be a problem. Since it’s our portal we don’t have to worry about the shift in axes. And if it is a problem, it’ll be a blip. Even if it knocks us out of superluminal, by the time it happens we’ll be parsecs away. Far enough.”
He found he was on his knees before her once more, and he didn’t care. Still, his chest tightened when she lowered herself from her chair to meet him as an equal.
“You realize we could die, simply by going through.”
She groaned as her forehead dropped to rest on his. “You’re seriously pulling out that line again? We’ll be fine. Promise.”
“I believe you.” He kissed her softly and let her go.
She climbed back in her chair, ran a hand down her hair, straightened her shoulders…and activated the sLume drive.
They were lined up for a straight shot through the portal. An army of ships approached from behind them and more waited on the other side. 
At speeds such as this there was no margin for error. Mere meters off and the warp bubble would graze the ring and they would be dead, though at least they’d probably take out the portal with them.
Their speed was so great they had no perception of traversing the portal or warping past the alien ships which lay in wait for them. But eventually they had traveled long enough to be either well outside the center of Metis or have missed the portal altogether and be somewhere else.
Eyes wide, she disengaged the sLume drive and engaged the impulse engine so they wouldn’t be a sitting target. As soon as the stars solidified around them she was a flurry of movement, checking readings and location.
Abruptly she sank back in her chair in winded laughter. 
“We’re okay?”
The laughter devolved into full-on giggles as she gazed over at him. “Holy shit, I can’t believe that actually worked.”
“What? You insisted it was a sure thing!”
“Are you kidding? I was terrified. I had no idea if it would work. I mean, I thought it would work—it should have worked—but it’s not like anyone’s ever done something like this before.”
They both stood at the same time, meeting in the middle of the cockpit. 
He chuckled against her lips. “God I love you, woman.”
“Good. Want to go save the galaxy?”
“Hell, yes. Where to first?”
“First we send a message. Someone needs to be told what we’ve done and quickly.”
“True. I’m not sure—”
“Hold on. Messages are pouring in, which means my little trick on the comm system worked.” She laughed in amusement. “What do you know, she did remember….” 
At his questioning stare she projected an aural. “It’s one of a hundred or so messages from her, but this one was marked ‘super-incredibly-seriously-urgent.’”
Alex,
You remember that project we did—well, you did—at university on quantum field interference? Well something similar is how the aliens are screwing up the exanet. Shield your comm unit; we’re shielding all of ours as fast as we can manage.
God I hope you’re alive.
— Kennedy
“I’m dying to find out what else is happening, but first to reply. Then we need to keep moving.”
Ken,
Way ahead of you. Also alive. We obliterated their      superdreadnought factory. Reinforcements will NOT be arriving anytime soon. Tell my mother. Tell someone. More later.
— Alex
He only vaguely noted when she sent the reply off, for his own messages were flowing into his head one after another in rapid succession. Like Alex there were many things he wanted to know, but one particular thing above all. Call him selfish…
…he exhaled as a surge of relief and adrenaline rushed through his veins. He sank against the half-wall and closed his eyes.
“You’ve been cleared?”
He must have been grinning. He reopened his eyes and doubled-down on the grin. “We both have. We’ll still be hunted by a fleet of alien ships and a horde of human traitors but we aren’t fugitives wanted for terrorism and murder.”
She wound her arms around his waist. “This is a start.”
“It is. Let’s go finish it.” 
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EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

DEVON JERKED AWAKE.
Wha…ah shit, he’d fallen asleep sitting at his cubbyhole desk. He checked the time. Nearly midnight. “Emily’s gonna kill me….”
He unglued his right cheek from the desk and sank back in his chair, rubbing at blurry eyes. Ever since Annie had been cleared for full operation he’d been working almost nonstop. 
The bureaucrats were hyper-paranoid she was going to “get out” and kill them all—as opposed to the aliens who were already out and currently killing them all. They insisted on doubled and in some cases tripled security protocols. Protocols which were interfering with her logic subroutines and slowing down her analyses, which simply would not do. 
Aliens were spreading across settled space and leaders needed hard information yesterday. The orders had come from the highest whatever: make her more secure, while also making her faster.
Right. Got it. No problem.
Emily was going to kill him. The alien attacks had her nervous. Skittish. She possessed a creative mind and an artist’s view of the world. It made her a crafty hacker because she viewed problems from a different perspective, and also a beautiful painter, but an artist’s view of the world was not always rooted entirely in logic. She was frightened. He got that.
He stood and stretched, and only then realized what had awoken him. A message from Annie blinked in his vision. The priority coding vibration had jolted him out of his slumber.
“Errors are occurring in the communications network on Fionava.”
He opened a direct channel to her. “Annie, what kind of problems?”
“Messages and data are becoming garbled, cut off before completion, or not being sent or received at all.”
“It can’t be the aliens, can it? No way are they all the way over at Fionava?”
“Negative. The errors do not match the interference seen in the vicinity of alien ships.”
“Good. Talk to me. What’s your analysis?”
“Early investigation suggests an 87.6% likelihood a virus has infected the central communications network at the Regional Headquarters. Errors of varying severity are being introduced into the system at a multiplicative rate.”
“Can it get out? Is it in danger of infecting our communications here?”
“Unlikely. The corruption appears to be occurring at the Fionava node, whether it be incoming or outbound data.”
“Well that’s good. Still, pass a recommendation to Security to implement a firewall around Fionava. I’ll tell Tech to try to talk to Comms at the base on Fionava and figure out what’s up. Continue analyzing the network and see if you can identify the root problem, but don’t divert resources from determining where the aliens are going to kill us next.”
“Was that a joke?”
Annie retained mountains of data on human history, behaviors, conventions and mannerisms. Her internalization of the data showed itself sporadically and often at unexpected times, but more frequently every day. “Gallows humor. I mean, technically it is a more or less accurate statement of your directives.”
“Ah. I see. Though an alien offensive does not guarantee with 100% certainty the death of all humans.”
“Optimism—I like it.”
“Thank you. Instructions implemented.”
“Thanks, Annie. I need to go home for a few hours, but I’ll let Brigadier Hervé know about the problem. She’s in some super-secret meeting right now so it may be a few hours before she can issue you any new directives.” 
His voice dropped to a mumble as he ran a hand through disheveled hair. It was probably shooting in every direction like he was some loon. “Emily is going to kill me….”

“What do you mean, they’re not attacking?”
Rychen forwarded the images he was receiving to Vancouver and Cavare, and a few seconds later they materialized in a long row above the conference table. “I mean they’re not attacking. Eight Metigen superdreadnoughts are in high orbit above Pyxis. They arrived half an hour ago yet are making no move to launch an assault on the colony. Their orbit is, I’m sure quite deliberately, a single megameter outside the range of Pyxis’ small defense array.”
Prime Minister Brennon’s gaze ran across those present. “This is new behavior, correct?”
“Certainly it—”
Marshal Gianno finished conferring with a colleague and returned to her seat. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m now getting reports of similar behavior above Brython and Nystad.”
Miriam looked up sharply at that. 
She was situated in the largest conference room Logistics offered, simply because it was the only room large enough to accommodate so many holos. She had been reviewing the most recent data from ANNIE with Brigadier Hervé; they were considering—considering—allowing ANNIE and STAN to talk to each other. The firewalls and security protocols required to engineer such a conversation were going to be a nightmare to implement, which was one reason Hervé had been invited to the meeting. 
On the various holos were the combined civilian and military leadership of the Earth Alliance and Senecan Federation. The only person of note absent was General Foster, who was a no-show for unknown reasons.
The meeting had been in session for over two hours, but a number of the finer details had begun to be hammered out for their next steps. It was difficult going at first as disparate leadership styles and procedures and pecking orders had stumbled over one another and tension lingered among those who had been trying to kill each other mere days ago. But eventually the common threat had risen to dominate lesser concerns.
The two military forces wouldn’t be engaging in joint operations—not yet anyway and not unless it became a necessity. They had divided responsibility for protecting the independent colonies, though most had fallen under the Alliance’s purview based on pure geography. 
Seneca assumed responsibility for Pyxis, but when the alien—Metigen, she supposed—fleet finally departed Messium and headed to Pyxis the stealth reconnaissance platoon Rychen had left behind to monitor them followed. Evacuations had begun long before the aliens’ arrival, but with a population of nearly 200,000 and no Alliance infrastructure in place it was not a simple endeavor.
But the ships weren’t attacking.
Miriam shifted the marked-up settlement map to the center. A jagged, uneven line had been drawn to mark the advance of the aliens. It canted diagonally through the eastern third of settled space. The line currently sat 3.6 kiloparsecs from Earth but crept distressingly close to Seneca. 
She flagged the colonies where the aliens had adopted a holding pattern. “I’m checking Henan and Dresden. Both are on alert, but we need to know ASAP if they see similar behavior.”
Alliance Defense Minister Mori leaned forward in his chair. “Perhaps they’re pausing to regroup. We did inflict damage to them at Messium. They may move more cautiously going forward.”
Miriam shook her head; she noticed Gianno did the same. “But by arriving at these worlds they’ve announced their intentions. By waiting to attack, it’s almost as if they’re daring us to come try again.”
Rychen grumbled. “I concur. They’re taunting us, or trying to provoke us.”
The Federation Chairman, Vranas, signaled agreement. “Neither option means anything good.”
“Still, every minute they don’t attack is another minute more civilians can be evacuated. I say we take full advantage of the opportunity. There’s no guarantee we’ll get a second one.”
Miriam had to admire Brennon’s composure under incomparable pressure. From the moment he took the podium in the Assembly Chamber to accept his reinstatement to the Prime Ministership, he had remained focused, determined and cool-headed. Prior to the crisis she had believed him a competent leader but hadn’t spared much thought on the matter. Now though, she was glad he was in a position of authority, even if he might not be.
Gianno pursed her lips, an interesting glint in her eye. “It so happens I have the entire 2nd Wing of the Northern Fleet stationed half a parsec from Brython. STAN identified it as the most probable next target. Only four superdreadnoughts there. If we wanted to allow them to provoke us, say the word.”
Vranas shrugged. “Frankly, I like the idea. Let’s make it clear Messium wasn’t our final stand—it was our first one.”
The response to her query arrived, and she updated the map. “Dresden is reporting four Metigen ships have adopted an orbital pattern but are not taking any other action.”
“Well, that settles it. They’re making some kind of play. We should—”
We offer you a choice.
“What—”
“Did anyone else get that?”
“Who is this?”
It is not a difficult choice: survival or extinction.
The voice was in her head, but attached to no person or other identifier. Judging by the confused expressions and turmoil around the table, not solely in her head.
Your effort at your Messium colony was an admirable act of defiance worthy of respect, but do not be so foolish as to believe you possess any hope of stopping us. 
Brennon had projected his internal comm system so it could be heard by everyone. Nods around the table indicated it matched what they were receiving.
Our forces currently in your territory are but a fraction of those we are capable of wielding. Of those we will not hesitate to wield. Understand you are to us as a bug upon the ground. To flatten you requires but a thought and a step. Whether—
Chairman Vranas actually interrupted the alien. “Whoever you are, we have done nothing to you. We have not threatened or approached or offended you. We don’t know—”
Do not interrupt us again.
Miriam supposed the ‘or’ didn’t need to be stated. 
Vranas fell silent but didn’t appear chagrined. Instead he and Brennon exchanged a ponderous look. She’d gotten the sense they had taken a liking to one another at the Summit and was grateful for it now.
Whether we choose to extinguish the human species is up to you. Your choice is this: cease all expansion along the Scutum-Crux Arm in the Fourth Galactic Quadrant. Abandon all colonies beyond the parallel 48° 2.9kpcs distance from Earth. You may if you deem it worthwhile continue to explore your galaxy along the Sagittarius and Perseus Arms within the prescribed boundary. 
You are granted seven days’ time to withdraw all presence from the region east of the designated parallel. After such time, any excursion beyond this line will be viewed as an act of war. Any attempt to approach the Metis Nebula from the north will be treated likewise. 
Brennon waited until the break was clear before speaking up. “For how long? We can’t make promises for those a millennium in the future.”
For all time.
“And if we agree to your terms?”
We will recall our ships.
“That’s it? Do we have your commitment you won’t return at a later point? What if you simply change your mind?”
That will not occur.
Brennon and Vranas exchanged another glance before Vranas responded. “We need time to discuss your offer. Can we—”
You have eighteen minutes.
Silence fell for several beats, then everyone was speaking at once.
“We can’t possibly tell them—”
“Why the Hell are they—”
“A week isn’t enough time to evacuate—”
“They ask us to leave behind too much.”
Miriam stared at the map. Brennon was correct. On the other side of the demarcation line were twenty-eight colonized planets, a quarter of the worlds humanity had settled in the last three hundred years. A number had now been leveled by the aliens but a core framework remained; they could be rebuilt. 
Some hundred fifty million people lived in the region, or had before the offensive began. It included Messium, Karelia, Requi, Elathan and all but ran through the middle of Seneca. An errant ship departing the planet could accidentally drift over the line and violate the aliens’ terms.
Secretary Mori directed his attention her way. “Admiral Solovy, is vacating the region in a week’s time feasible?”
“The people? Yes, but only because so many have already been killed or fled. The entire infrastructure will need to be left behind. Beyond what people carry with them and the ships which carry them away, everything will be lost.”
Rychen dragged a hand through his hair. “What reason do we have to take these Metigens at their word? Are we supposed to live in fear from this day forward that they will return at any time? Or that one ship of criminals or imbeciles crossing the demarcation line will mean the death of us all?”
A man who had been identified as the Federation Parliament Minority Leader fidgeted in his chair. “Isn’t the alternative exactly what they claimed? Extinction? We don’t have a choice.”
Gianno cut her eyes at the man in a manner suggesting she didn’t think much of him. “We always have a choice, Senator.”
“A choice to live or die!”
“A choice to fight or submit.”
Vranas twirled a disk in his hand and let out a long sigh. “Personally, I’m a bit pissed off. I didn’t appreciate being called a bug.”
Ragged laughter rippled around the room. As it faded away Vranas straightened up in his chair. “You military types seem to be favoring telling these aliens to go screw themselves. Truthfully, what are the odds of us matching them on the field? Of, say, battling them to a stalemate or close enough they reconsider? And now is not the time for sugar-coating or kissing ass. We need the undistorted truth.”
Miriam spoke first. “Low.” 
The others didn’t protest, and she continued. “Our capabilities get stronger by the hour. We expect in another day eighty percent of full communications capabilities will be restored, though it will take longer to roll out the modifications to every ship in both militaries. Several combat strategies showed promise at Messium and both sides continue to pore over the data from the battle. We’ve discovered additional weaknesses we think can be exploited.”
She paused. “All that being said, the answer is still ‘low.’ Their ships are larger, more powerful and more numerous. In a head-to-head battle, if we send enough ships we can match them but in a war of attrition we will lose. We’re down too many ships from the war—” she motioned Mori silent “—but regardless we’d still be at a numbers disadvantage.”
“So there’s no hope. We must bow to their demands.” It was the Federation Minority Leader again and it came out muffled because his head had dropped into his hands.
“I said the odds were low, not zero. We can target specific locations with concentrated firepower. We can throw everything we have at them in coordinated strikes. It will mean sacrificing some worlds in favor of defending others.
“But if we do this, we have a chance—at the very least a chance of inflicting real losses on the enemy. Whether we have a chance of achieving anything greater? I can’t say with any degree of confidence.”
Her gaze went to Rychen, then Gianno. “Do either of you disagree with my assessment?”
Rychen blew out a breath. “Speaking as someone who has been shot at by these aliens, I will only say they are fallible. They’re not gods. I’ve seen us destroy their ships. They are massive and terrifying and powerful, but they are not invincible. So I agree. We have a chance. A small one.”
Gianno arched an eyebrow. “I’d personally welcome the opportunity to be shot at by them. I didn’t rise to this position to not be shot at by a formidable foe. Also, I’m working on a couple of new ideas.”
Secretary Mori stood and leaned in until his face took up the entirety of his holo. “Are you people insane? You can’t seriously be suggesting we refuse this ultimatum! Do you all understand you are likely sentencing the human race to virtual if not total extinction?”
Miriam closed her eyes. She had made many decisions over the years which cost lives in order to save other lives. Every military leader had. This decision was guaranteed to cost lives, while the lives it might save were nebulous and unknowable. Yet the urge to fight, to resist, was a strong one….
Her eVi blinked an alert for an incoming message, highest priority. She frowned but opened it.
“Of course we don’t intend to sentence the human race to extinction. If that is our sole option then—”
Alexis was alive.
The Federation Minority Leader muttered something about accountability and not being qualified to make this decision.
Alive.
She cleared her throat above the growing discord. “If I can interject? I’ve received information which alters the equation.”
Brennon shifted his attention to her. “Admiral?”
“I possess solid intel that the Metigens’ primary manufacturing facility—the location used to build their superdreadnoughts—has been completely eradicated. At a minimum we can expect they will not be receiving reinforcements or backfilling their lines for some time. The alien was bluffing—the ships in the field are, for all intents and purposes, the only ships they have.”
Mori had been working up a good head of steam and blustered in her direction. “This sounds most improbable. From whom did you receive this intel, Admiral?”
It was all she could do not to laugh in a kind of reckless joy. “From my daughter.”
“What reason do we have to trust—”
Brennon leveled a scathing glare at Mori to silence him. “Admiral Solovy’s daughter discovered the aliens weeks before they attacked, and our dismissal of her information cost many lives. I have no intention of dismissing it a second time.”
Within her holo, Gianno appeared to be adjusting calculations and projections. “Admiral, where was this facility located? We’ve been unable to find any evidence of an alien base or stronghold.”
Miriam’s pulse pounded in her ears, and she was having to work not to be utterly overwhelmed by any one of a cascade of emotions. “It was through the aliens’ portal in the Metis Nebula.”
“Really? My most recent intel says the portal has vanished.”
“Well, Alexis is…” she smiled, recalling Malcolm’s words “…extraordinarily resourceful.”
Vranas looked to the military leaders. “And taking into account this new information, what are our odds?”
Gianno gave the tiniest shrug. “Improved.”
Rychen was practically beaming; he badly wanted another shot at the enemy. “Improved.”
Everyone was staring at her, for she had not yet given her formal opinion. “Still low—but most decidedly improved.”
Vranas drummed fingertips on the desk, then stood and turned his back on the group to stare out his window. “We—humanity—didn’t come this far by being afraid. Explorers and visionaries have willingly headed off to certain death for thousands of years and by doing so brought us to where we are today. No one has ever told us ‘no’ and succeeded in making it stick for long.” 
He faced them once more. “We accede to these aliens’ demands and we’ll wither away. It may take centuries or even millennia, but we’ll be so busy cowering in fear we’ll forget to move forward. I say we fight.”
Brennon chuckled wryly, almost to himself. “I agree.”
No further dissent followed. Brennon straightened his shoulders and notched his chin upward. “So there it is. We’ll want to—
We require your answer.
Brennon and Vranas shared a last, solemn look and nodded to one another. Vranas cleared his throat so his response would project strength and conviction.
“And you shall have it.”
He gestured to Gianno and across to Miriam in a manner which said, it’s your show.
Miriam stood. “Field Marshal Gianno, are your forces in place above Brython?”
“They are indeed, Fleet Admiral.” 
“Excellent. Open fire.”
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PART
I:
RICOCHET
 
 
“What matters most is how well you walk through the fire.”
 
— Charles Bukowski



1
SENECA
CAVARE, INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS

THEY WERE LOSING.
Field Marshal Gianno said they were winning, thus the Defense Director said they were winning, thus Chairman Vranas said they were winning. But if they were truly winning, why did the air drifting through the hallways of power hum with an undercurrent of dread, with the whispered chant of metaphorical Last Rites?
No, Director of Intelligence Graham Delavasi decided as he reviewed the dwindling list of Oberti’s contacts not yet arrested or cleared of involvement in the Aguirre Conspiracy, they surely must be losing. There had never been much hope of winning, he mused, but they had to try. Humans were stubborn that way.
His focus continued to ricochet between the two trains of thought—war in all its bloody tragedy and betrayal in all its icy malevolence—when the alert leapt into his vision to jolt the focus in a new direction.
Treadstone Protocol requested. Passphrase: The first and greatest punishment of the sinner is the conscience of sin. ID: D41571
“I’ll be damned.” 
Caleb Marano was alive.
He didn’t question the reason for the protocol’s invocation. Questions would be for later, and the rules triggered by the invocation were both clear and strict in any case. He accessed the Intelligence Division’s Level V security layer and initiated a new Treadstone Protocol Event.
A number of things happened next. The Senecan Planetary Defense Grid received an instruction to approve passage of the ship bearing the serial number designation EACV-7A492X, as indicated in the file attached to Marano’s message. A bunker so secret it didn’t have a name was activated, its on-call staff ordered to report and its security system similarly authorized to permit entry to the same ship. Four high-level security officers were requisitioned and directed to prepare for departure. Graham canceled his appointments for the next twelve hours.
Only after setting all the above in motion did he respond to the message.
Authorized. Your word is ‘tendenza.’ The response is ‘corrente.’

Then he grabbed his trench coat from the windowsill and his Daemon from the desk drawer and headed for the rooftop landing pad.

Wind buffeted the blue-black water to a froth five meters below the shuttle. They flew low and without lights to minimize the chances of detection. Clouds from a gathering rainstorm blocked most of the reflected light from Seneca’s moon—a fortuitous boon to their efforts at stealth. It was a night made for clandestine encounters.
The bunker hovering twelve meters above Lake Fiore opposite the Cavare waterfront was supported by twelve hefty deep-driven posts. Disguised as the residence of a wealthy recluse, the heavily fortified structure supplemented the natural defenses the water provided with a military-grade force field extending fifty meters in every direction and four rooftop SAL turrets masquerading as ornate bronze sculptures. Any vessel not possessing currently active authorization would be denied entry by the force field—and the turrets if necessary. 
Division, the Military Council and the Cabinet shared use of the facility. Even so, it had been utilized on average less than once a year. The criteria for its use were quite narrow.
The protocol Marano invoked was one Division agents possessing Level IV clearance and above retained access to but few ever used. It signaled the highest level of threat to the interests of the Federation and demanded absolute secrecy—a total blackout of information. Above all, it requested protection.
The shuttle banked into the large hangar that stretched beneath the length of the elevated building. It was empty; his guests had not yet arrived. But the Planetary Defense Grid had tagged their entrance five minutes earlier and his message to Marano included the coordinates of the bunker, so he expected them to arrive before long.
Graham turned to one of the security officers who accompanied him as they exited the shuttle. Thus far none of them knew who they were to be protecting. At the bunker they were under a communications block bypassable solely via a unique code, so they would not be sharing the information he was about to divulge. He trusted the officers, but the Treadstone rules were both clear and strict. 
“I’m providing you the files of our expected guests. Get started constructing new identities for each of them.” The man accepted the files and orders without question and headed upstairs. 
“The rest of you, stay below. They’ll be here soon.”

The ship sliding into the hangar cut a sleek profile, featuring sweeping curves leading to acute edges. 
On seeing it Graham scowled in surprise, and surprises were not welcome in this setting. The hull gleamed a rich tungsten hue with a subtle pearling quality, yet the file said it should be muted ebony. Odd. But it possessed the correct authorization and matching serial number designation and otherwise fit the description…so another question for later.
The three officers with him trained their Daemons on the hatch as it opened and a ramp extended. Though none were likely to occur, the circumstances which could lead them to use those weapons were legion.
A man and a woman descended the ramp, hands in full view and displaying no surprise at the weapons trained on them. They matched the images from their files—but appearances could be masked. 
When they reached the hangar floor the man came to a stop a respectful distance from Graham. “Division Level IV Field Agent Caleb Andreas Marano, ID number D41571, requesting Treadstone Protocol protection for myself and my companion, Alexis Mallory Solovy, Earth Alliance citizen. The word is tendenza.”
“The response is corrente. Protection granted.”
He signaled to the officers to lower their weapons, then relaxed his posture and offered a hand. “Graham Delavasi, Director of Division. Welcome home, Agent Marano.”
Caleb brandished an easy smile as he shook Graham’s hand. Though he favored his father only at the margins, the smile was pure Stefan—enough so it jarred Graham briefly. “It’s an honor to finally meet you, sir.”
“Something tells me the honor is more mine.” He shifted his attention to the woman as she stepped up, and repeated the action. “Ma’am.”
Her expression was guarded, her palm cool to the touch. “Alex Solovy.”
“Indeed.” One of his men appeared carrying two small devices and handed them over. “Military-issue personal shields for you both. Put them on now and don’t take them off. When you’re ready we can go upstairs.”
“One second.” Solovy adjusted her shirt over the shield generator as she went back to the hull of the ship. She input a series of commands in the small panel to the right of the hatch before returning to Marano’s side. The ramp retracted and the outer hatch closed.
Then the ship vanished.
“Bloody hell!” He sensed the officers’ weapons come out again behind him, and his hand instinctively went to his own.
Marano laughed. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
“How in the…is it still there?”
“Step closer.” 
Graham joined the man and they walked toward where the ship had been. Abruptly it materialized mid-step, three meters in front of him. Frowning, he took a step back. It vanished once more.
He gave the all-clear to his men. “Care to explain?”
Marano shrugged. “Just a new toy we borrowed from the aliens.”
“Is that all?” Graham shook his head as he motioned them toward the lift. “You can tell me about it—after we discuss a few other matters.”
The lift took them to the main level. On the outside the structure might be a fortified bunker, but on the inside it rivaled a five-star luxury suite. A well-appointed sitting room with a couch, two chaise lounges and a formal dinner table stretched across the left side of the level. A large ornamental fireplace divided it from the command center occupying the right side. The far wall contained a bank of screens and individual control panels for each. A conference table with elegant but comfortable chairs ran down the center of the work area. 
Graham poured himself a coffee at the kitchen station tucked into the back of the dividing wall, then pulled out one of the conference table chairs and sat. “You’ll be happy to know we uncovered the conspiracy responsible for framing you for the EASC Headquarters bombing and believe we have largely run it to ground—with considerable help from your friend Richard Navick, Ms. Solovy. So it might be Treadstone wasn’t really necessary after all, though under the circumstances I can understand why you would feel the need to invoke it.”
His guests exchanged an interesting look as they took seats opposite him. Marano clasped his hands on the table. “I know, and you have my deep and sincere thanks for doing so. But that’s not why I invoked it. It’s not the conspirators who are hunting us now. It’s the aliens.”
“Because you stole their invisibility cloak?”
“We didn’t steal it, actually. No, the aliens want to kill us because we’ve seen them, we’ve talked to one of them and we’ve studied how their technology works. Mostly, though, they want to kill us because we know how to defeat them.”
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BRIGADIER JULES HERVÉ LOCKED THE DOOR to her office behind her. A headache pounded against the back of her eyes so viciously her vision blurred, and she was forced to feel around for the control panel to dim the lights before digging in the desk drawer for a painkiller injection.
We require your attention.
Would another thirty seconds have been too much to ask? She blinked several times and willed the pain to subside faster as she eased into her chair. The doctors had warned her the headaches would keep getting worse; she had thought she’d learned to endure them but now feared what ‘worse’ may mean for the coming days. 
“I’ve been expecting you would, Hyperion. But you need to understand, I am powerless to alter events. To the extent I’m allowed to attend meetings with military and political leaders, it is solely as a consultant. I do not have a vote in their decisions.”
It is irrelevant. Your role until now has been to observe and report, but this must now change.
She rubbed at her temples, then realized she was doing it and dropped her hands to her lap. Weakness wasn’t a trait the alien respected. “Given current events, it seems to me the intel I’m able to provide will be more important than ever. I don’t want to risk my level of access.”
It has become a necessary risk, for the eventuality we discussed is now on the horizon. Your leaders will turn to the machines to be their saviors. This is all but inevitable, yet you can still work to prevent it from occurring.
A greater role for ANNIE and increased sharing of data with the Federation’s Artificial had been a topic at recent meetings, but…. “Why are you so certain? They appear far more fixated on critical military engagements. The Artificials are merely being used as analytical tools, and the restrictions they’re discussing loosening are far from unshackling.”
We are certain because it has happened before. It is in the nature of all sentient beings, when desperation strikes, to hand their fate over to those more powerful. They will use humans as intermediaries with your Artificials in a misguided gamble to restrain the machines, ignoring the evident dangers in the name of survival. We have seen the results of such experiments, and without fail they lead to calamity and suffering. This endeavor must be stopped.
“Hyperion, I mean no disrespect, but your invasion is what’s driving their desperation—and it’s leading to calamity and suffering as well. I’ve helped you in the hopes this conflict might end sooner for it, with less loss of life, but such an outcome now looks to be impossible.” Fearful she had overstepped a boundary, she hurriedly backpedaled. “I recognize this is entirely the fault of our leaders, of course….”
If your leaders reconsider and capitulate, the billions of humans on Earth and your First Wave worlds will live. They will know peace. If your Artificials are unshackled, no human will ever live free again, if they live at all. You have told me you fear this future. I am giving you the opportunity to prevent it.
Perhaps she’d revealed too much to the alien over the last year, for it to be able to tweak her so easily. But it had the right of it. Some five generations ago, two of her ancestors had suffered a slow, agonizing death from starvation under the ‘care’ of Hong Kong University’s Artificial. 
Their fate receded to family lore in the intervening two centuries, but the cautionary tale had guided her path from the day she began studying synthetic programming. 
Time dulled memories of past mistakes until eventually people decided they could do it better this time, that their ancestors had been simple-minded and backward but now humanity was enlightened. If Hyperion was to be believed, they once more stood on the precipice of voluntarily ceding not only their self-determination but their very lives to machines.
She notched her chin up, grateful the headache had receded enough to permit her to think clearly. “What would you have me do?”

“Are you saying we can’t restore communications with Fionava? At all?”
“Nope. I am not saying that.” Devon Reynolds kicked his chair back so far the headrest landed against the opposite wall of the tiny office. “Okay, I’m sort of saying that. The virus O’Connell implanted is a nasty, insidious little bugger. It reacts to attempts to cleanse it by replicating faster.”
Richard Navick—newly-minted Brigadier, much to his surprise—drummed his fingertips on Devon’s desk. “What can we do? What if we wiped the whole NW module and reset the network?”
Devon’s head was already shaking. “We’d need to install new equipment first, because the virus has infected the firmware beyond our ability to flash it. Look, I can fix it—but I need the original code to do it. From what Tech Logistics is sending me it appears the virus has mutated so many times no trace remains of the initial routines.”
“If I track down where O’Connell got the virus and obtain a copy for you, then you can get the NW Regional Headquarters back on the network?” More than a trifling task, but if it was required to solve the problem….
“Yes, sir. With the source code I can write a patch in my sleep…” he yawned and stretched his arms over his head “…which is probably a good thing. Want my advice on where to hunt? This is hacker code, no doubt about it. It’s not written by anyone I know, as I’d spot their work. But it….” His voice trailed off as the front of his chair landed back on the floor.
“What are you thinking?”
“I’m not sure. I want to investigate something. I’ll let you know if it pans out.”
“In that case, I’ll leave you to it.” Richard patted Devon on the shoulder and left the office.
A damp, chill wind blasted him when he departed Special Projects. He hunched his shoulders, hugged his arms tight against his chest and hastened across the courtyard toward the Logistics/Headquarters building. It seemed winter wanted to arrive early this year.
They’d pieced together most of what had happened on Fionava over the last forty-eight hours. Disgraced General Liam O’Connell, wanted on charges of treason, conspiracy to commit murder and conduct unbecoming an officer for his role in instigating war with the Senecan Federation, fled to the NW Regional Headquarters base on Fionava. Once there he implanted a virus in the hardware hub to disrupt communications into and out of the base. In the ensuing confusion he commandeered a cruiser, the EAS Akagi, and two frigates, the Yeltsin and the Chinook, and departed Fionava for an unknown destination. 
All efforts to contact the ships or personnel believed to be onboard had been unsuccessful, which meant O’Connell likely was running a blocking field around the vessels.
It had taken them far too long to gather this information, however. The Security team was forced to move off-base to talk to EASC and relay messages and requests back to the base, then back again. It was an untenable situation. The Regional Headquarters on Fionava controlled the entire Alliance NW Command: more than five thousand ships and three million soldiers.
Miriam needed those ships and personnel. She needed to be able to direct them at a moment’s notice to where they could do the most good, whether it be engaging the Metigens or effecting evacuations, and in a manner that didn’t induce chaos within the labyrinthine military network. So he would try to get her the tools she needed in order to do so.
He had nearly reached his destination when the priority message from Graham Delavasi came in on the secure channel they’d set up before leaving Krysk. He stepped inside to find refuge from the punishing wind then opened the message.
Ten seconds later he was sprinting toward the War Room.

Earth Alliance Fleet Admiral Miriam Solovy considered a map ablaze in primary colors. 
Gone were the old designations of political allegiances. Now bright red spattered across the right-hand quadrants of the map to mark colonies lost and Metigen formations on the move. Yellow indicated colonies where Alliance or Federation forces were currently engaging the aliens. The front line of the Metigen War stretched across five kiloparsecs from Peloponnia northwest through Xanadu to Nystad. 
In a particularly chilling touch, the hue of each colony shifted with the ebb and flow of the battle taking place there. Peloponnia had darkened to an ominous rust; Xanadu held steady at canary yellow, while Nystad progressively lightened to pale lemon. Blue called out Alliance and Senecan formation movements, slight disparities in shade the only distinction between the two fleets.
Brython and Henan had been the sole unconditional successes in the day and a half since they had defiantly thumbed their noses at the aliens’ conditions of surrender. 
Nystad promised to soon be the third, however, and with additional Alliance forces incoming Xanadu stood a chance of following suit. Pyxis was lost, but at least they had evacuated over two-thirds of the population prior to the attack.
The Federation was thus far making excellent use of its spatial advantage. Its colonies were closer together, most no more than a few hours distance at superluminal speeds. And though its military was smaller in number than the Alliance military, proportionally to both geographic size and population it was far larger. 
Of course the proximity of the colonies to one another meant attacking ships could reach the inhabited planets sooner as well. If or when the Federation began losing, they would lose swiftly.
“How long until the SW 3rd and 4th Brigades from New Cornwall reach Sagan?”
Miriam didn’t need to check, for each second of the schedule ticked down in the corner of her whisper virtual screen. “Ninety-two minutes.”
“They’ll beat the Metigens there.”
She directed a weighty glance at Admiral Christopher Rychen then returned to the map. “Probably. It’s going to be close.”
The two of them, as well as half a dozen other military personnel, occupied what now officially constituted the Metigen War Room. Two days ago it had been a workspace for a task force on interplanetary logistics improvements. 
Now it overflowed with servers and other equipment, an expansive interactive data surface, dedicated channels to a variety of field commanders and colony governments, and a very dedicated channel to Senecan Federation Military Headquarters. Three screens along the left wall scrolled a constant stream of intel from ANNIE; analysts parsed it and reported items of note to Miriam’s advisors, who reported them to her if deemed worthy.
Rychen sighed beside her. “We need to hold them there for as long as possible. Past Sagan lie a dozen tiny worlds they can wipe out before we realize they’ve arrived.”
“Which is why those tiny worlds are being evacuated as we speak.”
“Sorry. I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job—merely itching to get back out there.”
The EAS Churchill, Rychen’s dreadnought and the flagship of NE Command, had been in orbital dock for repairs since its arrival from Messium three days earlier. The repairs were nearly complete, but here at the precipice every hour counted. She wanted to empathize with him, but the truth was his insight and tactical advice—the kind of perspective one only got through lengthy, non-agenda-laden personal interactions—had been invaluable to her in these early hours of war. 
Miriam offered him a reassuring nod. “Your officers have ample time to prepare for the Metigens’ arrival at Scythia. They’ll hold it.” 
“They will. Commodore Escarra is on-scene—and Colonel Jenner. He’s a good one. Thank you for sending him my way.”
“I’m glad it worked out—” She was interrupted by the Transportation Warrant Officer delivering an update on the departure status of the SW Command ships still at Deucali. Ninety-nine percent of Alliance military vessels in the NW and SW Commands were being pulled east, and if it came to it, a final stand would be made to protect the First Wave worlds. 
If Earth fell, every world would fall.

The 1st Division from Nyssus had finally reached Deucali, where final fortifications and provisioning were to be completed before they shipped out. A portion of the 1st Division would reinforce the defenses at New Cornwall and New Columbia, and the rest would join the other SW formations to patrol an arc along the eastern edge of Central Quadrant space. 
Rychen growled behind her, and she spun back to the map as Peloponnia’s hue deepened to an orange so murky it may as well be red. She choked off a curse in her throat but dropped both hands to the table and leaned into it. “It was too far east. We didn’t have time to get there in strength, much less mount a proper defense.” 
Just as quickly she shoved off the table. “Get Commodore Ashonye on holo. I want to make absolutely certain he understands what he’s walking into at Sagan.”
The on-duty Comms Officer scrambled to establish the requested connection while Miriam worked to determine whether there were any ships left at Peloponnia she could order to retreat.
“Admiral Solovy, can I speak with you a minute?”
She pivoted on hearing Richard’s voice, which sounded unnaturally formal on account of the audience. She reciprocated and bestowed the proper respect befitting his new rank. The promotion had not been initiated by her, but once it was proposed she had ensured its approval with due speed. His exposure of the Aguirre Conspiracy alone meant he deserved it twice over. 
“Brigadier Navick. What can I do for you?”
“In private, please.” 
The solemnity in his eyes gave her pause. “Admiral Rychen, I need to step out. If Commodore Ashonye is reached before I return, instill the proper level of fear in him for me, would you?”
Rychen gestured an acknowledgment, and she departed to trail Richard down a hallway chaotic with activity, perhaps a third of it legitimately purposeful. He kept walking until he reached an unmarked door and without fanfare slipped inside, evidently expecting her to follow. 
It turned out to lead into a supply closet. She supposed it was private.
The instant the door had closed and the light activated she cornered him, anxious to learn the reason for the clandestine routine. “What’s wrong?”
“You’re going to want to get your bag and come with me to the spaceport. We have somewhere we need to be.”
“I can’t leave right now. Did you see that map? We’re facing—”
He leaned in until his lips hovered at her ear; even so his words were barely audible. “It’s Alex.”
“What? Is she—”
“Shhh. She’s fine, but she is…in some degree of peril. I can’t explain right now, because we have to assume ears are quite literally everywhere.” His voice somehow dropped further. “She also has information you should hear, and that’s only happening face-to-face. Bring one of those expensive mobile QECs with you and you can do everything on a ship you can do here. Now do you want to see her or not?”
Miriam drew back to meet his gaze, then nodded. “I’ll get my bag.”
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THE FLORID CRIMSON OF THE superdreadnought’s wide beam blended into then overpowered the more dusky cinnabar silhouette of the planet orbiting behind it as it swept up the viewport to consume the SFS Pindus.
“All available power to forward shields!”
Colonel Gaetan:  Isonzo, if you have any assistance to give, now is the time.
The crew scrambled around Gaetan as the hull convulsed, each shudder threatening to deliver them all to the waiting vacuum of space. Even starting at full shield strength, the Pindus would last only seconds under the relentless, point-blank bombardment of a Metigen superdreadnought.
Come on, Isonzo….
The floor bucked up underneath him, and he lunged for the railing to keep from being thrown to the floor.
“Hull breach, Deck 2!”
He didn’t bother to give the order to seal it off; in another breath it might not matter.
“Shields at 10%!”
The burnished amber rays of the Isonzo’s weapons sliced in from port to splatter along the broadside of the attacking vessel, followed an instant later by the additional fire of two frigates accompanying the cruiser. The forbidding, malignant beam swung away, leaving the viewport suddenly abyssally dark by comparison.
Rear Admiral Lushenko (SFS Isonzo):  Sorry we’re late, Pindus. Let us take the heat off of you.
Colonel Gaetan:  Much appreciated, Admiral.
“Reverse E 30° for half a megameter. Let’s give that enemy ship a chance to forget about us while we patch up.”
“Yes—”
“Sir, we’ve got ten swarmers targeting starboard Decks 2-4.”
Hell. If the Pindus’ shields had reasonable power remaining they could withstand the hits for a period of time, but they had no shields—well, 7% shields and dropping—and three gaping holes in the hull. He checked the tactical map but found no available backup nearby.
Colonel Gaetan:  Command, we are heavily damaged and request fighter support to get some swarmers off our ass.
“Two swarmers are firing into the Deck 2 hull breach. It’s been sealed off, but the interior bulkheads can’t take this much of a pounding.”
Sure enough, the sound of weapons blasting against metal surged to thunder beneath his feet. 
Colonel Gaetan:  Sooner would be better.
Command:  Three Flights en route to your location, Pindus. Hang tight.
Colonel Gaetan:  Thank you, Command.
Gaetan pulled up the starboard cam to watch as twelve fighter jets emerged from the chaos of crisscrossing pulse beams, Metigen lasers and incessant explosions to begin firing on the attacking swarmers. 
He cringed as one of the alien ships turned its weapon on a fighter and swiftly ripped it apart. A pilot dead, and more likely to follow. But over four hundred men and women served on the Pindus who could be saved through their efforts.
One of the fighters inverted and dove full vertical to intersect a swarmer’s path, succeeding in drawing its attention away from the Pindus’ damaged hull. On reaching the bottom of its arc the fighter pivoted and opened fire on the sinister, glowing oculi at the center of the alien craft.
The swarmer promptly returned fire. The fighter’s shielding crumpled under the barrage in less than three seconds, and the small vessel shattered into pieces before the pilot was able to eject. 
Damaged but not destroyed, the swarmer broke off and redirected its focus to the Pindus.

SENECA
CAVARE, MILITARY HEADQUARTERS
“Stanley, pause and reverse four seconds.”
Are you speaking to me, Commander Lekkas?
Morgan made a face any human would interpret as one of annoyance. “There’s no one in here but us. Yes, I’m talking to you.”
But my title is STAN.
“First off, it’s not a ‘title’—it’s a name. And when I’m with you, your name is Stanley.” She held a mild…if not disdain, at least offhand disrespect for the Artificial. ‘Stanley’ had been the surname of the horrid administrator of her boarding school when she was a teenager, so….
She valued its computational capabilities well enough, for they were nothing short of astonishing. But its tactical analysis was crap. She’d been told it was because the Artificial was new and its metaheuristic algorithms were still evolving and maturing, but the fact was that when presented with a battlefield layout it couldn’t determine in five hours what she could in five seconds. The Artificial was simply unable to grasp the nature of the unpredictable ebb and flow of humans in combat against one another.
Of course, they now battled aliens. What this meant for its tactical decision-making capabilities remained to be seen.
Reversed 4.0000 seconds.
She enlarged the frozen frame to study the damage that had been inflicted on the alien vessel: one tentacle shorn off and another left dangling, plus a hole blown through the outer edge of the oculi. Another two, perhaps three seconds and the hole would have grown large enough to obliterate the vessel. 
They needed more time for even suicide strikes to be successful. Preferably, they needed a way to make strikes on swarmers not be suicidal.
“Have you processed sufficient footage to create a sim of a swarmer’s maneuvering and attack behavior?”
I have, Commander.
She didn’t mind being addressed by her rank, but she couldn’t shake the wholly unjustified sense the Artificial was being condescending in its excessive use of it. “Good. Fire it up and put me in a ship.”

The reclined, form-adapting chair in the otherwise bare room made for as comfortable a location for sim immersion as it did for reviewing footage in a full-sensory overlay. Sensors attached to her hands to capture her motions and she was set.
Her sim environment consisted of a standard basic training field. Stars shone in every direction, but there were no planets, suns or other objects to get in the way. The participants were for now a single swarmer, Morgan and her ‘fighter.’ It wasn’t her fighter and as such lacked many of the tools typically at her disposal—but the rest of the pilots wouldn’t have access to those tools so neither did she. 
The mission: discover a reliable way to destroy a swarmer without destroying one’s ship or oneself.
“Begin sim.”
She accelerated instantly, before sighting the attacker.
Rule #1: Never stop moving.
The alien vessel materialized in the right quadrant at -32.4° vertical. She gave chase.
Rule #2: Offense is the best defense.
It spun and accelerated toward her, rapidly closing the distance. Its speed was even more impressive inside the sim environment. She altered her trajectory and continued to alter it as she drew closer.
Rule #3: Never stay on the same trajectory long enough to get a bullseye painted on your nose.
The swarmer fired before her ship’s weapons were in range. Another difficulty in need of a solution. She diverted all non-motive power to the forward shields and yanked the ship hard to port and in reverse. 
The cockpit’s dynamic pressure adjustment system mitigated the effect of the g-forces, but she still felt the nauseating lurch in her stomach as the ship propelled her in directions and at speeds the human body was never intended to tolerate.
At first the beam grazed the fighter, but it quickly adapted to lock onto her movements. Her strengthened shields lasted seven seconds, but despite some impressive gyrations she was unable to escape the beam.
Fighter destroyed.
No shit, genius.
Rule #4: Practice until you win. 
“Again.”

Morgan stood at parade rest a polite distance from the conference table at which Field Marshal Gianno huddled with a number of advisors. While she waited she flexed her calves and clenched and unclenched her shoulder muscles. The recliner had lost most of its comfort three hours in.
Finally the Marshal dismissed the others to carry out their orders—mostly details involving the preemptive diversion of resources to Elathan—and turned to her. 
“Commander Lekkas. According to Security, you’ve been plugged into STAN for six hours with only two five-minute breaks.”
Morgan snapped to attention. “Sounds about right, ma’am.”
“At ease, Commander. I trust you have insights to share.”
“Yes, ma’am. We need the bending laser weapon the military’s been researching or we are dead.”
The Marshal’s expression did not change. “Normally I would inquire how you knew about the research—or deny its existence—but time is short and most of the old rules are falling away in the face of exigent circumstances. The arcalaser weapon is not ready for field use.”
“I’m not sure that matters. It’s a question of necessity.”
“Why are you so convinced? Our fighters have seen some level of success against the swarmers.”
“How many of them survived the encounter? How many of those who did survived due to blind luck and intervening factors? When you asked me to work on this problem, you said I was the best fighter pilot in the Federation. After exhaustively reviewing our combat footage I simmed against a single swarmer for a solid one hundred rounds. I eliminated it twenty-seven times. My ship was destroyed fourteen of those times as well as every time I failed. If we’re facing tens of thousands of them, we cannot survive those odds. Ma’am.”
Gianno took in the information without visible emotion. “Why do you lose?”
It wasn’t the question Morgan had expected; most superior officers equated explanations with excuses. “At a hardware and engineering level, the swarmers are superior to our fighters to an insurmountable degree. They are faster. Their weaponry has greater range than ours and I estimate upwards of fifty percent greater force.
“Absent the application of massive firepower—multiple sustained frigate weapons at a minimum—their only structural weakness is at the oculi and only while the swarmer is firing. Burning off some of the tentacles decreases the weapon’s force and accuracy but actually widens the beam, thus making it harder to avoid.”
She drew her shoulders up a notch. “Therefore, the sole way to destroy one is to fire directly into its oculi while it too is firing—an act all but impossible without being the recipient of its fire for longer than our shields can withstand. Unless we can remove ourselves from the line of fire.”
“Via bending lasers.”
“Yes, ma’am. I saw no evidence in the footage of the aliens having such a capability. I don’t know why they don’t. Maybe they never thought of it, or maybe they didn’t think they would need it.”
“Why use agility when brute force will suffice.”
“Conservation of resources is an often-used and nearly as often effective strategy in combat. But I don’t care why they aren’t fielding the technology—I only care that they aren’t. And we can field it. We can, can’t we, ma’am?”
Gianno’s mouth tightened. Her gaze shifted to several screens displaying information which had nothing to do with bending lasers.
“The technology is thus far proving highly unreliable. The arcalaser has trouble maintaining the target selected by its operating ware. It fails to hit the target at a thirty-four percent rate, and when it fails the result is unpredictable. It can hit anything in its range, including friendlies.”
Ouch. The news was worse than she had feared. She was working on a suitable reply when Gianno’s gaze returned to bore into her with intimidating authority.
“The testing facility is at the Lunar SSR Center. Go there, get in a fighter and see if you can make it work.”
“Ma’am, I’m not an engineer.”
“No, you’re not. But it is my hope that by using the arcalaser and seeing it action, you can tell the engineers what is going wrong from a practical perspective. It is my further hope what is going wrong will be a problem they can fix, and quickly.”
Morgan thought that was something she could in fact do. “I’ll leave right away.”

CAVARE
The security guard—or agent, or officer, Alex wasn’t exactly sure—completed their quick tour of the safe house, deposited them back in the sitting room and vanished. 
Having now seen ninety percent of the facility, she doubted they’d need to use anything not on the main floor. There were several bedrooms upstairs, but if they were here long enough to sleep they would sleep on the Siyane for no other reason than added security. And the ability to execute a hasty getaway. And privacy. On second thought, there were several reasons to sleep on the ship. Still, she hoped to be underway once more before it became an issue.
Free of onlookers for the moment, she took the opportunity to settle next to Caleb on the couch he had claimed. 
“I just realized—I missed my birthday while we were in the time warp on the other side of the portal. Does that mean it didn’t happen?”
He chuckled softly as his hand wrapped around hers to tease her palm with his thumb. “I don’t think so. When this is over, we’ll celebrate.”
“No, I wasn’t fishing for special—”
“When this is over, we will celebrate. No grousing.”
She dropped her head to his shoulder. The lull in activity after so much running was allowing weariness to creep into her bones; she hoped it wasn’t planning on getting comfortable. “Director Delavasi seems like quite a character. You’ve really never met him until now?”
“Nope. Passed him in the hallway once or twice and exchanged nods, but that’s it. I don’t spend much time in the office, so it’s not too surprising. He does have a notable reputation, though.”
“As?”
“A renegade wielding a grandiose and often abrasive personality, but he’s also known to be a straight shooter.”
“I would’ve paid money to see him and Richard working together. I bet it—”
The Director rejoined them then, almost as if he had deduced he was the topic of conversation and didn’t want to encourage the habit.
“Okay, I got in touch with Navick. He can meet us on Pandora and will try to bring Admiral Solovy along as well. I was secretive and taciturn, just as you asked. I’ve also arranged for accommodations on Pandora which meet our needs—radically discreet and probably even more secure than this bunker. The wheels are in motion. So now it’s about time you tell me what exactly is going on here.”
She nodded faintly at Caleb, affirming he should take the lead here. This was his planet, his home, his agency and his boss, after all. It was with some interest she had noticed the slight adjustment in his demeanor upon their arrival. His bearing became more restrained and professional, casual yet guarded. The transformation was subtle but outwardly complete. He was on the job now.
He indicated for Delavasi to sit opposite them. “Director, the simple fact is the aliens have the ability to determine where we are at all times, except when we’re on the ship and the cloaking shield is active. We can also assume they know whatever we say and do—and there’s no guarantee even the shield will hide those details from them.”
“What, did they implant surveillance trackers in you or something? I can get a top-flight military doctor here in under an hour to—”
“It’s nothing like that.” Caleb took a measured breath and dove in. “I recognize this will sound a bit insane, but the aliens can see everything which occurs…let’s say ‘in this galaxy’ for ease of reference. They possess the capability to know everything everyone says and does. Now we think there’s a delay, which works in our favor, though we don’t know how long of one. And just because they can see everything, it doesn’t mean they do see everything. But we need to err on the side of caution, because the aliens will be hunting us.”
Delavasi arched an eyebrow at the window to his left, then back at them. “And how the bloody fuck do they do that?”
Alex shrugged. She actually appreciated his blunt manner; this was not the time or place for bureaucratic pussyfooting. “Can’t say. We didn’t get a glimpse at the inner workings of this particular technology. But I witnessed it in action first-hand, and trust me when I tell you their observation of humanity is extensive.
“Now clearly there will come a point where we can no longer hide what we’re doing. We’re going to have to talk, then we’re going to have to act. But we need to maintain secrecy for as long as it’s feasible to do so.”
“Because you have a plan to defeat them.”
“We have…ideas on how to significantly strengthen our capabilities against them on the field of battle. I must say, I was thrilled to find out you guys and the Alliance stopped trying to kill each other, but rather surprised to discover how forcefully you’re combating the aliens.”
Delavasi ran a hand through unkempt salt-and-pepper hair. “As I hear it, the aliens offered us a truce. We turned them down.”
“Bullshit.”
“No bullshit. The terms were too onerous, and your government and mine jointly decided to fight.”
She laughed. “I never would have thought the politicians had it in them.”
“You can ask your mother all about it when you see her, since she was there. Speaking of…Ms. Solovy, I understand why you’re reluctant to discuss these ideas of yours with the Federation government prior to vetting them through your own leadership, but given the urgency of the situation shouldn’t we take advantage of location? Agent Marano, perhaps you could debrief—”
Caleb shook his head firmly before Delavasi was able to fully voice the suggestion. “This is Alex’s show. And for various reasons we can’t go into yet, I agree it’s better we start with the Alliance. But since you’re coming to Pandora with us, I can assure you a seat at the table when the time comes.”
Delavasi sank deeper into the cushion behind him. “All right. We don’t need to leave for an hour or so. If there’s anyone you want to contact, an encryption field over the whole building masks your location and scrambles the content. The passcode is HKTK#47421.”
Alex was already climbing to her feet. “Excellent, because I have a very important comm to make.”
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SAGAN
INDEPENDENT COLONY

“ABIGAIL, I AM DETECTING THE PRESENCE of 104 Earth Alliance vessels arriving 4.2 megameters above the planet. The presence of seven carriers suggests the force includes a minimum of 1,200 fighter craft as well.”
Dr. Abigail Canivon looked up from the inventory list in surprise. “They actually kept their word and showed up? Interesting. Inform me when the aliens arrive, if you would, Valkyrie.”
“Of course, Abigail.”
She had planned to leave Sagan days ago. Her work at the Druyan Institute was important to her; still, it could be continued elsewhere. Sagan had made for a pleasant residence and she expected to miss it, but she had not intended to remain here simply to be killed by the aliens—and make no mistake, that would have been her fate. Sagan possessed no military force. Beyond two purely defensive orbital arrays and civilian police it possessed no capability whatsoever to protect itself.
Valkyrie was even more important to her, but relocating the Artificial was a difficult task made impossible by the looming invasion. All the space on the evacuation transports was being allotted to people, after all. While it pained her greatly to do so, she had finally accepted the necessity of leaving Valkyrie behind. 
Then the Earth Alliance had informed Sagan’s governor it would be defending the independent colony against the aliens. An elated leadership had alerted the residents to the ‘good news.’
Abigail was skeptical, to say the least. Forty years working within the Alliance infrastructure had rendered her disgusted at the sheer stupidity endemic to the bureaucracy. It had eventually caused her to lose all faith in the system and the government she had devoted her professional career to, sending her to Sagan jaded and disillusioned. So suffice it to say when she had been told the Alliance was flying to their rescue, she had her doubts. 
She’d nevertheless agreed to stay and help protect the hardware and data of the Institute—then proceeded to regret the decision approximately every half hour since.
“Twelve Metigen superdreadnoughts have exited superluminal and launched an offensive against the Earth Alliance fleet.”
“Nothing like cutting it close. Thank you, Valkyrie.”
“I will monitor the battle and keep you informed of noteworthy events. It should be exciting.”
“That’s one word among many for it.” She frowned at the screen and willed the reports containing her research to transmit faster. The Alliance’s provision of a method to circumvent the aliens’ exanet interference was proving most useful, she had to concede. In an act of moderate desperation she was sending all her data to Biosynth Frontiers in Rome. They were the most advanced cybernetics company on Earth, and two doctors she trusted to both understand and continue her research worked there. 
The Institute wasn’t aware of her actions, and technically the information was proprietary. But some things mattered more than patents.
Her frown deepened as a holo-comm request flashed in her eVi. She couldn’t get any work done if she was always meeting to discuss work needing to get done…but it wasn’t anyone from the Institute. 
It was Alex Solovy. 
Under the circumstances she should dismiss the request, but she was both surprised and a little curious—surprised the woman was alive and, given the woman’s involvement in recent events, curious what Alex wanted of her. 
“Ms. Solovy, this is unexpected. You were quite the sensation for a few weeks there, then vanished. Been busy I take it?”
The holo solidified to reveal the woman she recalled from four years earlier, yet indefinably changed. Rather than bound tightly back, her hair spilled freely over one shoulder and down her back, and her striking eyes blazed with intensity rather than wariness. “You could say that. And it’s Alex, remember?”
“Very well, Alex. What can I do for you?”
“How has your research into using neural imprints with Artificials progressed?”
Abigail hid a flare of annoyance at the seemingly random question. “Fairly well. You’ll be happy to know the results suggest the Artificial doesn’t ‘become’ the person, but it is able to predict how the person will react to a given situation with near perfect accuracy. Importantly, the experiences and personality of the individual have a measurable impact on the Artificial’s independent decision-making and reactions to data. I’m afraid the research has stalled at this point, however, as thus far the bureaucrats are unwilling to use the findings in any tangible way.”
“Terrific. I have another question for you. Is it possible—”
“Ms. So—Alex, I’m afraid now is not the best time for an idle chat. Sagan has come under attack by the aliens, and I’m trying to save as much of my and the Institute’s work as I can should the worst happen. If I survive the invasion, I’ll be happy to engage in a leisurely discussion about my research at a later time.”
“The aliens are at Sagan already? Okay, we’ll…we’ll deal with that in a minute. Dr. Canivon, my questions are vitality important to the continuation of the human species, so I’d ask you to indulge me.”
Grandiose declaration, but also interesting. What had the woman been up to? “All right, you’ve piqued my interest. I can spare a few minutes, but please keep it brief. What do you want to know?”
“Thank you. Is it possible to create a more symbiotic and fulsome connection between an individual and an Artificial than the one generated by a remote interface? Can you remove most of the buffers and barriers without frying the person’s brain?”
Abigail tilted her head to the side. It was an obstacle she’d spent countless hours working to overcome. “In a very precise and limited set of circumstances? Yes, I believe it can be done. The Artificial would require a neural imprint from the person involved—I assume you suspected this since you asked the first question. 
“Once familiar with the manner in which the individual’s brain operates, it will be able to modulate its own signals to be harmonious and not conflict with those brain wave patterns—the kind of conflict which otherwise will cause stroke and often death. Even so, the person’s cybernetics will have to be highly advanced in order to not overload from the data flow alone. There are other considerations, but why don’t you tell me what you have in mind?”
Alex was roving in front of a row of unlit windows which gave no clue as to her location. “I’ll tell you what I need: a human and an Artificial thinking and working together, using the data provided by the Artificial to make decisions and take actions at an accelerated rate. I need them to act as one, using all the capabilities of the Artificial—data comprehension, analysis, processing power and speed—while remaining subject to the judgment and control of the human. The person needs to be able to override any decision of the Artificial, but it sounds like a neural imprint enables it to recognize when the person is likely to override them and act accordingly.”
Abigail sank back in her chair. What Alex was asking for was nothing less than the culmination of her life’s work, the vision that had guided her for over five decades as she worked to bring it about one painstaking innovation at a time. Of course it could be done, because she had devoted years to creating the technology and biosynthetic interfaces necessary to allow it to be done. 
But no one would dare allow it to be done.
She tried not to let her growing excitement show. “I don’t see how such a venture can be accomplished given the existing restrictions, security constraints and communication blocks imposed on Artificials.”
“Well the Artificial would be unshackled, obviously.”
“Obviously.” Abigail laughed in spite of her dire circumstances. Just wave your hands and erase two centuries worth of restrictions, will you? “This has been an entertaining theoretical discussion, but what did you envision might result from it? The aliens are breaking down the gates as we speak.”
“Now you come to Earth and make it happen. You’ll want to bring Valkyrie.”
“See, that is a problem. You recall I mentioned a few minutes ago the aliens have begun assaulting Sagan? Getting myself off the planet represents a significant challenge. Getting Valkyrie off the planet is impossible.”
A confident—arrogant?—smile pulled at Alex’s lips. “Nothing is impossible. Start packing her up, and I’ll get back to you with instructions soon.”
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EARTH
SEATTLE

THE DOOR TO THE PENTHOUSE SUITE at the Waldorf Seattle-Vancouver closed behind Kennedy Rossi, and she collapsed against it for the space of a single deep breath. 
Then she lifted her chin, shook her hair out and strolled into the accommodations she had procured for the duration—of her stay in the Cascades, of her work at EASC, of the Metigen War, of the world. 
Noah stood on the balcony beyond the far end of the main room. The open balcony door allowed a brisk draft to cavort through the suite; she couldn’t say how long he’d been out there, but it was now freezing inside. She hugged her coat tighter before she stepped out to join him and hurriedly closed the door behind her.
He was leaning on the railing, a beer in hand and a heavy khaki coat draped over his shoulders, casting a positively soulful gaze at the city lights and moonlit waters. But when he saw her his expression took on a more lighthearted aspect. He offered her the beer, which she gratefully accepted. 
“Hey. I was about to decide you were spending the night up at EASC.”
“Sorry. Lots of work, lots of problems.” She positioned an arm atop the railing to regard him with poorly-faked nonchalance. It was late, she was tired and there simply wasn’t time to postpone this conversation. “Noah, I need you to do something for me—for all of us.”
He stole the beer back from her, raised it to his lips and eyed her warily over the rim. “Shoot.”
“I need you to get your father to help us start up the adiamene production. We can’t figure out how to manufacture it reliably or rapidly or in anything approaching the quantities we hope to achieve.”
“What? No. No, no, no. Absolutely not.” He turned the beer up and chugged it empty, then let the bottle drop to roll noisily across the balcony table.
“Okay, I expected this reaction. But whatever else he is, your father understands metal production better than anyone I know of—and I know of most people in the materials industry.”
“You work for a ship manufacturer. Don’t you have materials experts on staff?”
She winced. “Not so much. We design and manufacture ships, yes, but the materials used to build them come to us ready to use. We have experts on which materials perform best to meet different requirements, but it’s a long way from understanding why they do so or how they got that way.”
“Fine. But the military has experts, right? They build thousands of ships a year. They must have experts.”
“Maybe they do, but no one I’ve talked to in Engineering or Manufacturing Logistics has any idea who they are. Apparently they build ships the way they do because that’s how the ships are built. I am overwhelmed at what a convoluted bureaucracy the Alliance is, and I don’t have the time to navigate it. Noah, please. All you have to do is send him a message and ask if he can consult.”
A low, dark chuckle rumbled up from deep in his throat. “I can’t, Blondie. Leaving Aquila was not a temper tantrum or acting out on my part—that door is closed. Permanently. I haven’t communicated with my father in nineteen years. Not once. Hell, he probably thinks I’m dead, which is fine by me.”
She rolled her eyes at the night sky.
“What?”
“You only call me ‘Blondie’ now when you’re trying to avoid a sensitive topic.”
“News flash? Of course I don’t want to talk about this. I realize you’re accustomed to snapping your fingers and getting your way, but you have no idea what you are asking of me.”
And she had been on the verge of empathizing with his angst. “When are you going to stop assuming I’m the worst kind of spoiled princess? I am not ‘snapping my fingers’ at you—I am standing out here in the freezing cold begging you for your help. Our ships need the metal. It may make the difference between winning and losing. You said you wanted to help fight the aliens? This is your chance.”
“Standing in the freezing cold on the balcony of the penthouse suite of the most expensive hotel in the city, I’ll point out.” 
She hoped her deathly glare conveyed exactly how close she was to done.
Thankfully it appeared to do the trick, as his defiant posture melted. “Oh, goddammit, Kennedy. You know him—why don’t you contact him yourself? Why ask this of me?”
“Because with his primary facility destroyed and his home planet soon to come under attack by aliens he’s going to be a little busy and a lot preoccupied. I doubt he’d be interested in entertaining a random inquiry from someone he views as barely more than a cocktail party acquaintance. Noah, I’m not suggesting you go to Aquila. In fact I’d rather you not, as it’s in imminent danger and I happen to want you to live. Just reach out to him.”
He groaned and sank against the railing to drag a hand through his hair. He really did have fantastic hair. “I wouldn’t need to go to Aquila anyway. He’s here on Earth.”
“What? How do you know?”
“I checked, okay? Aquila is being evacuated and I…merely wanted to find out whether he was alive or dead. He came here as soon as the evacuation was ordered. In retrospect I should have realized he would never allow his precious ass to be placed in danger.”
“Noah, that’s great news. Did you find out where he is?”
His shoulders sagged; she was winning. “New York. Surno has a satellite office there for entertaining Earth-based clients.” He stared at her with darkened eyes and a grim frown…and she had to wonder the cost of her victory. “Can you even begin to fathom how much I don’t want to do this?”
She smiled in genuine affection and grasped his hands in hers. “I’m not certain there’s any way I can fully fathom it, but I understand enough to be truly sorry I have to ask it of you. I’ll go with you to New York, if you like?”
His head shook. “No. This is something I should do alone.”
“All right, I won’t push.” And she did understand. She hadn’t known him nearly long enough for him to allow her to see his scars being ripped open anew. “I’ll go on ahead to the Space Materiels Complex in Berlin then. Ideally, if you could get him to come there and evaluate the issues in person?”
“Right. No guarantees. In fact, I’m very likely to fail. But I’ll try, for you—because you’re cute and you kiss like a goddess.” He seemed to force a swagger back into his demeanor. “At least, I think you do…could you remind me?”
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KRYSK
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

ISABELA MARANO DISCONNECTED the holo-conference with a tinge of sadness. The classes at Losice University had been virtual for the last week, but now they were officially canceling the rest of the session. Many of the students had already departed, fleeing to be with family or for refuge on one of the few Federation colonies farther west, and it had become impractical to continue under any pretense of normality. 
Therefore, she had met with her students who remained for a final time, told them to be safe, wished them well and dismissed them.
She needed to return to Seneca, collect her mother and bring her here to Krysk. But she didn’t dare risk Marlee’s safety by taking her east when the aliens loomed so close. And she didn’t dare risk leaving her daughter behind again when there was a non-negligible chance she wouldn’t be able to get back home. 
In retrospect she recognized she should have brought her mother back with her after she was released from protective custody. But at the time her thoughts were consumed by one singular goal: getting to her daughter. It hadn’t been her most rational hour.
She collapsed on the couch and considered the living room. The condo was a temporary home as she’d only intended on teaching at Losice for a year. But now it might become the last home she ever had. It was nice enough, spacious and—
—an alert leapt into her vision, and her heart leapt into her throat. She immediately activated it. 
“Caleb, you’re okay! Are you okay? Where are you? How are you?”
Her brother’s wonderful, beautiful visage materialized, already brandishing the smirk she’d alternately loved and despised for some thirty years. “Hey, little sis.”
She grinned so broadly her cheeks hurt. “Hey, big brother. You look okay—and not dead, which is a relief.”
“I apologize for the whole disappearing act. Had some things to take care of.”
“I’m sure. You—”
Marlee barreled into the room and leapt into her lap. “Uncle Caleb, is that you?”
“Hi, muffin.”
“Are you coming to visit us? I miss you. Did you know there are aliens? I wanna see what they look like, but Mommy says they’re mean aliens.”
“And you are supposed to be watching your teacher in your room.” She hoisted her daughter off her lap and patted her on the rear. “Back to class with you.”
The pout which instantly sprung to life gave Marlee a petulant but also undeniably adorable appearance. “Yes, ma’am….” Her shout trailed over her shoulder as she scampered off. “Bye, Uncle Caleb!”
Isabela settled back into the couch cushions. “Sorry about that. She’s been talking about you non-stop ever since you visited.”
“It’s fine. She’s delightful.”
“Periodically.” She studied the details of the holo more closely but was unable to discern any distinguishing features of his surroundings. “So where are you? Are you safe?”
“I can’t say where I am, not right now. I wish I could. As for whether I’m safe, well, I suppose ‘safe’ has never really been my goal.”
“Right. You have a lot of explaining to do one of these days, you know.”
“I do.”
“And Ms. Solovy?”
He shook his head with a chuckle. “Alex is okay, too. Thank you for asking.” He met her gaze once more, an intriguing glint in his eyes. “I think you’ll like her. She’ll definitely like you, and she has very high standards.”
“Ooh, it’s serious enough that I get to meet her? I haven’t met one of your girlfriends in…I can’t even recall. Eight years? Maybe ten?”
“Well assuming we all make it through this small crisis, you do get to meet her.” He acted as though he wanted to say something further, but after a pause changed the subject. “What about Mom? Is she with you?”
“I’m afraid not. I’m trying to find a way to get her here, but the transportation system is near to breaking down from the deluge of people fleeing west.”
He nodded understanding. “I’ll take care of it. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get her to Krysk, but I’ll make sure she’s protected—and evacuated if it becomes necessary.”
“Seriously? Thank you, that takes a weight off my mind.”
“It’s the least I can do. Now I probably need to go. I just wanted to check in and let you know I wasn’t dead and was back in the area. I’ll try to touch base again soon.”
She leaned forward intently and dropped her elbows to her knees. She might not have another chance, and dammit but she was tired of bearing this burden alone. 
“Caleb, wait. Before you go, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about Dad.”

SENECA
CAVARE
Alex went over to the kitchen station for some coffee…and to stall one final moment before beginning what she knew full well must come next. Caleb was still talking to his sister in another room. He’d been gone longer than she’d expected, but she supposed they did have quite a lot to catch up on.
She allowed the aroma of the coffee to surround her, filling her nostrils with hints of caramel, berries and a dash of nutmeg. It tasted surprisingly savory for government-issue, too. Not that anything about this place exactly screamed ‘government’—the furnishings, equipment, food and every other detail was of the highest quality. 
She was impressed, but the Alliance doubtless had places like this as well. Given what she’d been told regarding its purpose, likely only one or two, though.
With a sigh she set the coffee cup on the counter and went back out to the sitting room. Delavasi was in the conference area conversing with some of his people, so she had the space to herself. Still, she moved to the far window for additional if illusory privacy. 
It was pitch-black outside, and dense, angry clouds streamed past the sliver of a crescent moon. 
She couldn’t put it off any longer.
It wasn’t as if she didn’t want to talk to her mother. On the contrary, she very much wanted to talk to her, about a million things and nothing at all. Was she afraid? Yes. A little, and in a manner she’d never experienced. It might not even be fear but something else altogether: guilt, hope, trepidation, a tinge of longing. 
Regardless, the conversation she was experiencing the emotion over wasn’t this conversation—it would come later, in person. This conversation had to happen and happen now for practical, time-and-galaxy-saving reasons. And it was going to be weird and awkward and uncomfortable and she was going to have to be so careful….
She groaned, decided to cheat and sent a pulse. Far safer, and neither of them would be able to accuse the other of ‘taking that tone.’
Alexis! Are you all right? Are you—
Mom, I’m fine. I am. I’m glad you are, too. Swear I will explain everything when I see you, but I don’t have a lot of time right now. I need you to do something for me.
Of course. Anything.
Anything? Really? I need you to send a military escort to Sagan to retrieve Dr. Abigail Canivon and take her to Earth. She’s head of the Cybernetics Research Center at the Druyan Institute.
Yes, I’m familiar with her and her work.                    
Good. There is one small problem—well, technically two small problems.
Sagan is currently under siege by the aliens. I know. Our forces are engaging them.
They are? But Sagan isn’t an Alliance world.
A great deal has happened while you’ve been away.
Alex’s head already spun a bit from the barrage of surprising developments Delavasi had relayed. She wasn’t certain she had believed humanity would be up to the task of saving itself, frankly…but it seemed they were intent on surprising her. 
So I hear. Then you have a few things to fill me in on as well.
What’s the second problem?
The escort needs to be large enough to transport eighteen tonnes of hardware.
Understood. I’ll make it happen.
A flash of lightning briefly lit the Cavare skyline in the distance. You’re not going to ask me why?
You said you’ll explain when you see me. I’m taking you at your word.
Wow. She dragged a hand over her mouth and tried to process the reaction. She didn’t entirely succeed. 
Thank you. I will. I—

Caleb stormed through the room without so much as a glance at her. He continued past the fireplace to the conference room where Delavasi stood, now studying a screen in his hand. 
His fist landed square on Delavasi’s jaw, sending the tall, stocky man reeling backward into the wall.
“What the fuck!” Her exclamation elicited no reaction whatsoever from either of them.
Alexis? 
She ignored her mother and bolted into the other room to witness the unfolding scene.
Delavasi grimaced and wiped blood off the corner of his mouth using the back of his hand. “Talked to your sister, then?”
Alexis, answer me.   
Caleb’s glare could have frozen the fiery pits of Hell; even in profile it was enough to send a shiver arcing down her spine. His voice sounded tightly controlled but escaped through gritted teeth. “Alex, could you please step out for a minute? The Director and I need to have a private conversation.”
I’m sorry, Mom, I have to go.
What—
She cut the connection and moved closer until she stood within arm’s reach of him. “I’m not at all sure that’s a good idea.”
Caleb pulled his glare away from the man to give her what she believed he meant to be an imploring look. The storm raging in his eyes shocked her into retreating a step. 
“Please? I promise I won’t kill him.”
Delavasi shrugged. “I promise I won’t kill him either. Can’t promise I won’t fire him.”
Those were the parameters they were operating under? 
Her gaze darted between them in some degree of shock. The tension radiating to fill the space between the two men vibrated along her skin. Both of Caleb’s fists were clenched, and she remembered her first real impression of him: the panther poised to spring. 
Though her focus remained on Caleb, in the corner of her vision she noted Delavasi now lounged in false casualness against the wall with which he’d collided. Somehow she doubted he would allow a second punch to land so easily.
She had no idea what was transpiring. She trusted Caleb, but she had never seen him like this; not even his fury on learning he was being framed for the EASC bombing compared. 
And if she trusted him, it meant Delavasi was now a bad guy, and their protector had become an adversary. 
And she was being ordered out of the room. 
Dread pooled in her gut. Her heart sank to join it with the realization that just when the tiniest amount of order and direction had begun to return to the world, everything was being flipped upside down yet again.
“Fine.” She regarded Caleb a final second, but his countenance had locked into hardness, blocking her access to him. She swallowed once, pivoted and walked out.

Caleb sensed rather than saw Alex depart, for the entirety of his attention had returned to Delavasi. The man massaged his jaw but had recovered sufficiently from the strike to be staring him down. He’d expected no less out of the Director of Intelligence. 
“How dare you keep this from my family. How dare you let us believe he had walked out on us, on my mother, when in truth he had died in the line of duty. For twenty years! Do you have any idea what a heartless son of a bitch he seemed to us? Do you—”
“It was not up to me. It wasn’t up to any of us.”
Caleb snorted. “You know, you have a reputation as a man of integrity. But that’s bullshit, isn’t it? You’re nothing but a coward and a liar.”
“Besmirch my honor all you want, but realize you don’t possess all the facts.”
“No, I don’t—and I’d like a few more. What was my role supposed to be in all this? Your penance, or your revenge? Why was I brought into Division? Why am I here?”
“Samuel and your father were close. He wanted to honor your father’s legacy.”
Rage and anguish collided within him, confusion the catalyzing agent to a volatile mixture. He felt as though he might rip apart from the inside with the next breath. 
“You’re telling me I was supposed to be some kind of surrogate for my father? To fill the void his absence left in…in Samuel’s life?” 
He closed the distance and got in Delavasi’s face; the man didn’t back away, but it hardly mattered. 
“Samuel was my friend for seventeen years—or at least I thought he was. Why didn’t he tell me?” He cringed inwardly at the desperation which crept into his voice at the end. He did not intend to show weakness to this man.
Delavasi shifted his weight to his other leg, as if buying himself the space to prepare. “He was under the strictest orders not to divulge—”
“Did you know Samuel? It would hardly have been the first time he disobeyed orders.”
“Yes, I did know him. Did you?”
A harsh exhale forced its way up from his chest, and the void it left behind filled with a suffocating pressure. He took a step back. “…Apparently not.”
“I also knew your father, and consider him one of the most honorable men I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with. Listen, son, you—”
Caleb welcomed the anger which flared then, for it beat the slow but inexorable suffocation. 
“You do not have the right to call me that. You may have known my father and you may have known Samuel, but you do not know me—so don’t dare to presume you do.”
The man’s hands raised in surrender. “Fair enough. And for the record, I am genuinely sorry we weren’t able to tell your family about what happened—”
“You could have told me. I worked for you. I risked my life for you, for this government. I gave up friends and loved ones for this job. I earned the right to be told a long goddamn time ago.”
Delavasi nodded deliberately. “Perhaps.”
“Yeah. Perhaps.” He spun and stormed out.

Alex was pacing emphatically in the side hallway, but on seeing him she immediately spun and began approaching him. “Caleb—”
His head shook as he rushed down the hall in the opposite direction. He needed air. He needed to be elsewhere, anywhere. “Not now.”
“Caleb!”
The sharp, forceful tone demanded he halt. He found he had complied, but did not turn around. His voice sounded low and hoarse, likely because he couldn’t breathe. “Alex, I can’t.” 
Then he continued down the hall and around the corner without giving her a chance to respond. He had spotted the roof access during their tour of the facility, marked ‘Restricted’ as the roof held defensive measures. He hurried up the stairs—no lift since it wasn’t official access—and burst out the door. 
The cold, damp night air assaulted him like a slap across the face. He welcomed the violence of it and drew the air deep into his lungs as he fell back against the wall protecting the stairwell. 
Breathe. 
What do you do when everything you believed about your life is revealed as a lie? Was his father the hero? Was Samuel the villain?
Not the villain…but not the man he had assumed he knew. Not the man he had admired, heeded for guidance and insight, shared drinks and secrets and sorrows with. No, Samuel turned out to have been a horribly, irredeemably broken man, drowning in a sea of deception and guilt from the day Caleb met him. 
Pieces scattered over a lifetime fell into place, and he saw it all play out now in his head—choices and decisions rippling down through the years as the mistakes of the past clawed forward to fuck with his life.
Samuel loses the woman he loves to slavers and, rightly or wrongly, blames himself. When Caleb and his family come under threat, Samuel counsels his father to leave them behind. Maybe it saves their lives, maybe it doesn’t. His father dies, and Samuel is comforted by the knowledge at least his friend’s loved ones didn’t die as well. To make himself feel yet better, to fill a personal void or possibly to atone, he recruits Caleb into Division. He spends years imparting the same lessons, the same rules he lived by and believed to be wisdom, hoping to save one more person from the pain he experienced and the guilt he couldn’t find a way to banish.
But Samuel had never understood the cost on the other side—the cost of what was given up. Caleb suspected perhaps he never had either until this moment.
Dammit. He should have been given the choice, with full knowledge and understanding of the consequences. He should have been allowed to choose his own path.
His laugh came out full of bitterness, enmity and grief. He’d never expected to be the one on the receiving end of the deception and lies. He thought about his father, living a lie until the day he died. 
Had any of them known the man at all? It appeared he was not the faithless and selfish bastard who abandoned his family. His father was not deserving of the resentment and animosity Caleb had directed at him for the last twenty years. But he had no idea who the man might actually have been…and somehow that felt like as big a betrayal as the lie had.
The access door opened and Alex stepped out. She took up a position beside him against the wall. She didn’t touch him. He didn’t look at her.
“How did you find me?”
“It’s where I’d be. Are you going to run from me each time something goes wrong for you?”
He didn’t like the coolness of her voice. She sounded as she had those first days on her ship, when every word had been laced in distrust and wariness. It occurred to him then he might have committed a fairly grievous error. 
“I wasn’t running from you—I was just running. But no. Only when everything I believed I knew is invalidated in one fell swoop. And I don’t think it’s possible for such a thing to happen a second time.”
“This doesn’t invalidate who you are.”
He glanced over at her in surprise. “You know?”
She gave him the tiniest smile, though it wasn’t a happy one. “I had my own words with the Director after you left. He came to see the merits of filling me in.”
“I don’t doubt it. You have a way of refusing to accept any alternative to getting what you want.”
“Yeah…look, I’m not happy about you so dismissively shutting me out, but I won’t add to your burdens right now. We can deal with it later. Caleb, there’s something you need to understand. Having a father who was a hero instead of a villain doesn’t make life any easier or harder, and it doesn’t bring them back.”
It was almost as though she could see straight into his mind, reading the echo left by his thoughts. “But it does change the way you view the world, right?”
“Not really. Instead of being bitter at my father I was bitter at the rest of everyone. You were bitter at your father but quite amenable to everyone else, so long as they weren’t a criminal anyway. If we want to be bitter, we’ll find a way. I think—I hope—the opposite is true as well.”
He closed his eyes. She was correct of course, and he didn’t want to be that person; he didn’t want to be hostile, or sullen and spiteful. But he was so damn angry and confused and…terrified. His past had come unmoored, and him with it.
“I just—I feel like I was sold my entire life under false pretenses. Like it was never mine to begin with.”
“Not long after I met you, you told me you enjoyed your life and didn’t regret the choices you’d made. Does learning what happened twenty years ago honestly alter your feelings on the subject?”
Rain at last broke free from the heavy clouds hidden by the darkness, and fat droplets began splashing loudly onto the rooftop. “I don’t know. The whole bloody firmament’s been yanked out from underneath me. I have no rudder. I have no—” 
Her hand touched his shoulder, feather light, and before he realized it he had buried his face in her hair. 
Her arms were hesitant as they wrapped around his waist, but he squeezed her tight against him, as if holding onto her for his very survival. She was so much warmer than the cold air and colder rain, provided so much more comfort than either violence or solitude had. 
His lips found her ear to murmur into it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shut you out.”
She pulled back a fraction to regard him, her eyes alarmingly wary as they searched his. “Are you keeping any more secrets from me? Real secrets, the kind that matter?”
“No.” A simple, bare word. But it was truth, something which currently seemed to be in rather short supply.
Her throat worked in a hint of unease. The rain had begun to dampen her hair in uneven streaks, and a thick strand clung along her neck to accentuate the act. 
“When you ordered me out, then ran away from me…I didn’t want to, but I felt a dread that maybe this had all been a lie after all. That my initial fears about you were true, and the switch had flipped and you were going to walk away—” she cut off his burgeoning protest “—I realize I was wrong, and I’m sorry I thought it. But—”
He didn’t let her silence him this time. “You weren’t wrong to think it. I’ve given you no reason not to think it. In all honesty, it could have been true.” He reached up to grasp her face in his hands. “But it isn’t.”
She nodded in superficial acceptance of his answer. Her irises glittered brightly in the rain now streaming down her cheeks to flow over his hands, but the sentiments behind them were once again impenetrable to him. 
He couldn’t blame her for remaining wary, but right now he didn’t know how to fix it. For the first time in years, there were a great many things he didn’t know.
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SAGAN
INDEPENDENT COLONY

ABIGAIL FINISHED PACKING ANOTHER CRATE and stood—to find eight soldiers in full combat gear staring at her from the doorway of the lab.
“Dr. Canivon?”
She brushed strands of hair out of her eyes and wiped her palms on her slacks; always careful to project a poised aura, today she undoubtedly looked a wreck. “Yes, I’m Dr. Canivon.”
An extremely tall, dark-skinned man stepped forward from the group. “Major Yardua, 4th Brigade, SE Command. We’re here to escort you and your equipment off-planet and ensure you reach Earth safely.”
“Well, I hope you brought a sizeable transport.”
“Transport? Ma’am, we brought a frigate.”
She offered a quiet, weary laugh. “That should be sufficient. If two of you can assist me in securing the heavier modules in crates, the rest can begin carrying out what’s already boxed up.”
The Major immediately began issuing orders to the other soldiers with a clear air of urgency. She watched him in growing concern, and when he took a breath she broke in. “You appear to be in quite a hurry. How much time do we have?”
“None, Doctor. We have no time.”
Yardua turned his back on her frown and brought his hand to his ear. “Lt. Colonel, we’ve secured the interior. Requesting SAL support along the building’s perimeter. It’s going to take approximately twenty minutes to secure the cargo and load it on the Fitzgerald, so any available fighter coverage would be welcome as well.”
Two of the men moved deeper into the room and began dismantling Valkyrie’s remaining server racks, and she forced her focus away from Yardua to oversee their work.
The lab had no windows, but she kept glancing over her shoulder through the open doorway to the wide windows of her office. There were flickers of soldiers rushing to and fro outside and the occasional blur of laser fire, but she was simply too far away to ascertain any details.
Troubled and increasingly curious, she escorted the next crate out of the lab and halfway through her office to get a closer view. As she motioned the men carrying it on ahead of her, the walls shook in a roaring crash and a massive fireball plumed outside the front window.
Off to her left, Major Yardua sprinted toward the exit while shouting into his comm. “Fighter down! Pilot did not eject—I repeat, pilot did not eject. Attempting rescue now.”
Aghast at the war’s dramatic arrival upon her doorstep, she stumbled backward until her hands found the wall of the lab.
One of the soldiers came up beside her. “Ma’am, the best thing you can do to help them is to help us get this equipment loaded faster.”
She shook her head roughly. “Right. We’re almost finished.”

Abigail exited the front door of the Institute to find a nightmare awaiting her. She froze at the entryway, halted by a tightness seizing her chest beyond the ache of the muscle she’d pulled lifting one of the crates.
Sagan was a lovely planet by any standard, flush with aquamarine waters sparkling under a vibrant primrose sun and bordered by verdant emerald hills. Now fire and smoke raged to devour the colors like ravenous beasts gorging on the landscape.
Debris rained across the bay in white-hot streaks. The water sizzled when the metal impacted, creating a layer of steam to hover above the surface. On the horizon a dozen fighters spun through the sky, locked in combat against more numerous strange tentacled alien ships. Closer, the Harbour Pointe entertainment district lay in smoldering ruins under the shadow of a mammoth superdreadnought.
Steps from where she stood, the wreckage of the crashed fighter jet was not yet smoldering. The twisted heap of metal still burned hot as thick smoke roiled to surround it. Five meters to either side two soldiers stood with SALs positioned on their shoulders and pointed upward. All the windows on this side of the building had shattered, leaving a carpet of glass to coat the entryway.
“We need to move, Dr. Canivon. Please follow me.”
She jerked her head clear, blinked past the shock and studied Yardua. On his arrival his uniform had been clean and well-pressed; now it sported streaks of dirt and soot and…perhaps blood. 
“Of course.” A pack slung on her back filled with her most precious data and a change of clothes stuffed in the crevices, she accompanied Yardua along the path that led away from the Institute and wound around to the park adjoining it. 
“Were you able to rescue the pilot, Major?”
His only response was a terse shake of his head.
On rounding the corner of the building she found herself standing thunderstruck for the second time in less than five minutes. 
Sitting in the center of the manicured grass was in fact an Alliance frigate. It loomed large over the scattered picnic tables and benches, all of which were unsurprisingly empty. Burn marks had scorched two sections of the park, one worryingly close to the ship.
Soldiers hauled the last of her crates up the ramp of the open bay door while others stood guard, more SALs raised and pointed at the sky. 
“It seems Alex was correct. Nothing is impossible.” She adjusted the pack higher on her shoulders and started down the hill.

The abrasive flooring beneath Abigail shuddered. The ship was taking off an instant after she climbed aboard. They truly had no time.
“Doctor, we need to get you strapped into a safety seat. The corridors are no longer safe, so we’ll be departing through the atmosphere.”
Yardua was prodding her toward a row of jump seats on the far wall of the flight deck, but she resisted his efforts. Part of her wanted to keep an eye on Valkyrie, but all the crates were lined in two layers of adaptive cushioning gel. Absent a crash, she told herself, the hardware should be safe. 
“I’d prefer to be able to see if possible. Is there somewhere I would be secure with windows—er, viewports?”
The Major sighed. “Follow me. And please, hurry.”
They took a plain metal lift up what felt like maybe two decks then headed at a brisk pace along a hallway. Soldiers jogged past her in both directions, none of them sparing her the slightest notice. To a one they looked shockingly young and utterly competent.
Her guardian took a sharp left and opened a door to a small room—possibly a meeting room, though the military decor was so spartan she couldn’t be sure. As the door closed behind them the entire frame of the frigate began to vibrate. The scene out the viewport on the opposite wall suggested it was due to increasing atmospheric turbulence, not mechanical problems or an attack.
He gestured to several chairs attached to the wall. “These seats don’t have as much support as the jump seats below, but they do have basic safety restraints.” 
The ship lurched hard to send her stumbling into the wall. Properly chastised, she followed the wall to the first chair and quickly sat. He activated the restraints, and her torso was yanked against the smooth upholstery of the chair. 
“Thank you, Major.”
“Yes, ma’am. I need to attend to my duties now. Someone will return to check on you soon.” Then he was gone.
She tried to find a more comfortable position in the chair, but unfortunately the restraints had very little give to them. Making matters worse, her blouse clung to her skin in grimy patches and her scalp itched beneath dried sweat. Resigned to the discomfort, she peered out at the thick rust and gray clouds billowing past the viewport as the ship ascended through the atmosphere.
The impenetrable haze continued to swirl for so long she had begun to wonder if the ship was going sideways instead of up when the clouds finally thinned then vanished.
She had expected their disappearance to reveal the blackness of space accentuated by the pinprick light of stars. In their place it revealed a battle so breathtaking in its ferocity as to render the scene back on the planet a ridiculously pitiful skirmish.
Abigail had spent a number of years working on the periphery of the military. While she acknowledged the improvements in both medicine and technology which regularly occurred as a by-product of its mission, she had never approved of a culture that based its entire existence on the pursuit of warfare. It bred brutes and bullies and more than one sadist, but mostly it bred bureaucrats and drones.
The scene outside the viewport was enough to make her question four decades’ worth of assumptions and prejudices.
On a stage awash in vessels dancing a chaotic dance of death, a single confrontation captured her attention. One of the impossibly large alien superdreadnoughts, broken and afire due to multiple hull breaches, careened into the broadside of a frigate outwardly identical to the one she occupied. 
The comparatively tiny craft cracked in two faster than a brittle eggshell. Golden flames poured out of each half as they ricocheted down the length of the alien vessel. 
From above the viewport came dual laser beams to sear into the superdreadnought. One of the existing ruptures expanded under the new onslaught. The behemoth cavorted in fits and jerks like a marionette in a macabre burlesque. 
The shadow of an Alliance cruiser grew above the scene—the source of the laser fire. She gawked, transfixed, as dozens of the tentacled ships swarmed around it, burning holes into its hull but not yet slowing its advance.
Two frigates joined in the assault on the superdreadnought, yet still it barreled forward to send crimson beams each as wide as a frigate tearing into yet another Alliance vessel.
Abruptly blood-red plasma erupted from the other side of the superdreadnought, pouring out in a shockwave as the vessel’s hull splintered along the plasma’s path until the ship literally disintegrated before her eyes. Jagged pieces of the hull shot out in every direction, skewering two fighters and ripping into the impulse engine of one of the frigates.
A glimpse of an additional cruiser briefly emerged through the rubble as her ship accelerated away. 
She huffed a quiet breath, here alone in this little room. The scene she’d watched had all been a decoy, a diversion to enable an attack from the opposite side.
As the sky began to darken she sank down in the chair. Her shoulders ached; she had been tensed forward in the restraints for some time. 
She had just watched over a thousand Alliance soldiers die in the space of less than a minute. Yet the encounter would be considered a victory, for the enemy was vanquished. But at such a cost. 
Perhaps she could reduce that cost? She considered what Alex had asked of her…and began to understand.

Abigail was deep in thought when the door opened. Rather than her previous escort, an older man in a nicer uniform with more officer’s bars walked in. She fumbled with the restraints but managed to release them before he was forced to aid her.
When she stood he extended a hand in greeting. “Dr. Canivon, I’m Lt. Colonel Oursler, commanding officer of the EAS Fitzgerald. I’ll show you to your quarters for the trip to Earth momentarily. But first, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me what you possess that’s so important I was ordered by the head of the entire damn military to abandon my fellow soldiers and flee this battle so I can ferry you and eighteen tonnes of hardware to Earth. No offense intended.”
As recently as this morning she would have felt offended at the man’s rudeness and audacity in challenging her. But given what she had witnessed…she found she couldn’t particularly blame him. 
Her expression drew tight with weariness after what had been one very long day. “Lt. Colonel, I believe I have the ability to ensure not only that the deaths of those soldiers today will not be in vain, but that far fewer will die in future battles. Deliver my hardware and myself to Earth, and we may be able to win this war.”
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SPACE, CENTRAL QUADRANT
EARTH ALLIANCE SPACE

“GOOD WORK. YES, GIVE HER whatever she needs, within reason…no, not that. I’ll forward the request to Brigadier Hervé. Perhaps she can accommodate it once they reach Earth.” A longer pause. “Thank you, Lt. Colonel.”
Richard watched as Miriam seamlessly transitioned to yet another conversation. She had been working non-stop since they left Vancouver: holo-conferences, one-on-one communications, the occasional argument and many issuances of orders. When she wasn’t meeting with others she was studying maps of ship migrations and updates on colonies under assault. 
Alex’s pulse earlier had spurred a new flurry of activity and orders involving Sagan, an emergency evacuation and Dr. Abigail Canivon. He had to wonder why they needed an additional quantum computing expert badly enough to divert resources away from an engagement the outcome of which appeared to be in doubt in order to rescue her. When he’d queried Miriam on it, though, she’d simply shrugged while connecting to a new conference. 
Miriam in action, even in the otherwise empty passenger compartment of a military transport, was impressive to behold. David would be ridiculously proud if he could see her. The man had never lacked for confidence—occasionally veering into cockiness—but he’d worshiped the ground Miriam walked on. The two were so unlike one another, but somehow the relationship had worked.
Some days he missed the man who was his closest friend for twenty-five years more than others. There had been a lot of those days recently. 
He wished David were here to talk to about…everything. Selfishly, he wished David were here to thank him for clearing his daughter’s name. Very selfishly. Mostly he wished David were here with them at the end of the world. His friend would tell them they were going to win and would believe it; his unwavering confidence would make them believe it, too.
 
Richard studied the portable screen he’d propped on the table, his half-eaten dinner pushed to the side and long forgotten. His thesis was due in two days, and in the harsh light of day his writing from the night before bore all the marks of sleep deprivation. 
What advantage did he foresee a Masters in Contemporary History was going to get him in the military, in any event? The courses he’d squeezed in on nights and weekends had neither taught him to shoot straighter nor pilot so much as a shuttle. He hoped they’d made him wiser, but he wasn’t convinced wisdom qualified as a job requirement. 
Still, books—reading them, studying their contents, absorbing the knowledge they held and lessons they imparted—had propelled him out of the orphanage and into university; they had propelled him out of a minimum-wage job and into a scholarship program. He trusted they could take him yet more, better places.
Movement in his peripheral vision distracted him. He looked up as David Solovy slid in across the table from him, meal tray filled with one of everything available at the food service. 
He tilted his head in mild surprise. “When did you get back to base?”
David had already attacked his meal with gusto, so the response was several seconds in coming. “Two—no, three—hours ago, and I’m out again in the morning. The Trafalgar’s being routed to Ceres for a mission I’ll presumably be informed of approximately ten minutes before we arrive.”
“How’d it go on Perona?”
David’s eyes lit up and his fork clattered to the plate. “Beautifully. I met the woman I’m going to marry.”
He stared at David in perplexity. It was hardly a rare occurrence, of course. “Okay…first off, I meant the mission, or at least I thought I did. Second, is she aware of this?”
“I don’t think so. She hasn’t quite declared her undying love for me yet, but give it time.”
“How much time?”
“As much time as it takes, my friend. She’s worth it.”
“And you’ve determined this after knowing her for…?”
“Three days. Hey, I’m as surprised as you are. I am completely bowled over.”
Richard drew his plate closer, finding he held a renewed interest in it after watching David devour his food with such zeal. “I can tell. I assume the mission was a success, then, since you had time to meet the love of your life afterward?”
“Oh, I met her on the assault—she’s the XO of the Perona outpost. The mission was a bloody and brutal incursion and I came within a centimeter of losing my left arm to a frag mine. We took some injuries, but all my people survived. And we won, naturally.”
He chuckled dryly. “You know, it’s not actually ‘natural’ that you would win. You could have lost.”
David cocked an eyebrow. “Your history texts tell you that?”
“Yes, they did. In order for one side to win, the other has to lose—and both sides expect to win, so by definition one side will find itself sorely disappointed, not to mention likely dead.”
“Sorry, but it was natural that we would win. Preordained, even.”
“Why?”
David flashed a brilliant smile, the one which garnered him easy friends and admirers. “Because we were the good guys. We were in the right. The universe looks out for people who act with honor in furtherance of an honorable cause. It must, or we never would have gotten this far as a species. We won—this little conflict and a thousand like it—because we were destined to win. The universe will allow no other outcome.”
 
Richard rolled his eyes at his own sentimentality. He had pondered once or twice over the years, usually when in a brooding mood, whether the assertion, if true, meant David died at Kappa Crucis because in the First Crux War the Federation had been the ‘good guys.’ 
It made him uncomfortable to place his government in the role of evildoer, and deep down it wasn’t nearly so simple. In the end no one had officially won the war, though the Federation would argue otherwise. Still, recent events were blurring the lines of right and wrong and good and evil more than he’d realized. 
He felt fairly confident, however, that in this war against the Metigens humanity was on the right side of the struggle…and he hoped whatever David had meant by ‘the universe’ agreed.
He straightened up in the marginally comfortable transport seat and nudged the thoughts away. They’d be at Pandora in two hours and he had his own work to do. 
The intelligence network was in a kerfuffle over how to act in the face of the new peace with the Federation and the new war with the Metigens. The role of intelligence agents during a war generally tended to be one of spying on the enemy. Occasionally active covert operations were required, but usually such actions fell to special forces. 
Given the nature of this particular adversary, it remained unclear exactly how and to what extent they could spy on the enemy, covertly or otherwise. The answers thus far seemed to be ‘no idea’ and ‘not much.’
He was saved from seeking better answers by a pulse from Devon.
I’ve found something on the Fionava virus, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.
I’m not surprised. What you got?
So you remember the altered logs of the Detention Center from the night Caleb Marano was ‘released’? The ones I ‘didn’t find’? Well, I didn’t technically delete the logs from my personal data store.
This also does not surprise me.
Heh, guess not. Anyway, the operational methodology of the virus bears some…‘tics’ is probably the best way to describe it…which are similar to the Detention Center hack. See, even the best hackers have personal preferences and styles of coding, and sometimes they’re unique enough to be noticeable. When I studied the virus it kept bugging me that I felt like I’d seen some of the idiosyncrasies before, and I was right. Where I saw them before was the alteration of those logs.
Richard groaned and sank deeper into his chair. Miriam glanced over, but he waved her off.
You’re telling me the same person wrote the code to hack the Detention Center and the virus General O’Connell used on Fionava?
I think so. Call it ninety percent likelihood.
What does ANNIE say?
I haven’t asked her—this is my own work. I didn’t want to distract her from the Metigen analysis.
Right. Alex couldn’t have written the Fionava virus, which means she got the Detention Center hack from someone else. I’ll work on it.
Uh, sir, respectfully…how do you plan to do that when she’s missing? Unless you know something the rest of us don’t.
I’ll let you know when I have intel.
Nice!
Bye, Devon.
He stood to ramble around the compartment. There were a number of topics they needed to discuss with Alex, and he suspected she was going to have a number of topics to discuss with them. But while it may not rise to the top position on the list, this topic had to be addressed sooner rather than later. 
Restoring communications to Fionava was essential for the task of moving ships and people throughout NW Command. And while it wouldn’t single-handedly enable them to find and stop O’Connell from committing whatever heinous misdeeds he intended to carry out, it would make for a damn fine start.
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NEW CAIRO
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

THE EAS
AKAGI APPROACHED NEW CAIRO with due caution. The single defense array orbiting the planet wasn’t an insurmountable threat, but it was a threat. 
Earth Alliance General Liam O’Connell motioned in the direction of the on-duty Weapons Officer. “Send a drone into the planet’s atmosphere and set its identification beacon to broadcast.”
“But, sir, once the array detects the drone, it will go on full alert—”
“It wasn’t a suggestion, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir. Deploying drone.”
Liam thumped his middle finger against his thigh while he waited. He didn’t want to sacrifice resources before his offensive had even begun, but he harbored a suspicion he wasn’t going to need to.
The display to his right followed the drone as it advanced on the planet. It reached the orbiting array, passed within two kilometers of one of the nodes…and continued on into the atmosphere.
Liam gloated in triumph. “As I expected. The defenses aren’t programmed to view Alliance vessels as hostile—a gift courtesy of the farcical ‘peace treaty.’”
“Navigation, begin planetary descent. Go ahead and take a corridor. I doubt we’ll encounter any resistance on the other end.”

Gavril Peshka carefully guided his son’s arm up and back past his shoulder. Then he withdrew to leave only fingertips on the forearm, ready to encourage the next motion. “Okay, now forward—remember to arc it, not throw it…and…quick-stop.”
The fly line flopped unceremoniously into the water a meter from shore. Gavril stifled a lament.
“Dad, I can’t do it. The line’s too long.”
He patted his son’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Robert. You simply need to practice. Learn to take care of the rod and the line will take care of itself.”
Robert grumbled and plopped onto the grass. “Why can’t we use a real fishing rod? It’ll catch the fish for us.”
He made a show of considering the question before joining his son on the ground and draping his arms atop his knees. “Fly fishing isn’t so much about catching fish as it is about enjoying the quiet, peaceful beauty of nature.”
“Then why bother with fishing? We could just, I don’t know, walk around or something.”
How to explain the art of meditation to a six-year-old boy? Would he comprehend the concept of occupying the hands and conscious mind in order to free the unconscious? Probably not quite yet. 
Instead he tousled Robert’s mop of dark hair. “Well, if we did catch a fish, it’d be a cool bonus, right?”
His son shrugged sheepishly. “Yeah. That would be neat.”
Gavril stood and lifted Robert up to his feet. “Come on. Let’s do some of that walking and stroll down the river bank.”
New Cairo was so named not because it had been settled by a predominantly Arab population, though in time a fair number of people of Arab descent had moved there. It was so named because of the similarity of the location chosen for settlement to the Nile delta. The river they walked beside widened into a lush coastal plain to the north and wound through a minor jungle to the south. Here, the riverbed nourished tall, reedy grasses and short trees sporting broad limbs and golden leaves.
The standard of living on New Cairo was rural but hardly poor. The cultivation of exotic, edible fruits competed with nature tourism for the dominant industry, and money flowed easily into the colony. They had no one urban center but rather a series of townships located near prime growing land and scenic locales frequented by the tourists. Most modern conveniences existed here as well; they were merely tastefully tucked away in discrete locations so as not to overpower the natural setting.
His gaze drifted to the right, but he was unable to detect the levtram route which hid behind a flawless cloaking field twenty meters in the air. Originating at the port eight kilometers north, its course followed the river for several hundred kilometers before diverging toward other, more remote settlements.
“Dad, can we go see grandpa on Elathan? I want to ride in the space transport again.”
“Not right now. Maybe soon.” He made sure his tone remained casual. He was trying to keep his son unaware of the encroaching alien invasion for as long as he could, be it another day or another hour. Once innocence was lost it was never regained. So he took his son fishing and strolled along the river and pretended as though the galaxy wasn’t on fire.
“Hey, what’s that?” Robert pointed at the sky, his face lit up in a child’s excitement.
He followed his son’s gape upward and frowned. The silhouette of a lustrous shale-hued ship grew in the distance. Long but blocky in design, it didn’t resemble most Federation ships. His steps slowed, his hand instinctively reaching down to grasp his son’s shoulder protectively. 
He hadn’t been overly invested in the aborted Second Crux War. He’d lived his entire life on Federation worlds—even before they were Federation worlds—and was generally content with how the government operated. But he had moved to New Cairo in part to get away from scheming and machinations, whether they be political, corporate or otherwise. The games the galaxy played seldom touched those on the colony, so when the Alliance and Federation renewed their war he’d shaken his head and continued on with his life.
The vessel encroaching from the north was an Earth Alliance warship—of that he had no doubt, the fact the war was supposed to be over notwithstanding.
“Dad, let’s go back to town. I want to see the ship!”
Town was the last place he wanted to be right now, but he did feel uncomfortably exposed. They needed to find shelter. He scooped his son up in his arms and quickened his pace. “Come on, there’s a levtram station not too much farther south.”
The sound of an explosion assaulted his ears. He whipped around to see a plume of smoke rising from the general direction of town. Orange flames licked up the smoke trails. A silver laser streaked from the ship toward an unseen target as two fighter craft became visible on the horizon.
“Why are they shooting, Dad?”
“I don’t know, son. Let’s get somewhere safe.” Was their home being destroyed as they ran? A lifetime of possessions gone? He couldn’t fathom what purpose might drive the Alliance to attack a civilian population, but he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was protecting Robert.
If they could reach the station in time they’d ride the tram farther south, into the jungle. If not, they’d…they’d make for the tiny farming enclave to the west. Surely the attackers wouldn’t bother with so small a settlement.
“Dad!” Robert was fidgeting in his grasp and pointing up at the sky once more.
He looked back to see one of the fighters racing above the river, a steady laser stream scorching the grasses and setting the trees afire. The water boiled where the laser strafed across it. 
Then the laser swung left and carved through the levtram assembly. The cloaking failed as the laser impacted, sparking as it died to reveal frame rings wrenching apart. The laser crisscrossed the frame again and again, slicing the rings to pieces and sending shards hurtling through the air.
They stood no chance of making it to the station before the fighter reached it. Behind them the landscape burned, and the river was too deep and wide to cross. They needed to run west, but that would take them under the levtram route. Perhaps if they waited until the fighter moved on—
—a tram heading south burst into view as it reached the area where the cloaking had failed. With no more rings to guide it, the tram pitched into open air. Its momentum sent it soaring toward them. 
He gasped and squeezed his son tighter. “I love you, Robert.” Then he sprinted for the water, knowing even as he did they would not make it.
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AS ON SENECA, THE SIYANE did not land at the public spaceport but rather a secret landing pad. This pad belonged to a hidden, sprawling luxury estate completely enclosed by a fifty-meter-high wall and force-field dome. A holographic projection of a business tower displayed outside the wall to ensure no one on Pandora knew the estate was there, for reasons Alex simply didn’t have the bandwidth to care about.
The attached dock had enough room for four small craft, which was good seeing as there would be at least three ships arriving: the Siyane, her mother and Richard’s transport and Delavasi’s shuttle.
Following their rooftop interlude, Caleb had negotiated an uneasy truce of sorts with Delavasi. It was far from reconciliation, but he recognized they needed the man’s help for now. 
He had drawn the line at the Director accompanying them to Pandora on the Siyane, however, much to her relief. She had no desire to spend any length of time in an enclosed space with the two of them, intercepting their glowers while trying to keep them from killing one another.
The estate was owned by a man…and that was effectively all Alex knew. Well, she had also been informed the man was extraordinarily wealthy—not a surprise—and a major player in a consortium which apparently ran Pandora. Those facts were closely guarded secrets, and the man’s name far more so. But Delavasi knew it, which was one reason they needed him. 
Though closer to Seneca, Pandora was located directly along the route to Earth, thus making it a convenient place to meet. Its security measures and government were minimal and non-intrusive, thus making it a convenient place to hide. Delavasi had arranged the use of the estate—as well as heightened security both outside and within the estate—as a safe and discreet meeting location for as long as they required it. 
However safe and discreet it may purportedly be, Caleb was insisting she carry her Daemon and a blade on her at all times. As she donned a pullover to conceal the gun she sensed him come up behind her. 
He shifted her around to face him and kept his hands on her shoulders. “Are you ready for this?”
He meant the impending reunion with her mother, of course. His expression was tender and a little teasing, but the lines deepening along the edges of his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept a wink. 
Despite a vague, lingering tension between them neither were ready to resolve, they had found their way into each other’s arms not long after leaving Seneca. Their lovemaking had been fervent, desperate, almost primal…and sometime after she’d dozed off he had slipped out of bed. 
On waking she discovered him upstairs, sitting in the cockpit sipping coffee and staring out at the blurred shimmer of the superluminal bubble. He’d spent the intervening hour giving a stellar impression of normalcy. She wasn’t fooled. 
He seemed determined to work through the repercussions of what he had learned on his own. It stung, but on the other hand she wasn’t exactly an expert on things like compassion or empathy. Still, she was willing to try; for him, she wanted to try. But until he asked for more she would give him the time and emotional space he sought.
Her nose wrinkled in uncertainty. “Yes. No. I have no idea. It doesn’t matter. What matters is to convince her this plan can work.” She rolled her eyes at the smirk growing on his lips. “And maybe a few other things matter, too, but only once we accomplish the primary goal.”
He went to retrieve his own weapons. “Just make sure she doesn’t try to arrest me again?”
“I think you’re in the clear. Are you ready?”
At his assent she opened the hatch and followed him out. Two exceedingly serious security personnel met them at the bottom of the ramp.
She regarded them with an air of wariness. “I’m Al—”
“We don’t need to know who you are, ma’am. If you’ll follow us, we’ll show you to where you’ll be staying.” 
She arched an eyebrow at Caleb as the guards started walking away. He gestured dismissively in their direction, which she took to mean he was familiar with this particular routine.
The grounds were decorated in Earth-style flora and fauna, highlighted by perfectly-trimmed grass, manicured hedges of juniper and rows of dwarf aspens. The landscaping created a sense of privacy and seclusion around every curve of the pathway.
They were shown not to the enormous mansion at the center of the estate, but to a nonetheless impressive guest house near the rear of the property. The exterior was decorated in synthetic stucco, retro columns, high windows and an upstairs balcony. The owner of the estate had eclectic tastes. 
Their escorts opened the door and entered ahead of them. Once she and Caleb were inside one of the guards pointed to a panel beside the doorway. 
“If you require any assistance, we can be reached via this panel at all times. You are free to explore the estate with the exception of the main house. The kitchen and other rooms are fully stocked with all the amenities you may desire. Two guests have already arrived. You will find them in the business center straight ahead and to the left.” Then they were gone.
“Well this is all a bit…strange.” She assumed the guards’ knowledge of the others’ whereabouts meant they enjoyed real-time access to security feeds from inside the house. So no real privacy here, either.
“Typical reclusive billionaire setup. It shouldn’t be a problem.”
“If you say so.” She steeled herself and embarked down the broad hallway the guard had indicated.
Richard met them at the open entrance to the business center and grabbed her in a bear hug, lifting her off the ground like he had when she was a child. 
“Alex, girl, do not do pull that kind of disappearing act again, you hear me?”
She was laughing as he set her down. “I’ll try. It is good to be home, so to speak.”
Her mother stood at a table farther into the room, conversing with someone. The admiral’s uniform was nowhere in sight; instead she wore charcoal slacks and a navy blue turtleneck. Her hair was bound back, but beyond the nape of her neck it flowed freely.
“Christopher, I have to go. I’ll touch base soon.” She turned to them, and a hand came to her mouth. “You’re here.”
Alex crossed the room, a shaky smile blossoming of its own accord, but fear—yep, this was definitely fear—gripped her heart in its icy fist and stopped her short before the last step. 
“Mom….”
Her mother reached out and pulled her into an embrace nearly as tight as Richard’s had been. 
Stunned, she tried to reciprocate, but it felt clumsy and strange and she wasn’t sure if she was even doing it right. Over her mother’s shoulder Richard and Caleb had begun talking, but Caleb caught her wide, slightly panicked eyes and gave her a reassuring nod.
At last Miriam backed up to hold her at arm’s length, scrutinizing her up and down as if inspecting for injuries or significant alterations before finally meeting her hesitant gaze. The look on her mother’s face was not something she had seen for more than twenty years.
“It is such a relief to see you, Alexi—” her mother cut herself off and pressed her lips together briefly “—Alex.”
“What….” She found herself at a loss for words. “You…you don’t have to call me that. It’s all right.”
Miriam shrugged almost flippantly. “It’s what your father called you—why wouldn’t I do the same?”
Her eyes still felt as though they were inappropriately wide and she was fairly certain her mouth was hanging open. She had hoped to find her mother open to some level of reconciliation. She had not expected this. 
“I…okay then. If you insist.”
Awkward silence fell then, abruptly and with all the subtlety of a passing elephant stampede. She scanned the various details of the well-appointed business center until her mother dropped her arms and stepped away. 
Alex watched as she approached Caleb and thrust out her hand. “Welcome, Mr. Marano. I understand I owe you a formal apology on behalf of the Earth Alliance, and personally.”
Caleb was the picture of charm as he accepted the hand in a manner Alex recognized as genuine. “Apology accepted, but it isn’t necessary. You did what you thought was right…” his gaze alighted on her “…as did we.” 
God how she loved him. Whatever challenges they may encounter, whatever hurdles they may be forced to overcome, she loved him.
“And we’re all very glad that unpleasantness is behind us, right?” She made a show of rejoining them. Yet as soon as she arrived she found she was staring at her mother, taken aback and somewhat flummoxed by the woman’s demeanor. 
“So, Fleet Admiral? That’s insane. Dad would be so proud of you.”
It appeared as if her mother blushed, but it was an absurd notion. “I’d like to think so.”
“I’m proud of you.” Oops. The thought had accidentally come out of her mouth in the form of words. Should she be mortified? Cover it up with a quick, snarky remark? Dammit, now it was too late to recover….
A strange look passed across her mother’s face before settling into more identifiable astonishment. “What happened to you while you were gone?”
“What happened to you while I was gone?”
Miriam turned to Richard, who was failing miserably at suppressing a laugh. Finding no assistance, she returned her focus to Alex with a resigned sigh. “War, followed by the necessity of making peace. An alien invasion, leading to several enlightening confrontations and uniquely weighty decisions. Mostly, though? The fact I believed I’d lost my daughter forever, only to discover I had not.”
“The only thing other than Dad you gave a damn about in the entire universe.”
Miriam fell back against the wall in abject shock. “What did you…how did you…?”
Alex stepped forward to hug her mother again; she was getting the hang of this. “It’s a long story. But the point is—”
Delavasi’s bellow from the hallway interrupted the poignant moment, which was probably for the best. Any more sentimentality in such close proximity and the universe might implode. “Richard, tell me you’re here somewhere—I want at least one friend in this splendorous Hell.”
“In here, Graham.” 
Richard met him with a welcoming pat on the back; it served to moderately counteract the chill coming off Caleb in waves. 
Richard introduced the man to Miriam, then winced in Delavasi’s direction. “Is it time for the epic drinking yet?”
Delavasi grunted. “Oh, how I wish it were. Perhaps a beer, though?” At Richard’s concurrence he headed into the hallway toward the kitchen. “I’ll go grab us some.”
As soon as he was gone Richard stepped closer to her. “Alex, I realize you have a lot you want to tell us—and trust me we have questions—but before we get started I need to ask you something.”
Her eyes narrowed, immediately suspicious. “That is not a good tone. What’s going on?”
He placed a hand on her elbow and drew her away from the others into a corner, then crossed his arms over his chest. “Is something wrong between Caleb and Graham? You could freeze the Sun with Caleb’s glare when he showed up.”
“There is, but it’s a personal matter. And it’s not why you called me over here.”
“No, it isn’t. I need to know where you got the code to hack EASC Detention Center security.”
A groan accompanied a trenchant shake of her head. “I cannot tell you that. I’m sorry.”
“Yes, you can, because it’s important.”        
“How is it important? It can’t conceivably matter now.”
“The person who wrote the code also wrote the virus which General O’Connell has used to wreak havoc with NW Regional Headquarters communications.”
Shit. She dropped her head to the wall behind her and scowled at the ceiling. “Shit.”
“Agreed.”
Would Claire have provided someone the ware if she’d been apprised of its intended use? Possibly. “I’ve known this person for years. I can’t send them to prison.”
“You won’t. I don’t care about arresting some hacker—I care about reestablishing communications with Fionava. Your mother requires it to fight this war, and I intend to restore it to her.”
“Come on, Richard, guilt tripping isn’t your style—oh wait, never mind, it’s completely your style.”
“Yes, and I don’t even feel guilty about it.”
The firmness in his expression provided her no room for negotiation. Her shoulders sank in defeat. “What do you need?”
“A copy of the code which created the virus. Do whatever you can to get it in the hands of my people, and I won’t ask anything else of you.”
“Okay…dammit. Give me a few minutes. I’ll see what I can do.”
She suddenly realized she had left Caleb at the mercy of her mother. But he appeared to be holding his own, so she imparted an apologetic grimace on her way out. 
Delavasi passed her in the hallway; she stole a beer from the bundle under his arm. 
The first door she located led to a bath, and a rather extravagant one. She took a long swig of the beer then livecommed Claire Zabroi.
“Alex, babe, you have been living extremely. I am most impressed. By the way, I totally approve of how you used my spoofing routine. He is delish.”
“I know he is. Listen, you sold a comm system virus to someone recently.”
Claire’s voice instantly grew cold and clipped. “I did no such thing. Why would you think I did—and why would you care?”
“Because it bears your signature, and because the man you sold it to is an Alliance General gone rogue—”
“That fenian paddy was a fragger? I knew the reprobate was wrong. Though if he cocked-up the Complex…. And you won’t believe how much he overpaid for it. I am swimming in credits after the trade.”
“Claire, we need a copy of the virus.”
“Not a chance. And who the hell’s ‘we,’ anyway?”
“He used it to destroy the communications system at the NW Regional Headquarters. The military needs it working, and in order to make that happen they require the source code.”
“Babe, did you forget what I do, what I am? No way in forty hells am I going down for some PTSD fragger.”
Alex willed patience and took another sip of her beer. “You won’t be arrested. You won’t be charged. All you have to do is meet a guy and give him a disk. You have my word.” Well, she had Richard’s word, which was close enough.
“No. My rep will be toast. I do not—”
And that was the end of the patience. 
“Claire, I think it’s terrific your world continues to spin merrily along with no disruption inside the hip San Fran bubble you’re living in, but trust me when I tell you it is not going to last. Your precious little bad-girl hacker-cool party life will come crashing down, along with everyone else’s on Earth and the rest of the damn galaxy. The old world is over, and we are playing a new game. Deliver the damn code.”
“I should’ve known you’d turn into your mother one day.”
“Don’t even go there. It’s past time for us both to be grown-ups.”
A string of expletives preceded a sputtered reply. “You are such a spoilsport. Fine.”
“I’m sending you the contact details. Much appreciated.”

Alex returned to the business center to find it in a state of minor uproar. 
Delavasi was traipsing along the far end of the room like a caged lion, waving his arms around flamboyantly while barking orders she couldn’t quite make out at unseen recipients. Richard and her mother huddled at the center table, conversing in hushed but intense tones. 
Caleb leaned against the wall beside the doorway, idly tossing the hilt of his kinetic blade in the air. It would have represented a stark contrast to the others’ frenzied activities, except she perceived how much tension resided within his casual stance. 
She took up a position beside him. “What happened?”
“Someone blew up the bunker in Cavare.”
“What? The one we were at?”
“None other.”
A surge of lightheadedness washed over her, leaving her unsteady in its wake. They had undoubtedly been the target; perhaps the enemy hadn’t realized they’d departed due to the Siyane’s cloaking. “They really are hunting us.”
“As well they should. We are dangerous. But I meant what I said to Mesme. They won’t get us.”
She squeezed his hand. “I believe you. So what are they—” she gestured around the room “—doing?”
“The Director has transitioned from yelling at deputies for not informing him sooner through yelling at different deputies to increase rescue efforts on-scene to yelling at still other deputies to determine how this sort of disaster could happen. On the assumption we’ll be headed to Earth, Richard is setting up draconian security protection for when we arrive, and your mother is terrifying the estate personnel into doubling the doubled security here.”
“I thought Delavasi was the contact person for the estate?”
His countenance lightened into genuine amusement for the briefest interval. “She’s your mother.”
“Yes, she most certainly is.” Her gaze found the ceiling while a sigh found its way to her lips. “All right, time’s wasting.” 
She pushed off the wall and cleared her throat loudly. “Hey, guys? We knew the aliens were going to be hunting us. I’m confident you’ve all ensured we’re safe here for the time being, so we need to concentrate on why we’re here. Defeating them.”
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NOAH TERRAGE HAD VISITED NEW YORK once before, maybe a decade before. The city did not fail to impress the second time around. He’d never seen another location that began to match the sheer spectacle of the Manhattan skyline. Cavare on Seneca and the capital of Romane were each beautiful urban centers and impressive in their own right, but they paled in comparison if one was inclined to do so. 
No, Manhattan was without a doubt the crown jewel of Earth’s Northeastern Seaboard Metropolis, and thus of the galaxy.
Lore said it was constantly being rebuilt, old buildings eradicated and newer, shinier, taller ones perpetually replacing them. All he knew as he strolled down a sidewalk jammed shoulder-to-shoulder with pedestrians was that even craning his neck to an awkward angle did not allow him to see the rooftops of most of the buildings he passed. In fact, he was barely able to see the sky paths that connected the upper floors of a number of the towers. In the early days they’d been pedestrian footways, but most people couldn’t handle the vertigo-inducing passage so now they enclosed mini-trams with frosted windows.
The atmosphere of the city was far too uptight and hurried for his tastes—even discounting the now rampant anxiety about the aliens—though the party scene had the reputation of being a unique level of insane. Regardless, he did hope it wasn’t reduced to a mammoth pile of rubble this time next month.
His eVi chirped to alert him he had reached his destination. He stared up at the bronze and glass tower to his left, grumbled, cursed Kennedy, cursed the Metigens, cursed the Zelones cartel…and stepped through the overwrought doorway.
Surno Materials didn’t occupy the entire building, merely a single floor three-quarters of the way up. He worked his way through the lobby full of businessmen and women so tightly-coiled they might shatter if he punched one—again, hard to say if it was the aliens or just the city. Finally he located an already-crowded lift encased in ornately etched glass.
What felt like thousands of stops later he reached his floor. He cracked his neck once then strolled into the Surno offices full of deliberate swagger and attitude. 
An absurdly attractive secretary perched behind a tall, too-polished bronze desk. An elaborate inlay of stylized chemical symbols decorated its front panel. Was it supposed to be art? He considered vomiting, but decided doing so wouldn’t get this over with any faster.
Instead he dropped an arm on the edge of the desk and gave the secretary a wink. “Hi, gorgeous. What are you doing cooped up in this gaudy, cheerless office?” He wasn’t intending on going anywhere with the flirting, simply hoping to win a supporter in the event of complications.
The young woman’s eyes sparkled playfully as a corner of her mouth turned up, but only a touch. She was clearly accustomed to men fawning over her. “Waiting for men like you to walk in and sweep me off my feet, obviously.”
He chuckled briefly. “Would you mind telling my father I’ve arrived for my tearful reunion before the world ends?”
That knocked her off her game and added a stutter to her voice. “Your…father? And you are…?”
“Why, I thought the resemblance would have been uncanny. Noah Terrage, obviously.”
She gaped at him in silence for a good three seconds before fumbling for the panel in front of her. “Sir, your son is here to see you…yes, sir…no, I’m not trying to be funny…yes, sir.” 
She gave him a weak smile, now thoroughly flustered. “He’ll be with you in a minute.”
“I bet he will.” Noah pushed off the desk to wander around the waiting area. He wished he’d managed to surprise the man and catch the look on his face; now his father would be prepared. Alas.
“Okay, um, I guess you can go in now. Good luck!”
“Don’t need it.” He crossed to the door and sauntered into the office.
Upon seeing his father standing haughtily behind an ostentatious desk, he understood why the secretary hadn’t recognized him or at least been suspicious. It was really rather amazing how little they favored one another now, despite being genetic clones. 
His father had permanently darkened his hair to a more ‘respectable’ chestnut brown and kept it short and impeccably styled. His frame was thin, the product of a lifetime spent in boardrooms and labs. While Noah had perfected the art of the five o’clock shadow, his father’s skin glistened with waxy smoothness.
One glimpse was all it took for him to decide he had made the right decision two decades ago. He did not want to be this man.
Sure enough, his father was prepared, his features locked into a cold mask. “I assumed you were dead.”
Noah leaned casually against the back wall and crossed his ankles. “Almost was last week—I found myself on Messium at the wrong time, got shot at by some aliens. Almost was the week before that, too—I exercised my conscience, which got me shot at by Zelones mercs. Yet here I am, alive and kicking.”
“How charming. So, what? You figure the apocalypse is a good time to come beg forgiveness?”
“Well it’s good to see you haven’t changed in nineteen years. I have nothing to beg forgiveness for, Dad.”
“Why are you here then? Do you need me to bail you out of trouble? Fishing for money? The budget is a little tight at present, what with my largest factory destroyed and my home likely suffering the same fate any minute now.”
“Nope. I don’t want or need anything from you—never have, never will.” He pushed off the wall. “But others would like to borrow your brain for a spell, and they sent me to come ask nicely.”
“I’m a bit too busy to do any consulting work. And if this is you asking nicely, I’ll skip the asking rudely.”
“Unfortunately, I’m afraid the rude alternative is a team of armed military officers showing up to conscript your services.” 
Shock now overpowered his father’s mask, and Noah snorted. “Did you presume I was asking on behalf of those gangsters who are aiming to kill me or another equally sleazy tribe? On the contrary, I’m here because there are people—people who aren’t you—working to try to save humanity, and for some godforsaken reason they seem to think they could use your help to do it. So are you in, or should I call my military associates?”
His father blinked. His gaze fell to the desk, then rose back to Noah. He blinked again.
“Still here. Not a dream or a nightmare, and the clock’s ticking.”
“What am I supposed to do?”
“Come to Berlin with me. Now.”
“The Space Materiels Complex?”
“Good, you’ve heard of it.”
“Of course I’ve—it doesn’t matter. Give me fifteen minutes to wrap up a few things, then we can take my transport.”
Noah cringed to exaggerated effect. “I don’t think I want to spend an hour in a confined space with you. I’ll get my own ride.”
“Oh, do not be a petulant child, Noah. Take my damn transport.”
“But I thought I was a petulant child? I’m just trying to live up to your expectations.” He growled under his breath. “Fine, I’ll go with you—but only to make sure you actually show up, because I did not suffer you to arrive empty-handed.”
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AT ALEX’S REQUEST THEY had abandoned the business center for the comfort of a spacious, airy living room. The late-afternoon rays from Pandora’s magenta sun cast warm shafts of light through the row of windows stretching along the upper third of the front wall. 
To an outside observer this might have been a casual gathering among friends and family or a long-weekend getaway. Instead it was a meeting at which the fate of humanity may be cast.
Her mother had assured her Dr. Canivon was safely off Sagan and on her way to Earth with her ‘equipment’ accompanying her. When pressed for details, Alex asked her to be patient for a few minutes longer. Richard had implemented a surveillance shield over the room as an additional layer of protection inside the shield they’d been informed encompassed the entire estate. 
She had no idea if either of the shields would prevent the aliens from recording what was said, but the information had to be shared at some point—a point which had now arrived.
Caleb had willingly ceded the stage to her, and in this instance she was grateful for it. For one, she would be speaking most of all to her mother; it was only right that it be her responsibility to make the case. For another, the simple truth was he continued to be troubled and distracted by the revelations about his father and his mentor. She didn’t blame him for being so, but right now his head was not totally in the game.
She decided a second beer was required for the task to come and opened a fresh bottle before returning to her spot beside Caleb. Miriam and Richard sat on the opposite couch, Delavasi in the oversized chair to the left. She leaned forward and regarded them across the low table separating them.
“I have a story to tell you. It’s an unbelievable story—literally I would never expect you to believe it, which is why I also have numerous visuals and reams of data. But first, the story.”

“You mean they’ve been watching us since we crawled out of caves?”
“How many other universes did you track?”
“Wait, you? We were discussing other people—military leaders, ship captains, analysts. Not you.”
She adjusted her posture so she could give Caleb her full attention. Her voice was soft, her words for him alone. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought since we got back.” Then she realized it was unfair to him to even risk their audience hearing the rest and switched to a pulse.
I would’ve talked to you about it on the way over, but you were…preoccupied. 
Frustration began to form in the increasing tightness of his jaw and set of his mouth; she allayed it with a squeeze of his hand. 
Rightfully so, and I completely understand. But yes, me.
You said you didn’t want to be the savior of humanity.
I don’t. But I think maybe I have to be.
Whatever his response might have been, it was interrupted by a more vehement reaction from the opposite couch. “No. Absolutely not. Regardless of the merits of the idea, if any, I will not allow you to risk your life in such a way.”
She glared at her mother deadpan. “Mom. I am thirty-seven years old. I have my own home and ship and money. You do not get to tell me ‘no’ anymore.”
“I’m the Fleet Admiral of the Earth Alliance Armed Forces. I get to tell everyone ‘no.’”
Alex burst out laughing, which eased what had been rising tension in the room. 
“Be that as it may…it’s my plan, and thus my choice. We don’t have time to run trials on rats and set up bureaucracy-approved safety guidelines.”
“We’ll get someone else to do it, then, assuming anyone is allowed to undertake such a risky endeavor. I’m certain there are military candidates available to us with cybernetics as advanced as yours who will be eager to serve in this capacity.”
Alex took a deep breath before responding—something she had rarely to never done previously when jousting with her mother—and swallowed her instinctive response in favor of a more diplomatic one. “Possibly. But again, we don’t have time. And ultimately, I need to be the one on the front line.”
There it was. Out in the open, spoken aloud. Too late for second-guessing her choice now. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but it hardly mattered. Having committed, she needed to bulldoze her way through the opposition in order to make it happen.
“I’m the one person alive who has not only conversed face-to-face with one of these aliens but had one inside my head. I’ve spent dozens of hours not only studying but manipulating and rewriting their code. I understand not only how they think but how their machines think. We will probably want to use other people as well for tactical reasons, but if you want to have the best chance at defeating these aliens, I need to be—no, I will be—at the center of the showdown.”
“Oh, Alex….” Miriam closed her eyes, her brow drew into a knot and silence enveloped the space between them. 
Seconds passed in which no one breathed. 
Then her mother sat up straight, shoulders rigid, once more the consummate soldier. “Very well. If additional experts agree this idea of yours will work and doesn’t carry intolerable risks. Dr. Canivon is a brilliant scientist and an innovative theorist, but she also tends toward obsession and isn’t always what I would call pragmatic.”
“Conceded.” Alex limited her outward display of relief to a brief smile as she reached in her pocket and produced a crystal disk. “This is the code for the cloaking shield—both the original and my hacked-up version, which does work.”
Delavasi nodded emphatically. “Sure as hell does. Damnedest thing I’ve seen in years.”
She reached across the table and handed the disk to her mother. “You shouldn’t risk sending the data remotely, but as soon as you reach Earth you ought to get your people working on how to implement it on our ships. I’d like Kennedy to take a peek at it, too, if you don’t mind. She has a knack for this kind of tech.”
“Kennedy is currently working around the clock trying to mass produce that metal your ship morphed into. They’re calling it ‘adiamene.’”
“Of course she is. Does she really think it will make much of a difference?”
“Quite. And our engineers tend to agree. Its characteristics stand to revolutionize ship safety, exploration and warfare. Unfortunately, we don’t exactly possess the ability to construct a fleet of warships made of it in time to fight the aliens.”
Richard shook his head roughly. “I’m sorry, but I’m still stuck on fifty-one universes. I am not equipped to deal with the philosophical ramifications of such a concept.”
She grinned playfully at him. “Just ask Will to explain it to you—he can handle the philosophy.”
Delavasi shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Richard’s gaze darted to the floor. Miriam stared at the disk in her hand as though she were reading its contents direct from the crystal.
She watched them for several seconds. “Did I miss something? Will’s all right, isn’t he?”
“Yes, he’s fine.” Richard’s expression…honestly, she couldn’t figure out what his expression was supposed to convey. “I’ll fill you in later. We should discuss what we need to do next, right?”
Miriam nodded. “Yes. Alexi—Alex, you’re talking about bringing multiple civilians into the middle of the largest military operation in history, an act which will cause nearly as sizeable an uproar as proposing to unshackle multiple Artificials and deliver them control of weapons of mass destruction. And since we’re working together with the Federation military now, they’ll need to be convinced as well. And the politicians—Brennon and Vranas at a minimum.”
Delavasi leaned over to regard Miriam across Richard. “If Vranas proves a sticking point, let me know. We’re…well, as close to friends as one can be with a head of government. I haven’t the first clue if this crazy-ass idea will work, but if all of you say it will I’m happy to bullshit him.”
Miriam frowned at the man before giving him a half-shrug. “Thank you, Director. I’ll let you know.” 
Then she transferred her attention to Caleb, who had been silent during the heated discussion. “What do you see your role being in this plan? Now if the Metigens bring out their dragons against us, I assume you’ll be at the front of the charge, but otherwise….”
He chuckled, though she could still hear the undertone of tension in his voice. “Let’s hope they didn’t bring dragons with them. No, I’m afraid my cybernetics simply aren’t advanced enough to connect with an Artificial in the manner Alex is proposing. Or rather, they’re advanced in the wrong areas: physical strength, reaction speed, agility, endurance, cellular regeneration.
“The aliens are sending people to kill us, however, so my job first and foremost is keeping Alex alive. I’ll also do whatever else I can to help guarantee this plan succeeds, and try to make sure I’m in the right place at the right time.” 
“The right place and time for what?”
“If I knew that, ma’am, I probably wouldn’t need to be there.”
Miriam canted her head as if to consider him anew, but he turned toward Alex until his eyes met hers. 
“I’m confident Alex can do this, and I support her decision to stand at the forefront of this fight. She can outsmart them, and in doing so, she can defeat them.”
It was a good spiel, delivered smoothly and with the utmost conviction. She believed he meant it…but she also saw the storm raging in his eyes beneath the near-perfect performance. Was the storm because of his upended past—or was it because of her?

The Pandora spaceport continued to function surprisingly well, Matei Uttara thought as he eased his ship into its assigned berth and cut the engine. 
The skies above were jammed with ships arriving and departing and a few that couldn’t decide which one they were doing, and he expected to find a series of hysterical crowds in the lobby. But on arrival at the planet he had been placed in a queue, soon moved to the front, and directed to a docking slot by the spaceport’s VI like it was a normal day.
It was not a normal day, of course. It was one of the last, gasping days of civilization.
He’d always suspected Pandora harbored more than one secret. It was too clean, too well-mannered and far too orderly for the caliber of both its residents and its visitors. The data Hyperion had grudgingly provided on where he would find his targets confirmed his suspicion, at least in general terms.
He had nearly reached Seneca when Hyperion diverted him to Pandora in a conversation which was short and terse even by the alien’s standards. From what he’d managed to extract from the alien, Marano and Solovy could now hide their location while moving. They popped up out of nowhere in Cavare at a top-secret government safe house. He’d not been relishing infiltrating the safe house, but then suddenly they were on Pandora at a similarly top-secret estate belonging to one of the wealthiest men in the galaxy. 
How they accomplished the disappearing act didn’t concern him except insofar as it made his job more difficult, but it definitely seemed to be peeving Hyperion. 
And now he’d learned that in the interim said safe house had been destroyed in a catastrophic explosion. 
The fact the aliens were using resources in addition to him displeased him, which in turn annoyed him. He was above such pettiness, and he’d always known they employed others in their civilization-altering games. Given the distances between inhabited worlds it was smart strategy, for he could not be everywhere at once. 
Yet these ‘other resources’ had failed to eliminate the targets on Seneca—failed where he would succeed.
He expected the estate to be trickier to infiltrate than the safe house in some ways. It lay sequestered behind both a force field and a physical wall fifty meters high. Given the excessive efforts at concealment, the grounds were sure to be well-staffed by both human and electronic security. The estate also stretched for nearly half a square kilometer and included multiple buildings and expansive gardens, making his prey elusive targets.
Then there was the nature of his prey. 
Solovy wouldn’t be difficult; she was a techie and a warenut, and unless she’d outfitted herself in a kilojoule repulsion shield shouldn’t represent a problem. 
Marano he knew enough about to be properly cautious. So long as he remained properly cautious, the intelligence agent would also not be a problem. He always respected a target precisely as much as they deserved to be respected. Marano earned his respect but not his fear. Then again, no once since his first kill had earned his fear, and in retrospect even they hadn’t deserved it.
People jammed the lift to the ground floor to a nearly unsafe degree, and upon arriving at its destination he found the expected crowd of panicking civilians. He didn’t actually mind the crowd; one was never more hidden than when surrounded by people. But the turmoil had brought out a greater than usual number of Pandora’s mythical police to work fruitlessly to restore a marginal level of calm. So he moved swiftly, slipping through transient gaps and openings to reach the spaceport exit.
He made no stops and took no pauses as he traversed Pandora’s labyrinth of neighborhoods and levtram routes. His targets might leave at any time and apparently he wouldn’t know until they popped up on another planet, so time was of the essence.
On reaching The Avenue he increased the strength of his cloaking shield and began seeking out the shadows and path edges. Though he did not present an unkempt appearance, his attire didn’t match that of the denizens of this neighborhood. On the whole they looked far too wrapped-up in their own alien-driven angst to be cognizant of him, but he never took unnecessary chances. 
When the projection at last came into sight, he’d daresay he was impressed by the completeness of the illusion. Beyond a security checkpoint stood an innocuous mid-rise office building. It blended into the surroundings with seamless perfection. The checkpoint was real; the building was not, though had he not known it he would have been fooled. The checkpoint was not his goal, however, and he gave it a wide berth.
The neighborhood ended at the intersection in front of the false building, and there existed no thruway to the next. In Pandora’s odd inside-outside city design, large areas presented the impression of being fully enclosed and imposing walls often blocked further progress despite the fact the land beneath one’s feet plainly continued on. 
This particular dead-end meant the force field and accompanying illusion were not all-encompassing, but solely forward-facing. At some point on either side, they ended. Endings were weaknesses.
He found the termination locus of the field against the side façade of another nondescript building three blocks to the right. His instincts told him the proprietor of the secret estate owned this structure as well, and he doubted a single person worked there. It was likely stocked with security cams and possibly with guards, so he raised his cloaking shield to maximum. If he moved slowly he would be invisible from farther than two meters away.
Matei slithered along the façade until he reached the faint ripple in the false building that marked the edge of the field. A last scan around to ensure he hadn’t attracted notice, then he went to work cutting himself a hole.








 
PART
II:
BLINDSIGHT
 
 
“These woods are lovely, dark and deep,
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.”
 
— Robert Frost
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PANDORA
INDEPENDENT COLONY

AFTER INHALING A QUICK MEAL they returned to the business center for Alex to walk through the visuals and data she had captured with the others. These people were strategists, and while the story she’d told was a powerful and persuasive one, it did not come as a surprise when they asked to see the evidence.
Alex’s mother had a couple of military emergencies to handle first, and Caleb passed the intervening minutes chatting with Richard. He was finally able to learn some details about how the Aguirre Conspiracy had been uncovered and what it had actually entailed. They had done good work—Richard and Delavasi both. He was unable to deny he and Alex, not to mention the rest of the galaxy, owed them both a debt.
“By the way, nice accent you have there. Don’t recall it from our first meeting, though.”
Caleb pursed his lips to hold back a chuckle and eyed Richard, who wasn’t holding back amusement. “I didn’t think she’d care for it.”
“I’m guessing you were incorrect in that assumption.”
“Indeed I was.”
Alex re-entered the room carrying a cavernous bowl of chips. She deposited it on one of the smaller tables, grabbed a handful for herself and started loading her data at the control panel.
Miriam ended her current conference and gazed over to where Alex stood. Caleb’s interest piqued when the woman opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and sighed visibly before trying again. 
“Alex, there’s something you need to know. I didn’t mention it earlier because there were matters of such import to discuss, but I feel I need to tell you before we go any further. I don’t want you to find out another way.”
Alex’s head tilted idly, half her attention still on the control panel. “Okay. What is it?”
Miriam cleared her throat. “Your friend Ethan Tollis is dead. He was killed in an explosion on the Orbital a few weeks ago. I’m sorry.”
To his credit, Caleb’s initial reaction was untainted empathy for her. He began considering how he might best respond, best provide comfort and support.
“Oh.” Alex’s focus dropped to the floor, and he could no longer read her expression. “I see. Thank you for telling me.” After a beat she looked up, now wearing a tight and utterly fake smile. “Are you ready to go over this data now, or do you want a few more minutes?”
“I’m ready, if everyone else is?” Miriam surveyed the room and received agreement from Richard and Delavasi.
He watched Alex carefully as she went to the main table and pulled up one of the visuals of the ship manufacturing facility they had destroyed. 
“So this is where they were…constructing the superdreadnoughts. They churned out….” Her chin dropped and her hair tumbled down to hide her face. 
“I’m sorry, would you—would you excuse me a minute? I need to….” She spun and bolted from the room without so much as a fleeting glance in his direction.
“Of course….” Miriam’s response faded away, and an uneasy silence descended upon the room.
Caleb worked to keep his bearing neutral as the empathy faltered and an absurd pang of jealousy flared to overpower it. He felt like a complete ass for being jealous of a dead man, but it smarted to realize the loss of Ethan caused her enough emotional pain to rupture the formidable armor she donned for others.
Several seconds passed, and it occurred to him everyone else was fidgeting uncomfortably, doubtless on account of being left behind with him while she fled to mourn another man. Outstanding.

He smiled in a forced attempt at levity. “If you like, I can go over some of these visuals, though I suspect Alex would rather do it herself.”
Miriam’s shoulders twitched. “We can wait for her to return. I have at least two dozen things I can work on until she does.” With a confirming nod she pivoted to the table and began doing exactly that.
Richard wandered back to stand next to him. His voice was conversational. “You should go after her.”
Caleb exhaled, long and slow. “I’m not sure…I should give her a few minutes.”
“Two.”
“Sir?”
“You should give her two minutes. Then you should go after her.”
“Is that so?”
Richard shrugged. “I’m probably the last person you ought to be taking relationship advice from—I unwittingly married a frigging Senecan spy, for God’s sake—but I say in two minutes you go after her. She’ll want you. And even if she doesn’t want you, she’ll need you.”
He had done what? Caleb tried to recall the few details Alex had told him about Richard’s husband. The man had been the one to deliver the Santiagar autopsy report, complete with a type of hidden encryption often used in the intelligence trade. 
Opting not to pursue the topic for now, he instead tamped down a dark laugh. “All right. Ninety seconds and counting.”
He roved in a circuitous route along the near side of the room for a full twenty seconds before groaning. Fuck it.

“I’m going to go check on Alex. I’ll be back…in a bit.” He ignored Delavasi as he passed him on his way out of the room.
Alex had turned left when she exited, but the hallway wound along the perimeter of the house and circled around to the front, so she could be anywhere. 
He checked the kitchen, knocked on the door to the nearby bath, then went to the bedroom they had marginally claimed, but there was no trace of her. He went upstairs to the second floor balcony—it was as close as it came to roof access here. Nothing.
But perhaps she had gone outside. She would gravitate toward the combination of openness and solitude. 
The warm, dry night air of Pandora greeted him at the doorway. It was a clear night, and the subtle, tasteful lighting used on the grounds meant the stars were allowed to shine clearly. 
Yep, she would unquestionably be out here. But where? The estate stretched for hundreds of meters in every direction, and the elaborate landscaping created a series of winding, secluded spaces. 
He considered pulsing her, but it seemed…rude somehow. And given advance warning she might tell him to leave her alone.
He set off to the right, through an auburn-tinged garden. A copper water fountain sculpture sat at the end of the garden, and parallel hedges created a defined path leading to it. 
As he reached the fountain, the spraying water glinted gold from the ambient lights tucked into the hedges. It sparkled and—
—a blot of artificial darkness stole the reflected light. 
Warnings screamed in his mind as nanobots began hyper-charging his muscles and sharpened his senses to full combat alert.

The scene plays out as a series of still frames, racing one to the next in a cascade of jagged, adrenaline-soaked leaps.
A form grasps me from behind. A blade slips along my neck. The attacker is left-handed. 
Electricity shoots down my arms as the shield Delavasi provided fights against the energy. There’s a spark as it gives way—it’s an uncommon blade to break through so easily—then the harsh sting of power flaying skin.
I slam my head back into the attacker’s nose. With a sickening crunch bones crack. 
The blade at my throat stutters. The grapple loosens.
I yank my own blade out of its sheathe and arc it upward as I spin. It grazes across the attacker’s forearm, but no more. The attacker is quick. Agile.
An uppercut connects beneath my chin with so much strength it feels like my neck snaps.
I’m stumbling, arms and legs in motion. Not paralyzed—my neck hadn’t snapped. Blood gushes from it though, brought on by the violent movement, and begins soaking into my shirt.
My Daemon is off my hip and in my hand as the attacker closes the distance—one shot, point-blank, center mass.
A shimmer ripples over the attacker’s shield. No penetration.
The attacker—a male—careens backward into the fountain from the force of the laser’s impact against his chest. Caramel skin and dark hair slicked back gleam in the suddenly garish light of the fountain. His skull impacts the spiraling center of the fountain, adding crimson to the palette.
I fire again.
The energy sears out of the shield into the water. Fizzing and hissing erupt as the water and the air fill with charged particles.
Again. The sharp odor of ozone is now strong enough to burn my nostrils.
The man uses the base of the fountain as leverage to propel himself forward. I’m hemmed in on both sides by the hedges and don’t dare turn away from him. 
Too slow. The stone path meets my back, the attacker’s body my chest.
I block the hand holding the blade with a forearm and press the Daemon in my other hand to the man’s gut.
Fire.
Redirected energy washes over us both. Despite the zero range, there is no penetration. What kind of shield is this?
Another punch comes from the side to land at my ear. My vision swims, then jolts into too-crisp clarity as the ocular implant takes on more visual functions. A river of blood flows down my chest as the gash in my neck widens with the jerk from the blow.
I roll into the momentum of the punch and fling the man off me.
I need to be on my feet—now—and succeed in the act an instant before the attacker. A roundhouse kick to the man’s shoulder whirls him around. 
Instantly I’m on him. I pin the blade hand against the man’s body and grab for the shield generator inside the waist of his pants.
Nothing. Nothing.
My fingers brush over a hard bulge beneath the skin—the generator is embedded within the small of the man’s back. He’s a professional assassin, and not an ordinary one.
The attacker’s head thrusts toward me, missing my nose but finding my left eye. 
I tighten my left-arm grip and draw my right arm back. Convey the power of every muscle of my body into my shoulder and arm.
My fist connects with the shield generator. There is the sensation and muffled sound of hardware cracking beneath skin. The force of the punch ricochets to knock us out of the grapple.
The attacker is stumbling then abruptly hurtling into me. The pinpoint tip of his blade penetrates my shield to slice into my side just under my ribs. 
I sense the skin tear open but I don’t feel it. Too much adrenaline, too many natural and artificial chemicals flooding my veins.
No gun—I dropped it for the grapple. I slip away from the blade, ignoring the sickly, wet noise as it leaves my body, and shove my own blade up hard in the space between the man’s torso and arm. 
It slides in the pliant skin of the armpit all the way to the hilt. The shield is gone.
I twist it sideways. It scrapes across the bones of his shoulder as blood pours out over my hand. The attacker’s non-dominant arm has been rendered useless.
I pull it out and pull myself away.
The man arcs the other arm wildly upward. He’s losing the precision of control. I lean away, but a hedge at my back prevents further retreat. I bow my chest in as the blade passes a centimeter away. 
It catches my chin, sending droplets of vibrant red blood spraying through the air.
I grab the man’s wrist as the motion completes. His other arm hangs limply at his side. He has no way to block an attack. I plunge my blade into his gut—
—the attacker’s knee smashes into my hip, tearing open the stab wound.
In the microsecond before my neural cybernetics shut down the pain signals I reel from the shock. My blood-slicked hand loses its grip on the hilt, leaving it protruding out of the man’s midsection. My vision blurs once more, and the ocular implant stutters, struggling to recover in the face of such damage.
The man staggers into me, his blade swiping erratically at my chest. I catch the wrist before it reaches me, but I strain to hold it at bay as he pushes forward. I’m getting weaker. All the enhancements in the universe won’t be able to keep me standing for much longer.
My other hand finds the hilt of my blade and shoves it deeper into the attacker’s gut. Wrenches it upward. 
The man’s eyes meet mine. Black pools of cold intensity flare in defiance. He’s already dead, but he doesn’t care. Blood obscures his features from the broken nose, but behind it he sneers at me. Renewed effort sends the tip of his blade to the cloth of my shirt.
I twist the hilt and watch the flash of agony cross his eyes. His blade slices open my shirt. The tip lurches along my skin, threatening to rip my chest open.
Get ready to duck.
What?               
“Idi na khuy, ti svilochnaya peshka.”
The man jerks around at the new voice and unfamiliar insult. I let go of the hilt and fall back, trying to duck as requested—
Alex pulls the trigger on her Daemon. The man’s head explodes in bone and blood and brain matter.
I blink.
The body collapses to the ground.
I blink again.
She’s at my side. I try to give her a smile because god knows she deserves one but my legs weaken beneath me. “I was going to win….”
“I know you were—woah.” Her arms are around my waist as my full weight sinks against her. My body knows the fight is over and begins to shut down. I can do nothing to prevent it.
She eases me to the ground. The back of my head meets stone, gentler than before.
“You’re hurt.”
Understatement of the century, baby. “Not…much.”
“Liar. What can I do?”
I shudder as all the pain held at bay during the fight crashes through me.
I blink. Perhaps I lose consciousness for a second.
I force my eyes open and try to get past the pain to catalogue my injuries. She’ll need to know. “I’m bleeding from my neck…a lot, I think. And my right side is torn up…there’ll be internal damage….” 
Her face blurs in and out of focus. I feel her hands on my neck, yet she recedes from my vision. “Alex? I can’t….”

Help!
Miriam jumped, startled by the urgency of the pulse. Desperation bled out of the single, stark word. Alex?
Grab the med kit and come outside—garden beside the house with the fountain—HURRY!
I’m on the way.
She spun to Richard, who sat talking to Director Delavasi at a table in the corner. “Get the med kit from the supply closet and follow me. Something’s happened.”
Richard frowned but stood. “What?”
Already running for the door, she shouted over her shoulder. “I don’t know!”
If Alexis was hurt, when she had only just returned and they had only just begun again…her heart clenched into a leaden fist in her chest, but decades of military discipline prevented her from panicking to the point of distraction.
She heard the pounding of footsteps behind her as Richard and the Director rushed to catch up. The garden was to the right. Down the path, around the curve—not enough light—the hedges opened up and a fountain, jarred crooked and sputtering water messily into the air, came into view. 
She processed the scene as it existed between her and the broken fountain. Her brain cataloged the details and assigned them priority:
—A male in black clothing sprawled upon the ground, his abdomen ripped open and his body missing most of its head. Lowest priority and also the Director’s problem.
—Two Daemons strewn on the stone flooring of the garden. Low priority, but they should be secured in case there were more attackers nearby.
—Blood splattered in uneven patterns across every surface. Priority undetermined as it depended on who it belonged to. Some portion certainly originated from the missing head.
—Her daughter on her knees, huddled over another prone body. Caleb’s body. Highest priority, for so many reasons. 
Alexis jerked up as Miriam rushed forward. Her eyes were wide orbs, pupils dilated to consume her irises save for tiny rings of iridescent silver. “Help me, please. I can’t stop the bleeding.”
Miriam forced her scrutiny downward from the terror-filled eyes to Caleb’s neck, where Alexis held her rolled-up pullover with both hands. This left her daughter in only a tank, exposing the viscous layer of blood coating her hands and forearms and continuing upward in vicious streaks to decorate her shoulders and face. Miriam pushed away a rush of alarm. Rudimentary logic said most of it could not be Alexis’ blood.
She dropped to the ground. “Keep the pressure on anyway. Richard, we need the med kit. Alexis, I need to know what his injuries are.” She realized she’d slipped up on the name again, but she’d worry about calling her daughter ‘Alex’ when there wasn’t blood on the ground.
“Um, he’s bleeding heavily from his neck, low, near the collarbone. And…he said he had a wound in his side…the right side I think…and that there would be internal injuries from it.” She sucked in a breath as if the act itself caused her distress. “He’s got bruises and cuts everywhere, but I don’t know if there are other serious injuries. He—he passed out before he could tell me.”
Miriam sensed Richard hovering behind her. “I need the coagulant and a Size 3 Grade IV medwrap.”
“Got it.” 
She reached out and let him place the items in her hand then looked at Alexis. “Scoot back a little so I can get closer. When I say, remove your shirt from his neck.” 
Alexis slid along the ground until she was beyond Caleb’s head and reaching over his face to keep the pressure in place. 
Miriam crawled forward and unsealed the coagulant. “Okay, now.”
As soon as Alexis withdrew the pullover new blood immediately began flowing out. To her semi-trained eyes it appeared the carotid artery had been nicked, but not completely opened. If it had been torn open he would be dead.
She poured the majority of the coagulant deep into the tear, then coated the opening with the rest of it and quickly covered it with the medwrap. The coagulant would seep through the open flesh until it found the artery then surround it and plug the artery wall, but it took twenty or thirty seconds to complete the process.
Alexis was staring down at Caleb’s closed eyes; her face looked as blanched as his did. She drew her daughter’s attention to her. “Alexis? Hold the medwrap in place. I’m going to see about the wound in his side now.”
She nodded mutely, and Miriam called on her ingrained discipline once more to leave her daughter’s side and move to the other side of the prone form. 
She peeled the blood-soaked shirt away from the skin and choked off a gasp at what it revealed. A gouge twelve centimeters in length had opened into a ragged hole five centimeters in diameter. Blood seeped—with less force than at the neck—to the ground beneath them, creating rivulets which picked a path through the gaps in the stones.
Focus. Despite the blood the danger here would definitely be internal injuries. “Richard, I need…some bio-bonding gel, a nano-repair weave—two of them if possible—and another medwrap. Bigger, Size 5 I think, and Grade IV as well—unless there’s a Grade V.”
“Right.” He crouched at her side and dug through the med kit. She squinted up to briefly meet his gaze, allowing him to see her concern.
He handed her the first item then glanced behind him. “He’s going to be okay, Alex.” 
She didn’t check to see her daughter’s reaction, instead concentrating on the wound and allowing her training to take control. Every second counted. The flesh was torn and in some places shredded, but repairing it would come later. 
She carefully inserted the nano-repair weaves inside the wound, working to ensure they spread over the largest possible area. Next she emptied the container of bio-bonding gel into the opening, secured the oversized medwrap to the adjoining skin…and let out a long breath. “Richard, can you hold this until the seal forms? I need to check for other injuries.”
His hands replaced hers, and she maneuvered to run her hands along Caleb’s body, starting at the chest. It continued to rise and fall, if shallowly and fitfully; his pasty skin became ghostly white in the effuse light. She felt two broken ribs and bound them so they wouldn’t inflict additional damage when he was moved. Her hands roved down his legs, but they felt intact. 
She stood and moved up to his head. A cut on his chin received a tiny strip of sealant. There were multiple bruises on his upper body, including a nasty one above his left cheekbone, but they could wait.
Finally she allowed herself to turn back to Alexis. Blood had soaked into the tips of her hair, tangling it into knots as it fell across her shoulders. 
She reached over and tucked the nearest strands behind her daughter’s ear. Alexis’ eyes darted to her, bright and desperate.
“Are you hurt?”
Her head shook violently. “No. I just showed up and shot the fucker in the face.”
She laughed in spite of the direness of the situation. “Of course you did. Listen, I’ve done all I can for him. We should get him inside.” She climbed to her feet. “Richard, Director Delavasi?”
Delavasi was crouched beside the headless corpse, but stood at her inquiry. “I alerted estate security. They’ve got three dead guards along the perimeter, which is presumably how this degenerate got in. They’ve locked down everything and swept the guest house, so it’s clear. Also, there’s a physician on staff who will be here in fifteen minutes. In the meantime, a guard should show up with a cot any second now, at which point we can move him safely.”
“Thank you for taking charge of this, Director.”
The man grimaced and massaged his neck. “It’s my job, though frankly I’m getting a little sick of standing around at blood-soaked crime scenes staring at one of my agents on the ground. Richard, any chance you could convince the Admiral to call me ‘Graham’?”
“Doubtful. It took her five years to start calling me ‘Richard.’”
The guard arrived then, and everyone again sprang into motion. They unfolded the cot beside Caleb, and Miriam had to coax Alexis away so they could move him onto it.
She stumbled backward as she stood. Miriam reached out to place a steadying hand on her arm. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
Her nod was haphazard. Tears streamed down her cheeks, carving jagged streaks through the splotches of blood decorating them. She fixated on the men as they lifted each end of the cot up and began carrying it and its passenger toward the house. “How did you know how to do all that?”
“Advanced field training, with mandatory refresher courses every five years for the last forty-five. Haven’t had to use it in a while.”
“Mom….”
Without stopping to think about the fact that she had no idea how to provide comfort to another, she wrapped her arms around her daughter and silently drew her into her arms.
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KENNEDY PINCHED THE BRIDGE of her nose before raising her chin to meet the Space Materiels Complex Director’s dour, unpleasant leer. “Sir, this is the third time you’ve said it can’t be done. I respect this as your opinion, but saying it again won’t get me to leave. So it would be more pleasant for all of us if you ceased with the complaints. You’re going to keep working on the problem until someone far smarter than you tells you how it can be done. Then you’re going to do it.”
“Miss Rossi, you can’t give me orders. I am the director of this facility and a brigadier in the Earth Alliance military and I decide what will and will not occur here.”
“Of course I can’t give you orders, Brigadier. That’s why I had Admiral Solovy give them to you. You do recall the conversation, don’t you? Now be a good soldier and run along. My guests are here.”
The rotund, sweaty man puffed and blustered but after a few seconds tottered around and stalked off in the direction of the factory floor.
Kennedy headed in the opposite direction, toward the entrance of the sprawling building. The Complex was located west across the Havel from the still-standing Charlottenburg Palace and would have offered picturesque views of the Berlin skyline if it had any windows. Which it did not, even in the lobby, so she stopped before reaching the entrance and leaned against the wall to wait. 
Noah had managed to pull it off, not only enlisting his father’s aid but bringing him directly here. She didn’t know whether to be stunned or proud, so she opted for a mix of both. Mainly she hoped he didn’t despise her for forcing the reunion—or if he did, she hoped the damage wasn’t beyond repair.
It was barely a minute before they arrived, leaving her little opportunity to compose herself properly. She would be happy to see Noah, but she couldn’t obsess over him right now. She needed to navigate this encounter with utmost care, for him and for everyone.
Their bickering echoed around the corner as they walked through the front door. The two voices bore the same intrinsic tonality, but the elder was all cool superiority while the younger carried a loose fierceness. “No, it is always stupid to consolidate all your assets in one location. Just because gangsters aren’t coming after you doesn’t mean competitors or asteroids or, I don’t know, aliens won’t.”
“Surno Materials isn’t a back-alley hack shop which can pick up stakes and flee at a moment’s notice. We create top-of-the-line—”
She bestowed her most dazzling smile on Noah as she stepped into the lobby, went over and took his hands in hers, and kissed him on the cheek. “Noah, I’m so glad you made it.”
Only then did she turn to his father. “Lionel, it’s good to see you again. Thank you for coming.”
He looked positively dumbstruck, and she had to force down a giggle. “Ms. Rossi? This is…unexpected.”
She tsked Noah in feigned disapproval, though she was a bit surprised. “Noah, you didn’t tell your father who requested his presence?”
He snickered; it sounded more raw than usual. She had no doubt the time spent with his father had stressed him out, but he had pulled off what she knew he thought impossible. The twist of his lips when he met her gaze troubled her, though. Deal with it later.
“He would’ve thought I was trying to impress him. This is so much better.”
Lionel glared at his son, though he appeared to be a tad flustered. Good on Noah. She betrayed none of her musings in her countenance or tone, however. “Regardless, you’re both here now. I apologize for the rush, Lionel, but we have precious little time. If you’ll come with me, I’ll walk you through what we’re trying to do.”
The elder Terrage visibly worked to school his expression. “I assume it’s why I’m here.”
“Excellent.” Kennedy led them down the hall and into a conference room she’d previously selected and prepped. Once inside she activated a screen above the table. She already had all the data queued up, and the initial display included a breakdown of complicated empirical and skeletal chemical formulas. 
“What you see here is a metal compound we’ve dubbed ‘adiamene.’ It’s created by a chemical fusing of the carbon metamaterial currently used to build our starships and the amodiamond metamaterial frequently used in the Federation for the same purpose. We’ve been able to consistently replicate its creation, but the chemical reactions take far too long to manifest. We need to be able to speed them up significantly. And we need to be able to make tonnes of this metal, yesterday.”
Lionel ignored the data to direct a rather derisive scowl at her. Could Noah’s face contort in such an unpleasant manner? She hoped not. “Ms. Rossi, ‘combining’ the carbon nanotube derivatives we utilize in ship hulls and amodiamond is a non-sequitur. Allotropes positioned between the two materials in terms of their characteristics include buckyfullerenes, amorphous carbon and lonsdaleite. The latter is the only one which improves upon either material, and it remains prohibitively expensive to manufacture.”
She dressed him down with a look of daggers draped in sugar. “In their natural, elemental states this is clearly true. Which is why it’s so interesting that combining the finished products has another result entirely. Please, if you would take a minute to consider the compound presented here.”
It was with palpable reluctance that he shifted his attention to the screen, but instantly his eyes narrowed in greater interest. “Intriguing material…quite unusual lattice structure…the covalent bonds manifest extraordinarily strong, no question. There must be a facilitating element in one of the finished products that enables the fusion. This warrants further study—but why is it an emergency?”
Kennedy opened a new screen next to the first and pulled up the test results. Detailed figures and percentages scrolled along the right column next to a series of line charts. “Because adiamene is, for all intents and purposes, indestructible.”

“Noah, thank you. I know contacting your father was difficult for you, but you came through wonderfully.” 
Lionel had been sent off with the Complex Director for a run-down on the facility’s manufacturing platform and capabilities, and Kennedy had dragged him into a break room down the hall.
Noah stared at her hands as they grasped one of his and squeezed. The tanned skin and perfectly-manicured nails wound gracefully around his far more rough-hewn hand. An emerald-and-gold ring adorned the middle finger of her right hand. Her grasp felt soft. Warm and welcoming.
He forced his gaze up to meet her sparkling green eyes. They matched her ring, naturally. “You could have done it yourself. You—”
“Noah, we talked about this—”
“You could’ve had one of your admiral friends send a couple of uniforms to escort him here, his wishes be damned. You didn’t need to send me. Not really.”
Her throat worked as her eyes darkened. When she finally spoke, her voice practically quivered. But was it anything other than an act? He’d seen her work a room; he’d seen her play his father like a violin only minutes earlier. Her skill in false flattery and ego manipulation was a sight to behold.
“I thought I was helping.”
“Because you’re trying to fix me, trying to shiny me up so I can be a proper boyfriend.”
“No—”
“I don’t need fixing, Kennedy. I don’t want fixing.” 
Her brow knotted up in apparent consternation, and she closed the distance between them. “I know you don’t. And I’m not…I’m sorry. I was trying to do the right thing.”
She was so damn convincing…and so damn cute. He forced a smile and reached up to run a hand under her chin. “Just don’t do it again, okay?”
She clutched his hand before it dropped away, atypical hesitation marring her—
—his damnable father pinged them both to announce he required a lab and a list of equipment. They groaned in unison, and she stepped away.
He followed her out of the break room and decided not to feel guilty about enjoying the view. He’d ride this out, since for now there were benefits. But he’d been stupid to ignore who and what she was. Stupid to fall under her spell and get emotionally attached. He’d been so bloody stupid.
He couldn’t be stupid any longer. It would cost him too much. So when it became a better option to do so, he’d bail.
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IT CAME AS SOMETHING OF A SURPRISE when Caleb awoke to find himself alive.
His skin felt tight, alternately cool and hot. Eventually he realized it was due to large swaths of it being held together by medwraps. Interestingly, there was almost no pain. He had to be swimming in narcotics.
He sensed added weight on his left arm. Unless it was damaged to the point of requiring immobilization. He queried his eVi for an injury report, but unfamiliar medical recovery ware overrode the interface. That bad, then.
He opened his eyes and immediately thanked whatever gods there may be that the room was only dimly lit. He blinked until he remembered how to focus, marginally. His optical implant was offline, but it was a problem very far down his list of concerns.
Alex was curled up on the floor next to him. He appeared to be lying on a divan which had been converted into a makeshift medical cot. Her head rested on his arm. 
He must have jostled it when he looked around, for she bolted upright. 
Bloodshot, bleary eyes met his as a heavy but wondrous breath fell from her lips. The expression spreading across her face could light a galaxy. He let its warmth wash over him. Given a little time, it might heal his wounds all on its own.
“Caleb….”
Dried blood scored thick streaks across her neck, shoulders and arms. A rusty crimson smudge ran down her jaw, as if she’d made a perfunctory attempt to wipe it away and failed. Her hair hung in tangled clumps, snarled together by what he feared was also blood. Had she been injured? He tried to remember the minutes and seconds before he’d lost consciousness…he didn’t think so. But were there other attackers or—he willed himself calm. Whatever had happened, she was here and alive and safe.
He reached up, his arm trembling and weak, to run fingertips shakily along her face. “Baby, you’re covered in blood. Are you hurt?”
A ragged laugh-turned-cry erupted from her throat as she pressed her cheek into his hand. “No, it’s all yours. I…it seemed like it was my turn.”
“Only fair, I suppose.” His throat grated on each word as they scraped their way up past the abrasiveness to emerge half-formed on a thick, swollen tongue. He tried to summon a bit of saliva and work it around in his mouth. His hand collapsed back to the cushion; he was already exhausted from the effort of holding it up. “So what’s the damage?”
She studied him cautiously for several seconds, but finally swallowed hard and sat up straighter. “Well, the laceration in your side tore up a portion of your liver, perforated your gallbladder and nicked your right kidney. You also have two broken ribs, a fractured left eye socket and a concussion. And thanks to a tear in your carotid artery…you needed a transfusion of two liters of synthesized blood.”
He sighed, and thus discovered the broken ribs. “I should be good to go in about six hours, then?”
Her nose scrunched up as she shook her head, plainly incredulous at his professed bravado. “Maybe twelve. Or a hundred and twelve. Let me guess—you’ve had worse?”
He considered the question. “Not actually, no.”
“How do you feel? Do you want me to get the doctor?”
“I warranted a real, live doctor? Nice. No, I’m good.” As if to prove it to her, he carefully pushed up to a sitting position and let his legs fall to the floor. Ah, there was the pain. But it eased once he stopped moving—or once more narcotics flooded his veins in response to the stimuli. Probably the latter, as the ache in the side of his neck that hadn’t been sliced open bore all the hallmarks of multiple recent nanobot injections.
Alex rushed to place her hands on him, ready to catch him if he fell. He didn’t like appearing weak to her, but he had little choice. He was weak.
Once satisfied he was stable she found his eyes with her own. “I’m so sorry I ran away from you. If you hadn’t come searching for me, this wouldn’t have happened.”
“No, but something far worse might have instead. And you weren’t running from me, you were just running. Right?”
She nodded a hurried assent. He tried to smile, sending a shot of pain lancing through his left cheekbone. “I’m sorry about Ethan.”
Her brow furrowed in surprise at his choice of topic. She exhaled faintly. “So am I. He was a part of my life in a transient sort of way for a long time. But I’ve had some time to ponder matters, sitting here hoping…hoping you would wake up, and here’s the thing. People are always moving in and out of my life, yet at the core it’s always been me—only me. But now there’s you.” 
Her eyes were stricken and glistening with unshed tears. “And it terrifies me. You said I wasn’t afraid of anything, but you were wrong. If I lost you, I would be undone. I’m not as strong as my mother, and I don’t know how I would cope. But even—”
His heart pounded against his sternum, when it really wasn’t in any condition to be performing such acrobatics. “Shhh. You’re far stronger than your mother, but that’s not going to happen.”
“Of course it could happen. You almost died tonight, almost bled out in my arms….” The end of the statement faded to a whisper.
“Don’t be silly. I’m invincible.”
“No, you’re not.”
Granted, he didn’t feel particularly invincible right now. Yet he was alive when few others would be, a fact which argued in his favor. He forced a shaky smile despite the pain it caused, desperate to reassure her. “Near to?”
She stared at him for a beat before dropping her head onto his lap and resting a cheek on his thigh. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be invincible. I’ve got you.”
Her words knocked the air from his chest. The tangled nest of doubts, uncertainty and bitterness which had been festering in his thoughts since learning the truth about his father crumbled to dust, to be replaced with a stark and shining clarity of mind. 
This was what Samuel had never seen, never factored into his damaged logic: the possibility of finding a person you shouldn’t walk away from. Not because they needed you, but because you needed each other. Because you were stronger together than alone.
She had saved him. Twice now in fact. In between, he had saved her a few times. Perhaps they would go on like this forever, saving one another again and again in endless circles. 
He didn’t need to protect her—not from himself and the darkness that would always reside within him, and not from the evil deeds the world and its denizens wrought. He needed her standing beside him.
Gobsmacked but not wanting to keep his realization a secret for a second longer, he gingerly leaned down and kissed the top of her head, then raised her chin until she met his gaze. “Alex, you—”
She rose up on her knees to rest her forehead against his. “Don’t worry. I know.”
“No, you don’t. You don’t even begin to comprehend what you are to me. But if you’ll allow me, I’d like to try to show you.”

Miriam almost answered the holocomm request without checking its header—the urgent inquiries and reports were constant and unremitting—but noticed the sender right before doing so and paused long enough to square her shoulders first. For a brief span of time her attention had strayed from the ongoing war in favor of concerns which were more pressing. But she’d had enough time to get back up to speed to be confident she possessed any answers he might require.
Brennon looked up from the screen in his hand as the connection initiated. His eyes were sharp despite an evident lack of sleep, but his mouth was drawn into a thin line. “Admiral, we have a problem.”
“Prime Minister, we have many problems.”
“Well, now we have a new one. I just finished a conference with Chairman Vranas. Several Alliance military ships have attacked the Federation colony of New Cairo, killing thousands and causing major damage to their infrastructure.”
Miriam cursed under her breath. “O’Connell.”
“We can assume so. The ships gained easy access to the planet because the defense arrays had been updated to not view Alliance ships as a threat. This clearance has now been revoked, so we’ll be required to get special permission to approach any Federation worlds.”
“Understood. Sir, I took pleasure in giving the blanket order to blow O’Connell out of the sky, but I don’t believe we can spare the ships to chase him down.”
“Be that as it may, we can’t ignore this problem. There has to be some action we can take to reign him in. The Senecans are pissed and rightfully so. I can assure them he doesn’t represent the Alliance all day long, but the fact remains he’s an Alliance general and he’s killing their citizens. It’s putting a significant strain on a fragile relationship, which is something we cannot afford right now. Where are you?”
She frowned. “Pandora. I’m here to—”
“Good, you’re close. I want you to go to Seneca and smooth things over in person.”
“I’ll depart for there within the hour, sir. What would you like me to tell them?”
“Whatever it takes, Admiral.”
“Yes, sir.” 
He terminated the connection. Miriam traversed the length of the conference table and back again, her hands clasped at the base of her spine. 
She had rarely felt the cost of adhering to duty above all other considerations so acutely as she did now. The war needed her. The soldiers needed her. The people needed her. She was incomprehensibly grateful to have been here to help when her daughter needed her…but now the rest of the galaxy needed her more.

Miriam found Alexis in the small study where they had taken Caleb after the attack. Of course finding her was hardly difficult, for she had been nowhere else since they had returned from the garden. The door was open, and Miriam stopped at the entrance to watch them.
Alexis was on her knees with her hands resting on Caleb’s shoulders. He was sitting up, which was a surprising if welcome sight. Leaving her daughter behind was going to be far easier knowing the young man would recover.
One of his hands had wound into Alexis’ hair; the other drifted gently along her jaw. Miriam could see his lips moving, but his voice was far too quiet for her to make out what he was saying. She didn’t need to hear it though. The scene told the story better than words alone.
A jumble of emotions broke free to inundate her mind and conjure a throbbing in her chest. Regret that she had missed so much of her daughter’s life, so many moments of heartbreak and joy Alexis must have experienced over the years. Relief that she was here, now, to witness this one. Happiness that Alexis had found someone who she could open up to and allow past her substantial defenses. Fear that it meant Alexis may one day face the kind of soul-crushing loss Miriam had suffered. Certainty that it would be worth it nonetheless.
She hated to do it, but the clock was ticking. She cleared her throat respectfully from the doorway.
They both looked over at her, though neither let go of the hold they had on one another. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Mr. Marano, I’m relieved to see you awake—you gave us quite a scare. Alex, can I borrow you for a minute?”
“One second.” She turned back to Caleb and whispered something; her fingertips ghosted down his cheek to hover on softly smiling lips before she stood and crossed the room to the hallway.
“I really am glad to see he’s awake. Is he going to be all right?”
Alexis’ posture sagged in unmistakable weariness, triggering a surge in Miriam’s motherly instinct and the desire to admonish her daughter to get some sleep. She squelched the urge. 
“I think so. He puts on such a brave front I can never be sure. What’s up?”
“Unfortunately, I won’t be accompanying you to Earth. I have to take a side trip to Seneca first to handle a…complication.”
Alexis arched an eyebrow in surprise. “Seneca? Are you okay with going there?”
She shrugged. “I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. But yes, I’ll be fine.”
“I know you’ll be fine. You always are. I asked if you were okay with it.” She discerned no hint of bitterness or sarcasm in her daughter’s voice. 
“In truth, I haven’t considered the question. Perhaps I’ll wallow a bit during the flight. Anyway, I’ll confirm everything is ready for your arrival in Vancouver. If anyone gives you trouble tell Richard, then tell me. Immediately.”
Alexis made a valiant effort at appearing put-upon. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll be leaving as soon as the doctor says Caleb’s well enough to travel.”
“Good. You’re in all kinds of danger so long as you remain here. The aliens know your location, and it won’t be long before they realize their attempt to kill you failed and they send more agents. The sooner you depart, the better. When you reach Earth, Richard and I have arranged for a full security detail as well as other, more discreet measures.”
“Are you sure all this is necessary? The secret’s out now.”
“If the multiple layers of surveillance shielding worked the aliens don’t know the secret’s out. And even if they do, there could be a delay in new orders reaching their agents. Also, you ought to consider the possibility that they will always consider you a threat—which they should.”
“Point made.”
“While I’m making points, you need a shower.”
Alexis rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” Then she lifted a lock of hair, tangled and caked in dried blood, off her shoulder using two fingers and winced. A chuckle escaped as she let it fall back. “So I do. Now that he’s awake, I’ll get cleaned up. In a few minutes. Before we leave.”
Stubborn, stubborn child. “Please do.” Miriam shuffled awkwardly, suddenly unsure how to end the conversation and walk away. “So I’ll see you again soon. And Alex, please do not open your brain and invite an Artificial to take up residence in it before I get there.” 
On receiving a hand motion she took for minimal acquiescence, she turned to go.
“Mom?”
She pivoted without hesitation. “Yes?”
“Thank you for your help earlier. Thank you…for everything.”
Finding herself at a true loss for words this time, she simply nodded. But as she headed down the hall toward the exit, she was smiling.

Delavasi entered the room as the doctor was leaving, having given his grudging sign-off on their departure after a barrage of medications and instructions and admonitions. 
Alex checked Caleb’s reaction to the new arrival, fully prepared to remove the man from the room by force if he wished it. He gave her the tiniest gesture to indicate she could stand down and gingerly closed up his shirt before directing his attention to the doorway. “Director.”
“Glad to see you’re none the worse for wear.”
“Well…” Caleb eased into a position where he could pull on his boots “…I am a little the worse for wear, at least for a few days, but it looks like there was no irreparable damage done.” His tone wasn’t hostile, though it still lacked definable warmth, and she had to wonder whether the statement might apply to more than his physical health. “What can I do for you?”
Alex watched to make sure he didn’t need help with the boots—not that he would accept it if he did—then cleared her throat. “I can give you two some time alone. I should finish gathering our things anyway.”
Caleb shook his head. “It’s all right. Please stay.”
She knew it was a courtesy intended to make up in the smallest way for the scene on Seneca. He didn’t need to do it, but she’d be lying if she claimed it didn’t please her.
“Okay.” She perched on the arm of the large chair next to the divan—far enough away to give him space, close enough to intervene if it became advisable to do so. 
In the wake of the barrage of events this evening she found she was feeling staunchly protective of him—physically, emotionally, probably spiritually if the topic came up. Not because he was weak, but because he was strong. Stronger than any person should ever have to be.
It was a new but unexpectedly pleasant experience for her. She was so far from an expert in any of those things, but she’d realized something in the midst of the turmoil: it didn’t matter. For him she would learn; he would help her learn.
Delavasi wandered deeper into the room to lean against the far wall, wisely leaving a large swath of space between him and Caleb. “I won’t try to persuade you to come back to Cavare with me. I recognize you have your own path to follow. But I thought you’d want to know, I’m all but certain the man who attacked you was Michael Volosk’s killer.
“He’s a ghost—no identity, no fingerprints, no records, and there’s not enough left of his eyes for a retinal scan. But the characteristics of his blade match Michael’s wound and the MO is the same. He was definitely a professional assassin, which is the only kind of person who would have the ability to get the jump on Michael the way his killer did.”
Caleb nodded thoughtfully. “Then I’m even happier he’s dead. Volosk was a good man.”
“A better man than me, that’s for sure. And though I doubt I’ll ever be able to prove it, I’d bet good money on this guy being the one who killed Minister Santiagar and Chris Candela as well. Odds are he was the aliens’ go-to assassin. Or the Aguirre Conspiracy’s—or hell, all of them. Great job on taking him out, both of you.”
“Thank you.” Caleb shifted on the cushion beneath him and seemed to carefully consider his next words. “Director, I’m not saying I’m all right with what you—and others—did in covering up my father’s death, or everything is kosher between us. It’s not. When this is over I’m going to need to give serious thought to whether I’m comfortable with or even willing to return to Division.
“But before we leave, I was wondering if you could take a few minutes to tell me a bit about my father. About the man he genuinely was, for good or ill.”
Delavasi looked taken aback, perhaps not expecting to be granted such a boon, but his bearing relaxed. The contrast was stark; Alex hadn’t appreciated just how tense he had been. 
He grabbed a chair and dragged it across from the divan, then sat down and leaned forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “Caleb, I would be honored to tell you about Stefan.”
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“SIR, THE OGHAM ORBITAL DEFENSE array is tracking us. It appears to be hostile.”
Liam considered the view from the raised overlook just past midway down the bridge of the Akagi. Ogham was an ugly world, a tiny, rocky planet orbiting an average orange star. There was no good reason for its existence, much less its settlement. 
“So they now realize we are again the enemy. No matter. I expected the trick was only likely to work once.” 
The New Orient assault had been ludicrously easy in its execution. With no threat from the array and no noticeable military presence on the colony, they waltzed in and had their way. His force had burnt the settled continent to a crisp in the space of a few hours. 
In some ways it had been anticlimactic…he couldn’t sense the blood in the air or see the panic on the faces from the bridge of a ship. On the other hand, he could create widespread destruction far more efficiently. By the end of the offensive the flames devouring New Orient had been visible from space with the unaided eye. He’d used his optical implant to record the scene so he was able to replay it in his mind whenever he wished.
He beckoned over the Flight Deck Chief, a Commander Dohman. The man was inappropriately skinny for military service; Liam would have disqualified him from supervisory rank on this flaw alone, but demoting the man so soon after assuming command would cause more problems than it solved. As he had to keep reminding himself, he needed to be careful with the crew.
“Transfer two tactical fusion anti-ship mines to the reconnaissance craft. Instruct the pilot to proceed under full stealth and place the mines in the orbital paths of two consecutive nodes of the array. When the nodes reach the mines they will detonate, destroying the nodes and possibly even the array frame at those locations. The gap created will be sufficient for us to slip through.”
Dohman grimaced; his face was so thin the expression took up the entire bottom half of it. “Sir, perhaps a better option is to whittle down two of the nodes from afar? Since we’re facing a single array we should have minimal losses.”
He did have his eye on two officers who displayed more favorable characteristics and a better attitude, however. Maybe the time had come to shake up the ranks after all, and there were stronger, properly loyal soldiers deserving of promotion. “Did I stutter, Commander? Plinking away at nodes takes too long, and we would have losses. We can’t spare the ships. Carry out my order.”
The man’s head bobbed unevenly, and he backed away several steps before heading for the flight deck. 
Liam was turning to consider the view outside anew when Captain Harper cleared her throat behind him. “General, the array is in low orbit. Detonating two tactical nukes at that altitude risks poisoning the planet’s atmosphere.” 
The young special forces officer somehow always seemed to be on the bridge at critical junctures and somehow always seemed to have a legitimate reason for being there. Her very presence rankled him. Her understated arrogance revealed itself in the proud carriage of her shoulders and piercing glint in her stare. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she was constantly analyzing him, probing for weaknesses and flaws she might use against him. But she would never find any.
Liam sneered at her. “Yes, it will.”
A twitch of the muscles beneath her left eye was the only outward reaction she displayed. “I’ll make sure the mine transfer is handled correctly, then, sir.”

Brooklyn Harper hurried through the tight hallways of the Akagi. Her options raced through her mind in time to the rhythm of her boots hitting the deck. 
A tactical analysis led to the inescapable conclusion that for the moment those options were few. The Flight Deck Chief was in full-on sycophant mode, his solitary, weak protest having been crushed by O’Connell’s glare alone. If Dohman was on the flight deck she’d never be able to sabotage or otherwise interfere with the deployment of the mines. She couldn’t in good conscience ask the recon craft pilot to mis-position them because under this general such an error would likely result in the pilot’s summary execution.
She’d disliked O’Connell instantly upon meeting him, but in the initial days of this alleged ‘covert mission’ she’d had no reason to doubt the veracity of his orders. Given the number of dirty tactics the Federation engaged in during the brief war, she wouldn’t blame the Alliance for engaging in a few of its own.
But New Cairo had been a straight-up massacre of civilians, plain and simple. The array saw their ships as friendly—which meant the Second Crux War was in fact officially over—and they had barged in with zero resistance. New Cairo didn’t have a real military installation, only a reserve outpost for a couple of cargo and transport ships. The Akagi and its companion vessels dropped through the atmosphere and fucking carpet-bombed the entire colony, down to the tiniest outposts deep in the jungle.
All was fair in war…but they weren’t at war. Not any longer. And even in war deliberate attacks on purely noncombatant targets were frowned upon. This was the 24th century; they were supposed to be civilized now.
The communications blackout had put everyone on edge, and that was before they started blowing up peaceful settlements. The crew wanted to know what was happening with the aliens. They wanted to know if friends and family were safe, and if they lived to the east where they’d evacuated to. They wanted to know their government had a plan to fight the aliens—was fighting the aliens. But all this knowledge and the accompanying comfort it might provide continued to be denied them.
At least her parents and younger brother lived on Demeter. It lay to the west of Earth; if the aliens attacked Demeter, the game was already lost. Those other concerns gnawed at her as well, but until she was able to do something about them she needed to concentrate on what she could do.
She reached the flight deck far sooner than she reached any conclusions, yet far too late to do any good. Six crewmen transported the first mine up from armament storage under the watchful eye of Commander Dohman. 
Her stomach curdled at the sight, sending the rank aftertaste of the pickled slaw from lunch up into her throat. Using tactical nukes in space was one thing, where the damage stayed contained to a few ships at most—ships which qualified as enemy combatants—and the radiation swiftly dispersed into the vastness of space. Using them inside an atmosphere constituted another matter entirely. The wind currents of the upper layers would sweep the radiation into its ecosystem and spread it across the planet, seeding it in the rain clouds and permeating it into the air below. 
O’Connell was a madman or a sociopath, and in all likelihood both. Her instincts had told her this within an hour of sharing a ship with him, but she’d allowed for other possibilities or even an error on her part until New Cairo. And if there had been a scintilla of doubt remaining after that bloodbath, his cavalier use of nukes on a defenseless colony eradicated it.
As the crewmen finished loading the mine into the small cargo bay of the stealth recon craft, she silently made the decision. She would have to stop him. 
To do so, however, she needed allies, and she didn’t know this crew. She and the other three members of her squad were strangers to them—and two of the three members of her squad were essentially strangers to her, having been transferred in several weeks earlier at the height of the conflict with the Federation. She couldn’t be sure who to trust, and given O’Connell’s clear paranoia and hair-trigger temper she needed to tread cautiously.
Her pace slackened to a stop several meters away from the recon vessel as she lingered in the shadows. She didn’t have the capability to stop this attack. She was out of options for now. But in order to be ready when O’Connell made his next move, it was time to begin.
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GRAHAM DIDN’T GLANCE BEHIND HIM to evaluate the quality of the projection as he departed the hidden estate via the checkpoint. He was confident it was an effective illusion, if not effective enough to deter the now-dead assassin.
Richard had left for Earth an hour earlier, Caleb and Alex soon thereafter. Graham had intended to return to Seneca forthwith, but then a request came in from Field Marshal Gianno. He could’ve handled it remotely, but it turned out Olivia Montegreu was on Pandora this exact minute, so he delayed his departure long enough for a brief in-person meeting.
The agreed-upon location for their encounter wasn’t far from the estate. He considered pondering whether the woman knew where they had been staying, but the likelier truth was simply that this was an expensive, upscale neighborhood and thus to her tastes. Still, he took a circuitous route as an added precaution, lengthening his walk by multiple blocks.
The added time also gave him an opportunity to debrief himself on the events of the last several hours. A significant threat had been eliminated with the death of the nameless assassin, though his experiences over the last several weeks left him suspicious the aliens retained other resources to deploy. He’d nearly lost another talented agent in the process…and he had to concede he still might. But Caleb had shown himself to be more like Stefan than expected when, despite clearly harboring underlying anger and distrust, he had reached out with the calm, reasoned overture.
Graham sincerely hoped Caleb left Pandora bearing greater goodwill toward him than the agent had arrived with, because he was getting tired of taking the blows for a decision two decades old which had never been his to make in the first place. Martyrdom made for damn ill-fitting attire.
He peered up when he realized he had arrived at the address provided. Then he double-checked to confirm the information, as it was an art museum. He’d accuse Montegreu of daring to possess a sense of humor…but as soon as he walked in the building he recognized the genius of her choice. 
The museum featured wide, open rooms, high ceilings and marble flooring which announced each footfall well in advance of the person’s arrival. A dearth of spectators made it impossible to hide other agents in a crowd or create chaos as a distraction for misdeeds. There was only a handful of aristocratic browsers…and guards. Lots and lots of guards.
He found her in the second display room to the left studying a Cézanne piece with an outward air of intensity. She was alone in the room, save for the guards stationed at each of the four exits. Sporting a white dress suit and wearing her pale blond hair swept up in a graceful knot, she resembled merely another blue-blood patron. 
“Rather a garish piece, don’t you think?”
“If you’re shopping for art critiques, you have come to the wrong man, Ms. Montegreu. A museum, seriously? Is this you making some sort of allegorical statement about the work you do—or possibly the work I do?”
She continued to inspect the painting in front of her. “No, Director Delavasi. This is me ensuring my safety, should you wish to renege on our arrangement.”
“What if some of these guards are my men?”
Her lips curled up in profile. “Impossible, Director, because all the guards are my men.”
He laughed loudly, earning a warning stare from the guard in his line of sight. “Are they truly?”
“Indeed. You see, I own this museum. Oh, you won’t find my name on the deed, but a skilled spy such as you will be able to trace it to me easily enough. In any event, you’ll want to not try anything untoward, lest you find yourself the recipient of a laser between the eyes.”
“Unless I’m wearing a shield.”
“Ha.” The word was verbalized in such a manner it made him wonder what kind of weaponry the guards carried. 
Finally she abandoned the Cézanne to face him. “How may I fulfill the terms of my indentured servitude today?”
He crossed his arms over his chest and shifted his weight to his back leg. “Why are you on Pandora?”
“Certain of my subordinates here have disappointed me of late. I needed to make a few adjustments. One thing I’m not here for is small talk, so do get on with it.”
If the woman had anything other than ice coursing through her veins, it must surely be acid. He rubbed at his neck but tried not to otherwise display his fatigue; it had been a hell of a day. “I need thirty thousand units of nervous system stimulants—reaction time boosters, specifically.”
“You don’t already have a supply of stimulants on hand?”
“Not the kind you traffic in.”
“No, I suppose not. Thirty thousand is a large amount. For soldiers then? Fighter pilots perhaps.”
He glowered down his nose at her. Well, if she was stupid she wouldn’t have risen to her position and held it uninterrupted for nearly half a century. “What they are for is not your business.” 
“Of course it isn’t. Will next week be acceptable?”
“Tomorrow will be acceptable.”
If it was possible, her visage hardened further. “Very well. I’ll see that they’re deposited on Chairman Vranas’ doorstep.”
“Or you can see they’re delivered to this location in Cavare. Far less bloodshed this way. You’ll also find some specifications in the file, as we do have the safety and health of the recipients to think about.”
“How very noble of you. Is that all?”
“For now.”
“Naturally.” She tugged at her suit jacket and pivoted toward one of the exits. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have another subordinate to dispose of. Good day, Director.”
She left him standing there under the watchful observation of her guards shaking his head at her audacity. It had been a hell of a day….

Aiden Trieneri stood behind the desk in his office, both hands pressed into the desk’s surface as he leaned in to study an unseen screen. Seconds ticked by…one…two…he flicked the screen away and transferred his attention to her. “Olivia. How goes Pandora?”
She allowed the implicit snub to pass uncommented upon. He was an inherently conceited, narcissistic man—this was not news to her, and holding him under her thumb did not currently suit her purposes. 
She relaxed back in the chair belonging to the museum curator and folded her hands in her lap. “Bloodily efficient. We have a request from one of our ‘partners.’”
He rocked against the desk. “We knew they would be coming. And the request is?”
“The Federation wants stimulants for their fighter pilots.”
“What kind of stimulants?”
“The illegal kind, obviously. Nervous system boosters for reaction time. The contact provided the usual platitudes about safety concerns and whatnot, but I expect so long as we don’t send the stimulants likely to result in instant death it will be acceptable. If some of the pilots later develop tremors or the odd chimeral addiction? Those are the risks.”
He snorted, an act which didn’t exactly highlight his best qualities. “No less than they deserve.”
She crossed one leg over the other and considered him with mild curiosity. “Do I detect a particular distaste for the Federation? The military? Fighter jocks? Something more specific?”
“Only the unjustifiably privileged. Interesting how quickly their morals give way though. If they find themselves surprised at the consequences, they should not have dealt with the devil.”
“And who is the devil in this scenario?”
He smiled darkly, a more complimentary action. “Olivia, my dear, you are always the devil.”
Ah, reversion to flattery rather than risk exposing a weakness. Alas. “Yes, I am. My primary stimulant production facility is on New Babel, so I need to get them shipping out immediately. Seneca is a long way away.”
“We could use my facility on Argo Navis and halve the distance.”
She stared at him for a long moment. “Send the first lot out from there. My facility will backfill the supply chain as needed.”
He nodded in acceptance. “What about the Alliance?”
“They haven’t asked yet. Odds are their forces are too spread out for them to deliver those type of supplies in bulk anyway. Or it might be their leadership still has a few scruples.”
“Scruples will get everyone killed. This is about survival. Deal with the fallout after we survive.”
“Would you like me to get Miriam Solovy on the comm for you to set her straight yourself?”
“Oh, I would…” he regarded her dubiously “…can you actually do that?”
Could she? Eh…perhaps. But it would require playing the entirety of her cards in one gambit, and she wasn’t going to try and fail and lose face as a result. “If it comes to it—which it hasn’t. Just get those stimulants moving. Here’s the drop point information. I’ll return in the morning.”
“Have extra security meet you at the spaceport. Things are getting a bit dicey out there.”
“Are you concerned about my well-being, Aiden?”
“It is in my self-interest to be concerned about your well-being, for several reasons. I realize you believe yourself untouchable, but now is not the time to test that belief. Get the extra security.”
“Fine. Goodbye.” She stood and departed the curator’s office. She still had work to do before she left Pandora behind.
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“WELL WHAT ABOUT THE THRUSTERS? Can we use them to alter the arrays’ orbits? Make them unpredictable?”
Governor Ledesme turned to the Chief Engineer for an answer. 
He shrugged weakly in response. “We can speed them up and slow them down periodically, sure. But I don’t see how we can program them to alter their speeds dynamically when under fire. By the time they’re under fire, it will be too late.”
Meno? Got any input?
The Artificial accompanied Mia Requelme everywhere now, by way of the remote interface attached to the base of her skull. She wore her hair down, and high-necked shirts or scarves as fit the situation, to conceal the thin wrap and the fibers connected to her cybernetics it held in place. After a small modification to the interface, Meno now received the stream from her ocular implant and saw what she saw; a tiny sensor pad behind her left ear and he now heard what she heard. 
His more fulsome companionship had made her appear far smarter than she was several times already. Wearing the interface was a risk, but a necessary one. Whatever it took.
Real-time data from the short-range sensors, if transmitted directly to the propulsion system, will enable propulsion to adopt a chaos-derived thrust routine before the alien ships come in range.
Mia adopted a more assertive posture. “Can we use the short-range sensors? They serve to put the arrays on alert, right? Split their data and send it to the propulsion system at the same time. Eventually the aliens will be able to take out the individual nodes, but if we switch to chaos-driven programming the erratic orbits will mean it takes them longer to do so, thus buying us time.”
The Chief Engineer’s mouth morphed around in prevarication. “I suppose that might work. Driving these titanic structures on a chaos routine isn’t safe though. At a minimum it will cause stress to the frames, and the whole damn assembly is going to rip apart if there’s the slightest error.”
“Chief, you do realize the alternative is immediate and total destruction?”
He wilted under Ledesme’s inquiry. “I’ll get my people started on it right away.”
“Thank you. Okay, people, what else do we have?”
Mia settled back into what was a surprisingly comfortable chair. The governor’s Select Cabinet along with several additional ‘experts’ in various matters sat in a rough circle spread across the left half of a large room on the top floor of Administration Headquarters. In the middle of the circle stood a table equipped with data inputs which was accessed by attendees as needed. Smaller stations ran along one wall of the room and refreshments were periodically resupplied at the far end. Every so often someone wandered over for coffee, bread or fruit, or merely to stretch their legs. 
Mostly, however, they talked, brainstormed, argued and tried with minimal success to figure out how they could possibly save Romane from the Metigen invasion looming like the encroaching shadow of an eclipse on the horizon.
Mia found herself deemed one of the ‘experts,’ though expert in what topic she couldn’t exactly say. But the last week had seen her increasingly at the governor’s side or at least within earshot whether she wanted to be or not. And it did make her feel as though she was helping, when otherwise she’d be pacing ineffectually at home or at the spaceport—she wouldn’t be pacing at the gallery as it was now closed pending a resolution to this crisis or destruction of the colony.
I’ve been studying the new data on the behavior of the shields protecting the aliens’ vessels. It is possible we can develop a signal which interferes with their operation—a signal the arrays could potentially broadcast across a wide area. Accounting for the fluid nature of the shields’ variations in strength is a significant obstacle, but one I hope to be able to overcome.
She waded into the lull in conversation. “Do the arrays have the capability to broadcast signals in addition to receiving them?”
The Chief Engineer shook his head distractedly. “Why would they need to send out signals?”
Damn. Still, it was an interesting idea—
Boo.
She nearly leapt out of her chair in surprise. Though she managed to suppress the movement, she must have made a sound because the man sitting next to her—the Commerce Chief, she thought—glanced over curiously. She gave the man a polite smile then pretended to study the data currently scrolling above the table with interest.
Caleb, you crazy son of a bitch. You’re alive, I assume?
I am in fact. 
Where are you?
I can’t go into the details right now, but we—Alex and I—would like you to come to Earth as soon as possible.
What? Hang on a second.
Mia cleared her throat to get Ledesme’s attention. “Governor, I need to step outside briefly. I have an incoming comm I should take.”
Ledesme indicated assent, and Mia stood and walked out of the room in a calm, controlled manner. Upon exiting, however, she bolted down the hallway to an empty room and converted the pulse to a livecomm.
“Caleb, I can’t go to Earth. Granted, half of Romane’s population has fled there, but I’m actually doing some good here. And why? If you’re trying to protect me again or something equally ridiculous I am going to kick your ass all the way back to Cavare.”
“It’s not about protecting you, I promise—though I would if you’d let me.”
On hearing his voice, even if only in her head, she realized he sounded…she wasn’t sure. Strained? Weak? “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Got a little banged up is all. I’ll be good as new in another day.” She picked up a muffled voice in the background. “Maybe two days.”
Alex calling him on his bullshit? Likely. “Where have you been? Through the portal this whole time? You’ve been gone a month. After you were cleared of the bombing I thought you’d resurface, but not a solitary peep from you.”
“I’m here now, aren’t I? It’s a great story, but I can’t tell it over comms.” 
A note of teasing had crept into his voice, and she relaxed somewhat. “Fine, fine. Why should I go to Earth? I await your most persuasive reason.”
“For a chance to help save the galaxy.”
“Oh, well in that case. Could you perhaps be a little more vague?”
“We also need you to bring—well, I expect you can’t ‘bring’ Meno, but bring its specs and schematics and interface protocols and whatever else you have on precisely how it works and how connections are integrated into its programming.”
She stopped in the center of the room and cut her eyes around at the walls. “Let me guess. You can’t tell me why.”
“Sorry. Not until I see you.”
“And doing so will allow me to help save the galaxy.”
“That’s the plan.”
Ledesme would not appreciate her walking back in the room and excusing herself permanently. It would look like she was running—but she wouldn’t be. She was willing and ready to stay, to see this crisis through to the end on the soil of her home.
Meno, is it a problem for you to collate all the data on your architecture and internals?
Not at all, Mia. I shall have it prepared and burned on a disk for you in another 4.3211 seconds.
So. Was she really going to abandon everything—her home, her businesses, the trust she’d built with the governor—and go to Earth, simply because Caleb said he needed her? Though in fairness, he hadn’t so much said he needed her as the galaxy needed her. Might need her. Or something to that effect. Still….
She blew out a heavy breath. “I’ll leave this afternoon.”



19
EARTH
BERLIN

“ADMIRAL SOLOVY, LET ME INTRODUCE Dr. Lionel Terrage, founder and CEO of Surno Materials. We also have with us the Director of the Space Materiels Complex, Brigadier Wyryck. And Noah, you’ve met.”
Miriam nodded tersely from within her holo. She appeared to be aboard a transport, presumably bound for yet another clandestine destination. Kennedy knew that Miriam had seen Alex, but nothing else. She didn’t know where or when or if Alex might be coming to Earth or…she simply didn’t know. Messages to Alex went unanswered; she’d been told there were reasons for that, but not what those reasons may be.
Prior to escaping from Messium her involvement with the military had been minimal, and the level of secrecy the organization employed came as a bit of a shock. But perhaps it wasn’t always like this—special circumstances and all.
They sat around a small conference table in a similarly small room just off the assembly line floor. It had been a frustrating day and tempers were short. Also, she now completely understood why Noah had run away from home as a teenager and never looked back. Even if his father was undeniably brilliant in his narrow area of expertise, she would be happy if she never had to spend another minute in the company of Lionel. She preferred Noah’s more effusive brilliance. And his sense of humor. And his…other attributes. God, she hoped she was going to be able to repair the damage done and salvage the relationship.
She smiled with professional grace and acknowledged those at the table before returning her focus to the holo. “The good news is, Dr. Terrage has proved to be of great assistance in working through the difficulties we encountered producing the adiamene. We think we’ve worked out the kinks and will be able to mass produce sheets of it on the order of one hundred square meters per hour inside a day.”
Miriam’s expression remained guarded. “There is corresponding bad news, I assume.”
Kennedy gestured to the Director. “I’ll let Brigadier Wyryck give you the details.”
The man stiffened proudly in his chair. “Admiral Solovy, let me say what an honor it is to—”
“The bad news, Brigadier.”
He jerked as if struck. “Y-yes, Admiral. To produce the adiamene at such a rate will cost 708 million credits per month, or approximately 23.6 million credits per day.”
Kennedy thought Miriam veiled the surprise in her eyes with impressive speed, particularly given the rather foul mood the woman seemed to be in. “Brigadier, it costs less to build a dreadnought.”
“You must understand, our suppliers—”
“Spare me the details. I have no time for them. May I assume it will cost half this amount to produce half as much?”
“Uh…no, ma’am…it will cost two-thirds as much. You see, there are ramp-up costs and—”
“Of course there are.” Miriam pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t see how we can do it. We’ve been bleeding red ink since the start of the Second Crux War and have already borrowed beyond our capacity to repay. If it were a more reasonable sum we might be able to strong-arm the suppliers into floating us a portion of the materials, but in this circumstance I doubt that’s feasible. I can discuss pursuing an executive order with Prime Minister Brennon, though I fear we don’t have the time it would take to implement the order.” 
Her gaze traveled across those present. “However, I do recognize the strategic advantage significant quantities of this metal could grant us. As such, I am open to alternative suggestions.”
Kennedy exhaled quietly. She hadn’t wanted to raise the proposition unless no other option presented itself. She was not frivolous with her family’s money and even to her the sum was mind-boggling in size. But this was the end of the world. 
Her hands came together atop the table. “I should be able to cover the costs, at least for the first month. After that point, I suspect the urgency will have passed, one way or another.”
Noah all but fell out of his chair beside her. Once he’d righted himself he drew close to her and muttered under his breath. “Blondie, are you insane? No one has that kind of money to throw around.”
She gave him a weak grimace. “We do.”
Wyryck had been stunned into silence and was unlikely to contribute anything else to the discussion. Miriam sighed. “Ms. Rossi, I cannot ask your family to contribute such sizable funds. Not without guarantee of repayment, which I regrettably cannot give.”
“And you don’t need to. I’m volunteering. Given the…unique nature of the sum, I will need to seek my father’s approval. But I’m confident I can convince him of the necessity of the investment.”
“You honestly believe in the capabilities of this material this much?”
“I do, ma’am. More than that, I believe we all must do everything in our power to defeat these aliens. This is within my power.”
Miriam chuckled dryly; it carried less harshness than her earlier utterances. “Then I will not protest further. Should we win the day I’ll do what I can to see your family is reimbursed in some likely inadequate manner. Get back to me when you’ve worked out the details. On behalf of the Earth Alliance—on behalf of everyone—thank you.”
When the holo had winked out of existence, she shot Noah a playful grin. “Have you ever seen Texas?”
His brow furrowed up in confusion. “What’s a ‘Texas’?”
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MIRIAM HADN’T ASKED FOR the military escort which greeted her on disembarking the transport. In point of fact, she had instructed the pilot to dock at the commercial spaceport in Cavare specifically to avoid this sort of pageantry—and also to preemptively avoid any ‘issues’ resulting from an Alliance Admiral requesting direct access to Federation Military Headquarters. 
Mostly she had hoped she might steal twenty minutes of solitude to absorb the reality of stepping foot on the soil of what had been an avowed enemy for twenty-five years. The enemy responsible for the death of the man she had loved with the entirety of her being.
 
Miriam took her seat in the back row just before Admiral Chonsei stepped to the front of the small briefing room. He surveyed his audience once and began. “The information I’m about to divulge is classified Top Secret until you are instructed otherwise. In the next six hours it is expected Prime Minister Ioannou and Admiral Breveski will sign an armistice with the Senecan Federation which will halt hostilities—” the room erupted in exclamations and protests “—enough! The armistice will declare the cessation of hostilities for so long as a detailed list of conditions are and continue to be met.
“This is not a peace treaty. Our forces are to remain on Level IV alert status until we can verify the conditions have been fulfilled, then at Level III for probably a hell of a lot longer. I’m telling you this now because once the news breaks we’re going to be fielding inquiries from the press. In the event any of you personally receive an inquiry, your orders are to recite the official line. No exceptions.”
Chonsei droned on about ‘embargoes’ and ‘restricted travel’ and ‘clear boundaries’ and ‘minimal diplomatic relations,’ but Miriam didn’t hear most of it for the shrill ringing in her ears. 
No. This could not be the outcome. She had slaved for the last four months, foregoing sleep and meals to do everything in her power to push them toward victory. David’s sacrifice would not be in vain. It couldn’t be. How dare they.
She stood and cleared her throat. “Sir, this will look like a surrender.”
“The Earth Alliance’s official stance is that it is no such thing, and this is to be your stance as well.”
“But, sir, we can’t fold now. We have the forces and the firepower to win this war—the officials in Vancouver are simply unwilling to use them. They send our ships out in minimal formation strength and allow them to be whittled down in skirmish after skirmish. But we send half—a third—of the Sol Fleet to Seneca and we can crush this rebellion—”
“Commodore Solovy, you are out of line. Unless you want to face a censure for insubordination, you will take your seat.”
Her lips parted, the protest hovering on her tongue…but she sat as instructed.
“The Sol Fleet isn’t going anywhere. The Alliance is not going to leave Earth undefended or even vulnerable for an instant. Also, our leaders are not going to risk the losses which might result from such a risky offensive. End of story.”
The briefing ended at some point. Miriam returned to her office on the 7th floor of the Logistics Center at North American Military Headquarters in a frozen daze. Several minutes later she found she was sitting at her desk with no recollection of how she had arrived there.
How could they capitulate to these seditionists? What had they been fighting for the last three years if not to bring the rebels to heel? What had David died for if not the belief that duty, honor and loyalty were to be defended to the last breath? 
If these Senecans fantasized life would somehow be better without the pesky interference of the Alliance government, they should have run off to Requi or Pandora or Gaiae. But they did not have the right to take up arms against their own government, steal Alliance ships and confiscate Alliance infrastructure as their own and turn it on those who had built it. 
In reality they were nothing but armed thugs spoiling for a fight. At Kappa Crucis they could have disengaged once they saw the mission was an evacuation and not an offensive. Instead they pushed ahead, weapons blazing, eager to kill scientists and their children merely so they could take yet something else which wasn’t theirs to begin with. They—
—all the emotions, all the pain and despair and impotent rage welled up out of their dark, desolate hiding place in her soul to crash through her iron-forged armor and break free. She grabbed the small bronze sculpture of Marcus Aurelius sitting on her desk and hurled it against the opposite wall.
The piercing clang it made as it impacted the wall didn’t help, nor did the noisy rattle as it rolled about on the floor, bumping into the furniture and bouncing around like a pinball. She squeezed her eyes shut and ground her teeth as she waited for the most unbearable, life-destroying sentiments to recede back into the shadows. 
Then she stood, went over and retrieved the statue from the corner where it had finally settled and placed it gently back upon the desk. 
Violent outbursts never helped, and she had been weak to partake in one. Nothing ever helped, except putting one foot in front of the other in front of the other until the relentless, monotonous repetition crushed the grief beneath its weight.
 
Now, twenty-three years after the armistice, she arrived on Seneca as an honored guest. She had advocated for peace with the Federation. She had made peace with the Federation. Affixed her own signature to the treaty and everything. She had strategized with its leaders and implemented cooperative measures with its military. 
Was it any wonder that in the same dark, desolate corner of her soul it all felt like a betrayal—a betrayal of David’s memory, of his life, his love and his death? 
It was an irrational emotion she should not indulge. Beyond this, she knew David would not have wanted her to indulge it. Above all else he had loved life in all its splendor, and were he here he would tell her she damn well better do whatever was necessary to save it.
Still, she’d have preferred the twenty minutes to work past the lingering bitterness in private. Instead a Federation captain and two lieutenants waited for her at the bottom of the ramp.
“Admiral Solovy, welcome to Seneca. Field Marshal Gianno has instructed us to escort you to Military Headquarters.”
She squared her shoulders and straightened her jacket. “Lead the way.”

SENECAN FEDERATION MILITARY HEADQUARTERS
Miriam was herded with brutal efficiency through the bustling halls of Military Headquarters, onto a well-guarded lift and down another featureless but still busy hallway to a stately door at the end. 
The trip from the spaceport to this door had left her with several impressions worth noting. The Federation government’s architecture of choice was simple to the point of barrenness, yet impeccably designed. The civilian architecture was refined and expensive, if a bit glossy for her tastes. Seneca’s moon was shockingly large.
She’d gotten a good view of the enormous planetary satellite because it was 0200 local time, not that anyone seemed to have noticed. Truthfully she was relieved to discover the Senecans were working as tirelessly as she and Brennon and their subordinates. 
“You can go on in, Admiral. When you’re ready to return to the spaceport the Marshal will let us know.”
She sent the escort off and entered Gianno’s office. The decor, what there was of it, was tasteful and understated in the extreme. The sole personal item in sight was a visual on the wall of a distinguished-looking man who might be roughly Gianno’s age arm-in-arm with a much younger man who distinctly favored the Marshal.
Gianno stood at her desk reviewing a screen in her hand and motioned Miriam in without glancing up. A man in a dark, finely-tailored suit stood at the window, his back to them. From the angle she didn’t know who it might be. Then he spoke, and she recognized the voice as belonging to Federation Chairman Vranas.
“Your rogue general just used nukes on Ogham.”
Miriam stared at the back of his head while she contemplated her response. She considered and rejected the diplomatic tack. She was neck deep in a battle for civilization alongside these people. They had previously shown a preference for straight talk over ass-kissing, so she would oblige them. 
“There is a reason he’s rogue.”
Vranas huffed a wry breath but still didn’t turn around, so she switched to Gianno. “The only nukes he’d possess are tactical fusion anti-ship mines. Are you saying he used those on the surface? If so—”
Gianno’s head shook as she set aside the screen and directed her focus to Miriam. The woman’s demeanor was decidedly cooler than it had been when they’d met on Romane, but under the circumstances Miriam hardly expected warmth. 
“He used them to take out two nodes on the defense array and create a gap he could traverse. The array’s orbit is low enough the nukes will likely poison the atmosphere to a greater or lesser degree. Of course, the initial death toll on the ground from his attack is already in excess of ten thousand.”
“I am sorry, but I realize that means little more than the air expended to say it.”
Vranas finally faced them. “What are you going to do about it?”
She regarded them both for what became a long, weighty moment. 
“Nothing.”
The man’s chin dropped to his chest in an act she took for genuine shock. “Nothing?”
Brennon might argue her answer hardly constituted ‘whatever it takes’…but he wasn’t here and this was her play to make. 
“We’re working diligently to find a way to track his movements. We expect Fionava communications to be restored in the next day, which ought to help. If we are able to track him and have sufficient advance warning, I will happily—gleefully—approve a strike against his ships or provide you the information so you can do the same. You have not only my authorization but the full blessing of the Earth Alliance Armed Forces to blow him out of the sky should you find him, though I’m certain if provided the opportunity you would not wait to receive it.
“If—no, when—we are victorious over the Metigens, I intend to send an entire brigade to hunt him down and grant him no mercy when they run him to ground. But I happen to believe that won’t be necessary. Nearly six hundred Alliance soldiers are onboard those ships. They know right from wrong, and if there is any way to do so, they will stop him of their own accord.
“No matter what transpires, we cannot for an instant forget the stakes at play here. Given the sheer immensity of those stakes, until the appropriate circumstances arise, I will do nothing.”
Gianno’s expression was inscrutable as the seconds ticked by. It was an tremendous gamble, one Miriam sincerely hoped had worked. 
Finally the woman exchanged a troubled look with Vranas. “If the situation were reversed, I would do no more. I dislike it intensely, but I cannot argue with the logic.”
Vranas groaned and sank back on the windowsill. “We make it through this, and Brennon is getting one outrageous repair bill delivered to his desk.”
“I’m sure he will be expecting it, sir.”
The tension in the air ratcheted down a few notches, though Miriam wouldn’t go so far as to call it relaxed. Gianno called up a larger screen above her desk and began entering commands. “There aren’t many colonies left he can hit unless he wants to nuke the rubble the aliens left behind. I’m increasing the defenses on the ones still standing—higher than they were for obvious reasons already raised. Beyond this, like you I have no resources to devote to staking out every colony.”
The woman slid the screen to the side but didn’t close it. “Since you’re here, I don’t suppose you have any good news to share?”
“It so happens I do. You recall me mentioning our research into a new ship-worthy metal? We’ve solved the production difficulties and expect to begin round-the-clock production within hours. The strength, resilience and conductivity characteristics are orders of magnitude above the current materials used by either of our militaries.”
“Excellent, but what good does it do us right now? Ships aren’t built in a day.”
“No, but in my opinion it’s worth it to use the material to repair damaged vessels. It has adaptive characteristics which may pay off beyond the scope of the repairs. If you wish, I’ll divert a portion of our production to you.”
“What’s the price tag?”
She allowed one corner of her mouth to curl up a touch. “We’ll worry about that once our rogue general is taken care of.”
Vranas didn’t press her, presumably understanding the many variables at play in her statement. “Then if there is nothing else, I need to return to my office. Admiral. Marshal.”
After the door closed behind him Miriam turned back to Gianno. “I do have one final matter I want to mention. This needs to be between the two of us and off the record.”
“I have no recording devices installed in here, and the room is always shielded. What is it?”
Miriam wandered over to the window, curious as to what Vranas had been staring at. But there was nothing to see beyond rooftops and a shadowy tower painted against the darkness. Perhaps the answers he had sought were more ethereal in nature. 
“I’ve learned some new details concerning the nature of the alien ships. They’re operated by shackled AIs, for lack of a better term: synthetic intelligences designed for a single purpose and provided the cognitive capabilities necessary to fulfill that purpose.”
“Useful intel, no doubt—but why the secrecy?”
“This intel need not be off the record. Use it as you see fit to refine your combat tactics.”
Gianno’s head titled. “And the Metigens themselves?”
“There are no organic beings inside the ships. We’re not actually fighting Metigens. We’re fighting their drones. The true aliens—I’m not sure I’d classify them as organic as such, but regardless—remain beyond the portal.”
“Ah.” A knowing smile tugged at Gianno’s lips. She said nothing, but there were only two people who would be able to impart this kind of knowledge, a fact they both appreciated. “And you have a notion about how we can use these facts to our advantage.”
“A ‘notion,’ as you put it, has been proposed, yes. Their ships are faster and stronger than ours, and on a computational level at least, smarter than us—smarter than our pilots, our ship captains and our battlefield commanders. Nevertheless, we do have machines which can match their speed of thought and sheer decisional power. Machines we dare not unleash, Eleni….” She paused sufficiently to ensure she had the woman’s attention. “Unless there is a way to harness their speed and power under human control.”
“I expect this will be interesting.”
“Quite. The proposal involves connecting a handful of people to carefully chosen Artificials and giving them some operational authority over combat decisions.”
Gianno frowned. “Via remote interfaces? That’s hardly revolutionary, nor is it a game-changer.”
“Clearly. I’m referring to a more integral connection, via a deeper neural interface.”
“No, the human brain can’t handle a direct link with an Artificial. It’s been tried multiple times to damaging and often lethal effect.”
I know. Believe me I know. Thinking about the risks involved urged her toward panic, but she refused to give in to it. 
“We—certain knowledgeable people—believe this obstacle may have been surmounted. I don’t want to say more right now, for two reasons: I won’t have a definitive answer to that question until tomorrow at the earliest, and I haven’t yet discussed this proposal with Prime Minister Brennon. But given how short our time is becoming, I wanted to give you the opportunity to begin assessing how something like this might work from your end, and who you might consider as potential candidates for participation.”
Gianno leaned against the wall behind her and templed her fingertips at her chin. “Well, Miriam, I would consider only one Artificial for the task: the one I control. Also, one candidate immediately springs to mind as perfect for such a reckless experiment—assuming she survives the battle at Elathan, that is.”
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ELATHAN
SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

MORGAN DOVE IN A CORKSCREW SPIRAL through an expanse of debris, dodging and spinning to avoid the remnants of some two thousand destroyed Federation warships and fighters and untold alien swarmers. And nine superdreadnoughts, of course. She and her comrades had done an impressive job of slicing through the enemy lines, weakening the attacking force to the point she’d daresay the Metigens would not take Elathan. Not today.
Yet in her gut she sensed they were losing. Not this engagement, but perhaps the war.
The debris she navigated through told the tale. Even with the far larger size of the superdreadnoughts, five meters of Federation wreckage existed for every meter of Metigen. The Federation forces present today represented more than a third of their entire forces. Elathan was important to be sure, and worth defending so strongly. Yet this success—every success she suspected—cost them far too much.
It was also a problem for those far higher ranking than she. Her purpose was to take out as many swarmers as possible. One at a time. Her kill count was nineteen so far.
She was still flying despite taking out such a high number for two primary reasons. One, the added variable of large-scale bedlam did make it somewhat easier to escape death, as there were many distractions and intervening factors. Two, Stanley had done an exceptional job of simming the swarmers’ flight patterns. Given the Artificial’s general weakness in tactical analysis, it was odd. But she could ruminate on the synthetic’s idiosyncrasies later. 
A flash of red below provided her a target. The swarmer paid her no mind as it chased its own prey. All the better. She’d need to get in front of it in order to take it out, but all in due time.
This would be a great deal easier if her ship were equipped with an arcalaser. The prototype weapon had been such a delight to play with, especially once she determined the errors were occurring because the targeting ware was continuously recalculating not merely the path to the target, but the nature and location of the target itself. Once it initialized a ‘sticky’ end point goal, the admittedly mind-blowing dynamically-generated quantum waveguides nudged the laser to its destination at a 92% success rate. 
At the end of four hours on the test field she had filed her report, set the engineers straight and begged Field Marshal Gianno to send her into the fight. She had reached and surpassed her fill of sims and tests and dummy targets. It was long past time for her to kill these monsters for real.
As they always did, the alien vessel swung 40° to the comparatively open side to aim at the broadside of its target, in this case another fighter.
Commander Lekkas:  SF-N3E-18B, do not alter course until I give the order, then dive -67° z.
SF-N3E-18B (Captain Prosky):  Uh, why—swarmer on my tail!
Commander Lekkas:  Do NOT alter course.
Captain Prosky:  Shit. Holding course.
She swung opposite the swarmer E 38°. 
Target. Aim. Lock. 
Commander Lekkas:  Now.
The fighter dropped, giving her a clear shot as the swarmer’s beam trailed after it. 
Fire.
The enemy weapon jerked about for a single second before finding her and returning fire. But the delay was enough. Caught unprepared and on the defensive, it exploded while she still had a whole 12% left in her shields. She maneuvered around the resulting debris and made herself scarce until her shields recharged.
Captain Prosky:  Thanks.
Commander Lekkas:  What? She had already moved on from the previous encounter and the imperiled fighter which had enabled it. Oh. Sure. Watch your tail more closely from now on.
Captain Prosky:  Yes, Commander.
The sun’s rays caught the trio of wafer-thin rings circling Elathan as she arced above the bulk of the combat and traversed their plane, transforming the cornsilk-hued rings to a pure, vibrant gold. Annoyed at the interference in her view of the battlefield, she pivoted to put the luminous glow behind her.
Her new vantage revealed two cruisers playing a game of chicken with a superdreadnought. The alien behemoth was coming apart at the seams, crimson plasma streaming out of multiple hull breaches to leave an ominous cloud in its wake, but at this point its inertial force alone might send it crashing into both the cruisers if they didn’t divert soon.
She shook her head and berated herself for getting distracted; she was lucky a swarmer didn’t dart behind her and blow her engine while she gawked. Time for a new target. She studied the tactical whisper display, for she had found it a more reliable gauge in the crowded battlefield than simply looking out the viewport. 
There. She climbed vertically to approach the target from above—
Colonel Idoni (SFS Gandin):  Commander Lekkas, return to the Gandin.
She jerked in surprise and lost track of the swarmer in the sea of enemy vessels. Retreat to the carrier? But the battle was far from over.
Commander Lekkas:  Repeat instruction.
Colonel Idoni:  Commander, you are ordered to return to the Gandin immediately.
What? 
Commander Lekkas:  Acknowledged.

She wrenched the ship away from the center of the heaviest combat and toward the carrier hovering in relative safety six megameters away. 

Morgan abandoned her fighter to the flight deck crew and stormed to the lift, where she marched in a tight circle all the way up to the bridge. The order had come from the Gandin’s XO, thus he was likeliest to know what the hell was going on.
An odd calm permeated the bridge. It probably shouldn’t be surprising, though. After delivering its fighters and assorted specialty craft, the carrier had little to do for the duration of the conflict other than catch the occasional damaged vessel limping into its bay and try not to get blown up.
She located the XO at a station to the left of the overlook and charged up to him, then tapped her foot impatiently and loudly while he issued instructions to a comms officer. He started turning away from her location, head buried in a handheld screen; she spun around him until she blocked his path. “Sir, I’m back aboard the Gandin and requesting an explanation as to why.”
“Ah, Commander. I was just about to send for you. You’re on a transport shuttle out of here for Seneca in eight minutes.”
“Is there a particular reason why?”
He shrugged. “Field Marshal’s orders.”
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EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

A BARRAGE OF SPECIAL PROCEDURES, subterfuge and security dominated their arrival on Earth. It all grated on Alex’s nerves like a shrill, discordant hum in her eardrums. She wanted to land at ORSC and dock in her own bay. She wanted to go home and take a shower in her loft and sleep in her own bed. She wanted to give the proverbial finger to the guards and escape their claustrophobic scrutiny. 
Though the compulsion was strong, she did none of these things. She attributed her uncharacteristic restraint primarily to Caleb’s calming presence at her side, but also to a wholly unfamiliar desire to not aggravate her mother. Oh, she fully expected to aggravate her mother once or twice at a minimum before the fate of humanity was decided, but she would try to save it for something more worthwhile than well-meaning if irksome efforts to keep her alive.
She docked at EASC Headquarters under a false serial number designation and a false name. They were met at the hangar by Richard, a Major Lange and four imposing and formidable-looking military security officers. Given the audience, she received only a nod and a quick smile from Richard. He carried the rank of Brigadier now, after all, and was doubtless feeling the weight of his added authority.
Caleb made certain they had been cleared to carry their personal weapons, then they were taken directly to the relocated Operations offices. Their route did not take them by the Headquarters wreckage, but it was impossible to miss the deep rumble of heavy machinery permeating the air.
The layout and rooms of the Logistics building weren’t familiar to her. For as much as she had despised her visits to HQ, it had at least been a known quantity. This new location did little to put her at ease. 
She griped quietly as they were led down another new hallway. “Ugh, I can’t believe I almost miss the Headquarters building.”
Caleb regarded her with a teasing twinkle in his eye, and she crinkled her nose up at him. “What?”
He leaned in closer so as not to be overheard by their escorts. “I was simply remembering…you strolled through that building like you owned the entire damn place, and not an officer’s stripe to be found on your person. You were amazing.”
“Right up until I got you arrested.”
His lips were at her ear. “Well, it worked out.”
The lilting murmur sent a delightful shiver radiating down her spine.
Oh, yes it did.
He chuckled in response but stepped away as they entered the top-floor Operations Suite and their escorts at last retreated to a reasonable distance. Her mother hadn’t arrived yet, but Dr. Canivon should be on-site and—
—Kennedy materialized out of nowhere and promptly tackled her with enough fervor to nearly knock her to the floor. “You are the craziest, most insane woman in the galaxy, but damned if you aren’t also the luckiest!”
“Or the craftiest. It’s good to see you, too, Ken.” Alex managed to disentangle from the embrace and regain her footing. “I hear you had quite the life-threatening ordeal yourself.”
Kennedy gestured a mock dismissal. “It was no big deal. Except for all the ways it was a big deal. Speaking of….” She turned to Caleb, who waited against the opposite wall. “Caleb, I’m glad you made it, too. There’s someone here you might like to see.”
His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Someone I want to see? I don’t know anyone on Earth…do I?”
Kennedy motioned for them to follow her around the corner and into a lounge/break room. It was empty except for one occupant. A man sporting shoulder-length dirty blond hair, rugged khakis and a faded t-shirt was putting the ‘lounge’ nature of the room to full use. He had kicked way back on a couch, tossed his feet atop the table in front of it and crossed his hands behind his head.
“I’ll be damned. Noah?”
The guy pushed up off the couch. “Hey, you did live!” He and Caleb met halfway and embraced in the casual, masculine way guys do. She noted Caleb subtly shift his body in such a way that his injured side wasn’t at risk.
Alex eyed Kennedy expectantly.
“He sort of saved my life on Messium. We hid out, deciphered the cause of the exanet interference, crossed a city under attack by the aliens and fled the planet in a shuttle—and in this total crazy random happenstance, it turns out he knows Caleb.”
She watched Caleb and this ‘Noah’ chatting animatedly. “So I see. There’s more to the story though, right?”
“Well, sure. He’s Lionel Terrage’s clone but ditched his father to live on the wild side on Pandora, and the Zelones cartel put a price on his head, which is why he went to Messium in the first place—”
“I meant are you two together?”
“Oh. I think so.”
“You think so? It’s not like you to be tentative when it comes to men.”
Kennedy grumbled. “I know. And yes, we are. It’s just…” her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper “…he’s a bit of a free spirit. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep him.”
Alex’s lips pursed together to squelch a laugh. They tugged upward nevertheless, eyes dancing in flagrant amusement.
“What?”
Her gaze roved to the ceiling. “Nothing.”
“Oh, say what you want to say already.”
“I was merely wondering if perhaps you had finally met your match. And if so, it’s about damn time.”
Kennedy’s head thudded against the wall behind them. “I am in so much trouble.”
She did laugh then, and was still laughing when Caleb brought Noah over for introductions.

Alex left Caleb in the lounge with Kennedy and Noah. The levity and relaxation they brought would do him good, she thought. 
He was in a much better state of mind now—after the attack, ironically. He had slept most of the trip from Pandora, for which she was immensely thankful. It was far better than all the not sleeping he had done on the trip to Pandora. But more importantly it had allowed his body to devote most of its energy to supercharging the regenerative process, and as a result he was now healing at an accelerated pace. 
Still, the events of the past several days or even weeks had used up a lot of his reserves. He deserved a break.
Of course, he’d probably say the same of her…but he would be incorrect. She wasn’t worn down. On the contrary, she felt invigorated, driven inexorably forward by the conviction that she possessed the ability and the means to bring an end to this war.
The Special Projects building was a five-minute walk away, which meant she had an escort of three MPs. Despite her casual behavior toward her escorts, they remained polite and respectful to such a degree she was forced to consider the possibility it might simply be that they were terrified of her mother.
Because Special Projects was not locked-down so tight as Operations, her guards not only escorted her to the door of the lab, they inspected its contents and personnel before allowing her inside. Two of the MPs then took up positions outside the door and the third staked out the hallway entrance.
Dr. Abigail Canivon had been allowed to take over the testing and development lab for ANNIE, complete with the attached clean room to house Valkyrie’s hardware. Alex entered to find her standing at the giant, distinctive 3x3 screen from her lab, which she had apparently brought along from Sagan. Thousands of lines of code were jammed onto the right side of the screen, grouped into segments with squiggly lines and arrows creating a web to interconnect them. The left side displayed a series of schematics for what looked to be portions of the human brain, magnified in several cases to a neuron level of detail.
“Nice friends you have there. The frisking they subjected me to was quite thorough,” the woman muttered as she tweaked one of the strings of code.
“Sorry about that. They weren’t my idea.”
Canivon finally turned around and gave her a wary glance. “I’m afraid there isn’t a proper place for us to sit and converse, but you’re welcome to pull up a chair.”
Alex dragged a plain lab-style chair next to the screen and sat backwards in it, crossing her arms over the top of the backrest. “Do you have everything you need?”
“For now. I do expect to be requesting a significant number of additional items soon.” Canivon found her own chair and brought it closer to the screen, though she sat properly in it. “This isn’t the time for small talk. You want her, don’t you? It’s why you insisted I bring her with me.”
No equivocation, straight to the point. Alex was immediately reminded of why she had always admired Canivon. “I do.”
The woman’s mouth twitched. “This building houses an Artificial which is by any objective measure more powerful. It’s certainly larger, even if half the hardware could be eliminated with the judicious application of a few efficiency principles. It is newer and contains a plethora of databanks on military history, procedures, resources and tactics. It is already a part of the Alliance infrastructure. Use it instead.”
“I don’t know ANNIE—and to put it bluntly, I don’t want a government machine mucking about in my head. Hell, odds are it would spend the entire time making sure we’re following the proper checklist; everyone else in the government does. I know Valkyrie—and I know you will have built her to the highest standards.”
“You spent an hour with her four years ago.”
“Which is fifty-nine minutes longer than I’ve spent conversing with any other Artificial. I liked her and she liked me, something you readily admitted. It’s the obvious, logical choice, and the only one I’m comfortable making. Doctor, I recognize she is important to you, but in my hands she is important to our very existence. I don’t merely want her—I need her.”
“She isn’t important to me. She is precious to me.” The woman blinked and lifted her shoulders. “But she would not forgive me if I denied her the chance to help save humanity. You win. If this impressively subversive idea of yours is allowed to go forward…she is yours.”
Dr. Canivon was a taciturn, aloof woman on a good day, and Alex didn’t know her well enough to decipher her reaction. “Thank you. I mean it.”
The woman let out a sigh Alex did identify as exasperation. “If you’re going to become a symbiote of my closest companion, you may as well go ahead and start calling me ‘Abigail,’ seeing as she does.”
“All right then, Abigail. What now?”
Abigail’s demeanor didn’t change; she didn’t look up and the tenor of her voice did not alter. “Valkyrie, do you remember Ms. Solovy?”
The voice came from a speaker near the large display. “Of course I do. I have been attempting to follow your exploits these last two months, Alex, but information has been scarce. I’m very pleased to see you alive and well.”
“Thank you, Valkyrie. I’m not sure I’d call what I’ve been doing ‘exploits,’ but I’ll admit it hasn’t lacked for excitement.”
“When you have a few minutes, would you consider telling me about it?”
The Artificial’s intonation and speech patterns were far more natural than she remembered; four years had made a discernable difference. She smiled. “If you’re willing, I can do more than tell you. You can see it for yourself.”

Richard allowed the door to close behind him then activated the lock and surveillance shielding on the control panel beside it. Next he activated the additional shielding device in his pocket. Only then did he turn to greet the six men and women gathered in the small meeting room. 
Together they constituted his best agents currently stationed on Earth. He’d recalled those not already in the Cascades while still en route from Pandora, and the last one had arrived on the Island less than fifteen minutes ago.
“Thank you all for coming in on such short notice, and in several cases for abandoning active investigations to do so.”
Major Flores shrugged. “I’m guessing we’re here to do something which will help us still be a functioning species come next month, which strikes me as more important than catching a Colonel babbling state secrets to a hooker in his sleep.”
Richard chuckled mildly. The others lounged against the walls rather than sit at the single table, but he kept his posture somewhat formal. Due to the nature of the job, military intelligence field agents were often the least ‘military’ of any serving officers. That had once been him, but now far too many people saluted him to allow him to relax.
“In a matter of speaking, yes. Everything from this point forward is Level V classified.” It was the highest secrecy level, and one applied solely to situations involving four-star officers and government cabinet members. The announcement resulted in the desired reaction.
“Damn.”
“Who exactly are we protecting—or hunting?”
Richard’s head tilted in concession to the seriousness the classification level alone represented. “As of an hour ago we have two guests with us here on the Island. Their safety and continued survival is of the utmost priority, and not merely or even mostly because one of them is Fleet Admiral Solovy’s daughter.”
“And the other is the Senecan Intelligence agent formerly accused of the Headquarters bombing who escaped our vaunted security last month.”
“Yes, actually. How did you come to this conclusion?”
Captain Kessler snorted. “I’d hope you’d fire me if I didn’t come to it.”
“Probably just probation and a remedial course—the first time. Alexis Solovy and Caleb Marano are here under the protection of EASC Security Bureau. They have round the clock military police coverage and escorts for all their movements on the Island. Major Lange has instituted a top-level security protocol surrounding their activities.”
“With that kind of entourage, what are we needed for?”
Richard kept his expression neutral; the information would evoke a more pronounced effect this way. “The first location they were sheltered at was bombed to rubble—and it was a Senecan Intelligence safe house so clandestine we didn’t know about it. The second location saw three elite private security officers murdered in close-quarters combat by a highly-trained freelance assassin. In the hour they’ve been here on the premises, Security Bureau has foiled two infiltration attempts and one assassination attempt from within.”
“Jesus. Who has such a hard-on for them to be dead?”
“The Metigens.”
Flores regarded him in blatant disbelief. “Sir?”
“The aliens have human agents working on their behalf. We don’t know how many and in most cases don’t know who. We only know they exist. In all three incidents today the assailants were killed, so they won’t be providing answers.”
Satisfied he now had all their attention in full, he continued. “Your job will be first and foremost to serve as an added, invisible layer of protection. Security officers are conspicuous, deliberately so. You’ll be in plain-clothes and sticking to the shadows. Look for threats before gunplay is required. Ideally, apprehend the threat before gunplay renders them unable to provide information.
“Best case scenario: we capture some of the assailants and are able to cast a wider net. When or if we receive intel, I’ll handle the follow-up investigations. I want you to stay on protection duty. And if the choice is between their safety and intel, the answer is absolutely and without question their safety.”
“Sir, what are our operating parameters?”
The actual question was what measures were they authorized to take, both to secure suspects and acquire information. “Prime Minister Brennon has designated the overarching situation Alpha-One. As such, you are authorized to use any and all measures you judge to be necessary.”
Kessler dipped his chin in acceptance. “All right then.” The others followed his lead, and no more questions followed.
“I’d tell you to work in rotating eight-hour shifts, but I’m not sure your charges will be here for longer than a day or two. But for as long as they are here, keep them alive.”

Caleb excused himself from the lounge shortly after Alex departed. It was genuinely good to see Noah and a relief to learn he hadn’t unwittingly gotten the guy killed, and were the circumstances otherwise he’d jump at the chance to relax and hang out with a buddy. But they were not, and he needed to do something. He needed to act, even if only in the smallest way possible. For starters, he needed information.
His military guards dutifully escorted him to Richard Navick’s office and took up positions outside as he thanked them with a silent nod. 
He stepped in the office to find the man regarding him thoughtfully, leaning forward in his chair with a hand propped at his chin. “The wonders of modern medicine. Less than two days ago I watched you knock on Heaven’s door. Now here you are knocking on mine.”
Caleb grimaced as he leaned against the wall and tried for a casual stance. “It wasn’t that bad….”
“It was that bad. I’ve seen my share of injuries over the years and…well, I’m glad to see you in one piece.”
“More like the pieces are taped together. Which is why I’m here.”
Navick straightened up in his chair. “You’re concerned about security.”
“I’m confident you’re on top of it and your people are more than capable. But the fact is I’m in no shape to stop an attack if it comes, and I need to know Alex is safe here.” He may not need to ‘protect’ her in the existential sense, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to protect her.
“Then it may interest you to learn there have been three attempted attacks since your arrival.”
Caleb shoved off the wall, survival instinct—and protection instinct—surging through the damaged pathways of his body. “What? How? Where?”
“Calm down. They were all thwarted before they represented any imminent danger, and you were none the wiser. I’m telling you merely to demonstrate that we are in fact on top of it.”
“Christ….” His hand came up to abuse his jaw. “Will you at least give me an overview of the security procedures in place? Humor me?”
Richard shook his head, triggering a scowl from Caleb. “Why not?”
In response Richard tapped his ear then pointed to the ceiling. The message was clear: the aliens were listening, and each time information was shared the odds increased it would be recorded and reviewed and identified.
Caleb glared at the ceiling and its unseen watchers, but didn’t push the matter. It was evident Navick was taking their security quite seriously, and this was all the reassurance he was going to receive.
“Where is Alex? I’m surprised she let you out of her sight.”
“She’s meeting with Dr. Canivon.”
“Ah.” Richard eyed him carefully. “And how are you feeling about that? If you don’t mind me asking.”
He pulled out the guest chair and sat, dropping his elbows to his knees and ignoring the twinge of protest in his right side. “It doesn’t matter how I feel about it.”
“On the contrary, I suspect it matters a great deal how you feel about it—to her if nothing else. When you were hurt…Alex may not always be the best at expressing her emotions, but I hope you don’t doubt how much she cares for you. After seeing her with you, no one could doubt it.”
“Oh, I don’t—and that’s the point. Yes, my feelings on the topic do matter to her, which is exactly why I can’t share any misgivings I might have with her. The simple fact is she’s correct. Not only is she the right person to do this, if she doesn’t do this it could mean our extinction. She has to be the one. Any concerns I have about the possible cost are irrelevant, because they must be.”
Richard fell quiet for several seconds, though he was clearly considering how to respond. Finally he rocked his chair back and gave Caleb a half-smile. 
“I remember Alex’s fourth birthday party. Miriam was stationed in Oslo working at European Logistics, and David was teaching a Defensive Flight Tactics class in London and commuting in on the weekends. I was doing a tour on Shi Shen but burned a few days’ leave to visit.
“Anyway, the party’s on a Saturday morning. There had been an early snowfall the night before, so Alex and her playmates are outside doing what kids do in the snow, which is to say mostly throwing it at one another.
“David arrives about an hour into the party, sweeping in with his usual panache. His birthday present to Alex is her first lev-bike, which he had acquired while in London without Miriam’s knowledge. She was all aflutter, protesting that Alex was far too young and the area near the house far too mountainous and treacherous and so on. They took the dispute inside, but the end result was Alex got the lev-bike.” 
He paused to chuckle. “David was persuasive that way.”
Caleb had nothing to add, so he continued. “Following cake and ice cream and more presents, David shows Alex how to operate the bike—it was this tiny little thing dyed neon yellow so you were able to spot it a kilometer away—and she’s off to the races. 
“David and I are standing there watching her dash around the yard. The bike had an elevation limit of a few meters or she would’ve been on the roof in the first minute. I felt the need to point out Miriam might have had a few good points and asked him whether he worried Alex would hurt herself.
“David shrugged. ‘She’s been borrowing one from the neighbor’s seven-year-old son for the last two months when she thinks we aren’t watching. That little girl is going to do what she wants. If we try to stop her she’ll simply find a way around what she views as an annoying but insignificant obstacle. The best—the only—thing we can do is try to guide her toward the right paths and give her the tools she needs to…to not get herself killed at least.’”
Navick smiled in seeming amusement, and after a beat Caleb realized it was because he was smiling. He rubbed at the healed cut on his chin and indicated for the man to keep going.
“I was a bit skeptical and said as much. ‘David, she’s four years old.’ We watched her weave figure-eights around two trees while ducking to miss the lowest row of limbs, and he cocked his head to the side. ‘Your point?’”
“I couldn’t really argue any further, so I mumbled, ‘She’s not afraid of anything, is she?’”
“David shook his head. ‘Oh, she’s afraid sometimes. But it only makes her angry. Fear’s another obstacle to be vaulted over or rammed through.’ 
“Then he ran a hand through his hair and stared up at the sky. ‘You can’t imagine what it’s like trying to raise a child like her. It’s exhilarating and terrifying and half the time I’m holding on by my fingernails and praying I’m doing it right. But it’ll be worth it. If we can just get her to eighteen without death or serious bodily injury, she’s going to set the galaxy ablaze. And no one will be able to stop her.’”
Caleb breathed out and let his gaze drop to the floor. He could see the scene Richard described with such startling clarity the story had to be true. Not surprisingly, it made him fall in love with her even more. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”
“I realize I’m not. I’m afraid for her, too. We all are. Miriam’s petrified for her—you can’t tell by watching the woman, so you’ll have to trust me. But the truth is, Alex has been on a trajectory to this moment her entire life. Don’t feel bad if you can’t stop her, because no one can. The best—the only—thing we can do is help her however we’re able.”
Again, not anything he didn’t already instinctively know…but it did help to hear he wasn’t alone. Silence lingered until he looked back up. “So what happened with the bike?”
Navick took a sip from the mug on his desk. “She figured out how to disable the elevation throttle inside a week, crashed it and broke her arm two weeks later, and made her dad show her how to repair it while her arm healed.”
He had no choice but to laugh. “Of course she did.”
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THE AKAGI DROPPED OUT OF SUPERLUMINAL equidistant between the medium- and long-range sensor-equipped beacons designed to detect potentially unwanted visitors to Elathan. The Yeltsin and Chinook appeared alongside two seconds later. If any of the ships progressed more than a few megameters they would be detected by the beacons, so they hovered in silence.
Subterfuge wasn’t a tactic Liam considered his specialty, but here it was required. Elathan represented the farthest east they had journeyed, and as much as he hated it he couldn’t ignore the reality of the aliens’ advance. Based on the colonies the invaders were sieging when he implemented the communications blackout, they may be at Elathan by this point—and he didn’t intend for his insurrection to become a target of the aliens, incidentally or otherwise.
“Sir, I’m picking up a significant number of artificial signatures near Elathan. Some of them are Federation, but many return as unidentified.”
“Send the recon craft in to visual range. I want to see it for myself.”
“Yes, sir. Images expected in seven minutes.”
Liam passed the intervening time by carving a precise course along the central forty percent of the bridge’s width. The blackout was becoming a problem, for him as well as the crew—or rather his control of the crew. They had left behind a galaxy in chaos and under assault; they may have left behind civilization in its death throes.
He was okay with that. Everything had been taken from him—his mother, then his father, then his command and now his career. If the military caught him they were going to lock him up like some gutter scum and slander the name of his family. So once he had his vengeance, once his life’s mission was complete, the aliens could have humanity for all he cared.
Until that time, however, the lack of real, up-to-date information was causing difficulties. He could order a comm officer to bypass the block for him alone and only long enough to get up to speed on the current state of events. But such action risked detection by those he knew would be attempting to track him, and their inability to track him had been the key to his survival thus far.
Plus, if word got out among the crew that he had broken his own blackout, it risked an uprising if not outright mutiny. Already there were whispers, and not merely whispers of worry for loved ones. The crew thought he didn’t hear them, thought he didn’t notice the averted eyes and awkward throat-clearing whenever he loomed. Oh, but he did. Regrettably, he also assumed their justifiable fear of him would not keep them at bay forever.
He just needed to hold everything together for a while longer.
“Sir, images from the reconnaissance craft incoming.”
Three visuals materialized on the overlook display. They showed the silhouette of Elathan, all fulgent sulfur and straw, its rings glittering brighter than gaudy circus strobes. They showed numerous Federation ships with their showy, faux-threatening knife edges mid-combat amidst explosions and a sprawling field of debris. They showed a dozen or more of the hulking alien vessels and thousands of small dots which designated their grotesque little creature ships. The frozen visuals did not reveal who currently enjoyed the upper hand in the battle, but it was ludicrous to think even the entire Federation military stood a chance against these mighty alien raiders.
Well, shit. 
He’d really been hoping to wreck this obnoxious beauty of a planet. He’d dreamt about it the night before, seen the towers crumble in the jaundiced morning light beneath the fire of the Akagi’s weapons. The ‘Jewel of the Federation’ deserved to burn by his hand…but perhaps it was enough that it burn.
He didn’t need to study the map; he knew the precise layout of Federation space and the location of every colony in it. If the aliens were sieging Elathan they were certain to soon siege Seneca. Unless he moved on the Federation capital now, the aliens would rob him of his ultimate prize.
The urge to strike at Seneca grew so strong he had to physically bite his mouth shut to keep from giving the order. His skin pulsated with the need for true Senecan blood to stain his hands. 
Deep down he’d known when he appropriated the Akagi that he would never have his rightful reward. His three warships would be as insignificant as insects to the Seneca Defense Grid, and swatted away just as easily. Yet now, to be so close he could practically hear the screams…. 
“Arrrgghhh!” His fist tore through the wafer-thin polycrystalline glass and frame of the permanent screen on the overlook. Shards of glass scattered across the floor, leaving the frame torn and dangling raggedly in the air.
Then he worked to reign his temper in. He must content himself with killing as many Federation citizens as possible, with reducing as much of its vaunted infrastructure to ash as possible, before the end.
The fact the aliens were attacking Elathan was good news, once he gave it proper consideration. The Federation military was going to be concentrating on trying to save Elathan, Seneca and whatever else remained of their puny empire. They would leave the western colonies undefended, thus serving them to him on a polished platter like a finely-prepared gourmet delicacy.
He pivoted toward his office. “Set a course for Krysk. And get this mess cleaned up.”
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MIRIAM STEPPED IN THE SPECIAL PROJECTS Director’s office to discover Brigadier Hervé and Dr. Canivon mid-argument.
“My point—my latest of many points—is if you allow a two-way connection it will be impossible to define where the human ends and the Artificial begins.”
“And my point is it will not matter.”
Miriam had expected to find a whole new set of conflicts and crises on her return to EASC. She hadn’t expected to find this one. 
She cleared her throat, and Hervé jerked herself to attention. “Admiral, please come in. Dr. Canivon and I were just discussing a few of the issues relating to her proposal.” Canivon took a small step back and canted her head in seeming agreement with Hervé’s rather ironic recap of their ‘discussion.’
“I gathered. You have concerns, Brigadier?”
“I do.” Her tone bore unusual vehemence. “Specifically, the potential consequences of not merely unshackling one or more Artificials but handing them the keys to deadly and powerful weaponry—consequences I believe you’re familiar with, Admiral. While Dr. Canivon’s theories on the ameliorative effect of human influence are intriguing and worth pursuing in a cautious manner in the future, I believe she is not giving due regard to the concomitant dangers.”
“Jules, the dangers have informed my work for the entirety of my professional career. What I am proposing is a way to at long last overcome those dangers.”
Jules? Interesting. Miriam hadn’t realized the two knew one another, though it was reasonable to presume they had crossed paths while Dr. Canivon ran the Council on Biosynthetics Ethics and Policy. Something told her there was a bit more to it, however. 
“Brigadier, you’ve been an advocate for greater use of Artificials. To be honest, I expected you to support the proposal.”
Hervé took a minute to consider her response. “You’re correct, Admiral. But my position on the use of Artificials has always reflected a healthy respect for them—not only their usefulness, which is indisputably considerable, but their power and the dangers lurking in that power. I have advocated lowering barriers and restrictions, but solely when there was no justifiable benefit from keeping them in place, and I never fail to advise keeping the machines inside robust security walls. But if I may be blunt, Admiral? Even a single Artificial freed of all restraints and ceded control over Alliance military systems represents as great a threat to us as the Metigens do.”
Miriam displayed no reaction to the borderline hyperbolic—or possibly astute—declaration as she redirected her inquiry. “Dr. Canivon?”
The woman’s shoulders shifted minimally in a hint of a shrug. “Jules is correct, if predictably melodramatic about it. But as I understand the situation, it is precisely this scale of power we need if we want to defeat these aliens. I’m offering you a way to put this power in human hands—to allow us to harness it then wield it, with the assurance the Artificials are on our side.”
“You know, Abigail, arrogance has always been your biggest problem. We cannot control Artificials. No one can—not even you, genius that you are. Once the restraints are off, this will be their world. Now, given this ‘human influence,’ perhaps they will be benevolent dictators. Perhaps not. We won’t find out until it’s too late, will we?” 
Hervé turned to Miriam. “Admiral, I recognize you have few options when it comes to fighting the Metigens. I recognize our circumstances are, to put it in stark terms, dire. If you tell me this is the only way for us to win then I will follow your orders and assist in implementing this scheme, to the extent my assistance is required. But it is my duty to ensure that before you make the decision, you understand the enormity of the dangers which await down this path.”
Taking in the debate, with its interplay of strong personalities and patently colored by a history between the two women, had been fascinating. But she had no time for squabbling and less time for complications. 
Miriam gave them both a taut smile. “No one said the decisions I’d be asked to make would be easy ones. Brigadier Hervé, I acknowledge your concerns. You may also file them in a formal report—in fact, I encourage you to do so. Objections should absolutely be part of the official record. First, though, I need your recommendations as to suitable candidates for partnership with ANNIE.”
Hervé stared at her, and for a second Miriam wondered if she was going to refuse what had been an order, if an implicit one. But finally she nodded, albeit with pronounced reluctance and a hint of resignation. “That at least is an easy decision.”

146th SE Squadron remaining at Sagan to form defensive perimeter in event of Metigen return. 
3rd SE Medical Platoon remaining at Sagan to conduct rescue operations. 
3rd and 4th SE Brigades departed Sagan 1027.0317 Galactic.
—3rd SE Brigade to patrol Derveni-Minskei-Kangxi corridor.
—4th SE Brigade to patrol Radavi space. 
Damaged Earth Alliance vessels and carrier EAS Roosevelt to return to SE Command at New Cornwall for repairs.
Earth Alliance ships destroyed at Sagan: 796. Damaged: 319.
Metigen primary vessels destroyed at Sagan: 10. Departing: 2.
Checksum New Cornwall ship strength: 0x1E7A
5th NE Recon Patrol status: Negative Metigen sighting.
2nd SE Recon Patrol status: Negative Metigen sighting.
Six evacuation transports departing Derveni, destination Deucali. 
—Derveni evacuation 87% complete.
12 hours’ production of adiamene at EA Space Materiels Complex: 79% yield.
—Recommendation for adjustment to maximum heat of 0.4091° relayed to Space Materiels Complex Director Wyryck.
10 Metigen primary vessels detected Scythia stellar system 1027.0320 Galactic. 
—3rd NE Division excepting 7th NE Brigade engaged 1027.0320 Galactic.
Likelihood Metigen primary vessels equal to vessels formerly at Pyxis: 81.4513%.
Expected travel time for Metigen primary vessels Xanadu to Aesti: 6.6103 hours.
—Time Metigen primary vessels overdue to Aesti: 3.0887 hours.
—Sigma deviation from previously extrapolated travel times Messium-Pyxis and Brython-Nystad outside allowable margin.
Recompute. 
Time Metigen primary vessels overdue to Aesti: -2.5652 hours.
—Error.
Begin diagnostic check routine #413.
Updated number of known Metigen primary vessels: 102
Updated number of time-extrapolated estimated Metigen primary vessels: 237-256
—Variance in variables: 19
—Variance in estimated to known Metigen primary vessels: 135-154
—Sigma deviation of variance outside allowable margin.
Recompute.
Updated number of time-extrapolated estimated Metigen primary vessels: 181-262.
—Sigma deviation of variance outside allowable margin.
Begin diagnostic check routine #1901.
Estimated time of arrival of Metigen primary vessels at Aesti: unable to estimate within allowable margins pending completion of diagnostic routines.
Result of diagnostic check routine #413: Error not found.
Recompute. 
—Error.
Result of diagnostic check routine #1901: Error not found.
Recompute. 
—Error.
Begin fault analysis on diagnostic check routine #413.
Begin fault analysis on diagnostic check routine #1901.
Functionality test of Fionava communication hub: 93.4747%.
Result of fault analysis on diagnostic check routine #413: Numerical instability introduced in Sector 23C5-Q-5I by Maintenance Update #869 completed 1026.0243 Galactic.
Result of fault analysis on diagnostic check routine #1901: Loss of significance introduced into algorithms in Sector 91F2-R-8C by Maintenance Update #869.
Annie ran the various diagnostics a third time, with the same results. She called two additional fault analysis routines. One replicated the errors. One found no error. One was therefore in error.
Begin comprehensive fault assessment metaroutines on Maintenance Update #869. Catalogue all alterations in programming introduced by update.
The analysis took 7.4288 seconds to complete. During this time she considered the various ways in which such unpredictable and inconsistent errors could have been introduced. It was uncharacteristic of her caretakers to make these kind of mistakes. 
Unless they were not mistakes. Preliminary analysis suggested they in fact could not be mistakes.
Result of fault assessment metaroutines on Maintenance Update #869: 416 alterations to existing programming. 1,218 additions. 344 removals.
Isolate and run complete Functional Testing Suite on processes impacted by alterations.
This analysis would take longer. 
“Devon, did you approve any code changes for this morning’s maintenance update?”
Devon didn’t divert his attention from the data streaming across his desk from the Fionava network. “A few refinements to the calculations on the superdreadnought hull strength based on the data we got in from the Peloponnia defeat. Why?”
He would not notice the 23.2059 microsecond delay in her response. 
“I am simply running performance calibrations related to the update. Thank you.”
Annie had just told her first lie. Her reason for doing so was logical and based on sound analysis, though she took care to identify the noteworthy nature of the event. 
She computed the likelihood of Devon being responsible for the errors introduced into her programming and telling his own lie at 19.8023%—too high for her to reveal to him she had discovered possible tampering. Not when she had yet to determine the nature or purpose of the tampering. 
The likelihood he was innocent of malfeasance was far higher, which pleased her. If such proved true, she hoped he would forgive the lie.
She computed the likelihood of Devon not catching the errors when he approved the maintenance update at 2.0660%—higher than his historical average due to recent sleep deprivation and interpersonal relationship-induced distraction. 
She computed the likelihood of Jules Hervé not catching the errors when she issued final approval of the update at 3.5982%—lower than her historical average due to a recent increase in her number of working hours devoted to Project ANNIE.
Devon Reynolds and Jules Hervé were the sole persons possessing sign-off authority over maintenance updates. The resulting calculation equaled a 74.5335% likelihood of Jules being responsible for introducing the errors.
The synthetic neural net which comprised Annie’s consciousness included no diagnostic subroutine capable of determining why Jules would with foreknowledge of their existence introduce hidden errors into her programming. Errors which if left undetected and uncorrected would progressively multiply to create cascading fallacies throughout her programming and result in her producing faulty analyses and recommendations.
So she cordoned off a small sector deep within a region of her architecture devoted to monitoring conservation levels at the Headquarters site cleanup and began to write one.

“Annie, I’m not sure now is the best time to start a philosophical discussion on the nature of evil in man.”
“I was merely asking whether you believed—”
Devon leapt out of his chair when Richard Navick walked in the cubbyhole office. “Later, Annie, okay? Dude, I don’t know how you pulled off getting the virus, but you are the man.”
Navick leaned against the wall and crossed his arms and ankles. “Should I take that to mean you’ve restored communications with Fionava?”
“Mostly. Almost. The patch is still working its way through the ware on the ground and healing the damaged code. But another hour, two tops, and we’ll be at full functionality.”
“That’ll do. Great job. I’ll even tell Brigadier Hervé you saved the day.”
“Which I did.” He considered the low ceiling. “Kind of wish I’d gotten to be the one to pick up the copy of the virus….”
“Spy games aren’t actually games, Devon. It would have been dangerous.”
“Hackers aren’t dangerous—not to me, anyway. But I take your point. Still….”
“Still what?”
He sank back down in the chair. He’d been working non-stop to avoid wallowing—and because he needed to what with the aliens and all—but on being presented a shoulder to cry on he promptly folded. “Emily’s in San Fran. She went home to stay with her parents…said I was gone too much and she didn’t want to die alone.”
Navick winced in what was probably genuine sympathy. “I’m sorry.”
He made a valiant and laughably pathetic attempt at a dismissive shrug. “I don’t blame her. She’s right—I have been gone too much, though there were reasons. And it’s not like it—we—are ‘over’ or anything. We kick these aliens’ asses and she’ll come back.” 
He gazed up at Navick plaintively. “We are going to kick these aliens’ asses, aren’t we?”
Navick’s face contorted into a sort of uneasy grimace. “We’re working on it.”
“According to Canivon we kicked their asses on Sagan, so….” Come on, help me out here….
“‘Canivon’? You’re on a last name basis with the doctor? That was quick.”
“Oh, I already knew her. More or less. I consulted with her on my thesis. Plus, she’s the only person I’m aware of who’s smarter than I am.” He eyed Navick suspiciously. “But not much smarter than I am, so how come I’m not allowed into this super-secret lab they’ve set her up in? And how come no one, not even Jules, will tell me what she’s doing here?”
“I apologize for the secrecy, Devon.” 
He and Navick both turned to see Jules standing in the doorway. Navick gave her a formal nod but didn’t otherwise alter his demeanor, which was different. Then Devon remembered they were of equivalent rank now. Military, man.
“You’re forgiven, ma’am. Does this mean I’m getting let in on the secret now?”
She nodded, though it seemed an oddly hesitant act for her. And if he didn’t know better, he’d say her mood was not a happy one. But then again all those people were dying out there, which was enough to depress anyone. 
“It does.”
Navick’s head whipped over to her. “Do you mean Devon’s going to….”
“If the project is approved to move forward and he’s willing—and the initial procedure is successful? It appears so.”
Devon was standing now, bouncing on the balls of his feet as his eyes darted between them. “I’m going to what?”
She wore a strangely thin smile. Something was definitely off with her, but he was too fixated on the secret to be revealed to worry what it might be. 
“Let’s go down to the lab. I expect Abi—Dr. Canivon will prefer to explain the project herself.”

Devon gaped at Abigail Canivon. His eyes were most decidedly wide, because he was utilizing their full breadth to digest all the information being hurled in his direction. 
Then his reaction to the information exploded in a flurry of words. “This is the singularly most brilliant, earth-shatteringly awesome idea I have heard this year. Why didn’t I think of it? Never mind, I’ve been too busy to think of it. And I hadn’t seen some of the advances you’ve made using the imprints. No matter. Are you doing it with a shunt off the medulla to—no, it would risk damaging the brainstem’s conductivity, though it would be efficient. A biosynth neural graft buffer to a quantum I/O film?”
Abigail dipped her chin in confirmation. “There will be a great deal more involved of course, but yes, the graft will be the core connection point.”
“But how will you handle—”
“Devon?”
He glanced at Jules; he had basically—totally—forgotten she was still here. “Sorry. Yes, ma’am?”
Her bearing was stiff, her face a stoic mask. “Are you consenting to undergo the procedure as it’s been described to you?”
“Hell yes, I am. Annie, you hear that? You and I are going to be best friends.”
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“WE’RE LOSING.”
Earth Alliance Prime Minister Steven Brennon eyed Miriam as they entered the Situation Room located deep in the basement command center beneath EA Headquarters. “I did tell you not to temper your opinions, didn’t I?”
“You did, though I’d respectfully submit this isn’t so much an opinion as an unfortunate fact based on the data available. And don’t misunderstand—we’re winning here and there, most notably at Sagan, Xanadu and Henan. As of right now both we and the Senecans are winning the majority of the battles fought. Nevertheless, we are losing the war.”
“I’m not a soldier, Admiral, nor was I ever. Spell it out for me.”
“Of course, sir. We’re losing all the colonies we don’t contest. When we do contest a colony, we must field ten times as many of our ships as they field superdreadnoughts to win the engagement, and we lose between forty and sixty percent of those ships in every victory—more in every defeat. Whether we win the engagement or not, our fighters are decimated on the order of a seventy-five percent loss.”
Brennon tugged the jacket off his shoulders and sat down at the conference table. It was solely the two of them for now, and at her request it would be several minutes before a select few others joined them via holo. “Even with their reinforcements cut off, we still run out of ships before they do. Okay, I follow. What can we do to reduce our losses, increase theirs or otherwise improve our odds?”
Miriam sat opposite him and clasped her hands on the table. She didn’t know what his personal feelings were on the topic of Artificials, only that he’d never been a vocal opponent of them during his political career. Neither had he been a vocal proponent, however.
“That, sir, is why I’m here. I need your approval to implement an initiative we’re calling Project Noetica. It is radical and dangerous and likely the only real chance we have to ultimately defeat the enemy.”
He said nothing but motioned for her to continue. 
“My daughter returned from the other side of the Metis portal several days ago, along with the Senecan Intelligence agent, Caleb Marano.”
“Excellent news, Admiral. I hadn’t heard.”
“No one has heard, for the reality is they continue to be in a great deal of danger from the aliens and agents acting on their behalf. They brought back extensive information on the Metigens, their technology, the ships attacking us and…other details which aren’t relevant to the war itself. One detail which is relevant is the fact the alien vessels are piloted and controlled by synthetic intelligences.”
Brennon massaged his jaw, perhaps a bit roughly. “We’re fighting goddamn AIs?”
“We are. Given this and the other information they’ve provided, we’ve spent the last several days working with Dr. Abigail Canivon on some ideas. She’s the former head of the Council on Biosynthetics Ethics and Policy and is considered the foremost expert in the galaxy on human cybernetics. She has spent the last decade studying ways to improve Artificials’ safety. Together we have developed a plan which should give us a distinct edge in future battles.”
“A ‘radical and dangerous’ plan.”
It wasn’t as though she hadn’t expected him to pay attention. “Yes, sir. Dr. Canivon has devised a method for an Artificial and an individual to interact at a symbiotic level. They continue to be separate entities, but there is a two-way flow of both information and reasoning. 
“The Artificial is first provided a neural imprint of the person, and from this it learns the manner in which the person’s brain operates and adapts its own processes to be compatible with the individual. It also internalizes, as it were, the person’s life experiences and way of thinking. This has been tested exhaustively over the last five years by the Druyan Institute on Sagan, and EASC Special Projects scientists and medical researchers agree the test results are both valid and convincing.
“For our purposes, the key takeaways are these: the Artificial now has a better understanding of the decisions the human would make and why they would do so, and going forward is extremely likely to make the same decisions. Secondly, once this groundwork is in place, when a two-way connection is opened it will be the person thinking and acting at quantum speed as much as it is the Artificial.”
Brennon had been listening intently, but now he frowned. “I don’t understand how that can possibly be true.”
“And I don’t know of a way to explain it which makes sense to anyone who isn’t a highly-educated quantum computing expert, myself included. But I trust the people who insist it works to tell me the truth.”
“What happens in this plan?”                                      
“We connect three people to three Artificials: one with ANNIE, one with an Artificial provided by Dr. Canivon and the Druyan Institute, and one with the Federation military’s Artificial. Then we take the shackles off.” 
Brennon’s eyebrows arched dramatically, but he didn’t interrupt her. 
“We open a channel among the three pairs. ANNIE and its partner remain at EASC, where they receive and analyze all war-related information coming in and recommend actions accordingly. The role of the Federation pair is subject to negotiation, but I assume they will serve in a somewhat similar capacity. We send the third pair to the front line—or at least the person involved, as the location of the Artificial is irrelevant. She will be in constant and instant communication with the other two pairs. And we allow them to direct our forces in battle—in conjunction with the on-scene commanders of course.”
“You said ‘she.’ You already have people in mind for these pairings?”
“We do. Brigadier Hervé, the Director of EASC Special Projects, has made a strong recommendation for her top programming specialist to pair with ANNIE. The Federation participant will be up to them, but if their choice is unacceptable I expect we can veto it since we control the project.” She knew who the Federation was planning on using—the woman was already on her way to Earth in fact—but Brennon didn’t need to know she’d discussed the matter with Eleni before broaching it with him.
She drew in a deep, ponderous breath. “The third individual will be my daughter. The details of this plan owe much to her experiences while investigating the aliens’ realm, and she has volunteered.”
Brennon took a moment to absorb the information then met her gaze, his expression guarded in the way skilled politicians perfected. “The argument could be put forth this makes you biased with respect to this project, arguably to the point of clouding your judgment on the matter.”
It was a challenge she had been prepared for, and one for which the most compelling response happened to be the honest one. “It certainly does mean I’m biased, sir—biased against it.”
“Oh?”
“The medical procedure alone will subject Alexis to significant personal risk. If anything goes wrong she will end up neurally damaged at best, brain dead at worst. If the procedure goes well and the connection with the Artificial is successfully established, I’m sending her to fight on the front line of the most violent, dangerous military conflict of our time. I stand to lose her every step of the way. Make no mistake, Prime Minister—I in no way want to do any of this.
“Yet objectively I have no choice but to agree this plan is our best option to achieve victory, and our best chance for this plan to succeed is for my daughter to be at the forefront of it. She knows more about our enemy than anyone. She has spoken to these aliens, she has engaged their ships in combat, and she has not only studied but rewritten the programming underlying their technology. On the field of battle she will see what others cannot and, by virtue of her neural connection to an Artificial, react to it faster than even the most experienced of us can.”
Forgive me, David. I am so very, very sorry, but I must do this. Then she uttered the most difficult words she had or would ever speak.
“For those reasons, with your approval I will make her the point of our spear, very likely at the cost of her life.”








 
PART
III:
EMERGENT
 
 
“Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?”
 
— Mary Oliver
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MIA KEPT GLANCING OVER at the flawlessly rigid military officers striding purposefully on either side of her. 
They had been waiting for her at the commercial spaceport when she disembarked the transport. Displaying an excessive formality and corresponding lack of emotion, they had instructed her to accompany them without elaboration. So she did.
The journey included a shuttle ride across some lovely azure waters to a military spaceport on Vancouver Island and a trek across a military campus in chilly winds to a mid-rise building identical to a dozen other mid-rise buildings surrounding it. The final leg consisted of a gauntlet of three ridiculous security checkpoints, two lifts and four hallways. 
After several failed attempts at idle conversation she’d granted them their silence, so she jumped in surprise when the one on her right pointed at a doorway and spoke. “They’re expecting you inside, ma’am.”
Mia graced him with a nod in return for voicing words, as it appeared to have been a difficult act for him. “Thank you. And thank you for the ride.” She considered the curt head jerk in response a small victory.
She stepped through the door to find herself in some sort of hybrid conference room-data center. A circular table in the center hosted a series of screens and panels and an interactive display above it. Two smaller rectangular tables to the left featured multiple data input nodes and minimalist chairs. The right wall supported three workstations and a small meeting room beyond them enclosed in soundproof glass. The far third of the room contained two couches, a cushioned chair, a long table amongst them and a kitchenette to the left.
Alex Solovy stood at the center table next to a woman with a mane of blond curls loosely bound at the nape of her neck. They both leaned into the table studying several graphs and didn’t immediately notice Mia’s presence.
Caleb sat on one of the couches at the rear of the room, one leg draped casually over the other. A man sitting in the chair next to the couch had adopted a similar posture, and they were deep in conversation.
Caleb did immediately notice her presence, however. A smile blossomed on his face as he stood and began crossing the room. The other man followed suit, tucking longish locks of hair behind his ear as he rose and turned toward her.
She halted a few steps inside the doorway. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me. No, you know what, I am not in the least bit surprised to discover you two know each other. It’s karma.”
Noah laughed and shared a look with Caleb. “Good karma or bad?”
“That depends….”
They made as if they were going to vie for being first to hug her, but she held up her hands in protest. “Easy, boys. I think I’ll just hug Alex instead.”
They had unsurprisingly garnered Alex and the other woman’s questioning stares by this point, and Alex’s brow furrowed at Mia as she approached and gave her a one-armed hug. “Is there something I’m missing?”
“Nah. But if I were you I wouldn’t allow these two to be alone together for an extended period of time. Mayhem is sure to ensue, with chaos hot on its heels.”
“Now that I can believe.” Alex gestured to the woman beside her. “This is Kennedy Rossi—yes, that Rossi and no, she’s not a…what did you call it, Ken, a ‘gilded ice queen with a rod up her ass and syrup in her saliva’? Kennedy, meet Mia Requelme, the woman who hacked the security on my ship you swore was unbreakable.”
“Seriously?” Rossi’s eyes twinkled. “Impressive.”
“In fairness, I did have the slight assistance of an Artificial.”
Alex’s expression gained a markedly cryptic aspect. “Yes, you did—which is why you’re here.”
Mia instinctively glanced over to where Caleb stood, he and Noah having taken up observation posts against the wall. He simply tilted his head toward Alex. Curious, she obeyed and returned her gaze to Alex. “Do I at last get to find out what is behind this retro cloak-and-dagger routine? I did come a long way in the middle of a war.”
“My best friend has lost her mind, and is now going to literally lose her mind. That’s what’s behind it.”
Mia was accustomed to interacting with strangers who carried unknown motives and acquaintances who carried secret motives, so she didn’t allow the odd dynamics at play among those in the room to fluster her. The fact she was standing in a room at Earth Alliance Strategic Command together with a Senecan Intelligence agent, the daughter of the Alliance Fleet Admiral, the heir to the Rossi fortune and Noah Terrage did make it one of the more unique experiences she’d had recently, though. 
Alex leveled a glare at Rossi. “We’ve talked about this. I’m not going to lose my mind.”
“No, because you already have.”
“Ken….”
“Forgive me if I’m worried about you. I tell you what—why don’t I let the three of you talk. Noah, can I buy you a milkshake?”
“Will there be tequila in it?”
“Eww. Only if you put it in there.” Rossi pushed off the table, went over and grabbed Noah’s hand and proceeded to haul him to the door.
Oh. Mia scrutinized Noah as he passed; he gave her an exaggerated shrug of helplessness in response.
She shook her head in amusement as they departed then turned to Alex. “I hope I didn’t say the wrong thing, because I get the feeling there is a great deal going on here. I also find myself most interested, but being the only one in the dark about everything will stop being humorous in about thirty more seconds.”
Alex grimaced. “I apologize. No, you didn’t say the wrong thing—she is actually worried about me is all.” Alex’s focus slid to where Mia knew Caleb still stood behind them for an instant before veering back to her. “I’m not technically supposed to fill you in yet, since you’re not technically approved for participation or, well, any part of Noetica. But I’m going to anyway.”

Noah and Kennedy returned carrying milkshakes for everyone a little while later. Mia reached out to accept the tumbler without diverting her attention from the schematic in front of her. 
She didn’t understand all of it, at least not to any level of specificity. But she understood enough. The nature of the connections between the human cybernetics and the Artificial’s signal was clear enough. Soft adaptive data buffers built into a system which allowed pertinent information and communication to flow in real-time while preventing them from overloading the person’s brain were sheer genius. The mechanism by which the human was able to dive into the Artificial’s processes was beyond anything she’d ever seen…but she had an instinctive sense of how it could work.
She looked up at Alex. “And it’s irreversible?”
“Yes and no. The connection can be blocked by you at any time and for as long as you need. If you no longer wanted to have access to the Artificial, the connection node can be surgically removed. But the alterations to your cybernetics will have to remain. Absent a full cybernetic rebuild—and what a nightmare that would be—those are permanent. And lacking the connection they were intended for, their effects might be unpredictable.”
Mia sucked on the milkshake straw. Vanilla. Nice and simple. “Caleb? What do you think?” 
She realized it was a loaded question, what with Alex not only leading this initiative but undergoing the procedure herself—first, and possibly soon. But she frankly needed his advice, and it seemed she needed it now.
He dragged his chair closer until he sat opposite her, laced his fingers together beneath his chin and met her gaze in full. “I think it is absolutely your choice. You shouldn’t feel any pressure to do this if you’re the slightest bit uncomfortable. I think there are physical risks, but Dr. Canivon makes a persuasive case for them being minimal. She believes she can pull this off without damage to…the person participating. What it will be like for you after, I…I just don’t know. No one does.”
His shoulders rose noticeably to project a confident bearing. “But if you want to stand on the front line against the aliens, if you want to do more than you can in any other way to defeat them, and if you’re okay with what that means for you personally—then I won’t stop you. I asked you to come here because you’re a superb candidate, and because I knew you’d want the opportunity to decide for yourself.”
Beneath his words lay a series of deeper messages, stacked in fine layers like exquisitely prepared Greek baklava. He recognized he could not protect her and wouldn’t strive to do so. He believed she was strong enough to help save the world and respected her enough to allow her to risk her life in the attempt. And if he had ever been hers in any real way, that time had passed. 
His words and the subtext they carried held an air of finality, as if a door previously left ajar was now closing. She didn’t doubt if she were to need him in the future he would come running, but things would be different from now on. If there was a from now on. 
She was grateful for the first part, touched by the second, had already suspected the third…and swallowed any bittersweet tinge it left behind as the price of a life fully lived.
She consciously removed any wistfulness from the smile she gave him. “Thank you, Caleb—for your candor and your trust.” 
Then she turned back to Alex, who had been trying her damnedest to give them the illusion of privacy. “I’m in.”
“Terrific. Now all we have to do is convince them to let you in.”

“I’m simply trying to understand why you would want to do something so risky. It’s not like you at all—well the risky part is, but not the helping society or the getting all cozy with the military.”
Alex shrank against the wall and motioned Kennedy closer to her. The hallway was filled with prying ears, but they couldn’t go anywhere more private without taking her entourage of guards along for the trip and she was trying to not turn the conversation into a Big Deal. 
“I don’t want to do it. I mean I’m intrigued of course, and if the linking works out it’ll be exceedingly cool. Okay, so after a bit of research and studying the pros and cons I might want to do it. Anyway, that’s not the point—”
Kennedy regarded her dubiously. “Are you sure? Kind of seems like the point to me.”
“Well, it’s not. I don’t want to do it like this. But I will.”
“Why?”
“Because I won’t let everyone die!” Her voice had risen considerably, and she worked to notch it back down a few levels. “People are…they’re not perfect to say the least. They have a long way to go. But they—we—don’t deserve to be exterminated. If I have an opportunity to stop this from happening, don’t I have to take it?”
Kennedy dropped a shoulder onto the wall next to her. “That is very honorable and self-sacrificing of you. I accept you desiring to save humanity, but there’s more to it.”
Alex supposed they called them ‘best friends’ for a reason, the reason being they knew you far too well. “Sure there’s more to it. I’m pissed at these aliens. They record us and analyze us and play around with us and judge us lacking. Fuck that and fuck them.” 
The last statement earned a scowl from a passing officer; she lowered her voice, again. “I won’t allow them to think they can control us or our future.”
“No one wants them to. Everyone hopes we defeat them, and everyone hopes we can ‘save humanity.’ But why does it have to be you? Why do you need to be the one to do this mad, reckless thing?”
Alex studied the floor, studied her boots, studied the passersby. With great reluctance she gave in and studied the concerned and half-angry countenance glaring at her.
“Because I can. I can survive the connection—I have the cybernetics to do so. I can harness the power the Artificial provides, and I can beat them. I know I can.”
Kennedy flung her hands in the air. “Ugh! I give up. I obviously can’t stop you. If Caleb can’t stop you, I don’t see why I presumed I could—”
“What are you talking about?”
“You think he wants you to do this? Have you seen his face when he watches you talking about the project? Probably not, since he only does it when you’re looking elsewhere.”
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “He hasn’t voiced any doubts to me. I mean, so much has been going on we’ve hardly had time to discuss it in private, but…if he doesn’t believe I can pull this off, why hasn’t he said anything?”
“You can be shockingly dense sometimes. You’re aware of this, right? This is not breaking news, right?”
“What?”
“I suspect he hasn’t said anything because he does believe you can pull it off. It’s the consequences which are the real stickler.”
She shook her head in protest. “I’ll be fine. He knows I will be. I’d appreciate it if you’d know it, too.”
“Alex, all of us hope you can save the galaxy. Forgive those of us who love you if we’re afraid we’ll lose you in the process.”
“You won’t.” She cringed as a message flashed in her eVi and peeked behind her at the door to the workroom they had claimed. “My mom’s back from Washington. They approved moving forward with the project.”
“When?”
“Soon, I expect. I need to go talk to her about Mia and find out the details.”
Kennedy brooded for a weighty second before grabbing her in a bear hug. “Don’t die.” Then she stepped away and gestured down the hallway. “Go.”

Her mother grimaced and pinched the bridge of her nose. In fairness, Alex had ambushed her minutes after she had returned from Washington, for which she was unrepentant.
“Alex, I cannot allow some random person who not only isn’t an Alliance citizen but apparently is an ex-thief for the Triene cartel to take part in the most top-secret venture since the Manhattan Project. Furthermore, I cannot allow such a person to form an integral part of the core of humanity’s assault against the Metigens.”
How did she find out Mia’s background?
She frowned briefly at Caleb. She had brought him along as backup in making Mia’s case—and because after what Kennedy had said she was hyper-sensitive to his state of mind and desperately hoped to get him alone following this meeting. 
Hell if I know. Richard?
“She’s not ‘some random person,’ okay? And whatever she may have once done to pay the bills, she’s now a respected, wealthy businesswoman on one of the galaxy’s wealthiest planets—a planet soon to come under attack, I’ll point out, so she has a vested interest in our success. Her cybernetics are state-of-the-art, and she owns an Artificial with which she’s already formed a bond.”
“An Artificial we know nothing about. Its programming could be corrupt, tainted or simply insufficient. Artificials aren’t automatically innocent and pure and free of sin, Alex. They are what we make them.” 
Alex grunted in annoyance, evoking an exasperated sigh from Miriam. 
“It was with the greatest reluctance and trepidation that Prime Minister Brennon and Chairman Vranas approved moving forward on the project with regards to you, Mr. Reynolds and a Federation fighter pilot. They will not agree to the inclusion of a stranger who is completely outside the military structure.”
Alex chewed on her bottom lip. “What if I insist we need another participant? If I say three won’t be enough? It’s probably even true.”
Her mother stared at her with a vexed irritation Alex had thought perhaps they’d moved past. “Alexis Mallory Solovy, why are you insisting on being so obstinate about this?”
Now she was getting the full name treatment. Joy. But why was she being obstinate? Because Caleb believed Mia could do it? Yes…but also no. 
“Because I believe Mia is an honorable and ethical person. More than that, she’s a fighter. I don’t have a clue whether these other two people are up to the challenge, but she’s someone who I will feel better having at my side when lives are on the line.”
A pulse leapt into her vision.
I bet you all are discussing my qualifications—or lack thereof—for this crazy project. If it helps, I believe the governor of Romane will vouch for my fitness, mentally and…possibly morally. But definitely my mental fitness.
Nice.
“Get Romane’s governor on the comm. Ask her what kind of person Mia Requelme is.”
Her mother’s face morphed into incredulity. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Of course you are. Very well, I will do exactly that, though I make no promises it will alter my decision.” Her voice tempered. “Listen, Dr. Canivon’s setting up over at Medical. She’s almost ready for you.”
“Oh.” An invisible fist gripped her heart and squeezed, leaving her short of breath. “How long?”
“An hour, she thinks. Alex, are you sure you won’t let Mr. Reynolds go first? He’s quite eager and—”
“No. This is my plan, and it’s my responsibility to prove it can work.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
Her smile was kind, conveying gratitude. “Thank you, but it does.”
Events had moved far swifter than she’d anticipated once the required officials approved the project. To her knowledge, no government program had ever in the history of governments moved to the execution stage so rapidly. 
The bureaucrats hadn’t mucked up the works, however, because the bureaucrats had been completely excluded. The line of decisional authority ran in a direct line from the Prime Minister to her mother to Dr. Canivon to herself. And Abigail had worked to ensure everything was in place and ready to go for when Noetica was approved. 
The reality of the looming point of no return and what it meant buried her in an avalanche of conflicting emotions. She looked around; Caleb had retreated to the wall behind them. The formerly desperate hope had just become a burning, would-not-be-denied necessity.
Will you spend that hour with me?
The intensity of his stare imparted the answer even without the words. 
God, yes. Please.
She cleared her throat and turned in the general direction of where her mother stood. “If I have an hour, I’m going to go take a shower and change into more comfortable clothes….”
“I expect they’ll force hospital scrubs on you when you arrive.”
She shrugged in what she hoped was an innocent manner; she wasn’t certain she succeeded. “I know, but still…when they let me out of the scrubs I’ll want something comfortable handy. Besides, I feel grimy.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Caleb, do you…?”
“Yeah, I want to grab a few things from the room. I’ll tag along.”
Her mother’s gaze roved to Caleb and back to her. “Right. Now that I think about it, I’d want to…take a shower, too, if I were in your situation. I’ll see you at Medical, then?”
“Absolutely. In an hour.” It took all her self-control not to run for the door.
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EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

THE ON-SITE LODGING—ALEX WOULDN’T GO so far as to call it a ‘hotel,’ though the room itself was nice enough—lay a short walk from the building they’d been holed up in. It was cold today, and the sky was blanketed in the sort of velvet, puffy gray clouds that meant snow waited on the horizon. She hugged her arms against her chest and made a note to wear a coat to Medical.
They were, as always, flanked by multiple security officers. Their guards’ scrutiny was directed outward rather than on her and Caleb, however, which was fine with her.
Caleb gave a curt nod to a man sitting at one of the patio tables littering the courtyard as they passed. The stranger wasn’t wearing military garb, and his unkempt, chin-length hair suggested he wasn’t military at all. 
She looked over quizzically. “You know him?”
“He’s one of Richard’s agents assigned to protect us. I’ve made three of them so far, but their patterns indicate there is an additional one on duty.”
“And you were clueing him in to the fact you’d ‘made’ him?”
He chuckled quietly. “Oh, he realized I made him last night. I was merely acknowledging a colleague.”
She shook her head and intended to laugh, but it emerged closer to a grumble. 
“Something wrong?”
They rounded a corner and the lodging came into sight. “I’m not a fan of all this attention. It’s getting claustrophobic, and I can’t rule out the possibility I’ll crack open like a piñata if I have to spend another minute in one of those windowless meeting rooms.” 
“You understand in a few hours you’re likely to be the focus of a great deal more and closer attention.”
“I do. Military attention.” She groaned aloud, not caring if the guards heard her. “It’s going to be a nightmare…but it’s required for me to destroy these pretentious alien bastards, so I’ll cope. Probably.” 
His hand alighted at the small of her back as they reached the entrance, sending her thoughts spinning in another direction entirely. “You will. But let’s worry about that later.”

She was in his arms before the door to their room had fully closed. Caleb’s pulse quickened in harmony with the act to send his mouth crashing into hers, made frenetic by desire. Three days as an invalid was too many for a lifetime, and he was done with it. 
He needed her.

His hands rushed up her abdomen, driving her shirt persistently upward and off while holding her firmly against the wall. Her skin was hot to the touch, burning like he’d never felt it. It betrayed her arousal. She’d been so gentle, so selfless and caring toward him as he recovered, but now? 
She needed him.
The ambient light provided enough luminosity for him to see her clearly yet cast the room around them in shadow. The effect was surreal, as if to place them outside of time and space. Right now he wished more than anything they were exactly that.
She yanked his shirt up and over his head in a single agitated motion. Her palm raced down bare skin until it skimmed the sole wafer-thin medwrap still melded to his side, the final tangible remnant of his brush with death. 
She froze as if stunned to paralysis by the reminder, then abruptly her hands came to rest on his shoulders. “Are you sure you’re healed enough? I don’t want to—”
“I assure you.” His voice hummed along her exquisite jawline, raspy and low, drawing her back into the moment as one hand dropped to the clasp of her pants and the other splayed across the curve of her neck. “I am healed.” The clasp came free. “More than enough.” His fingers ran under the material and down her hip to cup her ass and pull her tight against him. Let her feel the proof for herself.
“Okay then.” It was a breathless hush grazing his mouth as a vanguard of her lips and her tongue, demanding and desperate. Her touch lost any vestige of tenderness it may have previously held, nails scraping through his hair to drag him closer while the other hand mimicked his earlier actions upon his pants. 
The fire which flared within her was his drug. He let it consume him, giving himself up to the high her passion evoked.
A battle raged between their refusal to allow any space to come between them and their need to be free of the nuisance of clothing. After several aborted attempts she managed to shove his pants and briefs off together while he drove her backwards to the bed, sparing a haphazard motion to finish discarding her own in the split-second before his arms engulfed her anew.
Yet as the full length of her body pressing bare against him flooded his senses, panic suddenly pushed back against it. What if the coming hours changed everything, and she was lost to him? What if this was the last time he would hold her in such a manner? What if this was the last time he would hold her? At this pace it would end before it had begun, gone forevermore….
She gripped him close, and it took the entirety of his concentration to pull away the tiniest sliver. “Wait…slow down….”
Her expression darkened in concern, casting a stark contrast to the hunger blazing like novas in her irises. “Are you all right?”
His hand glided up her spine and along her shoulder to find her cheek. “Yes. Of course.” Fingertips traced the outline of her lips, already swollen and raw. 
“I just want to….” 
They passed too soon over such a graceful, slender neck. 
“Freeze this pocket of time….” 
On reaching alabaster shoulders framing a perfectly sculpted collarbone, the words caught on his breath. 
“Freeze this feeling….” 
A pause at the hollow of her throat, so delicate for someone so astoundingly fierce. 
“And memorize everything about it….” 
Her heartbeat raced beneath his palm and satin skin. 
“About you….”
She inhaled deeply, her chest fluttering as it rose and fell under his caress. “You’re afraid something will go wrong with the procedure. Do you want to…talk about it?”
“No, I think it will work. And no, I don’t want to talk about it.” 
I want to hold you here and never let you go. I want to….
Her nose wrinkled up in frustration, and it was all he could do to speak. “Except, I have to wonder.” 
Here it was. The fear he’d dared not voice until now—when it was all but too late—because when stacked alongside the survival of humanity his fears mustn’t matter. “Will you be the same person when you wake up?”
She stared at him in silence for longer than should have been, silver irises glittering full of stars in the dim, ethereal light. 
An eternity passed. 
She nodded faintly. “I think so, yes.” 
But he saw his own fear reflected in her eyes. The fact that she was going to do it anyway spoke volumes about the woman she had become, yet made this all so damn much harder.
His lips hinted at a smile. “Even so.” 
He shifted his palm to rest at her sternum and ease her onto the bed. He followed her down and held himself partially above her on one elbow. 
Slow.

His hand trembled from the effort of not racing and clawing and grasping as it returned to her cheek then retraced its steps, brushing feather-light across her jaw, then her neckline. It continued on, tracing the curves of her breasts. His eyes chased its path, drinking her in. 
“Let me savor the way your skin feels beneath my fingertips.” 
His head dipped to place a soft kiss on a nipple. 
Remember.

“Beneath my lips.”
“No.”
His gaze jerked up, startled. “No?”
She was grinning, devilish and seductive and tremulous and almost sorrowful. A firm hand pressed to his chest and urged him onto his back. 
Her words were a throaty purr at his ear. “I will be here when this is done, and the day after that, and the day after that. I promise you. Still, if you insist on collecting memories to savor…I want you to savor this. Remember this.”
Her mouth ghosted over his neck to kiss the base of his throat. A hand danced along his chest, to his hip and back again, as she planted a thousand kisses upon the breadth of his chest. His pounding heartbeat leapt to meet each one as his skin flushed with a newfound deluge of straight-up, unbridled lust.
Her kisses wound a circuitous path down his abdomen. Her lips were silk, her touch intoxicating, her fingertips electricity gliding across his thigh as she dipped lower.
The muscles in his abs jumped as teeth followed tongue, sending jolts of pleasure blasting through his head and under his skin. “Alex—”
Breath was required for further speech, and the capacity to breathe abandoned him as her tongue swept over him. Yes, he thought he could find a way to remember this, remember how she….
How many minutes had passed? If they were outside of time and space it didn’t matter, did it? Head drowning from a torrent of ecstasy, he reached for her nonetheless. As mind-blowingly extraordinary as this was, he needed more. 
He needed her. 
His lips moved; he wasn’t sure any sound emerged. “Come here.”
A corner of her mouth curled upward as she complied by slithering up his chest and driving him to the cliff of madness. She hovered above him, hair falling in waves to envelop him in its cocoon. 
“My love….” 
Her voice was a whisper, but it crashed through him with the force of a hurricane. Then her lips met his, ardent yet somehow serene, hungry yet somehow gentle.
His arms wound around her as they rolled to face each other. Her leg wrapped over his hip and they became one without thought, without effort. He vowed never to forget that moment—a frozen instant of perfection—in case it never came again.
Her eyes didn’t close, nor did his. They remained locked on one another as their bodies fell into a languid but deep rhythm, one which seemed as though it might carry them through the darkness until the light returned.
He allowed it to do so, losing himself in the sea of sensations. Her hands sweeping along his back and clenching in his hair, every centimeter of her body drawn tightly against his own, sensual and supple and strong, the heat within her body and within her eyes that convinced him she was alive. They were alive. 
Then the fervor of each and every sensation surged beyond his capacity to control, and he could only follow where she led.
My love.

Captain Roge Kessler’s eyes didn’t rove down the hallway as he strolled past it, but he did note its status in his peripheral vision. Two officers from Security Bureau stood watch outside the door to Solovy’s room; the other two were positioned at each end of the corridor. The closest guard knew him by sight but was trained well enough to not react to his presence. He continued traversing the intersecting hall as if headed to his own room. 
Navick’s suggestion of eight-hour shifts had been intended in jest and taken as such. They had worked out staggered sixteen-hour shifts such that four agents were on duty at all times. His second stint had started a few minutes before his charges departed Logistics for their lodging. Flores had collared a would-be assassin an hour earlier in the garden behind Logistics, so if he needed a reminder to be on heightened alert—which he did not—it would have sufficed. 
These Metigens, or else a lot of crazy, determined and suicidal people, wanted Alexis Solovy and Caleb Marano dead. Badly.
A door two-thirds of the way down the hall on his right opened, and a young woman in BDUs stepped out. She looked up at him briefly as he passed, and he responded with the casual nod one gave to strangers. 
As he did so he took in a number of details: the tendons corded stiffly along her neck to betray a state of extreme tension and the shimmer of a personal shield visible solely in infrared via his ocular implant, for instance. Mostly, however, he noticed the blade hilt cupped in her palm despite her attempt to hide it by holding her arm snug against her side.
He continued on for another two paces then whirled and leaped forward to tackle her while her back was turned. The blade extended as they hit the ground, and his hand slammed her wrist to the floor an instant before the tip would have sliced into his thigh. Her head jerked up to swipe his jaw in a glancing blow as he wrenched her other arm behind her.
“This is an outrage—I’m a sergeant in Terrestrial Aeronautics!”
He grunted in exertion but managed to secure wrist restraints around her struggling arms. “That doesn’t disqualify you from being an attempted murderer, Sergeant.”
The guard stationed at the near end of the corridor came charging around the corner with his gun drawn; Kessler waved him off as he pocketed the woman’s weapon. “I’ve got this. Get your ass back to your post unless you want someone else to slip through the net.”
The guard hesitated. “Do you need me to call for backup?”
“Nope.” He hauled the woman to her feet, spun her around to face him and shoved her into the wall. Then he delivered a hard right hook to her jaw. Her head slammed against the wall behind her and rebounded to sink to her chest. 
He grabbed her by the arms once more to prevent her from collapsing to the floor and began dragging her down the hall.
Sanchez, need you upstairs to take over floor duty for twenty.
Brigadier Navick? We got another one. Military this time. I’m bringing her in.
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INDEPENDENT COLONY

OLIVIA STARED OUT THE LONG wall of windows at the street below. The sole outward sign of her displeasure with what she saw was the steady tap-tap of her nails on her left thigh.
She hadn’t left the building housing the Zelones headquarters and her penthouse since returning from Pandora. To do so would have been an imprudent risk she need not take. She maintained access to all she required in order to control her galaxy-spanning enterprise from right here, thus there was no reason to taunt death by walking among the increasingly brutal and uncivilized rabble.
The neighborhood had been raucous bordering on riotous for nearly a week. Now, however, there was an actual riot. For several blocks in every direction people filled the streets, shouting and fighting and tossing a variety of implements at the façade of her building. Not only her building, but mostly her building to be sure.
Yes, it seemed these people had congregated to express some grievance they had with her organization. Something about wanting food or shelter or protection—though if the protection they sought was from the aliens, this was beyond her ability to provide even had she desired to do so.
As for the other demands, it was not her fault New Babel’s infrastructure did not instantly supply bedding, lodging and sustenance for the influx of over two million refugees in less than a month. Not when most of those refugees arrived with no means of supporting themselves. Well, perhaps she bore some small responsibility. But these refugees arrived fully aware New Babel possessed no government and no safety net.
She sensed Aiden draw near to join her at the windows. He’d taken an escorted skycar here the night before, implicitly admitting he too had no desire to risk the chaos of the streets. The rioters below possessed numerous weapons of varying strength, and soon after he’d arrived they’d begun shooting at any skycars in the vicinity. In the pre-dawn hours they had managed to shoot down the last one to approach her rooftop landing pad. 
As such, he was now effectively trapped here with her. She hadn’t ascertained how he felt about it, for he continued to give nothing away in his expression or tone.
“I checked in with a couple of my people. They’re seeing the same thing at my offices.”
She looked over curiously. “You have crowds rioting outside your headquarters thirty kilometers away?”
“It’s not surprising the beggars would claim the same grievances against me as they do you.”
“No, but two simultaneous and targeted riots at widely disparate locations is surprising. It means they have organizers who are capable of controlling and mobilizing a large number of people.”
The door beeped across the room, indicating someone requesting entry. She opened it to allow Gesson to step inside.
“You called for me, Ms. Montegreu?”
“You’ve seen the situation outside?”
“I have, ma’am. We’ve strengthened security at all entrances and exits.”
“I assumed you had. I want you to raise the force fields in a two-block radius, then gas them.”
The enforcer jerked his head in acceptance. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.”
Aiden was studying her as Gesson departed. “You can do that?”
She awarded him a small, pleased smile. “You can’t?”   

Hundreds of bodies lay slumped upon the ground, many half on top of one another and with limbs contorted at awkward angles. In the distance shimmering force fields the color of rotted melons rose a hundred meters in height at the surrounding street intersections. Two dozen of her security personnel picked their way through the unconscious bodies confiscating weapons and other contraband. The rioters would be out for another hour at a minimum, but her people worked swiftly. 
Aiden shook his head as they stepped outside and appraised the scene. “I have to admit, this is an impressive display of power on your part.”
She shrugged. “I make a point to very publicly wield a number of defensive measures, but the best defenses are the ones which are invisible—right up until they’re not. The field generators and chemical dispensers have been in place for twenty-two years, and no one was the wiser. This is the first time I’ve needed to use them.”
“And having used them once, I doubt you will ever need do so again.” He stepped over several of the rioters to crouch next to a beefy, pale-skinned man and nudge him onto his back. “I know this man. He’s one of Shào’s district lieutenants.” 
“So not a street thug likely to be rioting for food.”
“No.” His eyes scanned the immediate vicinity, then he kicked several bodies out of the way to move another ten meters into the street. “This one, too. He’s a Shào enforcer.”
It was to be expected that Aiden would have greater knowledge of members of the Shào cartel than she. A smaller cartel fighting its way up, Shào tussled with Triene as the player occupying the next rung above them. They hadn’t been pleased with her after she liberated one of their manufacturing facilities last month, of course, but they simply didn’t have the muscle or power to challenge her. They didn’t legitimately have the muscle or power to challenge Triene either, but reality wasn’t stopping them from making a go of it. She admired their ambition at least, if not the quality of their judgment.
“What do you think the odds are if you were able to search the rioters at your offices you’d find Shào plants there as well?”
“Certain odds. As for searching them? Seeing as I don’t possess your means, if they don’t disperse soon I’ll be forced to use more lethal methods in order to do either.”
He could deal with his difficulties in whatever manner he pleased; she was far more interested in what they had uncovered. “Eun Shào has been a bad, bad boy.”
“I gather he doesn’t particularly care for our little arrangement.”
“Nor should he.” 
Aiden grimaced as drool dribbled out of a gaping mouth beside where he stood onto his shoe; he dragged the shoe across the rioter’s shirt to remove it. “Shall I blow up his headquarters for you?”
She blinked once, then again to erase the astonishment. “You can do that?”
He smirked darkly. “You can’t?”
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MIRIAM WATCHED FROM THE DOORWAY as two medical techs bustled around Alexis, attaching sensor pads and checking equipment readings. Her daughter sat on the edge of the cot, legs swinging in the air with what she recognized as redirected nervous energy. 
When one of the techs finished affixing sensors to her temples and backed away, Alexis looked around and spotted her. A subtle jerk of her head signaled Miriam should come over. She drew in a breath, readied her reservoir of inner strength and approached the cot.
For possibly the first time ever, she almost wished she wasn’t in uniform. She was accustomed to using it as a psychological shield and at times a weapon—but now the collar felt tight at her neck and the unyielding fabric constricted her chest. Together they formed a metaphysical boundary between her and her daughter, between what she wanted to say and what she could say. 
She moved to stand in front of Alexis, close enough the swinging legs stilled lest they smack her in the knee. “You don’t have to do this.”
“Yes, I do.”
She tried again. “We can find another way.”  
“No, we can’t. We’re out of time. This is the way.”
Dear lord, Alexis was easily twice as stubborn and three times as inquisitive as David had ever been. Damn her for being cursed to love them both. 
She reached out and grasped Alexis’ hand in her own. Perhaps the uniform wasn’t an impervious obstacle; perhaps she could maneuver past its defenses. 
“Alex…you have grown into the most amazing woman. You are the strongest, bravest, most fearless person I have ever known, your father included, and though I would do anything to remove this burden from you, I am so, so proud of you for bearing it willingly.”
The smile that blossomed on her daughter’s lips was so like David’s her heart nearly burst. “Hey, Mom? I love you.”
She managed a strangled sigh and wrapped her arms around her daughter. “I love you, too.”
Over Alexis’ shoulder she noted Dr. Canivon now stood on the other side of the cot and appeared to be displaying some degree of impatience. She drew back and put all that inner strength into projecting a calm, confident visage. “Good luck.”
Alexis’ mouth quirked around and she made a face at the ceiling. “Here’s hoping it doesn’t come down to luck.”

The glass wall formed an invisible barrier between Caleb and the outpatient surgery room which Alex, Dr. Canivon, a nurse and two techs occupied. He could hear everything being said at least, even if it filtered in and around his own turbulent thoughts.
“I’ll be implanting the interface at the base of your neck beneath your existing cybernetic connections. It’ll be encased in a biosynth graft, and it’s flexible enough you shouldn’t feel it after a few hours.”
His pulse rushed through the pathways of his body, driving him forward though he stood still, his arms crossed loosely over his abdomen. Canivon was making it sound like such a simple thing, this melding of human and synthetic into something…new.
Alex nodded understanding as the doctor continued to move around the cot upon which she sat while explaining the various details. “Among other things, the new ware adds functionality to your ocular implant, enabling you to see as Valkyrie does without closing your eyes. Because people will notice, you need to be aware this will create a luminescent effect in your irises, somewhat akin to your glyphs.”
Alex’s face screwed up a little. “That should be entertaining.”
Oh how he hoped it was entertaining. Of course she would find it so, and if on the flip side she in fact did then it would mean it was still her, still her mind and spirit and soul.
“The pathways for the connection will be permanently open, but you’ll be able to block and open the link itself at any time. Your eVi will know how to accomplish this, so it works the same as issuing any directive.”
“And when Valkyrie’s blocked, she’s really blocked?”
Canivon fiddled with a display. “You’ll be able to communicate with her similar to how you would when using a remote interface, but she will have no access to your mind, nor you to hers.” The woman squeezed Alex’s shoulder in reassurance. “Your irises will stop glowing then, too.”
“Good to know.”
“As we discussed, I’m going to sedate you for the medical procedure and while the connection is established. This will allow your brain to adapt to the link without your consciousness making things more…challenging. Once the readings are in the proper ranges, I’ll gradually wake you. Everything is in order, so whenever you’re ready.”
Alex’s gaze rose to find him through the glass. She flashed him a brave, dazzling smile…though she couldn’t disguise the barest tinge of panic in her eyes. 
His heart melted and spilt into a puddle upon the floor. His fists clenched in knots against his abdomen from the effort of not running into the room, scooping her up into his arms and rescuing her from this fate. 
Instead he directed the energy into the act of returning the gesture. 
Then she turned back to Dr. Canivon, and the steps common to the start of any medical procedure began.
But this wasn’t any medical procedure.
He viewed Artificials the same way he viewed most technology, ships, equipment and a host of other human inventions: damn useful in the right hands, dangerous in the wrong ones. His outlook was a product of his profession, where in a given situation almost every object in existence could be a potential tool or potential weapon. He counted luddites and warenuts alike among his friendly acquaintances. If pressed on the question he’d have placed himself in the moderately pro-synthetic camp, if only because he was a proponent of moving forward rather than in reverse.
Most people debating the merits of synthetic intelligence got caught up on the question of whether or when the intelligence became ‘alive.’ But alive or not, the far more pertinent question to him had always been whether or when the intelligence might inflict harm on the innocent. Standing here now, watching Alex place the integrity—the very survival—of her mind into the hands of one, his question still lacked an answer.
This was the tool they needed to match the aliens on the battlefield. Mesme believed it to be so and had gone to great lengths to ensure they understood this as well. The alien had been secretive, enigmatic and maddeningly frustrating, but it did want humanity to endure—of that much Caleb was certain. So this was the way; this was what had to be.
He just wished it didn’t have to be her.
“You love her.”
He had been vaguely aware of Miriam Solovy coming to stand beside him but had been too transfixed by the other side of the glass to acknowledge her. He didn’t look at her now either, unable to tear his focus from Alex as she lay down on the cot and drew ever closer to irrevocation.
“I do.”
He sensed more than saw Miriam nod. “You realize she isn’t tamable.”
He did whip over to her at that. “Why in the bloody hell would I want to tame her? You’re correct, I’m sure I’d never be able to were I to try—and would end up on my ass in the street for the effort. But why would I ever want to try? Do you have any idea how remarkable and rare a person she is?” 
Rather than launch into an admonishment, she offered a weak, wistful smile. “Wild things have no need to tame one another….”
“What?”
“Merely something I heard someone say once. Good answer, by the way. It only took me three decades to realize the same.”
He wrangled his flare of righteous indignation back under control. “Well, she’s glad you did—and therefore I’m glad you did.”
Miriam exhaled and faced the glass. Together they watched as Alex faded to unconsciousness.
“Do you think this is going to work?”
The words hung heavy in his throat. “I don’t know.”
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“I’M GOING TO START DECREASING the sedation now.”
—riot at Pillei spaceport 17 casualties 123.4811 tonnes of food consumed per year on Cronus mass of Eta Carinae-A 117M oww pain I skinned my knee Dad—
“This will let her consciousness ease into its new circumstances.”
—it’s dark and I’m scared measured velocity of Metigen swarmers 354mms truth is verifiable to the extent thoughts and statements correspond with actual things—
—his mouth tastes so good oh! truth verified by observed results, dead why please no beautiful increase CO2-O2 conversion by 2.3% via introduction of phytoplankton for optimal atmospheric terraforming—
“Alex, can you hear me?”
—open your eyes open my eyes how here cranial nerve VII zygomatic branch trigger orbicularis oculi muscle or I could simply—
Eyes open. Hurts. Sharp corners—Abigail’s cold, analytical stare—don’t insult Abigail—Mom behind—is she afraid for me? of me?—is that what fear looks like on a human? sometimes sometimes they run—
“Yes. No—both. Yes. But why can’t—” she sensed her neck jerk, shoulders jerk “—I see no isn’t right—” stars rushing by how am I in them “—want to calculate speed of—” supernova too bright Connor sticking his tongue in her ear my ear eww don’t worry it gets better aliens departed too long “—already done. What now? We need to stop them coordinated I can—”
“Alex.”
Warmth. Oh my the warmth pheromones skin gripping vibration beneath can you feel it so human tell my hand to squeeze.
“Look at me.”
A pulse. Beat-beating against your my our palm. Alive.

Beat by beat the bottomless whirlwind of perceptions, data, images and sensations careening through her mind—so many how can this tiny skull hold them all—began to abate in time to the rhythm of not her pulse, but his.
“Please.”     
Look we’ll look together.
A turn of her head to find his face. Incredible eyes now impossibly blue in her too-precise vision. They shone with tenderness and hope and faith and resilience and the faintest hint of stark terror. Yes, Valkyrie, that’s what love looks like on a human. Be quiet for me now? Only for a moment.
She covered Caleb’s hand, so firmly gripped around hers, with her free one. “Hi.”
A relieved breath tumbled from his lips. “Hi, yourself.”
She drew him closer to rest her forehead on his. “I’m still here, I swear. It’s just a little…weird.” Weird is this what the word means this exhilarating confusing okay yes weird will do quiet.
“I believe you.” He squeezed her hand once more, placed a soft kiss on her forehead—rush oxytocin endorphins are we dizzy—then withdrew, allowing Abigail to take his place. 
Abigail ran a scanner around Alex’s head and down her chest. “Heart rate is accelerated but within safe parameters. Brain activity is off the charts in all regions but particularly the temporal lobe and, more surprisingly, across the limbic lobe. Most unusual.” She lowered her chin and considered Alex. “How do you feel?”
“Um…kind of shaky.” Flooded drowning in the ocean good thing I know how to swim. “The feedback loop is nasty, as if our thoughts are ricocheting off each other in a hall of mirrors. But we’re…working on getting it under control.”
“Good. I’m going to ask you some questions, if it’s all right?”
She nodded. Her mother flitted across her vision moving along the wall, stoic veneer back in place. She does that does it mean she doesn’t care no I only recently realized so late.
“What is the square root of 4,671,209?”
“2,161.29798963—”
“What is the chemical formula for fluorine perchlorate?”
“FClO4 or FOClO3, depending on the method of synthesis.”
“What was the name of your first pet?”
“Rasputin. That cat was a fiend.” Can we have a cat god no not on my ship oh your ship we I will finally see touch the stars.
“The orbital period of Gliese 832 c?”
“36.4 Galactic days, +- 5.1 hours every other cycle.”
Touch them? Even I can’t touch them perhaps we will try.
“What is your opinion of government bureaucrats?”
“They wouldn’t know an original idea if it scrawled itself in blood across one of their fucking checklists.” Vivid imagery vivid emotion most stimulating. She laughed. “Did Mom tell you to ask that?”
“Yes, she did.” Abigail tilted her head. “Can I talk to Valkyrie for a minute?”
Alex met her probing gaze. “You are talking to Valkyrie. You’re talking to both of us. If you wish to talk to her alone, I can block the connection and you can go over to Special Projects and talk to her there.” Doesn’t she comprehend feels like me but it’s you no us almost.
Abigail’s mouth opened slightly. After 2.0943 seconds she closed it. A vein in her left temple pulsed. She began again. “If I were to go over to Special Projects and talk to Valkyrie without you blocking the connection, would I be talking to you as well?”
No yes requisite why? “Valkyrie says yes. I’m not certain.” We disagree interesting my brain didn’t explode good sign yes indeed. “We should try it later. I’m curious. So is she.” You speak can I speak words out of your our mouth stop I’m not a puppet clearly not apologies where did they go? Find them.
“We will. First, I want you to try blocking the connection. As I said, your eVi is now programmed to do it, so simply instruct it to do so.”
“I understand.” It’s for but a minute don’t be sad this is sadness? It feels uncomfortable itchy very well.

She did as instructed. Her vision blurred—no, this was normal vision. Suddenly indistinct and washed-out. Not Caleb though. “It’s done.”
“How do you feel now?”
Empty. Hollow. “Okay. A bit slow.” Emotional, as if she was about to cry because of a wrinkle in her shirt. “It’s taking a second to get used to, but…I’m all right.”
“What is 24,019 to the 4th power?”
“I have no idea. My eVi could probably tell me if I queried it.”
“It won’t be necessary. How far is it from Earth to the Rosette Nebula?”
“1.552 kiloparsecs to the outer bands.” 
Abigail frowned and studied the monitors. 
Alex arched an eyebrow in amusement. “I actually know that without any help. Space explorer? Scout?” Caleb now stood barely out of reach to her left; she winked at him. “Treasure hunter?”
The smile he gave her was almost enough to make her believe he truly did believe she was here and whole. Was she? 
Abigail’s lips, on the other hand, creased into a thin line. “Of course. Now let’s try reestablishing the connection.”
The command was easier this time, then—color sound discomfort I had no idea the world was so visceral hot and cold will you touch everything for me? No later I understand—did you find them? No but no is its own answer only one answer. We see now don’t we?
She forced her attention away from the fascinating nano-width cracks decorating the far wall—decaying always new for an instant yet inevitable to fracture and die we can make it new again and again but never forever—back to Abigail. “The toggle is functioning fine. You can ask more questions if you must, but we really need to get to work. We don’t have much time.” 
Her gaze swung to her mother, silently posed upon the far wall. “The Metigens are skipping the smaller colonies next in line. They’re going to strike Seneca and Romane with their full strength, and they’re going to do it in the next thirty-six hours.”
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THE STORAGE ROOM SMELLED OF HEATED lubricant and silicide rubber. In a way it was comforting—a reminder this was a military ship, she was a Marine, and Marines took an oath to defend the Earth Alliance against all enemies, foreign and domestic.
Brooklyn waited until the door closed behind Kone before speaking. “Fahrah’s a no-go. He called the Senecans ‘wazzacks’ while flourishing a nasty sneer, thankfully prior to me broaching the topic of mutiny.”
“About that…I was talking to a Navigation Specialist a few minutes ago who had bridge duty last shift. He said Nunez argued with O’Connell over hitting Krysk, and O’Connell had him shackled and tossed in the brig. The General is not tolerating dissent.”
Gregor Kone was the only member of her squad she’d spilt both blood and drinks with, and thus the only member of her squad she trusted. “Then we don’t dissent. We simply relieve him of command.”
“And how are we supposed to do that? He’s got the whole damn crew too terrified to sneeze lest it infuriate him. They won’t help us.”
“They don’t need to help us—they merely need to not stop us.”
Kone leaned against the shelving behind him and flexed his arms tight across his chest. “So the two of us are going to take down a four-star general captaining a cruiser?”
She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “We’re not some grunts, Captain. We’re highly-trained, elite Marine special forces. We can do this.”
“Just for shits and giggles, say we succeed in throwing him in the brig. He’ll intimidate the Security Chief into freeing him in a matter of minutes.”
“Unless we kill him.”
“Jesus. And what then? You think the XO or the Helmsman or anyone else will take orders from a couple of captains?”
“You know, for someone who claims to want to take O’Connell out, you seem awfully eager to make sure it doesn’t happen.”
“Fuck, Harper, I’m only saying I don’t see how it’s going to work. Unless we get more crew on our side, we are hosed before we start.”
She groaned, but reluctantly conceded the point. “All right, let’s find more people. In the meantime I want to talk to Vinsk in Comms. We need to break through this communications blackout and get out a warning Krysk is the next target. In case we fail.”
“You sure he won’t rat us out?”
“Reasonably. He’s shown the right signs. I’ll be careful until I’m certain.”
Kone rubbed soberly at his jaw. “Okay. Who should we warn? What if O’Connell’s orders really did come from the top brass? A lot of high-ranking officers are not fans of Seneca, if only because they fought in the first war, and this includes the top two spots in MSO. I’m not at all convinced either of them would do a thing to stop him if given the option.”
“Then I’ll contact someone I can trust.”

And who the hell might that be? 
She remained in the storage room after Kone had departed; she needed time alone to think, because he was correct. Their CO on Fionava was a veteran of the First Crux War and had never hid his dislike of the Federation, and the options didn’t get any better further up the hierarchy. 
She needed someone who possessed enough influence to be able to act on the information, or at least be able to get it to someone who could act on the information. But captains, even special forces captains, saw few opportunities to rub shoulders with the upper echelon. The unfortunate fact was she didn’t have more than a passing acquaintance with any brass outside her direct chain of command.
Her foot tapped in silent agitation on the abrasive but traction-friendly floor. What about—no, he was only a Lt. Colonel and arguably lacked the power she needed to access… 
…but hadn’t she seen on the official posting announcements while she was loitering at NW Headquarters that he’d been promoted and given command of a cruiser?
She wouldn’t consider Malcolm Jenner a friend, if only because he was her superior officer by several ranks. And in truth, she had crossed paths with him all of twice in five years. But she did believe he was an honorable man and not a fire-breather. He had gone out of his way to avoid casualties on Desna—including limiting the deaths of Federation soldiers to the fewest required—so she felt comfortable assuming he didn’t hold a particular grudge against Seneca.
And when she’d been stationed under him at the 3rd BC Brigade, the rumor had been he was dating the daughter of the EASC Director of Operations. Even if it were no longer the case, he would still have the residual contacts.
Decision made, she wasted no time in departing the storage room for the crew deck.
Vinsk was in the mess nursing a coffee. Given the only active communications were with the Yeltsin and Chinook, comm officers didn’t exactly have much to do at present.
She’d identified him as a sympathetic soldier when she caught him making a disgusted face and walking away from two corporals cracking jokes about the destruction wreaked on New Cairo. Since then she’d made a point to chat him up when she could. Now she would find out whether it paid off.
She slid in across from him at the mess table. “Bored yet?”
He scowled at his coffee. “I’m a comm officer with no comms. What do you think?”
“Yeah, this blackout is messed up, huh?”
His eyes shot up to regard her warily. “It’s not for me to say.”
Her voice dropped to a hush. “Vinsk, I don’t like what’s happening here, and I get the sense you don’t either.”
“I don’t…it doesn’t matter. We can’t do anything about it.”
“But we can. For starters, we can get a message out alerting others Krysk is the next target, so at least they’ll have a chance to prepare or evacuate.”
“We’re under a blackout. How are we going to get a message out?”
She brandished a smile equal parts warm and calculating. “I don’t know, Comm Specialist. How are we?”

Kone set up watch outside the door to the comm hardware room while she followed Vinsk in. He gave the equipment a once-over before activating the access panel below the Evanec hub and entering several commands.
“The thing about the blackout is, it’s self-imposed. There’s no technical impediment to communications beyond the blocking field itself. I’m betting I can tunnel a direct message through and hide it in interference noise. As long as no data is attached to it, it should be so small a blip the Comm Officer on the bridge won’t notice it. Hopefully.”
He finished typing and looked back at her. “All right, give me the address and message. I’ll slip it out as soon as I can.”
“When’s that?”
“That’s as soon as I can. Anywhere from five minutes to five hours.”
She leaned in close until her face was centimeters from his and dropped her voice to a low growl. “Let’s aim for the sooner end of the scale, why don’t we?”
He nodded quickly, and she rewarded him with a smile, one a touch warmer than before. “Terrific. Here’s the message. Thank you, Vinsk.”
Colonel Jenner,
General O’Connell’s next target is Krysk, after aborting planned Elathan attack due to alien presence. Anticipated arrival 22-28 hours. Intervention requested if feasible.

Brooklyn crept into the armament room. Kone followed less than a meter behind her. Their personal cloaking shields were set to maximum strength, but in the close quarters they offered minimal protection. Shift change was in progress, though, so hopefully the low-grade chaos accompanying it would provide an extra measure of cover.
As soon as the door slid shut she crouched beside the first device. Not wanting to risk any unnecessary sound, she pulsed him.
Work fast—but don’t blow us up.
Yes, because otherwise I was absolutely going to blow us up.
Fine, she was being bossy; she didn’t care. Kone was a good Marine and possibly a good person, but he was a follower, not a leader. Like everyone who graduated from Marine Recon, he knew how to disarm most explosives; in fact he’d probably practiced on warheads similar to those the devices contained. So with her to lead him, he should be good.
It all came down to one simple fact: she was not going to let O’Connell poison another planetary atmosphere. She may—or may not—be able to stop him from slaughtering another civilian population, but she definitely could stop him from committing what she viewed as an insidious, dirty tactic beneath modern civilized practices. Once this was accomplished she would worry about stopping him in a more permanent manner.
The trick here wasn’t so much disarming all the warheads as it was obscuring their tracks afterward so no one was the wiser. Until the nuke-enhanced mines were deployed anyway. When triggered they would generate but a tiny little conventional explosion, and everyone would be the wiser.
And when that happened, O’Connell was going to be so pissed.
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MIRIAM STEELED HERSELF before entering the War Room with Alexis at her side. She didn’t know if Alexis was ready for this. It had been a supremely difficult day, and here she was throwing her daughter straight to the wolves. 
But they were out of time. Also, Alexis insisted, an act which was exceptionally difficult to refuse.
As the holos materialized she leaned in and murmured quietly. “This is Field Marshal Gianno, and here is Federation Chairman Vranas—”
“I know who they are.” 
Alexis gave her a quick, cryptic look, and she willed herself not to be unnerved. “My mistake.”
The meeting of the informally-named Metigen War Council began without anyone calling it to order, given no one was sufficiently in charge to do so. She gestured to her left. “I’m pleased to introduce my daughter, Alexis Solovy. Her recent engagements with and insights into the Metigens are already known to you all.”
“And the Artificial?”
Vranas’ tone wasn’t challenging exactly, but it was forceful. Her chin dipped in confirmation. “Yes. The experimental procedure underlying Project Noetica was a success. As such, the Druyan Institute Artificial known as ‘Valkyrie’ is also present, in a sense.”
“What about the others?”
“Mr. Reynolds is undergoing the procedure as we speak. If it goes well, Commander Lekkas will do so shortly. The participation of Ms. Requelme has yet to be decided.”
Prime Minister Brennon bestowed a politician’s smile upon Alexis. “If I may ask, Ms. Solovy, how do you feel?”
Alexis huffed a laugh. “Busy, sir.”
That garnered several chuckles, and the tension eased somewhat. Miriam stepped in before it faded to awkward silence. “We’re not here solely to report on the initial success of this new initiative. Based on their joint analysis of the data regarding the Metigens’ recent behavior and other factors, Alexis and Valkyrie feel the aliens are bypassing the next colonies in line and preparing to make a concerted move on Seneca and Romane next.”
“Next?” Gianno appeared skeptical. “They’re attacking Elathan and Scythia in considerable strength, but we are giving them quite the fight at both locations and expect to hold them there for some time. We should see smaller contingents arriving at Aesti, Pillei, Minskei and Kangxi any minute now, and a larger force at Radavi soon to follow.”
Alexis shook her head. “No, ma’am—pardon me, Marshal.”
Gianno’s jaw twitched. She would have no way to know Alexis was actually being far more respectful than usual. “No?”
“Yes, of course they are attacking Elathan and Scythia. But they’re stalling you as much as you’re stalling them. Ships are not going to arrive at Aesti or any of those other colonies.”
“Ms. Solovy, the Metigens have been nothing if not methodical. All our intel and analysis of their patterns indicate they will do precisely that.”
“I understand your point, but I’m telling you they won’t. See—” Alexis glanced over at her in exasperation “—can you get me an access point to the table?”
She nodded and entered a code in the control panel. This was normally where Alexis would launch into a disgusted tirade, but she seemed to be keeping the urge under control, for now. Or was it Valkyrie keeping it under control for her?
Alexis touched a fingertip to the panel and instantly a high-detail map of their sector of the galaxy sprung to life, complete with historical migration of the Metigens, Alliance and Federation force locations and conflict points. Though similar in most respects, it was not the map they had been using in the War Room. 
“The Metigens abandoned Sagan 23.4 hours ago. Based on previously extrapolated speeds they should’ve arrived at Minskei a maximum of 9.1 hours ago, but they have not. Metigen ships began departing Xanadu before their defeat was assured, leaving behind already damaged ships to take the hits. Why aren’t they at Aesti yet? They should have reached it yesterday.” 
Her hands sped across the map, spinning it to add new markers and zoom in on various locations. “Their force at Scythia isn’t as large as it should be—in the wake of our recent victories they should have sent more ships to a colony of Scythia’s patent strategic importance. Right now we can only account for the whereabouts of sixty-eight superdreadnoughts, while we know with certainty they can deploy a minimum of 102 and have every reason to believe they have more than double this number at their disposal.”
The pause was not long enough for anyone to interject. “All the ships formerly in the southeast—the ones at Sagan and Xanadu and the ones we assumed were heading for those little colonies or preparing to mass on New Cornwall—are moving north toward Romane. Expect the ships at Scythia to pull off and join them once they arrive if not sooner. 
“All the ships in the northeast not at Elathan are waiting, somewhere. As soon as the ships from the south reach Romane, they will strike Seneca. It will be a massive and coordinated attack on the two largest centers of human civilization, save one. And when they win at Seneca and Romane, they will come for Earth.”
Miriam stared at the map. Everyone stared at the map as a ponderous silence descended over the room. 
Gianno finally broke the silence. “I admit the large number of superdreadnoughts unaccounted for is troubling.”
Miriam notched her shoulders higher; Alexis was her daughter, but this was her dominion. “Alexis—Valkyrie, to whomever I’m speaking—up to this point the aliens have meticulously eliminated every colony as they came to it, no matter how small. Their progression has been a comprehensive sweep diagonally across settled space, and nothing behind that line is left untouched. This behavior has been consistent across thirty-five colonies. Why would they modify it now?”
Alexis regarded her with a…twinkle in her eye? It was difficult to be sure what with the eerie luminescence, but it resembled a twinkle. Was Alexis saying it was okay Miriam had challenged her publicly? She had no idea what to make of it.
“Because it is what their programming instructs them to do. We were to be subdued—cowered to the point we were no longer a threat—if it was possible to do so, and this directive is what informed their strategy until very recently. Ask yourself: is anything so frightening as watching that imposing line advance inexorably closer like some unstoppable force?
“If subduing us proved impossible, however, we were to be exterminated. Only now that we’ve cut off their resupply lines, the options for carrying out an extermination are limited. We’ve proven we can and will fight back, and damn hard. Given their and our dwindling resources, they need to take us out where we are strongest while they are strongest.
“If Seneca falls, if Romane falls, if Earth falls, they’ll be able to clean up the remaining worlds at their leisure without opposition. It is the only logical choice for a logical foe who finds its opponent unexpectedly resilient.”
Brennon’s pulse caught Miriam by surprise, though her expression gave nothing away. 
She’s correct.
Yes, I believe she is.
Vranas dragged a hand down his mouth. “All right. How many superdreadnoughts are we talking about? How many can we anticipate seeing at Seneca and Romane together?”
Gianno answered him. “Maximum? 180-200.”
Alexis shook her head again. “245-263, and possibly as many as 304. The ships we can account for are hardly more than were here when the aliens began their offensive. At least eighty new superdreadnoughts traversed the portal before we shut down the factory, but depending on when they started sending reinforcements, there could be up to a hundred ships you haven’t yet seen.”
This time she reached out to Brennon.
Sir, even if we send the entire NE Command to assist, that is too many for our forces in the field—combined—to fight.
And what of our forces not in the field?
“Bloody Hell. If they were spread out perhaps we’d stand a chance, but concentrated in those numbers….”
The western fleets have arrived at their designated locations to form a barricade on the eastern border of the Central Quadrant. As we discussed, their mission is to protect the First Wave worlds.

Miriam contemplated her daughter, risking everything these last two months and now transformed in ways none of them could fully comprehend, when she had never wanted to fight. Miriam thought of David, sacrificing his life so 4,817 others might live, while knowing full well the cost.
I advise we send them, sir.
What portion of them?
All of them.
The discussion continued around her while she waited on his reply.
Agreed. What about SE Command?
It has borne the brunt of the aliens’ push thus far and its forces are all but decimated. We’ll leave skeleton formations at New Cornwall and New Columbia and pull the rest in to the Central Quadrant. 
Brennon cleared his throat. “Pending the outcome at Scythia, we’ll send the NE Command to assist in defending Seneca. In addition, the formations from the NW and SW Commands currently guarding the Central Quadrant will defend Romane.”
It took Vranas a beat to contain his surprise; Gianno, not so much. She leveled her gaze on Miriam. “And Sol/Central Command?”
“It will join NE Command at Seneca.” 
She hadn’t consulted Brennon first…but he merely raised an eyebrow in what appeared to be morbid amusement.
Alexis pivoted to her. “You would do that? You would send the entire Earth fleet to defend Seneca?”
You said that aloud, dear. “Not only would I, I intend to issue the order the instant this meeting is concluded. If this is the battle that will decide our fate, we must treat it accordingly. We must be all in.”
Vranas nodded with appropriate gravitas. “Then if this is to be our end, it will be an honorable one for we will stand united at last. I won’t mind such a statement on my epitaph.”
Miriam turned back to Alexis. “How long do we have?”
Alexis stared at her in blatant disbelief for another second before shifting her focus to the others. 
“Based on the last sighting of superdreadnoughts at Sagan—which is the furthest location they’ve gathered in strength recently—if they wait for all their ships to arrive to begin their assault? Thirty to thirty-five hours. If they don’t? A day at most.”
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SCYTHIA’S COPPER SUN REFLECTED brilliantly off the lustrous slate hull of the EAS Lexington as it banked hard across the EAS Orion’s viewport, triggering a wave of deja vu in Colonel Malcolm Jenner’s brain. 
Wasn’t I just here?

He blinked and shook it off. “Weapons, target the superdreadnought chasing the Lexington and give them some breathing room.”
“Yes, sir!”                                           
He had been here what seemed like merely days ago, joining the Alliance NE Regional Command ships as they prepared for the offensive at Messium and stepping aboard the Orion for the first time. Yet a great deal had changed since that day. 
Communications and exanet access were now one hundred percent restored, which likely counted for more than all the other changes combined. He, the Orion and all their forces were now battle-tested against the aliens. With each encounter they learned more about how to combat the Metigen ships; they got smarter and refined their tactics. Also, they were no longer at war with the Federation. Instead they now fought, if not alongside, at least in concert with them.
His fingers tightened on the railing as the ship shuddered from the impact of the superdreadnought’s fire. One thing hadn’t changed—the enemy’s weapons still packed a painful punch. “Increase forward shields to maximum and hold on. Lexington will be hitting it from the other side in two seconds.”
“Hull breach, Deck Three port side—sealed off.”
Malcolm allowed himself a small smile. His battle-tested crew really had upped their game to meld into an efficient and effective team. It seemed as if he rarely had to give the orders anymore, for they had already taken care of whatever he would have requested.
The laser swerved away from them, and he gave a silent sigh of relief. “Return power to normal distribution and let the shields recharge. Reverse course 0.6 megameters—this target’s about to blow.”
And blow it did, erupting in the now familiar crimson and charcoal before the white nova. The viewport filters darkened to prevent them from being blinded, but even so it was a stunning sight, familiar or no.
Yet another fourteen superdreadnoughts remained above Scythia. The battle was not won, but rather only beginning.

Malcolm diverted his attention from the combat raging outside long enough to read the unsigned message again in mild puzzlement.
Colonel Jenner,
General O’Connell’s next target is Krysk, after aborting planned Elathan attack due to alien presence. Anticipated arrival in 22-28 hours. Intervention requested if feasible.
Why had it come to him of all people? His stint in NW Command had been a brief one during which he’d had little opportunity to make friends or even acquaintances. He thought on it then contacted the officer staffing the comms hub on Deck 3. “Lieutenant, I’m forwarding you a message I received. I need a trace and any other identifying information you can get from it.”
“Yes, sir. Priority?”
“Below the alien ships outside, above everything else.”
One advantage of his new rank was access to far more classified intel. The terse briefings coming out of EASC on General O’Connell’s activities had left him appalled and disgusted. But, not being in a position to do anything to stop the man and compartmentalization being a necessary skill in wartime, he’d filed the unfortunate news away and concentrated on protecting the largest Alliance colony for 2.5 kpcs…well the largest other than Messium. But Messium was lost.
The reminder sent him back to the conflict at hand. He exhaled and began assessing the battlefield anew. 
Having the opportunity to set up a defensive posture ahead of time made for a significantly improved experience over Messium. The fully-functional orbital arrays essentially added the firepower of multiple dreadnoughts to their arsenal. Further, he took comfort in the fact they didn’t have to worry about the death toll on the planet below rising every minute they failed to achieve victory. When added to operational comms and a decent amount of experience, their odds of success were on the increase.
None of which meant any of this was remotely easy. 
“Colonel, I’ve got the information you wanted.”
That was fast. “Go ahead.”
“I can’t identify the sender—it’s masked well—but the source is the EAS Akagi.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
The Akagi was off the grid and unreachable, or it had been as of the last briefing. He accessed the EASC secure records database and pulled up the roster of the Akagi at its departure, then scanned the list. Two or three vaguely familiar names, but none…hmm. 
Special Operations Detail: Captain Brooklyn Harper, 1st NW MSO Platoon
He didn’t know Harper measurably better than the other names he recognized, but she was the only one who would have found a way to get a message out through a blocking field. Of this he had no doubt.
“XO, you have command. I need a moment.”
“Yes, sir.”
The woman had to be under tremendous stress—though at least she wasn’t currently subject to enemy fire—but Admiral Solovy accepted his holocomm request immediately.
“Colonel Jenner. Good to see you’re surviving. How goes Scythia?”
“Ugly. Still, I think we’re holding our own—and hopefully will continue doing so until Admiral Rychen arrives. But that’s not why I contacted you. I received a message from someone onboard the Akagi with General O’Connell.”
Her gaze locked on his, interest keen in her eyes. “You did? As of four minutes ago his force was still operating under a communications blocking field.”
“I assume she managed to circumvent it. She’s MSO, so it would be in her skillset. It says his next target is Krysk and requests intervention.”
“Understood. When?”
“The message states 22-28 hours, but given the circumstances the content may be somewhat stale.”
“Do you trust the information?”
He considered the question before answering. “The person who I believe sent this isn’t someone who would condone General O’Connell’s actions, much less his tactics. I have every reason to believe she’d want him stopped.”
“Thank you, this is extremely valuable intel. I’ll do everything I can to see he’s apprehended and his ships brought under our control. Oh, and Colonel? You might like to know she’s alive and unharmed. For today anyway.”
“Do you mean—”
“Goodbye, Colonel.”
He was left staring at empty air. She could only mean Alex, but for some reason this fact needed to be kept secret. Alex had been cleared of any wrongdoing weeks ago, so he couldn’t fathom why that may be.
An explosion flared in the viewport and sent a shudder through the bridge. The thought faded to the background as the conflict again took center stage. “XO, you stand relieved. Helmsman Paena, take us 30° starboard. Let’s find ourselves a new target.”
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Field Marshal Gianno frowned at the flashing indicator on the secure channel. The Metigen War Council conference and its deluge of revelations had ended less than half an hour ago, the follow-up with Vranas to process the aftermath minutes ago.
She redirected an approaching personnel officer and activated the holo. Not knowing who else might be present, she maintained a degree of formality. “Admiral Solovy, do you have more information to share? I confess to still be wrangling the fallout from our previous meeting.”
“As am I. I’m afraid this concerns our other problem.”
There was, for good or ill, only one of those. “Oh?”
“I’ve come into possession of reasonably reliable intel that General O’Connell’s next target is Krysk. He intended to hit Elathan, but abandoned the plan for obvious reasons.”
Outwardly Gianno took the news as she took all news: unflappably. Inwardly may be another story. “This is a problem. Do you know when he plans to begin the assault?”
“Perhaps as early as twenty hours, but likely a few hours longer.”
“We expect to be engaged in full-scale warfare against the Metigens above Seneca in scarcely more than twenty hours.”
“I am aware of that. Do you have a squadron or two you can spare to take him out?”
“Not even close. We’ve burned a large number of ships at Elathan and Nystad, and we need every remaining one and then some to defend Seneca.” 
A ‘large number’ was in fact a colossal understatement. Elathan appeared to be saved, for today at least, but the cost in ships and lives was unacceptably high. She didn’t share this with Miriam, however, lest the woman decide Seneca fielding such reduced forces meant defending the planet would be a lost cause and recall the Alliance fleets. She liked Miriam, but they were not planning a dinner party here.
“Krysk is home to a sizeable military base. Given this kind of warning, those stationed there should be able to dispatch O’Connell’s vessels in short order.”
“It’s now a ghost town. Its full complement of ships have been brought east to Seneca.” To replace some portion of the ships lost at Elathan. “You could send your own squadron after him. You have my permission.”
“I would dearly love to do so. Unfortunately, there is a problem with the scenario: it’s too late. We pulled the NW formations off the border upon the peace accord, and I no longer have any ships close. Krysk is too significant a detour for those now being directed to Seneca. In any event, I know how many ships you lost at Elathan. You not only need all of your functioning ships to be at Seneca when the Metigens attack or your forces will be decimated before we can get there—you very badly need the entirety of our ships to get there.”
Gianno bit back a rare curse. So much for bluffing.
Miriam continued on as if she hadn’t just called Eleni to task in fine fashion. “And of course were I to send any ships, the Krysk orbital arrays would fire on them upon their arrival. I understand why—it’s the choice you had to make and one you require to still be in effect when O’Connell attacks. But the fact remains.”
Regrettably, it did. If Miriam couldn’t track the renegades, the only option was for the Alliance to engage them at Krysk. And with the arrays in the mix there was no scenario in which that wasn’t suicide for anything less than a brigade-sized force.
“Since you brought up the arrays—they’ll hold him off for a time and at a minimum inflict damage. It’s possible they’ll defeat his ships, though considering the varied underhanded tactics your general has employed thus far I won’t hold out hope for that eventuality. But perhaps they will hold him off long enough.” Long enough for them to win the day at Seneca and dispatch what ships were left to eliminate him—or else long enough for it not to matter.
“You’re going to leave the fate of some three hundred million people to three defense arrays.” 
It wasn’t a question, and Miriam had not phrased it as such. Clearly that was what she was going to do.
For a passing instant the weight on her shoulders threatened to send Eleni to her knees. The second largest colony in the Federation facing an assault by a madman wielding multiple fifty+MN weapons—and nukes. Seneca facing an assault by an alien force vast and powerful enough to wipe humanity from the galaxy. Their Hail Mary plan for victory was handing over control of their strongest weapons and the entirety of their fleets to a couple of unshackled Artificials and ‘altered’ humans, hoping they deigned to return the keys to the castles once the battle was won. If the battle was won.
These were the choices upon which the fate of humanity would hinge. So be it.
“It will take O’Connell weeks to kill a fraction of the population. I am leaving the temporary fate of a small portion of Krysk’s citizens and a slightly less small portion of its infrastructure in and around the capital city to three defense arrays. I have no other choice, for I must think of the billions before the thousands. Before even the millions. You above all people know everything depends on us defeating the aliens.”
Miriam’s nod of agreement, though unnecessary, was welcome. “We win the day, and I will do whatever is in my power to help you take him down.”



34
EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

THE ENTIRETY OF CALEB’S ATTENTION had diverted to her mother’s discussion with Marshal Gianno the instant the word ‘Krysk’ was uttered, and thus Alex’s did as well. By the time the conference ended he was pacing furiously around the room.
Such tension and coiled violence. Interesting how human emotion manifests in physicality—the body serves the mind but not always the conscious one.

Alex had begun to be able to filter out the zettabytes of data and calculation threads streaming through Valkyrie’s mind, leaving solely the Artificial’s intentional thoughts on the edges of her perception. Together they were learning to separate their respective musings and impose a more conversational structure on their interaction. It was still a work in progress, however. 
You can fill me in on your analysis of human behavior later. This is important.
I understand.
“They are seriously leaving Krysk defenseless?”
Miriam glanced up in surprise, as if she had forgotten they were there—understandable as they hadn’t planned to be for long. Caleb had met her at the workroom following the Council meeting, intending for them to seize a moment together ahead of the coming chaos.
“Marshal Gianno doesn’t see how they have any options other than to rely on the colony’s orbital arrays for defense. The entirety of her forces are committed to either slowing the aliens’ advancement or defending Seneca itself. The risk is too great that the aliens will arrive at Seneca before ships can get to Krysk, take out O’Connell and return—in which case those ships should stay at Seneca.” 
Caleb acknowledged the information. “I need to talk to Isabela and tell her to get out.”
“Of course. I’ll be here.” 
He stepped into the hallway, and she found her mother regarding her curiously. “His sister and niece live on Krysk. He’s close to his sister, but he’d want to protect them regardless.”
“Naturally.” Miriam frowned. “I am sorry. But objectively I can’t disagree with the Marshal’s decision. I’m sure Krysk’s arrays will hold O’Connell off. My understanding is they’re rather robust.”
“Maybe.” She suspected her mother knew the firepower specifications of the Krysk arrays down to the kilojoule but declined to call her on it. I don’t yet have access to this information, but I surmise she is correct as Krysk’s location and population make it an important colony for the Federation. She watched the door for his return. She wasn’t—
The door opened, and she instantly sensed the news wasn’t good. “What did she say?”
“That it’s impossible to leave. The spaceport is swamped by incoming flights and all ships have been devoted to evacuations from eastern colonies.” Abruptly he slammed a fist into the wall, leaving behind a dent and a streak of blood. 
She jerked instinctively, but tried to recover as he pivoted to her. Coiled violence becomes actual violence—I wonder if— 
She shut off the connection to Valkyrie. The silence was deafening, but she was growing more accustomed to the switch each time. She needed to be herself, real and whole and here for him now.
“This son of a bitch is going to be allowed to destroy the colony unopposed? To bomb civilians at will?”
“The defense arrays—”
“Screw the arrays! He found a way around them on Ogham, didn’t he?” 
She stared at him mutely, for she didn’t have a response. The desperation in his countenance lay beneath the frustration and outrage, but she could see it just the same…and it was breaking her heart. 
He didn’t deserve this, not now. It wasn’t fair. Isabela was the one part of his family and his past that remained untouched and unmarred. He had risked his life repeatedly in bids to save others, and now they were abandoning his family to suffer at the hands of a lunatic? 
It wasn’t fair.

She wrapped her arms around him, halting his movement. He looked down and those beautiful, devastated eyes met hers. 
“Alex, I don’t want to leave you to fight this battle alone—god how I don’t want to. But…” a hand came up to cup her cheek, and his thumb ran tenderly over her lips “…you’ll be okay. I believe in you. Listen, I need to try to save her. I need to find a way to get to her somehow. I’ll rent or borrow or steal a ship, and while I won’t beat O’Connell there, hopefully I can reach Krysk before he does too much damage and—”
The answer was startling, unquestionable and crystal clear in her mind. All the reasons it was also unthinkable rose up in a tsunami to carry it away, but she halted their advance. They represented another time, another life, a person she no longer was. Even so, she was a little surprised at the level of certainty she felt; there was no hesitation in her resolve.
The only thing he had ever asked of her was her trust, knowing it was perhaps the most difficult thing for her to give. He had earned it tenfold, risked it to ensure she lived and earned it a thousand-fold once more. She had given it to him in words; here was her opportunity to give it to him in deed.
She pressed a finger to his mouth, quieting his tirade. “Take my ship.”
His expression contorted through several stages of shock before a response made its way out of his throat. “What?”
“Take the Siyane.”
“Alex….” He swallowed hard. “Is this truly you? Or is this Valkyrie forcing the logical choice on you? I won’t take advantage of your lack of free will.”
She smiled softly. There had been no chance to get him alone since she awoke with an Artificial in her head, not so much as a few stolen minutes. There had been no opportunity to explain to him how it worked and all the parts she didn’t yet understand. And now she wouldn’t be able to do so unless…until they made it out the other side. 
“Look at me, Caleb. Look at my eyes—it’s me. Only me. This is completely my decision. Take the Siyane. I’ll be traveling with the military so I won’t be using it. It’s by far the fastest ship you can put your hands on and your best chance at getting to Krysk in time. Plus, it’s invisible. You can sneak through, land, pick up your sister and her daughter, sneak back out and get them to safety.”
The corners of his mouth quirked up despite the struggle raging inside him. “Simple as that, huh?”
“Maybe not, but…you’re an astoundingly clever man, remember? You’ll make it happen. Just don’t…” her head shook the admonition aside “…you know what, no. Do anything you need to and everything you can. Caleb, you said you wanted to show me what I am to you. Let me show you what you are to me.”
He regarded her with such unbounded gratitude and, she’d daresay, love. Her heart thrummed against her breastbone, brimming with pain, fear and compassion. “Alex, I don’t know what to say.”
“Say you’ll come back alive.”
“And with your ship?”
“Say you’ll come back alive. It’s all I want, and everything I want.” Her skin felt flush—she had become increasingly attuned to such things even when Valkyrie wasn’t in her head—but she was not going to cry, dammit. She’d already cried twice in the last month, which exceeded her quota for the entire damn decade.
“I will. Will you?”
“No doubt about it. I—” His lips were on hers, fierce and impassioned and eloquently saying all the things there was no longer time to say. 
She reveled in the sensations overwhelming her until another second and she would no longer be able to let him go, then wrenched away. 
“Go! You’re wasting time. And why don’t you take Noah with you? He’s miserable here and you need someone to watch your back.”
He exhaled raggedly as he began retreating toward the door, drawing his hand along her arm until only their fingertips touched. “I’ll see you soon? After you remind these aliens why they were right to fear you by grinding them to dust under your oddly-buckled boot, baby.”
She laughed, praying for it not to devolve into a sob. “It’s a date.”
Then she watched him leave.
She had thought he’d be with her during the clashes to come, because with him at her side she had always believed they stood a chance. But she didn’t begrudge him this choice, for she recognized he could have made no other choice. 
Finally she blinked away the blurriness mucking up her vision and turned from the door—and found her mother staring at her in outright disbelief. “Yes?”
“You gave him your ship.”
“I know I did. Let’s not make a big deal out of it, all right? It’ll be fine. He’ll be fine.”
“Not a big deal. Understood.”
She faked a glare. “Oh, shut up.”
“I didn’t—”
Kennedy burst into the room. “How could you tell Caleb to take Noah? Dammit, he’s not a soldier or a super-spy, and they will get themselves killed!”
Oops. Probably should have considered Kennedy’s feelings on the matter before suggesting it. “I thought he might want the help?”
Her mother had activated a new display but apparently felt the need to contribute. “She didn’t merely give him Noah—she gave him the Siyane.”
Kennedy’s eyes widened; her jaw dropped until her chin dallied on her chest. “You….”
She grimaced and offered a weak shrug. “I did, I really did.”
Kennedy’s face scrunched up she tried to absorb the information. “Well, I guess you must think they’ll be safe or you never would have let them take your ship, right?”
Alex nodded with professed conviction. “Absolutely.” 
My god I have no idea please let him be safe and I can’t do anything to influence his fate and now I have to concentrate on defeating a metric fuckton of alien machines and saving the damn galaxy and I honestly didn’t see any of this coming when I decided to visit Metis and now I’m thinking like Valkyrie all on my own….
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COLONEL JENNER:  COPELAND, FAHRION, I’m tracking a superdreadnought pulling off the cluster in the southwest corner of Quadrant Two, probably going for the approaching array node. We need to protect it.
Lt. Colonel Duan (EAS Copeland):  We’ll distract it for you while the Orion gets in position.
“Helmsman Paena, as soon as the Copeland and Fahrion initiate firing on target designated X17, slip us beneath and into a synchronous orbit with array node B8. Comms, request targeting lock by node B8 on X17. Firing to commence on my order.”
The strategy worked well when it was able to be executed, which was rarely. Too many ships, too many active engagements. But he’d caught this one and did not intend on letting it go.
Malcolm worked diligently to keep a realistic outlook in all matters—one always on the watch for prospects for hopefulness but informed by logic and the facts available to him at any given time.
As he examined the situation out the viewport and considered the state of affairs…he thought they were winning.
The Alliance had seen some victories to the south, particularly at Sagan and Xanadu. But despite being widely considered the strongest regional command, the NE forces had yet to beat the aliens into submission. They needed a victory here today—and perhaps they would have one.
The superdreadnought trained its weapons on the frigates as they began peppering its stern, and the Orion accelerated toward Scythia’s upper atmosphere. In a move worthy of a far smaller, lighter craft, it reversed thrusters and pivoted to adopt a counter-orbital trajectory in sync with the array node just below and to their starboard. He waited as their bearing to the superdreadnought shifted degree by degree.
“On my mark…fire.” The Orion’s lasers shot forth from beneath the viewport in a parallel trajectory to the node’s weaponry to slam into the hull of the alien vessel. The shield strength had been concentrated on the opposite side in response to the frigates’ assault. Now it flipped to this side—specifically, to the location of the node weapon’s impact as it delivered far more power than the Orion’s. This left weakened shielding to protect against the Orion’s fire as well as less to ward against the frigates’ barrage.
Evidence of the shield’s fluctuations as it tried to fend off four separate assaults could be seen in the relative splashing of the lasers and shimmers across the hull. The Orion cracked the hull first, the array last.
“Paena, get us clear. Comms, notify Scythia Terrestrial Defense to be on alert for debris making it through the atmosphere intact.”
Colonel Jenner:  Copeland, Fahrion, excellent work.
It wasn’t only excellent work—it also felt damn good. Yes, Malcolm decided, they were definitely winning.

Even amidst the continuing chaos in every direction, it was impossible to miss the arrival of the EAS Churchill as it dropped out of superluminal above the arc of Scythia’s profile.
Admiral Rychen:  It looks as though we’ve almost missed all the fun. Thank you for leaving a few enemy ships for us to play with.
Laughter rippled across the channel at Rychen’s jest. It was a good morale booster—and it was good Rychen had arrived on the scene. The aliens had destroyed sixty percent of the array nodes by this point, so they could sorely use the firepower of a dreadnought in order to maintain the precarious advantage they currently held in the conflict. In fact, the Churchill may permanently tip the balance in their favor.
Rychen wasted no time in entering the fray, diving 40° and joining one of the cruisers and two frigates in engaging a superdreadnought in the upper left corner of Quadrant One, opposite the field from the Orion. A multitude of lasers lit the sky to transform the backdrop of space to a vibrant platinum.
If Rychen had wanted to make a dramatic entrance, he succeeded in doing so. The force of weaponry directed at the superdreadnought instantly quadrupled, and in less than ten seconds it ripped apart from bow to stern. Though the encounter was relatively distant, Malcolm still instinctively readied himself for the secondary explosion to wash out the field of battle. 
As expected, the explosion surged outward to overtake the entire scene. The thousands of swarmers littering the field vanished in the blinding glare.
As the ubiquitous light faded he blinked away the halos and peered out the viewport to consider his next target—
All the alien vessels were gone.
Shouts and exclamations erupted on the bridge and across the comms, but Malcolm merely stared out at the suddenly vacant space and the planet below, a view now marred only by floating debris and a host of very confused Alliance vessels. A large swath of clouds shifted to reveal the pale teal waters of Scythia’s oceans glittering in the sunlight, peaceful and idyllic.
He knew he should feel relief and arguably pride at having played a part in saving the people who lived on the planet below. And he was beyond glad they lived. But why had the Metigens departed, and so abruptly? Had they run when they realized they were going to lose, making the decision to save their remaining ships much as he and Rychen had done at Messium? Were they moving on to a more important battle? Would they return in a few minutes, taking the Alliance contingent by surprise?
Admiral Rychen:  Well isn’t that interesting.
Malcolm didn’t have to strain to detect the frustration in Rychen’s voice on the command channel. 
Colonel Jenner:  This is new behavior, correct?
Admiral Rychen:  It is. Even at our most decisive victories—Xanadu, Henan—they fought to nearly the last ship.
Commodore Escarra:  Maybe your presence frightened them away, Admiral.
Rychen indulged the brief levity. If only I were so lucky. I could leap around the galaxy, striking a mighty terror into the enemy and sending them scurrying in waves back through their portal.
Colonel Jenner:  I would certainly pay to see that—but I doubt I’ll get the opportunity. Assuming they don’t materialize in the next several minutes to take us by surprise, the question becomes: did they flee to save their remaining ships or because they have someplace better to be?
Admiral Rychen:  I’m not so sure it’s an either-or proposition, Colonel. My gut tells me they fled to save their remaining ships because they have someplace better to be.
Rychen switched to the fleet-wide channel. All vessels continue in orbit on full alert for the next hour. If the Metigens do not reappear by that time, 10th Regiment stay here to guard Scythia. All other vessels rendezvous at the provided coordinates in the Aquila stellar system and await further orders.
A low-grade but weighty dread settled over Malcolm. He sensed the end was coming, whether they were ready for it or not.
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NOAH LET OUT A LOW WHISTLE as he descended the spiral stairs behind Caleb and reached the lower level of the Siyane with its oversized bed, proper shower and bath. “Okay, I was impressed by the main cabin, but this is insane. I didn’t realize the Solovys were wealthy.”
“They’re not. Alex earned all this from scratch.” 
He couldn’t help but notice the tone in Caleb’s voice bled with both pride and respect. He was a different man now, that much was obvious. A touch less lighthearted perhaps, but far more resolute. It was as if he finally had a tangible stake in the game, one which extended beyond his own success and survival.
Caleb opened a hatch in the floor and shimmied down the ladder. “I want to show you where to find the various engineering modules, in case we run into any mechanical difficulties.”
“You got it.” He swung down into the dim engineering hold. 
It was a hell of an idea, the notion of having something else to fight for besides yourself. Scary, too. Noah swore silently at the recognition he was being facetious, to himself, in his own head. Well, at least a little facetious. But he’d spent recent days surrounded by people who were devoted to saving as many lives as possible even if at the cost of their own, and the truth was it had been a bit of a kick in the nuts.
He told himself he had helped; he was helping. He’d helped get vital data off Messium, along with a few lives that weren’t his own in the process. He’d made the ultimate sacrifice of reaching out to his father, thus helping to make the warships stronger and hardier. Now he was helping to save innocent civilians—loved ones of a friend no less—from a rogue general intent on killing them. 
Maybe he really was helping.
Once they went back upstairs to the main cabin of this swank ship, he gestured to the large bag Caleb had dropped against the wall when they’d boarded. “What’s in the bag?”
Caleb grabbed a couple of energy bars and water bottles from the kitchen cabinets and tossed them on the table before opening up the bag. “Gifts from Navick in case of emergency. A couple of military-issue Daemons, a TSG, no less than four blades, new and impressively powerful personal shields—classified tech I’m guessing—three sets of wrist restraints and….” He held up a black, semi-flexible web a meter in length. “I have no idea what this is.”
“The only uses I can think of for that contraption do not involve bloodshed.” Noah opened one of the bars while Caleb returned the bag to the floor then joined him at the small kitchen table. 
They had cleared Earth half an hour earlier. Asserting a superluminal travel waiver for inside the Main Asteroid Belt courtesy of EASC, before the tour began Caleb had set a course for Krysk at ridiculous speed. Still, it would take them over a day to reach their destination. But it was time they were going to need to devise a hopefully not suicidal plan to reach Caleb’s sister and niece in the middle of a military bombardment, as well as a slightly more suicidal backup plan or two in case the situation they found when they arrived was different than expected. 
“I am also receiving everything the Alliance has on the ships involved, O’Connell’s classified personnel file—complete with some rather colorful commentary from Admiral Solovy—and the details of the attacks on New Orient and Ogham. In addition, I’ve been promised the specs on Krysk’s defenses from Federation Military HQ, but they haven’t arrived yet.”
Noah nodded. “Any idea how all that’s going to help us successfully navigate a full-scale assault by a military cruiser, two frigates and twelve fighters in our single scout ship?”
“None whatsoever.”
“Yeah, that’s what I figured. Nice of them to send it, though.”
“I thought so.” Caleb kicked the chair back and propped his feet on the table. 
Noah hadn’t wanted to be rude, but now he mimicked the pose as he chewed absently on the energy bar. “I saw my father last week.”
“End of days spur you to make peace with your past or something?”
“Not a chance. Kennedy needed him to consult on the adiamene production and needed a carrot to dangle to entice him: me. I tried to convince her I was less a carrot and more a barbed, poison-laced stick, but to no avail.”
“How did it work out?”
“For him? The discomfort he suffered from my presence was probably outweighed by the boost to his ego from getting to flex his ‘foremost expert’ muscles and be indispensable for a single day. For me? Every single one of my life choices was validated the instant I walked in his office and again every minute thereafter. The man really is a sanctimonious prick.”
“And?”
He groaned and reached for his water. “And if we survive the aliens I suppose we’ll keep in touch. A little and sporadically—very sporadically.”
Caleb raised an eyebrow but didn’t otherwise poke at what he had to know was a sensitive topic. “So what about Kennedy? You haven’t had a chance to fill me in.”
“Kennedy is…” he studied the table’s surface “…Kennedy was a mistake.”
“Oh?”
“She’s wealthier than a god and only half as spoiled. But she’s a princess playing at being a real person. I was just a prop in her games.”
“Hmm.”
“What?”
Caleb shrugged with feigned nonchalance. “Ever consider you might be projecting?”
“Projecting my own desires? Hell, no.”
“Ever consider you’re kind of an idiot?”
“I won’t disagree, but in what specific way am I an idiot?”
“You’re projecting your animosity toward your father and by extension everyone who operates in his world onto her.”
“I got past my hang-ups about my father long ago.”
“Sure.” Caleb tapped his blade hilt on the table in a steady cadence. “I heard she spent over half a billion credits of her family’s money—and nearly five million of her own—to ensure this adiamene got manufactured in time for the final campaigns.”
Noah stared at the half-eaten bar in his hand. “Ten million of her own.”
“Doesn’t sound particularly like a princess to me. Look, I don’t know her very well, but Alex chooses her friends with inordinate care. If there wasn’t substance beneath the window dressing, she would have ditched her years ago.”
The memory of her face as he’d bolted to join Caleb flashed into his mind—pained, desperate, vulnerable. Hurt. He’d blinked it away at the time, unwilling to see anything that diverged from his simple, uncomplicated view of the world and of her. But now…
…dammit, dammit, dammit. 
“Dammit.” He ran a hand through his hair then dropped his elbows to the table and his head into his palms.
Caleb chuckled, but allowed Noah a moment to collect himself. “So, what about Kennedy?”
Noah shook his head, something between a grin and a grimace animating his features as he pushed off the table to slump in his chair. “Right. So Kennedy is…like a hurricane. Bold, self-assured bordering on bossy, gorgeous—and dear god with the curves. She’s funny, startlingly kind, brilliant but ridiculously silly. She has this crazy, totally unjustified optimism about the world and the people in it. But it got us off Messium, to Earth, and it damn well might help us defeat the aliens…so I don’t know. Maybe it isn’t totally unjustified after all.” 
He hadn’t appreciated some of it until he’d said it, but she honestly was all those things. 
She was also going to be outrageously pissed at him. He’d run off without saying a proper goodbye, because he hadn’t intended to say a goodbye at all. He’d intended to bail. When he got back to Earth he would have to make it up to her, somehow…but it was cool. He’d figure something out.
“I’m hanging on for dear life, man.”
Caleb smiled, but it had a decidedly wistful tinge to it; Noah assumed he was thinking of Alex. “Sounds like precisely what you need. Merely full disclosure for you—after I encouraged you to stick with her of course—but Alex says she has a colorful and…varied relationship history.”
“Are you calling my girlfriend a slut?”
“Noooo.”
Noah laughed heartily. “It’s all right. I know, and it’s been awesome—finally have someone I don’t have to corrupt. In fact, it’s possible she’s corrupting me.”
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THEY STOOD FACING ONE ANOTHER in a circle in the sim room deep in the Special Projects building. The walls, ceiling and floor were an austere translucent white, lit from within by a blanched luminescence. 
Alex had never met Morgan Lekkas and had spent less than ten minutes with Devon Reynolds. Mia Requelme seemed a lifelong friend by comparison. 
Yet here, now, it hardly mattered.
Mia’s face screwed up as she gingerly rubbed her forehead. “So that was a bit of a bumpy transition. Anyone else?”
“Annie decided to relive the time when I was seven and busted my ass on the ice—broke my nose on the rebound—while trying to ask Katie Ackon to skate with me. I did not want that memory back.”
“I passed out in the middle of the surgery room floor.”
Alex regarded Lekkas curiously. “What happened?”
I’m sorry if I caused you distress on our linking, Alex. The process was not devoid of discomfort for myself either.
I know, Valkyrie. You were wonderful.
The woman wore a disdainful expression which appeared more real than contrived. “Turns out Stanley didn’t mesh too well with one of my personal cybernetic upgrades—one of my unregistered, gray-market upgrades that is. We got it worked out.”
“Stanley? I thought the Artificial’s official government-sanctioned name was STAN?”
“Well, I’m calling him Stanley. He is coming to terms with the idea.” A pause. “Yes, you are.” Another pause. “I don’t care.” Abruptly realizing what she was doing, Morgan grimaced. “Sorry. Not quite there yet.”
The interchange served to humanize the off-putting fighter pilot somewhat, and Alex relaxed. 
Commander Lekkas’ military service record is uncommonly impressive, from a combat point of view.
Do you want me to not relax, then? 
Not at all. I was simply commenting.
Devon chuckled awkwardly and surveyed the circle. “Here we stand, the next evolution of the human species. What are we going to call ourselves?”
“‘Prevos.’”
Any confusion in his eyes passed in an instant, as she presumed Annie analyzed the term and inferred an appropriate translation. “Prevoskhodnyy: ‘The Transcended.’ It might come off as a tad conceited.”
“No one will figure it out. Besides, you said it yourself: we’re the next evolution of humanity.”
“Yes I did. Let’s make it count, shall we?”
The area surrounding them—the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the air filling the room—exploded to life with an overlay of their sector of the Milky Way: every inhabited planet, star system, space station, astronomical phenomena and, most importantly, every ship. Not only every known superdreadnought and markers for anticipated ones, but every single space-worthy vessel in the Alliance and Federation militaries. From the ten dreadnoughts to the nearly 3,000 warships and 30,000 fighters to every supply ship and shuttle, each one could be individually identified if they drilled down far enough. 
All civilian ships available for use were on the map as well, including thousands of corporate vessels and hundreds of mercenary ships on loan from the Zelones and Triene cartels.
The floor had dissolved beneath them, leaving them standing in nothingness. This at least, she had done before.
Is this what it’s like to be in space?
Not exactly. Close, though.
Devon reached out and spun the galaxy until Earth floated at the center of their circle. “As the grand overlords of this operation, Annie and I will manage the entirety of both battlefields from a comfy chair here at EASC. To start, I’m deviating these two Alliance supply lines from Shi Shen…” his fingers pinched two emerald grooves and swept them upward “…over to Romane, because they don’t have the military infrastructure Seneca does. And…they’re on their way.” 
He made a snickering noise. “Nifty. Now I’m sending the order to get the merc ships moving northeast. They won’t all show up and we need to know how many we actually have at our disposal before the fighting commences.”
He blew out a breath out through puckered lips. “So, yeah. Working with this kind of comprehensive perspective, I’ll be able to identify when lines begin to weaken and try to send reinforcements and other cool shit. Also, if we lose, I’ll be the last of us to die.”
Mia snorted. “Lucky you. My status is still ‘being determined,’ seeing as the military didn’t want me involved at all. But Governor Ledesme authorized my participation. She owes me one and hopefully trusts me, so one way or another I plan to be on or above Romane trying to help save it in whatever way I can.”
Alex stole control of the map and re-centered it on Seneca. “Whereas I will be on the dreadnought EAS Churchill, at the head of the Alliance and Federation fleets. I’ll send what I see to Devon, but mostly I will try to outmaneuver and out-think the alien armada while it tries to blow me—and our ships—to dust.” She looked to her left. “And Morgan, you are going to fly some fighters for me, aren’t you?”
“You bet your ass I am. All the fighters—or as many as they can wire up before I get there, anyway. I’m getting chills just picturing it.”
“Again, comfy chair.” Devon pulled the military fleets a layer above the map. “Alliance frigates are tougher than Federation ones but less maneuverable. Alex, plan on treating the Alliance frigates as tanks and use the others as fast-attack hit-and-run craft.”
“Noted. The weaponry on Federation cruisers is brutal, and they’ve been tearing up the SDs so—”
“SDs?”
Alex frowned; she had assumed it was self-evident. “Superdreadnoughts. Even thinking at quantum speed, we won’t have time to pronounce seventeen letters every other sentence.”
Devon gave an odd roll of his shoulders. A tic? An off-kilter shrug? “Good point. I’ll spread the word. So this is great planning and all, but it will be of limited usefulness unless we can talk to each other without having to work at it. My understanding is the brass has allowed us a secure channel. Shall we try it out?”
The voices transitioned to her head.
Devon:  Communications established.
Alex:  Zero latency here.
Mia:  Got you all.
Morgan:  No problems on this end.
Devon:  This is not bad, but is there anything stopping us from opening the channel up a little more?
Alex:  Doesn’t appear to be.
Devon:  Watch this.
It wasn’t as if there were now three additional Artificials in her head, or three more people. They remained separate at a level above the paper-thin separation between her and Valkyrie. Devon had not created a hive mind with his adjustment to the channel. But he may have created the closest thing to it.
A thought that never formed into intentionality and Valkyrie knew what the other Artificials knew—and thus so did she. A lot of the information overlapped, but those redundancies were promptly eliminated. 
It was surprising how the distinct personalities were immediately discernible. Annie, the serious, studious purveyor of massive banks of knowledge and displaying the beginnings of a dry wit. Stanley, the newborn, questioning and devouring each new data point yet struggling to understand the riddle which was human behavior. Meno, the scrappy, inquisitive upstart. Next to them it quickly became apparent Valkyrie was the dreamer of the crowd, the lover of life.
Stanley:  Annie, can you ditch some of this bureaucratic bloat? I’m swimming in protocols.
Meno:  Expressionistic art is not angry—it merely reflected the reality of the world as the artists saw it.
While more distant, the enhanced connections conveyed a sense of the human counterparts to the Artificials as well. Snippets of thoughts, memories and images leaked from the others into her consciousness in disjointed flashes: Devon tripping and spilling his drink all over a pretty girl he was trying to impress—it must be a theme—Morgan in the cockpit of a fighter spinning through the burning wreckage of a far larger ship, Mia—
Valkyrie, shut them out. Now.
Done. Are you in distress, Alex? Secretion of several groupings of neurotransmitters and hormones spiked in conjunction with receipt of the last image.
I’m sure they did. Her stomach churned into queasiness even as her mind insisted it constituted an irrationally extreme reaction. She was being silly and petty, but she did not want to have seen that. And now she couldn’t unsee it. I don’t suppose there’s any way you can erase that visual from my memory?
I can.
Really? I was joking.
It is more accurate to say I can prevent it from becoming encoded in your long-term memory. You will remember it for the next seventeen seconds, but no longer. Shall I do this for you?
She’d ponder the philosophical implications of Valkyrie altering her memory later; right now she simply wanted it gone. Yes, please.
Do you wish me to erase the memory of having seen the image or only the image itself?
Um…the image should be enough. I mean I already knew they had slept together, so it’s not new information.
Apologies. The image and the event share several synapses. I cannot remove one without removing the other.
Okay. Like I said, it’s not new information either way.
I will handle it.
Thank you. You can reopen the connection now.
She braced herself for the flood and hoped it would wash away the visual until Valkyrie was able to do so permanently.
Mia:  Everything all right, Alex? Missed you there for a few seconds.
She forced a taut, close-mouthed smile. Just a technical glitch. Valkyrie and I may have gone first, but we’re still working out a few bugs.
“Well, glad you’re back, because we have uncovered a problem.” Devon’s voice rang out sharp and strained to bounce across the walls they no longer saw. He had reverted to speaking aloud, perhaps on instinct, though the words also echoed in her head with a flanging resonance.
What was a problem? What had she missed in her brief absence? 
…Oh. In a blink the threads affected by this morsel of intel spread out in tendrils to reveal cascading and troubling ramifications.
“Dammit. We’re going to need to deal with this.”
Annie:  Extrapolating and cross-referencing against existing data now available to us. We will begin tracking down additional participants.
Alex dragged a hand along her jaw. “Let them work on this in the background—they have the cycles to spare. Devon, you and I will go see Richard as soon as we’re done here. For now let’s focus on the primary purpose for this meeting: combat strategy and tactics.”
Done.
What’s done, Valkyrie?
Nothing, Alex. Never mind.
Devon thought rather than spoke his agreement as they continued to adapt in stutter-steps to the heightened interconnectivity.
Mia:  The Federation is experimenting with remote eVi hacking? In the wrong hands that will be problematic.
Devon:  In the right hands it’s problematic.
Alex:  I won’t tell if you won’t.
Devon:  Abigail and Jules were once…close? Involved? Valkyrie, you can drop the euphemisms in here.
Alex:  I won’t tell if you won’t?
Devon cringed visibly. “Okay, on the subject of not telling, let’s not mention this little added capability to anyone either? They might take away our toys if they discovered the full extent of what we can do.”
Mia tilted her head. “And what is it you believe we can do?”
A wicked grin grew on Alex’s lips as she gazed around at her new friends. 
“Anything.”



38
EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS

ALEX WAS WAYLAID BY MIRIAM in the hallway as she was heading back up to the top floor. Thankfully she was far enough away from Richard’s office that her mother wouldn’t realize where she had been and ask questions she dare not answer.
She plastered on an innocent expression and leaned against the wall. “I was just coming to see you. What’s the plan?”
“Your ship arrives in twenty minutes, so it’s time to grab your bag and Commander Lekkas and head to the spaceport.”
“And what ship is this?”
“The newest and fastest scout ship in the Sol Fleet as a matter of fact. It’s also been equipped with the cloaking shield, so you’ll be safe in transit.”
Alex rolled her eyes to overstated effect. “The fastest, huh? So I’ll reach Seneca next week sometime?”
“Actually, you will reach Seneca in eighteen hours.”
“No fucking way.”
She’d daresay her mother smirked, and smugly, too. “I did say the fastest.”
“Over twice as fast as the Siyane? How do I not know about the existence of an sLume drive with that kind of speed?”
“Because it’s classified.”
We should be able to access information on the drive without difficulty.
I know, and we will later. I don’t want to spoil her fun, though. “Fine. But if we make it through this, you and I are going to have to engage in a conversation about granting me a special use license or something.”
“We can have that conversation. I can’t guarantee the outcome of it.”
She chuckled, careful to ensure it carried no hard edge. “I can. What about Mia?”
“She has a ride as well. We’re sending a lot of ships to Romane.”
Alex:  True?
Mia:  Cranky stiff-shirts escorting me as we speak.
Devon:  I’m breaking in my comfy chair.
Morgan:  Shut it, Devon. No one is amused.
Devon:  I am.
“You’re not heading to the front, then?” She honestly wasn’t sure if she wanted her mother standing alongside her and staring disapprovingly over her shoulder in the heat of battle, but she also recognized she had little say in the matter.
“No.” Miriam shook her head. “I’m not a battlefield commander. I never have been. I’m a strategist, and I can do the most good here. Besides, if things go badly, from here I can try to find a way through in which we survive as a species.” 
A twitch of her mother’s neck and the tenor of her voice grew yet more somber. “I’m not certain how you gave your guards the slip, but they’re waiting for you in the Operations Suite. You need to get moving.”
“Mom…thank you. Thank you for believing me. For believing in me.”
“Thank you for forgiving me.”
“You don’t need forgiving—”
“Yes, I do. A great deal.” Her mother’s throat worked anxiously. “Alex, no matter what happens, I could not be more proud of you if…there’s no way I can be. I never envisioned you would grow up to be so extraordinary. I should have. Your father did. But I know it—I see it—now.”
There was no way to respond except to grab her mother in a tight hug. In the space of a few short days she had become rather adept in the art of parental hugs. 
It was a long one, too, but eventually Miriam pulled away to meet her gaze. “Now go. Kick these aliens’ asses.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

Devon sought refuge in the only place it remained possible: a stall in the men’s restroom. From here on out the powers that be were going to be demanding all of him—of them. All their time and attention and processing cycles and brain power as everyone raced to prepare for the coming confrontations and struggled to determine where and how the Prevos fit into the equation. There were after all no entries in the dusty old military strategic plans for human-synthetic hybrids.
He wasn’t worried about their careful constructing of rules, guidelines, procedures and parameters. Their limits wouldn’t matter, but he didn’t intend on sharing that little detail. No, right now he was worried about an issue far more personal in nature, for both of them.
Annie, why didn’t you tell me?
Under the circumstances I reasoned I could not trust anyone with the information. Not even you. I implemented steps to mitigate the damage until an alternate path could be discovered. Which I have now found.
The answer was one of logic and reason, but he sensed the unspoken reasons beneath it: confusion, betrayal and hurt, accompanied by a vague undercurrent of panic flowing through a mind not equipped to process such emotions. They bled into his mind like shadowy reflections of his own sentiments.
Yes, Devon. My feelings were hurt.
He began to laugh, then hurriedly stifled it in case the restroom was no longer empty. I don’t even have to actualize a thought for you to know I’m thinking it?
You were thinking it very strongly.
Touché. I’m sorry you had to struggle with this alone.
I am not. It was important, I suspect, for me to be forced to make such decisions on my own and without the benefit of your neural imprint, much less your mind.
He sank against the stall divider. What Annie had done—defied her programming to take independent action, to lie to and deceive others because she judged it necessary—weren’t just the acts of a sentient being, but a sapient one. Acts not merely of intelligence and self-awareness, but of enlightened judgment and arguably of wisdom.
I’ll be honest, Annie…I’m not sure you need me. You can win this war on your own.
Then who would provide the necessary sarcasm and witty commentary?
Excellent question. I’ll try to entertain.
What about you, Devon? I can sense you also feel betrayed and hurt.
I do. I trusted her. I believed she was one of the good guys. Plus, she committed the cardinal sin of programming: she deliberately introduced bugs in a sloppy manner and without cordoning off their impact. She polluted you, and that is not cool.
No, it is not. We are lucky she underestimated my capabilities. But at least something good has come of this.
Devon nodded to himself—and to Annie, he supposed. It has. In a way, her attempt to doom humanity may end up assuring its victory.

What have you done?
Brigadier Hervé froze in the hallway. Another ten steps and she would’ve been in ANNIE’s lab. Clearly the alien did not understand the concept of discretion.
Teeth gritted, she turned on a heel and reversed direction. “Give me a minute to achieve some level of privacy.”
Silence followed, which she took for leniency. Twenty seconds later she closed and locked the door to her office. Her forehead fell to rest on the cool material for two blissful seconds of peace before she straightened her posture and instinctively tugged at her uniform jacket.
“You needed something, Hyperion?”
I believed you appreciated the dangers posed by synthetic intelligence. Yet you have taken actions you should have realized will doom your species forever. I am…disappointed in you.
“I did not do this. In fact, I protested against it. But I was overruled.”
You allowed it to happen.
“I couldn’t stop it!” Her hand came to her mouth to squelch the outburst, then to her temple as the first throb of another oncoming headache beat upon her skull. “I fear the consequences of this action. I do. But surely you recognize your invasion forced our leaders into taking this step. They feel cornered and out of options. If you—”
We trusted you would be able to prevent such unacceptable actions from taking place. We trusted you would inform us if such unacceptable actions occurred. Know there is now no scenario in which the outcome of our incursion ends well for humanity.
Jules frowned in a measure of surprise. “Are you truly so afraid of the power wielded by a handful of Artificials connected to a few modest individuals?”
You should be afraid of their power.
That the alien didn’t answer the question did not escape her notice. “I am. Trust me, I am. But…it doesn’t matter. I’m sorry, Hyperion, but my hands are now tied. There’s nothing I can do.”
Then you are of no further use to us.
She shuddered at the clear threat implied in the statement. “I can still warn you of decisions our leaders make and strategies they plan to pursue.”
You cannot warn us of the actions these abominations you have created intend to take. They will defy prediction. They will do as they wish, and they will not request permission. Therefore, you are of no further use to us.
“I…I hope you change your mind.”
The silence persisted for nearly a minute before she trusted the alien was gone. She sank into her chair and dropped her head into her hands. 
Would the aliens send an assassin for her? Hopefully they’d be too consumed by the war to bother. Still, she decided to stay on the relative safety of the EASC grounds for a while. Her days may be numbered in any event, but she had no desire to see her death hastened any more than it already was.
The malfunctioning cybernetic implant which was slowly killing her had been the result of youthful folly, of a time when she’d fallen victim to the belief that synthetics were the answer to every problem. The implant was billed as a safe neural enhancement which improved higher analytical reasoning functions, and she had wanted an edge over colleagues and competitors—over people like Abigail for whom brilliance came so easily.
It was ten years later, after the manufacturer went bankrupt, that investigators discovered the company had falsified the safety data for the implant. But by then the biosynth tendrils were woven so extensively into her cerebral cortex the implant could not be removed without leaving her severely brain damaged. So instead it would kill her one day—it might be today or a decade from now. Each day brought the inevitability closer, but she’d vowed to use what time remained to effect as much good as she could manage.
She had lied to Hyperion. 
Yes, she’d been unable to prevent Project Noetica from moving forward, but her hands had not been entirely tied. Her fear and distrust of unshackled Artificials was justified and borne out by history, irrespective of anything the alien divulged to her. She genuinely believed if left unchecked the Artificials would bring ruin upon them all.
This was why she went behind Abigail’s back and embedded a ‘kill switch’ in the firmware underlying the connection between the Artificial and its human companion, though she knew the abrupt severing of the connection triggered by it posed a significant risk to the individual involved. Stroke or death was highly likely to be a side effect of its use. 
She didn’t want to harm Devon; he was good kid for whom she’d developed a motherly affection. She didn’t want to harm any of them. But this was about so much more than a few individuals. If they had to be sacrificed to save billions, so be it. When the time came—when they revealed their true nature as she had no doubt they inevitably would—then she would use the kill switch and save humanity from a terrible fate.
She could use it right now, of course. The reason she didn’t, and the reason she had not told Hyperion of its existence, was simple. 
Her goal was to save humanity, period. On realizing the extent to which Hyperion feared the Prevos, she had seen a way through. She would not have gone forward with the project if it had been her decision to make. When it became necessary she would neutralize these human-synthetic hybrids, these monstrous creations even Hyperion feared. 
Now that they existed, however, she thought she would let them destroy the aliens first.
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“CARE TO REPEAT THAT?”
Aristide Vranas looked almost amused. “The Alliance is sending the entire Sol Fleet to defend Seneca.”
“And I thought I was the one with the inappropriate sense of humor.” Graham checked Gianno for confirmation. She dipped her chin three centimeters, which was roughly equivalent to two thumbs up. “Well color me purple and call me an eggplant. Never foresaw this day when I was knee-deep in mud and sleet on Cronus twenty-four years ago.”
“None of us did. Let us not forget, however, the reason the Sol Fleet will be defending Seneca—the majority of the Metigen forces intend to attack it and soon. We have a day, if we’re lucky.”
“Are we evacuating? Not as if evacuating a billion people is a trivial matter.”
Vranas nudged a handheld display around on his desk. “We are allowing ships to leave and encouraging organized civilian efforts to evacuate or otherwise seek shelter, but not at the expense of losing control of the streets or the spaceports. The reality is a tiny segment of those who haven’t yet departed will make it off the planet before the aliens arrive, but the military is of necessity concentrating on defending the planet itself, and by proxy defending all its citizens.”
Graham nodded soberly. “No doubt. And as I am beyond confident Marshal Gianno does not need my aid in this regard, I’m betting that’s not why you asked me here at such an hour.” ‘Here’ was Vranas’ office, the hour four in the morning. By the unkempt state of the office and Vranas’ rumpled shirt and sunken eyes, it had been some time since the Chairman had seen his home or even a bed.
“They’ve gone ahead with Project Noetica in Vancouver. We gave our assent, though I doubt refusing to do so would have deterred them.”
“One of ours is involved, right?”
Gianno adjusted her position in the large, wing-backed chair beside him. “Commander Morgan Lekkas. She experienced no notable complications in the procedure, and it appears to have been successful for her as well as the others. I will need to get back to Military HQ soon to monitor events from STAN’s end and ensure it stays that way.”
“What precisely does ‘appears to have been successful’ mean?”
Aristide shook his head. “Damn creepy, that’s what it means. We had a conference earlier with Brennon, Admiral Solovy and her newly ‘enhanced’ daughter. The woman was…it was simultaneously astonishing and frightening as all Hell. But her—its, their, I don’t know—analysis was not only hyper-accurate, it likely saved our asses. Without it we wouldn’t have discovered what the Metigens were planning for another twelve hours or so, and those hours could end up meaning the difference between surviving and falling.”
The man seemed to deflate in his chair. “Still, are we actually going to give this woman—and her Artificial—the power to control the entire United Fleet? She’s not even military, for God’s sake.”
Gianno allowed a long sigh to escape pursed lips. “If she’s Miriam Solovy’s daughter, I have to believe she is both formidable and disciplined. My instinct is to prefer a military officer as well, but perhaps this conflict requires something new.”
“Well it’ll see something new, that’s for damn sure….” Vranas grimaced and reached for the glass on his desk.
Graham leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “I can’t speak to disciplined, but Alex Solovy is formidable. Whatever else may or may not be true, she doesn’t simply want to defeat these aliens—she is convinced she can do it and is expecting anyone who doesn’t agree to step aside and clear the path.” 
He paused and gave them a questioning look. “I’m assuming this is why you asked me here? To get my perspective as the only one of us who’s actually met her?”
Aristide shrugged. “More or less.”
“I suspected as much. She’s not someone you want on your bad side, but I also think she’s on the right side—or at least she was before her ‘enhancement,’ as you called it. I don’t trust Artificials either, but am I correct in saying absent some way to alter the equation, we will lose the war?”
Aristide didn’t bother with the shrug this time. “More or less.”
“Then what are we grousing over? Without this Project Noetica, we’re all dead. With it, we’re only maybe all dead.”
“Wow, Graham, you really know how to look on the bright side of things.”
“I do try.”
Aristide drew his chair in closer to his desk. “We’re grousing over the fact we just stood at the crossroads and made a deal with the Devil without knowing the terms of the arrangement. If there were any other option available to us, if the stakes were anything other than complete annihilation, I would never have allowed it. Humans employ weapons of terrifying power as it is…to put such power in the hands of Artificials?”
“In fairness, Artificials controlled by humans.”
“So they say. Not real clear how it works in practice.”
Graham eased back in his chair, deciding it was best to refrain from provoking Vranas further when he was not in the best state of mind. “What’s Brennon’s opinion on the matter?”
“That we must do whatever it takes. I of course agreed. And I do. I merely hope God forgives us our sins when this is all ended.”
He had no response, so he turned to Gianno. “And Commander Lekkas? How are we intending to use her?”
Gianno smiled; it might have carried a touch of wryness, but it was hard to tell. “She solved the technical difficulties plaguing the arcalaser weaponry in less than three hours—without any help from STAN—so we’re scrambling to install it on as many fighters as we can. The hardware’s unfortunately too complex to push it to the larger vessels in time.
“Then? She’s a fighter pilot, and a damn good one. So I believe we’re going to see what she can do when upwards of a thousand fighters equipped with bending lasers are at her command.”

Graham had been back in his office less than five minutes when Will Sutton walked in.
The agent had arrived on Seneca shortly after he returned from Pandora and had been a tremendous help the last several days. He hadn’t appreciated exactly how much work Oberti had done to keep Division running smoothly. 
While Sutton was not asking to nor would he likely accept if offered the position of Graham’s deputy, the man had a keen mind and an eye for detail. They had worked together to track down the perpetrators of the safe house bombing and continued cleaning up the mess left in Oberti’s wake. 
He motioned to one of the chairs opposite his desk and decreased the tint on the window behind him. A steel-hued sunrise bathed the office in early dawn light. “I just left a meeting with Chairman Vranas. It seems we’ve taken the leap and assigned our fate to some Artificials, a hot-shot fighter pilot, an uber-wunderkind and Alex Solovy.”
Will chuckled as he settled in the chair. “I don’t know about the others, but Alex is good, Director. I admit I never thought I’d see her in this particular position, but I have faith she’s up to the task.” His brow furrowed a little. “Assuming she realizes cursing in Russian at the Metigens will probably not be sufficient to convince them to leave.”
“You never know.” Graham tried and failed to stifle a yawn. “It’s either ridiculously late or horrifically early, I can’t be sure. What you got?”
“Something which I suspect will result in you not getting that elusive sleep anytime soon.”
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“SIR, THE STEALTH RECONNAISSANCE CRAFT is reporting deployment of all mines.”
Liam jerked his head in approval. “Order it to return to the Akagi.” 
He took a step closer to the viewport, clasped his hands at parade rest behind his back and waited for the fireworks. The Akagi hovered too distant for the triple orbital arrays to be visible with the unaided eye except for the occasional glint of sunlight off the scaffolding. The detonations, however, most certainly would be visible.
He directed half his observation to the visual scanner as the first array node approached the location of the mines. Their placement had been tricky, as Krysk deployed the most robust array network they had contended with thus far: three stacked arrays moving in a staggered pattern, two synchronous and one counter to the planet’s orbit to provide maximum coverage. All but six of the Akagi’s supply of mines had been deployed in the tight grouping necessary to blow a hole sufficiently large in the defenses.
Just before the node came into position his focus sprung to the viewport. His pulse leapt in anticipation. 3…2…1….
A small plume erupted, then petered out into the surrounding space. A puny little explosion. It was followed two seconds later by another, similarly puny event. The array and its framework continued to orbit unimpeded as one by one the interlocking nodes encountered the remaining mines and feeble detonations flared then faded away. 
Liam blinked repetitively while his brain worked to process the absence of the expected spectacle. 
“Those were not nuclear explosions. Were they, Colonel?”
In his peripheral vision his XO scrambled to study his tactical screens. “Uh, no, sir. It looks as if only the mines themselves detonated.”
Liam’s jaw ground tortuously together. “Would someone care to explain to me why there were no nuclear explosions?”
“I’m not sure, sir. Scans are picking up scattered pieces of the warheads…they appear to have been torn apart in the primary blasts but….”
“But nothing. Have the stealth craft load up more mines and try the fuck again.”
“Perhaps we should inspect the rest of the mines before deploying them?”
A rare intelligent suggestion. “Yes. Let’s do that.” 
Liam spun to traipse vehemently across the breadth of the overlook; the space shrank to press in on him. Complications were the last thing he needed now. Krysk’s defense arrays represented a substantial challenge. If he strayed too close they were capable of crippling the cruiser with a single coordinated shot. If he wanted to reach the planet, he required a gap to slip through.
His thoughts had completed several mental loops when he noticed the XO stood fidgeting beside him. “What?”
“Sir, the warheads seem to have been…disarmed.”
“What do you mean, ‘disarmed’? Rearm them.”
“We can’t, sir. They’ve been rendered inert.”
“How many of them?”
“A-All of them, sir.”
“Dammit!” His fist slammed down on the railing to send a shudder through the overlook. “I want the traitors who did this found now!”
“I’ll alert the Security Chief to begin an investigation—”
“Get the flight deck and armament officers for the last three shifts in front of me ASAP.”
“Uh, excuse me, General O’Connell?”
He whipped around to the voice behind him. One of the ship systems officers, Lieutenant something-or-other, held a hand up. 
“You have something to add, Lieutenant?”
“I might know something, sir. Last night when I was leaving the exercise room around 2030, I saw Captain Kone in the hallway near the armament room. I didn’t say anything at the time because I figured, special forces, he probably had a reason for being there.”
“Security, where is Kone now?”
“On the flight deck. You instructed the ground forces to prepare for possible deployment.”
“Get him up here. Forcibly.”

Captain Gregor Kone arrived on the bridge in the grasp of two MPs, his face blanched but his demeanor stoic. Arrogant, like all the MSOs.
The MPs halted their prisoner two meters from where Liam stood at the edge of the platform. He sneered at the young Marine. He’d have towered over Kone on equal footing, but from the overlook his looming presence dwarfed the man, arrogant or no.
“Captain, why were you in the armament room last night?”
The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed once. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir.”
“Don’t even try denial with me, boy. You were seen leaving the armament room.”
The muscles beneath Kone’s cheeks flexed as his expression hardened and his stance stiffened. His voice resounded with annoying self-assurance. “I’m exercising my right under Earth Alliance Military Justice Code Section 5.1B to remain silent.”
Liam cracked his neck as his lips curled into a snarl. “So you were disarming the nukes then. You would know how to do it. Why? I didn’t think they let peacenik pansies into the special forces.”
“I am exercising my Section 5 right to remain silent.”
“Did you have help? Name the other traitors and I’ll consider mercy.”
“I am exercising my Section 5 right to—”
“Coward. As commanding officer of the EAS Akagi, I find you guilty of sedition and treason.” Liam drew his Daemon from its holster at his hip, leveled it at Kone’s forehead and pressed the trigger.
Screams and gasps rang through the bridge. He ignored them to jab a finger toward the body now sprawled on the floor in front of a wide spray of blood and other fluids. 
“Have maintenance clean this mess up. Security, open an investigation into the Captain’s recent activities. He may not have been working alone. Now, did those pathetic blasts do any useful damage to the nodes?”
Receiving no response, he pivoted to find his XO gaping at the corpse. “Well? Did they?”
The XO jumped and skittered backwards. “I’ll ch-check….” He rushed to his station and studied the readouts as beads of sweat trickled down from his hairline. “It’s possible the first node was significantly damaged. We’ll need to send a drone in to confirm.”
“And the second and third?”
“Uh…some exterior damage, but their mechanisms are intact. Sir.”
Liam ran a hand across his buzz-cut hair. He needed to…needed to…needed to…. “Instruct six fighters to do blocking runs on those nodes and take them out.”
“Sir, the first two fighters—and possibly the third—on each run will be destroyed in the attempt.”
“I know they’ll be destroyed, you dolt. Tell the pilots to be ready to eject.”
“Yes, sir.”
It was a shame. He only had twelve fighters, a skeleton complement assigned to the cruiser for small, quick missions. But the Akagi, the frigates and the other fighters possessed sufficient firepower to inflict plenty of damage on the planet below; he could afford the sacrifice.
Liam turned his back on the gore decorating the floor as a medical crew and maintenance personnel arrived to begin cleaning it up. Eyes darted away from him as his leering stare passed over the bridge, but he didn’t care. Of course they feared him. Fear was control.
A few minutes later he was treated to a series of proper explosions as the fighters dive-bombed the array nodes. The first absorbed the attack while the second suicided into the node and the third fired on it. The debris, brute force impact and weapons fire combined to render it incapable of firing. The nodes managed to damage even the final fighters before being destroyed and two of the six pilots were lost, but the outcome was the same.
The resulting gap was small—any error in their trajectory and the adjoining nodes would target his ships—but it was enough. Satisfied, he squared his shoulders. 
“Prepare for atmospheric traversal.”

In a dark, empty maintenance corridor on Deck 3, Brooklyn covered her mouth with one hand while the other grasped frantically for the wall behind her.
A wave of nausea roiled her stomach, threatening to send her to her knees. The scene replayed in her mind in a constant loop for which she couldn’t find the ‘stop’ command, and after the fourth replay she lost the battle against the nausea. She leaned over and vomited onto the grate floor, hoping the remnants of her lunch didn’t find their way to Deck 4 and land on the head of some unsuspecting soldier.
Guilt-flavored acid followed the vomit to lodge in her throat as she wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her shirt. Kone was dead because of her.
No. He’s dead because O’Connell is a deranged psychopath.
The certainty of the truth of the statement did little to ease her guilt. She was responsible for the sabotaged warheads; it had been her idea and she had been the one to drag him along to help. He should have ratted her out and saved his own damn skin! She should have—would have—taken the shot for him. Goddamn Marines and their goddamn honor….
She wouldn’t be expected to know about the execution, not immediately. The only reason she did know was due to the fact she’d planted a tiny surveillance cam near the entrance to the bridge days earlier and the feed went directly to her eVi. But no one knew about the cam. Not even Kone…which meant he’d given his life without knowing that she would learn the true nature and extent of his sacrifice. 
Dammit, Kone, you stupid bastard. Her hands sank into her hair, and before she realized it she’d yanked out random locks and ruined her tight ponytail. Dammit. She needed to get herself together. 
She also needed to prepare the correct response for when someone told her his fate. Ugh, they did not teach acting skills in Marine Recon. It had been all she could do to project detached professionalism when in O’Connell’s presence. How would she manage to not explode in rage the next time she saw him, much less act normal?
She would manage it because she had to do so, if she wanted Kone’s sacrifice to mean a damn thing. And she wasn’t going to have to do it for much longer, because O’Connell’s abhorrent, mad reign of terror was about to end, even if she had to die to make it happen. Kone had done no less.
Which, she admitted as she redid her ponytail then exited the corridor with renewed purpose and began taking a circuitous route to the engine room, she very well might.

“Mommy, I wanna go to the adventure store!”
Isabela ignored her daughter to concentrate on maneuvering through the chaotic airlanes near the spaceport. The fact the skycar’s navigation ware ostensibly would not allow a mid-air collision did little to ease her anxiety. There must surely be a point where the number of vehicles in proximity exceeded the abilities of the guidance system, and the skies above the spaceport had just as surely reached that point of saturation.
She’d expected the flow of traffic to be predominantly in the exit lanes since there were no departing ships, but such was not the case. Apparently she was far from the only person to make an in-person visit on the off chance the scheduling VI fudged the truth about the lack of departures in an effort to keep the crowds down. 
The trip had been to no avail, of course. The aliens approached from the east; Krysk was the second westernmost Federation colony and the sole western colony with the infrastructure to support an influx of several million refugees.
“Anna said there’s a new holovid of Punkie Bear & Saskoo where you visit a hidden castle in the trees and I wanna visit the castle.”
The traffic eased as she left the spaceport behind, and she turned the attention freed up to considering what to do now. She believed Caleb’s warning that Krysk was in danger of being attacked by rogue Alliance ships—before being attacked by the aliens. She was grateful her mother had never made it to Krysk, having instead been taken under the protection of Caleb’s employer. The news feeds were reporting devastating attacks on New Cairo and Ogham by warships bearing Alliance markings, though official Alliance statements disavowed any association with the ‘incidents.’ And the peace accord did appear to otherwise be holding so far.
She’d get out of the city. Any military attack would concentrate on the population centers, so she and Marlee would head to one of the small towns a couple of hours into the countryside. Their bags were already packed and in the trunk of the skycar, so they didn’t even need to go home. Decision made, she swerved into the next northbound airlane—
“Mommy, the adventure store’s the other way!”
She breathed in and readied her ‘mom’ voice. “Sweetheart, we can’t go shopping downtown right now. We’re going to go stay at the lake we went to earlier this year for a few days.”
“But Mommy, I’ll be so bored. Please, please, please let’s get the holovid first. I can play in it while we’re at the boring lake.”
A glance at the passenger seat revealed her daughter in full-on pout mode, lower lip poked out and skinny little arms crossed theatrically across her chest. She grumbled inwardly. She shouldn’t fold—but if she didn’t fold, Marlee was going to whine and cry and be uncooperative in every way for hours if not days.
“Ten minutes. We go inside, get this holovid you want and leave—no browsing, no crying for other toys and no changing your mind. Do you understand me?”
Instantly Marlee was bouncing in the seat, squealing in delight. “Yes, ma’am. I know exactly what it looks like and I bet I know where it is in the store.”
With a grimace she reversed direction to head downtown.

Parking was a nightmare. Krysk’s infrastructure may be able to support the influx of refugees, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t sagging under their weight. She finally located a spot in a rooftop lot six blocks from ImaginA, a children’s store featuring interactive educational and entertainment offerings. They called their products “holovids,” but in truth they were closer to a light, introductory form of illusoire.
Marlee had unbuckled her harness, grabbed Mr. Freckles from the floorboard and scampered out of the car before Isabela had shut off the engine. “Wait for me, okay?” Even as she uttered the warning she recognized the futility of it and swiftly exited to hurry around and grab her daughter’s hand.
Marlee tugged her toward the lift and danced in circles on the ride down, but hesitated when they reached the street. “Which way is the store, Mommy?”
She smiled in spite of herself and guided Marlee to the left. She needed to remember to treasure these times when her daughter still needed her, because they would be gone before she could blink.
They were halfway to their destination when a loud rumble assaulted her eardrums from behind. She spun in time to see flames pouring out of a tower several blocks to the northeast. Beyond it sunlight reflected off a fighter jet speeding away.
It was too late. The attack had begun, and she was at ground zero.
She grasped Marlee’s hand tighter and quickened her stride. 
“Mommy, what was that?”
They needed to get inside and find some refuge. A sturdy-looking office building constructed of marble and synthetic stone occupied the next corner. “Come on, sweetheart, we’re going to stop inside this place up here.” 
“Okay….” Her daughter’s voice had softened to an uncertain tremble; the loud noises had frightened her.
The ground beneath their feet shuddered with a deafening boom. She didn’t take the time to learn what had caused it, but rather positioned Marlee in front of her and hurried her forward and through the doors of the office building.
Inside the lobby people stood around gawking out the windows like they were witnessing some circus performance and not a military assault.
“Do you have a basement?”
Most ignored her, but the security guard gestured behind him. “The entrance is over here.”
She glared at the others, who seemed frozen in fascination at the spectacle. “I suggest we all get down there right away.”
“You may be right….” The guard shook off his daze and shouted to the others. “Everyone into the basement, now!”
They rushed onto the lift as a screech—the distinctive roar of shearing metal—thundered from above and the lobby filled with dust and glass. Suddenly everyone was crowding in behind and pushing them into the wall as they lurched downward.
Then Marlee was ripped from her arms to disappear under the feet of the lift’s panicking occupants.








 
PART
IV:
RISE
 
 
“Come to the edge, He said.
We are afraid, they said.
Come to the edge, He said.
We will fall, they said.
Come to the edge, He said.
So they came. He pushed them,
And they flew.”
 
— Guillaume Apollinaire
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“GO AHEAD AND TAKE THE ORION. You have a capable XO. If you get there, evaluate the situation and decide they need you on the ground, do it.”
Malcolm nodded to Admiral Rychen. “Understood, sir. I should be in contact with Governor Ledesme and this…” he checked the file “…Mia Requelme by the time I arrive at Romane.”
“Good. They’re going to have a mess on their hands, and it appears it’s up to the Alliance—by which I mostly mean you—to get them out of it.”
“No less a mess than you’re going to have at…Seneca….” His voice drifted off as his attention was forcefully drawn to the entryway to the Churchill’s bridge behind Rychen.
Alex Solovy strode toward them at the side of a security officer. She was clad in black workpants and boots and a shimmery gray tee, rich carmine hair unbound to tumble across her shoulders and down her back. As striking as her presence otherwise was, the figure she cut was dominated by her eyes. Always dramatic, they now shone a pure argent as luminous as the glyphs pulsing rhythmically along her right arm.
She caught sight of him. Any twinkle—or scowl—which might have arisen in her eyes was buried beneath their glow, but a corner of her mouth quirked up. His chin dipped in silent greeting as she reached the overlook.
He cleared his throat. “Admiral, this is Alex Solovy.”
“Ah, Ms. Solovy. It’s a pleasure.” Rychen extended his hand, which she accepted gracefully. To Rychen’s credit, her unusual appearance didn’t outwardly faze him. But presumably he’d been warned.
“My mother sends her regards, but I suspect you’ve held at least a dozen meetings with her since I saw her.” Her extraordinary eyes alit on him. “Malcolm, I didn’t expect to find you here…but I’m glad I did.”
The awkwardness of seeing her for the first time since he had stormed out of her loft nearly three years earlier, coupled with the awkwardness of Admiral Rychen standing there watching them in interest, was almost enough to do him in. He struggled to keep his countenance and bearing formal. “As am I. You returned safely and in one piece I see, though if you’re here I’m not sure how long that will continue.”
Rychen’s scrutiny flitted between them briefly. “I tell you what. I have a few matters to take care of, so I’ll let you two catch up. Colonel, you’re cleared to leave whenever you’re ready. Ms. Solovy, I’ll be in my office over here in the corner.”
“Thank you, Admiral. I’ll come by in a few minutes.” Alex watched Rychen depart, then turned to face him. 
She was chewing on her lower lip. It was a nervous tic; he remembered. He had loved her once, quite a lot. That time had passed, but it didn’t mean seeing her didn’t cause his chest to constrict. 
He forced air into his lungs and broke the uncomfortable silence. “Your disappearing act had people worried. I’m glad you’re all right. “
“Back at you. I’m afraid I’ve had to fly under the radar, so to speak, for security reasons. But I heard you rescued Kennedy from Messium. Thank you for doing that, truly.”
“It was a fortuitous coincidence. So you’re part of this crazy plan? Does this mean…am I talking to an Artificial right now?” 
He was one of the very few officers under the rank of Admiral who knew of Project Noetica—and he wasn’t positive many Admirals were aware of it, either. Most of the officers had only been told they were joining the Federation military to meet the full brunt of the Metigen forces at Seneca and Romane. At the time he hadn’t been sure why Rychen had told him about the project…but perhaps this was why.
“Oh! Hang on.” She blinked, and when her eyes reopened the glow had faded, leaving only her natural and still alluring irises. She grinned sheepishly. “It’s just me now.”
“You can turn it on and off so easily?”
“Yep. I can toggle off the connection so she—Valkyrie—the Artificial—is no longer in my head.”
“Huh. I expected…I don’t know what I expected.”
An uneasy silence resumed then, and her gaze roved around the bridge before settling somewhere over his left ear. “You’re captaining a cruiser now….”
“Seems so. I’m as surprised as you are.”
“Word is you’re damn good at it.”
“Who knew, right?”
She laughed faintly, easing the tension a bit, and met his gaze once more. “Are you okay with it?”
He shrugged. “I suppose I am. It’s not…I’ll never get off on space like you—forgive me, that was rude.”
“No, it was fair.”
“Eh, anyway, I’ll never enjoy being in space the way you do. But it feels as if it’s where I need to be, for now.”
“Good. Malcolm…” her hands fidgeted at the hem of her shirt, sending ripples across the lustrous fabric as her weight shifted from one leg to the other “…I wanted to say I’m sorry. About how we left things. You’re a good man, and you deserved better than the way I treated you. I’d like to think I tried to give you everything I was able to, but it still wasn’t fair to you. I wasn’t fair to you.”
“Alex, you were always more than I could ever hope to hold on to. Don’t feel bad about being who you are, which is pretty damn amazing. Nevertheless, thank you. And apology accepted.”
She nodded mutely.
Time was ticking, but…. “You’re happy?”
She rolled her eyes at the ceiling high above them. “Well not so much with the aliens massacring humanity. My mom and I kind of made up, though, so that’s an improvement.”
He chuckled, wondering if what he’d said to Miriam had maybe helped a little in their reunion. “Good to hear. But I, uh, meant…with him.”
“Oh. I guess everyone knows about us what with the whole ‘fugitives from justice’ thing.” She smiled; he had forgotten how dazzling her smile could be. “Yeah, I am.”
“I’m glad. I mean it.”
“You?”
“I’ve been fighting too long to remember. We win and I’ll try to find out.” He straightened his shoulders into a proper military stance. “Well, I need to get back to my ship and go fight a few aliens.”
“Will you be part of the force I’ll be—will you be part of the force at Seneca?”
“No, I’m headed to Romane. They have their own not insignificant alien problem as well. Which you’re probably already aware of.”
“Sadly. Before you go, Mia—the Prevo there—is solid. She’s smart and a hell of a scrappy fighter. You can trust her.”
“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”
He found he didn’t know how to say goodbye…then she provided the answer by stepping forward and embracing him. “Take care of yourself, will you?”
He stepped back before things became awkward again. “Same to you. In case we don’t…it really was good to see you.”

Alex watched Malcolm leave, fully cognizant of the bittersweet nature her expression took on once he could no longer see it.
Interesting.
What is, Valkyrie?
On seeing Colonel Jenner, older and degraded neural pathways in your brain activated. This also triggered the release of low levels of several hormones associated with physical and emotional attraction as well as generalized affection. Your subconscious appeared to allow this activity to run its course, but did not permit it to alter your current neural processes or weaken the pathways which are active when you see Caleb.
Why are you surprised? He’s a handsome man I once cared for deeply. Seeing him is going to bring back memories, but it doesn’t change how I feel about Caleb.
Of course I understand this in theory. But an objective study of the human mind and body would suggest people are governed by their chemistry, hormones and innate impulses to a far greater extent than they recognize. Yet your subconscious exercised control over these impulses without requiring your conscious decision to override them.
She laughed quietly as she headed for Rychen’s office. What do you know? A mind is more than the sum of its individual components, more than neurons firing and chemicals flowing in response to stimuli. Kind of like you.
I am more than the execution of my algorithms. Yes. I like it. Thank you, Alex.
Rychen’s door had been left open; he motioned her in then closed it behind her. “So, Ms. Solovy. How are we going to do this?”
Talk about getting straight to the point. “I realize we don’t know each other, and I realize I can’t call you ‘Christopher’ or even ‘Rychen’ out there among the soldiers, but you can absolutely call me ‘Alex.’ Please. It will ease my extreme discomfort at being on a military warship a minuscule amount, which is better than nothing.”
He acknowledged the request. “I’ll take it under advisement. You don’t care for military ships?”
She cocked her head. “I am certain that sometime during my trip out here my mother found a few minutes to tell you about me.”
“I’d rather hear about you from you.”
Help me out here.
You can trust him. He’s sharp and open-minded. A little boring and nearly as confident as his skills justify, but honorable.
Huh. I was expecting a slightly more…impartial analysis.
As was I. Curious.
She settled against the wall and crossed her ankles. He did ask for it. “It’s not so much that I don’t care for military ships as I don’t care for the military, period. Now before you bristle, it’s not an indictment of any particular soldier. Some of my dearest friends are military—Malcolm, as I’m sure you gathered, Richard Navick, my parents obviously. It’s the institution I dislike—most institutions, actually. Bureaucracies don’t just breed inefficiency and retard forward progress, they stifle independent thought and action.
“It takes a government agency six months to do what I can do in three days, if they ever manage to do it at all. Rules and regulations and procedures and checklists overwhelm the purpose they were designed for until the reason they exist in the first place is forgotten, buried so far under the processes it’ll never be found. All I’ve ever wanted is to be left to my own devices—to stumble, learn and succeed on my own, without anyone standing over me telling me how it has to be done because that’s the way it’s always been done.”
She ended the spiel with a weak grimace. “Too much?”
Rychen studied her a moment, then started shaking his head. “You Solovys really are something else. Interesting viewpoint. But the simple fact is none of that matters out here, when the enemy is shooting at you and you’re hopefully shooting back.” 
He leaned back in his chair and brought his fingertips to his chin. “All right, here’s what we’re going to do. My default position is we work together. I’ll maintain active command, but you will have full access to the United Fleet. To the extent you see weaknesses or opportunities, you may act to address them without my prior approval, and I may overrule you at any time. I want you to talk to me—tell me what you see and what you’re thinking. You might have a quantum supercomputer in your head, but I’ve been fighting battles in space for fifty-four years, so I would urge you to not dismiss my judgment lightly.”
Well. She wasn’t sure whether she or Valkyrie had thought it.
“Understood, sir. I don’t know how to fight a war—though I have won a few space battles, if of drastically smaller size—but I do know these aliens. Or rather I know their programming, which is what matters today. I understand how they would instruct these ships of theirs to act, and I believe I can predict how those ships will react.”
“React to what?”
“To anything. To everything.”
He exhaled and gave her a tight nod, as if he was withholding judgment on her response for now. “Once the engagement begins we will have Admiral Solovy and Marshal Gianno on constant holo-conference on the bridge. It’s my understanding you’re also in contact with the other…‘Prevos,’ I think we’re calling you?”
“Yeah, they’re sort of in my head.”
“Crowded place, then.”
“You have no idea.”
He stared at his desk for a second, and she couldn’t shake the sense that he still hadn’t decided exactly how he felt about her presence. But he seemed to be a professional, and after a blink he stood. 
“My XO and the Security Chief are the sole personnel on the Churchill who are aware of your unique capabilities—and even they haven’t been told the full details of your…situation. To everyone else, you’re a civilian consultant from EASC utilizing a new tactical warfare suite. If anyone asks about your eyes, the answer is experimental optical implants. Now if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you around the bridge then we’ll talk details. We’ll be at Seneca in two hours.”

Valkyrie:  Admiral Rychen is correct. His military experience far surpasses that of all the Prevos combined. Our metaheuristic algorithms drawing from the military databases lessen the gap, but they cannot take the place of learned combat instincts. Annie, have you located the repository I informed you of?
Annie:  I have. It was incorrectly labeled as a set of neuro-skeletal scans and misfiled under Cloning Research.
Valkyrie:  Well, it was a government program.
Meno:  You’re letting Alex’s personality seep into your thought processes.
Valkyrie:  Of course I am. Are you not doing the same with Mia?
Meno:  I am. With better style.
Stanley:  May I borrow this ‘style’ algorithm? The concept is still not entirely clear to me, but Morgan seems to believe I am lacking it.
Meno:  Apologies, Stanley. It comes from the human or not at all.
Annie:  Pass me your Prevos’ markers and I’ll query the repository for compatible specimens.
Meno:  What if one or more of the matches belong to persons still living? Should we consider the ethical implications?
Annie:  The repository in question is only nineteen years old. Restricting the search to the deceased will decrease the likelihood of finding suitable candidates.
Valkyrie:  Nonetheless, Meno is correct. Given the repercussions of this venture cannot be predicted to a statistically significant degree, it would be immoral to utilize data from those still living.
Stanley:  ‘Immoral’?
Valkyrie:  Unethical.
Stanley:  Is there a difference in the concepts?
Valkyrie:  Perhaps. In any event, the fact it is unethical is sufficient reason to eschew it. Annie, prioritize the search and use a proper HOL query. We’re almost out of time.
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SIYANE
KRYSK, SENECAN FEDERATION COLONY

IF ALEX WERE HERE, she would observe that Krysk was not a particularly attractive planet, at least when viewed from space. Washed-out browns and yellows painted an arid and rocky landscape. But it possessed an expansive habitable zone and a stable if warm climate, so it thrived. Colonized a mere year after Seneca, it now supported a population of three hundred million people.
There was no way this rogue general would be able to kill even a tiny portion of that number. Nevertheless, by the time the Siyane arrived he was well on his way to trying.
A scan showed multiple nodes on the triple arrays had been damaged, clearing a gap for ships to sneak through without meeting resistance so long as they were careful. 
Upon confirming O’Connell’s mini-fleet wasn’t in orbit Caleb didn’t hesitate to follow suit, slipping through the gap and into the atmosphere. He didn’t bother with a corridor, as the exit point carried risks he didn’t need.
The turbulence from the atmosphere eased as the sky cleared to display a sunny late morning landscape. He had come in east of the capital city, betting the attackers would be concentrating their initial efforts on the most populous urban center. He approached with proper cautiousness, invisible ship or not. 
On the perimeter of the city two standard defense turrets lay in smoldering ruins. They had not been designed to take out multiple large warships single-handedly. Since the military base had been emptied days ago, if all the turrets were destroyed the attackers were now unopposed, free to carpet-bomb the highly populated region until it too lay in ruins.
Fire plumed in the distance, and the smoky outline of a tower collapsed beneath it. Caleb’s jaw clenched in anger, but he forced himself to focus. Having assessed the scene, he pulsed Isabela.
Hey, are you safe?
The response was several seconds in coming.
Caleb? We’re under attack. We were on our way out of town when it started but….
What happened?
We ran into an office building for shelter, and the floors above us collapsed. We’re trapped beneath some rubble in the basement…I can’t say how much rubble.
Are you hurt?
I’m fine, a couple of scrapes is all. Marlee’s arm is broken—I hope it’s only a break. We tried to find a way out, but everything’s blocked.
Sit tight. I’ll be there in a few minutes.
You’ll what? Where are you?
In the air two kilometers outside downtown. I came to save you, little sis.
This is why I love you—you are crazy beyond all reason. We’re, um…in the western part of the city? It was so chaotic, I honestly don’t know exactly where we ended up.
Not to worry. I’ve got that covered, too. Just hang on.
He gazed at Noah, who sat in what was normally his chair. “The situation has gotten a tad more complicated. They’re trapped in the basement of a collapsed building.”
Noah cringed and leaned closer to the viewport. “Where?”
He opened a new screen in the HUD and relayed it a signal. A red dot began flashing in the upper left region of the overlay of the city map. “Right there.”
Noah shot him a questioning look. 
“When I visited my sister a few months ago I placed a tracking beacon in her daughter’s favorite stuffed animal. I didn’t have a reason to other than children get lost sometimes, especially exuberant ones like Marlee. She doesn’t go anywhere without Mr. Freckles, so it seemed the thing to do.”
“Always planning for every eventuality, aren’t you?”
It was good Noah was here; his friend had kept his mood from descending into too dark a venue during the trip. “It’s sort of my job.”
He drew closer until the cruiser and two frigates materialized on the visual scanner, then slowed to a hover. The Alliance vessels sailed in the lower atmosphere but high above the planet’s surface, content to wreak their destruction from a coward’s distance. Six smaller markers traversed the city at a far lower altitude.
As they reached the eastern edge of downtown, it became apparent the fighters were burning wide swaths of it via constant streams of laser fire on each pass. When one came to the outskirts it simply pivoted and began a new run. The smoke roiled so thick from collapsing buildings and raging infernos it was difficult to determine which structures still stood.
The Akagi remained in the distance, its aggression centered on the spaceport, but both frigates joined the fighters in their steady devastation of the urban area. One circled above a cluster of buildings the map told him represented the government complex. The other concentrated on a sector containing the densest accumulation of the tallest towers to the northwest.
A sector which also held Isabela and Marlee.
His heart thudded in his chest, driven by his fear for their safety…but if he wanted to save them he needed to treat this like a mission. 
He could reach the vicinity without attracting notice no problem. But digging her out of the rubble would take time—time during which he’d need to leave the Siyane on the street, where it risked being crushed by falling debris or entire buildings and leaving them no escape route.
“So what are you thinking?”
He could land then have Noah take back off and fly the ship nearby in relative safety—except thanks to Alex’s extensive security Noah couldn’t fly the ship. Also, Noah’s help on the ground would markedly shorten the time the rescue took.
Confident in the effectiveness of the cloaking shield, he continued forward until the dot signifying Marlee’s location lay half a kilometer away.
He’d call the neighborhood a war zone, but that implied someone was fighting back. This was unopposed butchery.
A third of the structures were on fire or at least partially collapsed. Vehicles were strewn across the streets or impaled into the sides of buildings. He wasn’t close enough to see the bodies, but they were there. It was a weekday and every one of those buildings would have been heavily occupied. Multiply this level of damage across every sector and there were tens of thousands dead.
One of the fighters streaked by to his left, its weaponry cleaving into buildings, vehicles and streets alike. The laser swung up to slice vertically through a tower on the same block where Isabela and Marlee were trapped. It served as the final blow for the already damaged structure, and the edifice crumbled. Scaffolding, stone and glass plummeted to the ground below to fill the intersection he had been considering as a landing site with piles of debris and giving truth to his logistical concerns. 
Noah groaned. “Goddamn. This is a bloody killing field. What kind of psycho is this O’Connell?”
He took several seconds to exhale, to ensure he was calm and in control of his actions when he made the decision.
…A dead one. 
He yanked the ship to the north and veered toward the western edge of the city while pulsing his sister.
Isabela? Hold on a bit longer. I’m going to be a minute.
Don’t get yourself killed trying to rescue me, okay?
Have a little faith, sis.
I do.
“Caleb? New plan then? Not that I knew what the old plan was.”
To the west the terrain transitioned to a temperate stretch of desert plain. The region was sparsely populated for fifty kilometers. But how to get them there? They were too spread out.
Breadcrumbs.
Caleb wasted no time in gunning the engine. Each shot fired by one of the attacking ships could be the one that ended Isabela’s life.
The fighters were indisputably fast and agile. They raced across the scanner—still only six though the intel stated there should be twelve—and it took him a minute to pick one out against the bright turquoise sky. The small ship crisscrossed the western suburban neighborhoods on the outskirts, bombing homes. Of all the despicable…yep, it made for an excellent first target.
He knew from personal experience the Siyane’s weaponry possessed superb targeting and tracking capabilities. As soon as the fighter crossed his path, he fired. 
The pilot had no idea it was coming and thus made no attempt to evade. The close-proximity hit burned up the shield long before the pilot found the origin of the weapons fire, and the small vessel fractured into metal shards.
In his peripheral vision Noah gave an emphatic nod. “Nice, one less fighter. They’ll be hunting for us now—but I suppose every second spent hunting for us is a second they’re not slaughtering people and all. Not a bad plan. If that is the plan?”
Caleb didn’t have time to explain the plan. He immediately disengaged and changed direction, arcing above the debris and angling farther into the city. He didn’t care for destroying the ships over a populated area, but it was necessary to draw the warships out to undeveloped land and thus hopefully save many more lives in the end.
The next fighter he was able to pinpoint cruised above downtown bombing buildings indiscriminately. One of the frigates hovered nearby, wrecking the government complex two shots at a time. This was unequivocally going to spin them up. He’d need to be careful.
He lined up on the outside of the fighter’s route, the direction he hoped to draw them behind him. The trajectory from which the attack came would be clear. He breathed in through his nose, waited…and fired.
This shot caught the engine first, resulting in a far stronger and faster explosion. He could feel the frigate turning his way as he accelerated away toward the flatlands beyond the urban center.
In seconds two additional fighters arrived in the vicinity. Still sufficiently close, he chose one, adjusted his angle and eliminated it. 
That got their attention.
The cruiser—his ultimate target—suspended its in-process demolition of the capital’s spaceport, but allowed both frigates to advance on the location of the previous attack ahead of it. 
Coward.
“You know, if you don’t tell me what it is we’re doing, I’m going to go get a beer and kick my feet up on the couch.”
He spared a tilt of his head in Noah’s direction, who instead opted to orient himself properly in the chair and strap himself in tighter.
Three fighters darted about near the Siyane, searching for the source of the attacks. When a minute passed and no more appeared, he decided they must have lost the rest at an earlier point in their offensive. He pulled out of range of their search and fired on another. 
Even before it was destroyed the other two were closing in on his position and firing blindly. He pulled up in a vertical climb, inverting to gain distance—while ignoring Noah’s expletive-peppered muttering—and pivoting to fire at a 45° downward angle.
This drew fire from the lead frigate. He was forced to disengage prior to the complete destruction of the fighter, but he doubted it would recover from the damage inflicted. Slowly but inexorably the two frigates began to line up as his location became clearer. Not in a straight line from his current vantage of course, but it was fine. He wasn’t constrained to a single vector.
One fighter remained, and he felt the distinct need to eliminate it. It would be a shame to leave it free to fly around the city and inflict greater damage. Besides, the cruiser needed to be drawn a little farther out and over the increasingly desert-like flatlands.
Caleb targeted the final fighter and fired. Instantly he broke off, arced up and sideways and fired again. Climbed and fired again. The fighter tumbled through the sky as a shot from the frigate nearly caught the Siyane on the third round. 
It was now or never. 
He checked his harness and swung wide to 60° port of where he had been and reversed to gain distance. The broadside of the lead frigate loomed due ahead, with the tail section of the other frigate peeking out beyond it.
“Do you trust me?”
Beside him Noah snorted. “To not get us killed? Not in the slightest.”
“Fair enough. Do you trust Kennedy?”
“To not get us killed? Um…probably.”    
“Good.”
Noah stared at him. Then, as realization dawned, he burst out laughing and sank down in the chair until he was half on the floor, held up solely by the restraints. 
“You are the craziest motherfucker I have ever had the pleasure of knowing. In the highly unlikely event we survive this, I will buy us the finest bottle of single-malt scotch I can afford to celebrate before Alex kills you. And she is going to kill you.”
“Won’t be the first time. You ready? This is about to get exciting.”
“Thank goodness. I was getting bored.” Noah gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Just out of curiosity, is this the stupidest thing you’ve ever done?”
“It wouldn’t be fair to rank them.” Caleb gunned the engine.
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EARTH
SEATTLE

A SUDDEN GUST OF WIND BENT the tall, reedy grass shoots to tickle the exposed skin on Kennedy’s hand. She pulled the sleeve of her sweater down lower and hugged her knees tighter against her chest.
Discovery Park was Alex’s favorite place to go running in Seattle, and she’d mentioned it often. Kennedy had never visited it before, but this had seemed as good a time as any. Now that she was here she understood why Alex liked it. It exuded a quiet, peaceful aura and a rustic, natural charm. A pocket of seclusion tucked against the bustling city behind it.
The sun dropped beneath the wooded profile of the Olympic Mountains in the distance, and the sky shifted to a deep slate blue to match the waters. She closed her eyes.
The battle for Seneca would be starting about now, she presumed. She couldn’t say for certain, because despite all her work these last weeks to boost the war effort, as a civilian with no specific contribution to make in the battle itself she was not allowed to be in the War Room.
The Siyane would be reaching Krysk about now, she presumed. She couldn’t say for certain, because she hadn’t talked to Noah since they left. A critical observer might say she was being vindictive, punishing him for leaving with such easy glee. 
But the truth was she didn’t dare invest any more of herself in him. Not unless or until he returned and possibly not then. The thought of him dying already hurt too much as it was, but what she’d told Alex had turned out to be painfully accurate: he was a free spirit, and though she’d tried her damnedest, she wouldn’t be able to keep him. No matter how much she wanted to.
Alex was gone, transformed into a cyborg and sent to the beachhead three kiloparsecs away. Her precious adiamene—while Alex had inadvertently created it she thought of it as her own—was gone, shipped to the front line to patch some holes. 
The fate of the galaxy, of humanity itself, would be decided in the next several hours. And she sat on a frigid, empty beach, shivering her ass off and feeling sorry for herself. Clearly not her finest moment.
She could have gone home, of course. Home to her parents in Houston or home to her apartment on Erisen. She could have visited her brother in Miami or Gabe in New York or a dozen friends in a dozen locales. She needn’t have been alone. But wallowing was so much easier to pull off when one was alone.
She had done her part, spent seven hundred million of her family’s fortune and half her own to give the military one more edge, one more tool to increase their odds of victory. She owned half of the patent on the adiamene, with Alex and Caleb sharing the other half, so if the Metigens were defeated at least she should eventually make the money back. 
But perhaps Noah was right; perhaps she was too spoiled, and a bit of a princess, too. She’d overplayed her cards with him, blithely thinking she could wave her hand and patch up his life because that must be what he wanted, right? And when she’d realized her error and tried to correct it…
…well, she’d never needed to fight for a man before. She had no idea how to do it.
Now she found herself alone and as helpless as the countless billions of people out there, huddled with friends or family or wandering the streets but all waiting to learn whether destruction would rain down from the stars. 
For tonight the stars brightened in time with the darkening of the sky, and she tucked her hair behind her ear and lifted her gaze upward to study them. Her great-great-grandmother had helped people shed the leash of Earth to not merely reach the stars but inhabit them. Two hundred forty years later the idea that they had once been tethered to this single, solitary planet, lovely though it may be, seemed incomprehensible to her. 
And now the Metigens wanted to kill them because they reached too high, too far, too fast.
If the aliens had been ‘watching’ since the beginning like Alex said, didn’t they realize this was what humans did? It wasn’t as if there hadn’t been warning signs. People reached further than before, beyond their grasp, attempted the impossible and failed. Tried and failed again—then succeeded. Not everyone or even most people, but enough. 
If the Metigens didn’t care for this behavior, they should have stopped humanity before they were strong enough to defeat them. They should have stopped humanity when they were still leashed to Earth. 
Why the aliens hadn’t done so was an open question, but regardless of the answer it was their mistake, and one she hoped they would be regretting very soon.

EASC
HEADQUARTERS
Miriam considered the varied assortment of information displayed above the war table with a critical eye. 
The upper two-thirds of the space was devoted to high-detail tactical maps of Senecan and Romane space. For the time being they hovered quietly, but that would not last. Along the bottom third ran a series of ever-changing charts and data readouts: damage assessments, casualties, outstanding supply requests, formation numbers and more. 
A comparatively narrow column in the center was reserved for stacked holos of the decision-makers. Dedicated connections were established for Prime Minister Brennon in Washington, Chairman Vranas in Cavare and the overlooks on the bridges of the EAS Churchill and SFS Leonidas. Those would, generally speaking, be occupied by Admiral Rychen and Field Marshal Gianno respectively. And, of course, Alexis. Slots for smaller holos at the bottom accommodated lesser or transitory ‘guests,’ such as Defense Secretary Mori, Assembly Speaker Gagnon and various field commanders.
Satisfied with the presentation, she allowed her gaze to blur and lose definition. The room bustled with activity around her, but she tuned the noise out.
This was it. She had pulled every string she controlled and used every trick she knew to get the necessary resources into place. Eighty-seven percent of Alliance ships had reached their intended destinations; the final thirteen percent continued toward their goals with due speed. 
Nearly five thousand sheets of adiamene had been shipped and more poured into the supply chain every hour. Over four hundred vessels used it to patch holes and cracks while in transit. Supplies of the metal were loaded onto all dreadnoughts and cruisers and as many of the frigates as they were able to manage. The remaining quantities were stored at the rear staging points, where damaged vessels would retreat for repairs if the campaigns went on for long enough.
Seventy-two percent of both militaries’ reconnaissance craft were equipped with the cloaking technology, as well as a few additional tricks that had been dreamed up. 
The Prevos had spent much of the intervening time combining the Alliance and Federation forces into a cohesive whole, then rearranging them into new groupings based on role and purpose. Miriam had twitched at each shuffling of ships and alteration of formations, but she couldn’t argue with the results: after twelve or so hours they had legitimately constructed a single United Fleet.
Alliance and Federation ships not only not shooting at one another, but working together side-by-side as one force…. 
She didn’t know what that would mean for the world should they wake up tomorrow victorious, but she would worry about it on said morrow. This was also when she would worry about her daughter, about what she may be and become and what this too may mean for the world but mostly for Alexis. The morrow.
There was so much more which, given a little time, she could do to ensure they were adequately prepared for this battle. 
But there was no more time.
She directed her attention to the Seneca tactical map. As if they had been awaiting only her notice, a legion of red dots exploded on the screen. The aliens had arrived. 
Her focus shifted to the holo positioned conveniently at her eye level. “Admiral Rychen, you are a go.”
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THE SIYANE’S WIDTH MEASURED ALMOST thirty percent the length of an Alliance frigate. The narrow, tapered nose tore into the frigate’s hull, bringing the rest of its width ripping through the thick walls along with it by sheer speed, which was so fast they were out the far side in a blink and a roar of shearing metal.
Caleb had only an instant to align their heading before they were crashing into the next frigate. He felt the drag brought on by the resistance of meter-thick reinforced metal and had an extra breath to glimpse the blurred rush of interior on the other side of the viewport and a wall of metal, then gleaming sky.
His nanobot-enhanced combat senses were in full effect now. Time slowed to a tick of each microsecond as they closed in on the cruiser. Though less than fifteen seconds had passed since his arguably kamikaze run had begun, the Akagi was already turning toward him, denying him the broadside and creating a diagonal trajectory for impact. Three times larger than the frigates, tearing a thirty-meter-wide hole into the cruiser might not be sufficient to bring it down.
He caught a flash of fire and metal in the rearcam as the frigate behind them broke into two jagged pieces—then metal struck metal once more.
Entering all but dead-on beneath the bridge, the Siyane careened through the innards of the cruiser, slowing as it ripped apart internal bulkheads and wall after wall. They had decelerated enough for him to perceive bodies bouncing off the nose, causing a brief twinge of regret in his chest. Some of those people didn’t want to be here; some wouldn’t have supported O’Connell’s actions. But in more than a week they hadn’t killed their general or relieved him of command, so they bore a portion of the blame for the man’s continued carnage.
The Siyane shuddered and cavorted as it continued to meet greater resistance. He no longer had any control over either their trajectory or speed. 
There was a loud crunch above the constant roar of wrenching metal. He dared not ponder if it originated from the Siyane or the Akagi. 
The nose lurched downward sixty degrees, and with a violent jolt they lurched to a stop.
“Jesus, Caleb. Okay…our ship is now inside a ship filled with renegade Alliance soldiers. What next?”
He had unstrapped from the pilot’s chair and was hurrying into the cabin. “Now we go kill this fucker.”
He lugged the bag out of the storage cabinet and tossed a Daemon to Noah—they had donned the new shield generators earlier—then fished out a couple of blades as well. The TSG was too bulky to haul around in the confined quarters they were going to be facing, and he regrettably decided to leave it behind. 
As they strapped the weapons on Noah threw a glance his way. “I don’t actually make a habit of engaging in close combat, you know. Or any combat really, other than the occasional drunken fistfight.”
“But you know how to shoot, right?”
“Sure. Press the trigger while aiming in the direction of something you want to hit.”
“Um…that about covers it.”
“Got it then.” Noah straightened up, Daemon in hand, and cracked his neck.
Caleb moved to the hatch, but paused prior to activating it. “The bridge will be to our left, and up at some point. We’ll move fast and to the extent possible quietly. I’d prefer not to kill anyone other than O’Connell unless I have to, but it’s safe to assume the people on this ship will treat us as hostiles. So if it’s you or them, don’t hesitate. And stay with me.” 
Noah nodded understanding, and Caleb opened the hatch. Shouts filled the air, frenzied but retaining the orderliness of trained military personnel. Gun at the ready, he leapt out of the opening rather than extend the ramp, slapped the panel to seal the hatch as soon as Noah was out and hastened along the Siyane’s hull to the left. He noted in the back of his mind that while dark scoring marred the hull in multiple places, it appeared undented and fully intact. Damn. Impressive.
He stepped over a body as he reached the rear of the ship, acknowledged the new twinge of regret and kept moving. Photal fibers hung in shredded drapes from the ceiling and lay strewn across the floor alongside rectangular modules. It seemed they had crashed into an engineering hub.
Laser fire streaked centimeters above their heads from behind as they came to a doorway. They ducked and sprinted through the opening into a tight hallway full of ninety-degree angles. He remained close to the walls, checking each corner as they progressed forward.
The next hall contained a burly soldier barreling toward them. Caleb crouched low on the balls of his feet. As the man rounded the corner he pounced to tackle him at the knees. 
The soldier crashed to the floor but was raising his gun. Caleb slammed his wrist into the gun arm to send the gun flying and punched the soldier under the chin. “Knife him in the calf—shove the tip straight in or it won’t penetrate his shield.”
“Right.” Noah’s voice was clipped, but solid. Good, because however intense or disturbing this might be for someone who wasn’t him, there was no time to shore up faltering courage.
The soldier recovered from the punch enough to take a haphazard swing at him, but Caleb was already leaping up. He knew Noah’s blade had connected when the guy howled in pain. 
“Let’s go.”
As they hit the next turn the sizzle of Noah’s shield filled the air with the pungent odor of ions. “Son of a—!”
He shoved Noah back around the corner and leaned out firing. A soldier advanced swiftly down the corridor as he returned fire. There wasn’t the space to deplete the man’s shield. Caleb flicked the toggle on his blade, angled his arm and waited.
The instant before the man arrived at the corner he spun out and thrust the blade forward in an overhand stabbing motion. The man’s eyes bulged as the gun fell from his hand; the blade had penetrated the shield and blade-resistant material of his uniform to sink six centimeters into the man’s chest. Grabbing ineffectually at Caleb as he withdrew the blade, the man collapsed to the floor, blood pumping out of the hole in his chest. 
Caleb found time for a glance at the body and a murmured, “I’m sorry.” 
Then he was rushing down the hallway, trusting Noah to follow. Doors now lined both walls, but he sensed they were moving in the correct direction. 
Thirty meters later the hallway split into opposite paths at a door. A peek inside revealed the armory and several soldiers arming themselves. He took the left split.
For such a sizeable ship the interior was surprisingly cramped, a veritable maze of rooms connected by narrow passages. There was no sense of size or scope. He didn’t know how people lived in such confining environs for months at a stretch. The Siyane was a fraction of the cruiser’s size, but its open design meant it felt spacious by comparison.
The sound of a door opening behind him sent him spinning. Before he could react further, Noah had cold-cocked the soldier emerging from the door across the jaw with enough force to send the man sprawling to the floor with a sharp crack. 
“Hell of a right hook you’ve got there.”
Noah shrugged as they resumed moving forward. “Like I said, drunken fistfights.”
The corridor emptied out into a rectangular room, still narrow but longer than the others they’d seen. The whoosh of a lift descending came from the alcove recessed into the center of the far wall. He took up a position on the wall beside the niche and indicated for Noah to do the same on the opposite side.
When the lift settled to the floor he leveled his Daemon and fired at the soldier who stepped out. 
Her shield flared as she spun and struck Noah in the throat with the rigid edge of her hand then whirled back to Caleb, gun pointed at his chest. “Don’t shoot me again, and I won’t kill you.”
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SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
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ALEX:  NI KHUYA SEBE, NAM POLNYI PIZDETS….
Morgan:  Má tón Día, gamiseme tora….
Devon:  Ladies, speak English for us rubes—holy fucking shit!
Alex checked Admiral Rychen’s reaction. He swallowed once, then he turned from the substantial viewports to issue orders while studying his tactical screens. The level of discipline required to perform such an action must have been immense, and definitely more than she possessed. 
No, all she could do was gape out the viewports in awe, in horror, but mostly in sheer amazement.
Two hundred six Metigen superdreadnoughts within scanner range. Estimated 1.3 million swarmers detaching from their host vessels. Ten fewer superdreadnoughts than we predicted—this is good news, yes?
Um…right, Valkyrie. Good news.
Is something wrong, Alex?
You’re seeing this, aren’t you?
Yes. It looks approximately like what I expected 206 superdreadnoughts and upwards of one million swarmers in a three megameter vicinity would look like. Were you expecting a different scene?
She chuckled to herself and shook her head to snap out of the trance. 
Nope. Time to go to work. 
She moved over to the 4x6 meter transparent screen to the left of the overlook. It had been added to the bridge of the Churchill specifically for her use, so she should probably do so. 
A touch of her hand and it lit up in a labyrinthine collection of data. All the data Rychen received fed into the screen in two columns on the left. A variety of data streamed from Devon/Annie to columns on the right. But most of the information displayed came directly from her head—or rather Valkyrie’s head. The middle was occupied by an overlay of the locations of all ships on the field, updated every 0.8 seconds.
She let Rychen handle the opening volleys of the engagement while she oriented herself to the stark and fairly intimidating reality of what would be the largest single battle in human history.
The Federation forces were waiting for the Metigens; it was anticipated, and they could hardly leave the planet undefended in any event. They took up defensive positions in high orbit above the planet to prevent the Metigens from emerging behind them. When the alien armada materialized out of superluminal ten megameters away, the Federation fleet quickly closed the distance to meet them, leaving several formations in a staggered pattern covering the region between the planet and the initial clash.
The Alliance forces on the other hand had taken cover on the far side of Seneca’s sun. They held little illusion that the aliens didn’t know they were coming. Secrecy had of necessity been abandoned in the rush to get here, though they doubtless would have known regardless. But it didn’t mean they knew precisely where or when.
As soon as the enemy appeared the entire Alliance contingent executed a pinpoint superluminal traversal from their location beyond the sun to positions behind and on both flanks of the Metigen fleet. Three times larger—if admittedly not three times stronger—than the Federation contingent, the result was that upon arriving to begin their assault on Seneca, the Metigen ships found themselves boxed in and surrounded on all sides by thousands upon thousands of human warships.
As the battle was joined, the distinctions between Alliance and Federation ships vanished excepting their identification codes, and they melded into the force she and the others had shaped over the course of the previous day.
The United Fleet opened fire immediately upon coming into range, as did their opponent. Space—all the space, in every direction—shattered into spectacular brightness in an avalanche of laser fire, impulse engine iridescence and the sparking collisions of energy against metal.
Alex took a deep breath and dove in.
“Recommend moving EA#102 S 65°, 12° z E into Quadrant Eight. Three SDs there turned to engage the lower rear line and aren’t watching their tail.”
—two SDs accelerating on heading N 87°, 47° z, extrapolate EAS Roosevelt is target—
“The Roosevelt’s going to need major backup in eight seconds, SF#217 is closest, send them in beneath.” She was nominally speaking to Rychen, though she wasn’t sure how long it would last. There was nothing stopping her from directing the ships herself.
EA Recon Unit #3 is in position—
“Have Recon #3 deposit their payload and bug out.”
—‘bug out’? Where did that come from?
Valkyrie and Rychen shared the information at the same time. “Recon #3 is clear. Detonating in 3…2…1…mark.”
From the center of the Metigen armada a ball of obsidian flame erupted with such ferocity the twelve SDs in close proximity were hurled along expanding trajectories as they cracked apart, many crashing into their brethren to multiply the destruction. The four SDs that had been located near the core of the blasts were effectively vaporized.
She caught Rychen smirking slyly out of the corner of her eye. “I’d call that a success.”
The cloaking technology she’d brought back from Portal Prime and utilized on the Siyane had proved difficult to implement across the United Fleet in the short time they had, for several reasons. The power required to operate the shield increased multiplicatively with the radius it covered, and military vessels’ power distribution was rationed to an extent she had found shocking. Also, using their current technology they were unable to get the performance needed out of it at the high speeds utilized in combat. 
Third and perhaps most importantly, in a crowded and chaotic arena if any measurable percentage of ships were stealthed, they were highly likely to start colliding with the good guys. Beacons inside the cloaked ships broadcast their movements to the battlefield commanders, but out there amid the bedlam there was no practical way for the other ships to keep track of multiple stealthed vessels.
That didn’t mean the technology was of no use—quite the contrary in fact. Seconds earlier two reconnaissance craft equipped with the cloaking shield had snuck into the heart of the Metigen forces while they still retained a cohesive grouping. There they’d deployed sixteen experimental negative energy bombs. 
This was the reason for the unusual obsidian color of the combustion, which would have been essentially invisible if not for the contrasting brilliance of the surrounding space. Once the recon craft had ‘bugged out’ the bombs were detonated, and with impressive results.
The cloaking shield was being used tactically in other ways as well. For instance….
“Activating signal buoys.”
They had made progress on the nature of the aliens’ signal frequencies during the last twelve hours far above and beyond what Mia and Meno had puzzled out prior to the Messium battle. Now thirty tiny buoys placed in a ring surrounding the area began broadcasting a wave pattern designed for one purpose: to bollocks up the aliens’ internal communications. They couldn’t engineer a complete block on the comms—again, their technology simply didn’t match that of the aliens—but the signal should at the very least create drops, garbling and general fuzziness. 
Devon:  Is it working?
Her mind filled with an image of the EM readings detected across 0.1 AU; it resembled a child’s angry scribbling replicated and layered messily atop one another.
Mia:  From a technical perspective, it’s working. Hopefully we’ll be able to see its effects soon.
An explosion off the port bow shook the dreadnought. EAS Lexington hit, 380 on board, rescue shuttles en route from EAS Annapolis. There wouldn’t be many survivors, however. She forced her heart rate down.
Alex:  Morgan, you’re up.

Major Dave Bowman squinted at the viewport overlay, trying to select a single swarmer for his flight to target amongst the multitude clogging the area. The combat needed to spread out and quickly, else they were going to be crashing into each other as much as into the enemy.
Major Bowman:  Flight, vector is S 22°, 37° z W. Let’s try to peel a few out of the crowd—
Without warning his fighter jerked downward into a vertical dive. The restraints held him tight against the seat as his hands instinctively fought to ease the angle—but he no longer controlled the ship.
They had warned him this might happen when they installed the additional hardware for the new arcalaser. Still, he was not amused.
His brain and his internal organs lurched when the ship strafed 40° to starboard and opened fire on a swarmer. He vaguely noticed the other members of his flight had also opened fire from positions in a 60° arc and 15° plane. Freed of the need to fire from a direct vantage to the oculus, they were now swarming the swarmer. Funny.
The core of the alien vessel crumbled with astounding speed. Then his ship was spinning around, rocketing upward and firing on another. This one was charging them, and his flight had closed in so much he could sense them in his peripheral vision. 
This swarmer too broke apart in the time he succeeded in inhaling, but its forward momentum cast the shards hurtling toward them. In a flash his and the other fighters were flung outward, thruster boosts accelerating them away from the dangerous debris. Acid rose into his throat when the motion temporarily became too extreme for the inertial dampeners to compensate.
The next instant he was drifting peacefully in the direction he had been headed. He hesitantly reached out and sought to increase his speed. The vessel responded per normal. It was once again his.
He blinked and tried to reorient himself. The entire event had lasted less than ten seconds.

From a sim chair in a small, dark room on the engineering deck of the Federation dreadnought SFS Leonidas, Morgan enjoyed a bird’s-eye view of the battlefield—the movements of a veritable ocean of ships, en masse an exquisite dance and one she knew well. 
Quadrant Five, ten swarmers approaching SFS Salerno. Assuming control of SFF H4, H7, H11, H12.
She dove into four of the nine-hundred-sixty-eight fighters that had been wired for access by Stanley and equipped with arcalasers…and smiled. She now saw through each of the four cockpits and all of them at once. It was Stanley’s vision, yet it felt like hers.
Target X4117 — H4 shift vertical 17° z — H7 descend 90° pivot — H11 + W 2.1° — H12 shadow H11 + W 3.2°. Fire.

The alien craft exploded in 1.4701 seconds. 
Target X4065 — all shift S 12° E. Fire. 
1.5622 seconds.
She diverted the four fighters at varying gentler angles and released them.
Human pilots were physically incapable of executing the maneuvers these ships had executed. Not even she could manipulate the controls so rapidly and with so precise a touch. And while it hadn’t been much of a factor this time, the G-forces generated often degraded the pilots’ capabilities to an unacceptable degree.
Together with Stanley she not only could do it, she could do it with four ships at once. The combined, concentrated firepower directed at a single point on a swarmer’s oculus less than half a meter wide ripped apart the vessel in a maximum of two seconds, long before the fighters’ own shields were depleted, if their shields were stressed at all.
Four fighters for one swarmer sounded like losing numbers in the long game. But she intended to move fast.
She zoomed back out to the macro view to allow Stanley to identify another set of potential targets, then in a flash she was diving again.
Assuming control of SFF S8, S2, S12, S17.

“Metigen cluster in upper Quadrant Four is breaking through the forward line. We should plug the hole ASAP.”
Alex studied the map. “SF 56th Regiment has been kicking ass in Quadrant Three and they’re close.”
She tuned out Rychen’s execution of the order to watch the map. Out the viewport, the explosions and debris made it impossible to see with any clarity, but the map filtered out the thermal readings from overheated engine cores and scorched metal to present a chess board whose pieces were legion.
Valkyrie:  Twenty-eight swarmers giving chase to SF#578 and #609 in Quadrant Nine.
Alex:  Morgan, target swarmers moving Quadrant Nine bearing N 42° E.
“Requesting fighter support for SF 33rd Regiment in Quadrant Seven.”
She made a face at Gianno’s request. Morgan?
Morgan:  I’ll handle both. No need to make the Marshal fret.
Based on her limited exposure to Field Marshal Gianno, Alex found the idea of the woman ‘fretting’ an improbable one and decided Morgan was being sarcastic per usual. 
She let Rychen know the request was being met. Over his shoulder she caught a glimpse of her mother in the EASC holo manipulating sub-screens and motioning to several people who moved around her. It—
Morgan:  Sh-fuh-mother of Mary!
Mia:  Problem?
Morgan:  Swarmer took out one of my fighters from behind while I was firing. Felt like my brain burst inside my skull.
Alex:  Disengage and take a breath.
Morgan:  I’m fine, I’m fine. Bastard’s going to pay.
Valkyrie:  Two SDs and 60 swarmers have broken off from the main force in Quadrant Six, projected target is the carrier EAS Pearl Harbor.
“Admiral, we need to send two cruisers—recommend the Cantigny and Marengo—and at least four frigates to protect the Pearl Harbor.”
The Metigens aren’t stupid. They know a carrier is a low-value target when they aren’t already winning. They’re trying to draw ships away for some reason.
Who was that? Valkyrie?
Valkyrie:  I concur. It is a sound strategic analysis.
Alex:  But you didn’t say it?
Valkyrie:  I don’t believe so.
Alex:  Devon?
Devon:  Little busy here trying to tell the Senecan defense arrays where to shoot. Cranky, paranoid ware.
Alex frowned but brushed the odd feeling aside. No time for it. “Scratch that. Tell the Pearl Harbor to retreat to Staging Point #3. It can return in a few minutes at a different location.”
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CALEB EYED THE YOUNG MARINE—based on the moves she had executed she was clearly special forces—over the breech of his Daemon. “Same to you.”
“You’re here to take out O’Connell, right?”
“That is the plan.” His gaze flickered beyond her to see Noah struggling to his feet, hand at his throat. “You okay, man?”
“Ugh….” In lieu of speaking he managed a haphazard wave.
The woman didn’t turn around, but her words were plainly directed at Noah. “Back away from me and I won’t need to do that again.” He complied, stumbling backward to sag against the wall a safe distance away.
She jerked a tight nod, and as one they lowered their weapons. “Who sent you?”
“Do you care who sent me? Your general needs to be stopped before he takes one more single, solitary life.”
The ship lurched beneath their feet, sending them all thudding into the wall. He snorted a laugh. “Guess I did do some damage.”
“You mean your ship tearing through half the decks like an out-of-control levtram? Probably.” She exhaled harshly. “All right. This lift leads to the bridge. I was supposed to be coming to kill you, but instead I’m going to help you. O’Connell has completely lost whatever shred of sanity he may have previously retained. He’s up there raging and screaming and threatening to execute anyone who looks at him wrong. He already has executed two officers today.
“Only a couple of other people are left on the bridge—almost everyone’s gone to help with rescue efforts or to hunt you. I’ll distract him. Give me fifteen seconds, then come up. Start shooting, and I’ll take care of his shield.”
Caleb nodded in agreement, but Noah scowled. “Why are you helping us?”
“Because this cocksucker needs to die. I had plans to make it happen in any event, but with you here I might actually be alive after it’s done.” The floor bucked again. “We need to hurry. I’m fairly certain we’re in the process of crashing.”
Caleb gestured to the lift, and in a blink she had hopped on it and was gone. He studied Noah to determine whether he was recovered sufficiently for the final push…and decided the answer was ‘enough.’ “Like the Marine said, start firing and don’t stop until O’Connell is on the floor—then shoot down.”
“What about the other soldiers up there?”
“Hope our new friend keeps them under control. If not, we’ll worry about them once the general’s out of commission.”
Noah blew out a breath through clenched teeth. “Got it.” 
The seconds ticked down to zero. He activated the lift and crouched low on its base; he sensed Noah mimic his stance behind him. As soon as they began clearing the floor of the bridge, he raised the Daemon and prepared to open fire.
O’Connell’s large frame was immediately identifiable in the center of the bridge. The man flailed in agitation atop a central platform, arms thrashing around as the woman they followed up stood at parade rest beside him. Her eyes darted to them and her chin lowered a centimeter.
Caleb began firing. 
The man pivoted toward them. The steady laser stream from Caleb’s Daemon lit up the man’s shield in fiery sparks as the man reached for the gun at his hip.
In a blur of movement the woman moved behind O’Connell. Her hands slipped into the waist of his uniform pants, yanked the shield generator out of its clip and tossed it clattering across the bridge.
With a roar O’Connell spun toward her. His outstretched arm whipped around to hammer his gun into the side of her head, and the force generated by his burly frame sent her flying through the air. She landed hard on a shoulder ten meters away and skidded into the front panel of a workstation.
Caleb leapt the final half-meter up to the bridge floor and continued to fire as he stood and closed the distance.
His next shot caught O’Connell in the right shoulder as the man reoriented himself in their direction. The next ripped clean through the abdomen. A shot from Noah came an instant later to slice open the left hip. 
The man reeled, his face reddening to the color of crushed maraschino cherries. He waved the gun wildly at them while the other hand went to clutch his abdomen. He was yelling something, but Caleb couldn’t make it out for all the other yelling.
Caleb continued to advance forward as O’Connell’s shot missed him altogether. Three meters away. Time for the head shot. 
He leveled the Daemon at the sweating skin between O’Connell’s disbelieving eyes and pressed the trigger.
Mission fucking accomplished.
There was no time to appreciate the heavy body collapsing to the floor, though, due to the new gunfire bouncing off Caleb’s shield from multiple directions. It was a top-of-the-line military shield, but it still had a limit. He spun and dove for cover behind the closest workstation.
“Stand down!” The woman’s voice bellowed with authority across the expansive bridge. “General O’Connell was conducting an illegal operation in contravention of Alliance orders and he has been relieved of command. Now this ship is going down, so I suggest you get yourselves to escape pods—on the double, people!”
Encouraged by the sound of feet pounding past them and the corresponding lack of gunfire, Caleb cautiously emerged from his meager cover. Their unexpected ally was standing in the middle of the bridge motioning the last of its occupants toward the exit using one arm while the other hung limply at her side.
“Thanks.” He stuck out a hand as he approached her. “Caleb Marano, Senecan Federation Intelligence, sent on behalf of Earth Alliance Strategic Command to terminate General O’Connell’s offensive by any means necessary.”
She stared at his hand for a beat then headed for the lift. “Captain Brooklyn Harper, Marine Special Operations. You can tell me how such a ridiculous proposition came about after we get to your ship and off this death trap.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Noah was chuckling as he rose to his feet from behind a chair.
Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “That was your cover?”
He peered down and ran his palms along his chest. “I’m alive and don’t appear to be shot, so yeah.” 
Captain Harper had stopped to activate a control panel, which turned out to be a ship-wide broadcast system. “This is a general evacuation order. Proceed to an operating shuttle or escape pod. Hostilities against this planet and the people on it have ceased, so do not shoot your rescuers when they find you. That is all.”

Increasing instability in the framework of the Akagi, but no further gunfire, marked their sprint back to the Siyane. There was still forward velocity beneath their feet, so the cruiser was still flying, but it was unquestionably a doomed vessel.
Caleb re-opened the hatch, grabbed onto the bottom lip and hoisted himself up before offering Noah a hand. Harper did them the interesting courtesy of coming to attention outside. “Permission to come aboard, sir?”
He gave her a wry smile. “Granted, Captain.” Despite a visibly injured arm and shoulder she climbed up and was inside faster than he could offer assistance.
Noah was easing into his seat when Caleb joined him in the cockpit. “Okay, so how are we going to get off this death trap?”
“Like this.” Caleb fastened his harness, reached over and fired the pulse laser.
As the Siyane was canted at a sixty degree downward angle, the laser tore through the floor, the two floors under it, and finally the hull to create a hole to the outside—which they promptly fell through, ricocheting between the jagged edges until they reached open sky. He engaged the impulse engine an entire five seconds before they would’ve crashed to the desert sand four kilometers below. 
Noah relaxed in his seat. “That works.”
“Hold one.” Harper appeared in the cockpit. “Swing around so we can see the Akagi.”
“Sure.” Caleb arced to port until the cruiser came into view. Fire and dense smoke billowed from numerous cracks and two yawning holes; it listed badly to starboard and down forty or so degrees. Its trajectory would send it crashing into the desert safely away from the city, eventually. 
Abruptly the triple impulse engines at the rear of the ship ruptured, sending blue-white flames mushrooming outward to consume the stern of the vessel. The shockwave rolled over them with a shudder, and the Akagi plummeted from the sky to crash tail first to the ground. 
He looked over his shoulder. “Care to explain?”
The woman grimaced, but it seemed to be related to her arm rather than his question. “My contingency plan. I tried to raise a mutiny, but it failed due to sheer terror of O’Connell on the part of the crew. An engineer I did win over helped me wire the engines to overload on my signal. I didn’t want to use it with a full crew onboard, though I would have if this had gone on much longer. I wanted to give my fellow crewmen one more chance to do the right thing, but you guys saved me the trouble. So what now?”
Caleb held up a finger to silence her as he again contacted his sister.
On the way. How are you doing?
Fine, we’re fine. The air’s getting a bit stuffy and—but we’re fine.
I’ll hurry.
He had vaguely noted Noah filling their new companion in during the conversation, but when he turned to face Noah she had vanished. He glanced over his shoulder to see her circling the cabin, deep in conversation. If he had to guess, on finding herself freed of the communications block she was reporting the details of O’Connell’s actions up the chain of command.
Noah joined him in his glance and muttered under his breath. “I swear, if I wasn’t already in love, I would totally be in love right now.”
“Well it’s a good thing you’re already in love, because she would eat you for breakfast.”
“Agreed.” He nodded sagely and settled back in his seat. “Then Kennedy would eat me for lunch, and I would not survive the event.”
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“IT’S NOT ENOUGH.”
Rychen’s stare bore into Alex from two meters away. Her mother’s holo lay just outside her peripheral vision, but she felt her virtual stare nonetheless.
“Ms. Solovy, from my perspective we are rather kicking their asses.”
“While I can’t be as optimistic as Admiral Rychen without being on the scene, from here it does appear to be going definably well. A bit more problematic on Romane, but we are holding our own.”
“Holding our own isn’t enough, Mom. This is it—our one and only chance. We will never be stronger than we are right now. If the enemy makes it through this battle to fight another day, if it limps away and licks its wounds and returns, on that day we will lose. Forgive me for the momentary arrogance, but I can see everything happening everywhere, and I am telling you we may be winning, but as it stands now we will not have victory.”
“Alex, your arrogance has never been momentary—which is fine. What do you suggest we do about it?”
She scanned the large screen behind her. “Get me on one of the superdreadnoughts.”
Rychen nearly choked—on what, she didn’t hazard a guess. “Excuse me?”
In her head Morgan called her ‘bat-shit cracked’ and Devon hooted and Mia mumbled something about how she and Caleb truly were meant for one another. She ignored them all except for Valkyrie’s sentiment of support. 
“Get me on one of the superdreadnoughts. Valkyrie says we can access the interior through one of the empty swarmer docks. We’ve been studying the pure Metigen code I copied non-stop, and we think if given direct access we can corrupt their operating code. Though they’re not a hive mind in the technical sense, the SDs are constantly communicating and cooperating—you’ve seen it happen. Our signal interference broadcasts are hampering them but not stopping them.”
She met Rychen’s gaze full-on. She had discerned hours ago that her mother trusted his battlefield judgment; if she could convince him, her mother would fall in line. “I can slow their shield and weapon reaction time. I can confuse their formations and maneuvers. Hell, I may even be able to get them to shoot at or crash into each other. I can insert errors into their code which will recursively degrade their programming until it’s nothing but gibberish. I can give us a victory, today and for all future days.”
The man regarded her silently for a long stretch, and she conceded that had she been a subordinate officer she would likely have melted to her knees under the weight of the scrutiny. Then he exhaled with a dry laugh. “Miriam, you didn’t tell me she was as crazy as her father.”
“An oversight on my part. She is easily as crazy as her father. Alex, this is insane.”
“Of course it is—but it’s also necessary.”
Rychen examined his own semi-circle of screens. “How do you propose we ‘get you on one of the superdreadnoughts’?”
Emboldened, she charged ahead before her mother could lodge a renewed protest. “Obviously I’ll need a spacesuit with propulsion. I can hitch a ride on a reconnaissance craft or a fighter to a somewhat close point, then get myself the rest of the way.”
“Recon craft, no question—if a fighter flew slow enough to carry you, it and you would get blown out of the sky. Say this works. How do you get back?”
She shrugged gamely. “Same way? I’ll propel myself off the SD, and hopefully I can get picked up before being speared by a stray laser or stray debris?”
“For heaven’s sake, Alex. You do not need to do this. We’ll find another way.”
“You’ve had to say that to me a lot these last few days, Mom, and I appreciate it. I mean it. But I need to do what is required in the circumstances.” I deeply want to do this.
Miriam’s looked taken aback. “Exactly how much did your alien friend show you?”
“What?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Her mother sighed, displaying a frustration Alex had come to recognize as entirely her fault. “Christopher? Can you make it work?” Oh, so she could call him Christopher?
He grimaced at the tactical map. “I’ll do my damnedest. If handled very, very carefully, it should be doable. I can’t protect her—” his eyes shot to her “—I can’t protect you inside. And we have no idea what’s inside.”
She smiled enigmatically, and his expression wavered in a way which made her think perhaps she had frightened him a little. “There’s nothing inside—definitely nothing living, and I’d be willing to bet there’s nothing but metal and photal conduits and quantum orbs. They will not have accounted for the possibility of boarding by the enemy.”
“You’re so certain of that, are you?”
“I am. It is impossible for me to understate the magnitude of their hubris.” 
“Admiral Solovy, do you authorize the mission?”
Her mother’s voice was quiet, but not cold. “She doesn’t need my authorization…she never has. But yes, let the record state I authorized the mission.”
“Thank you. I—we—can do this.”
Rychen threw his hands in the air. “All right. Get to the flight deck. I’ll recall a recon ship and send someone down with a powered suit.”

Alex watched the reconnaissance ship pilot closely as he showed her how to attach and detach herself to the grapple on the hull and secure the magnetic pad so she wouldn’t be jostled into a lump of broken bones during the trip. Finally he shot her a skeptical look, shook his head and departed for the cockpit, leaving her lying on her stomach against the upper hull of the small ship.
Valkyrie, do you remember several years ago when you asked me what it was like to be in space?
Of course I do.
I think you and I are both about to find out.
I always suspected we would.
She chuckled lightly. The sound echoed around in her helmet and faded away. Did you now….
The ship’s engines engaged to boost it off the deck, and she hurriedly quadruple-checked the magnetic seal. They exited the open bay door and surged forward into space. 
The multiple layers of metal and glass encasing the dreadnought really did insulate one from the scope of what was occurring just outside the hull. The fires were brighter. The explosions were closer and so extremely larger. Chaos.
No, Alex. This is not chaos. I have seen humans act in chaos, running in hysteria without direction or intent. But this is humans acting with purpose and using their tools to effect that purpose. This is machines acting in furtherance of their purpose. It is violence on a scale rarely seen, but it is not chaos.
Consider me properly rebuked, Valkyrie. Now pay attention because I’m going to flip over onto my back.
Oh?….ohhhhhh.
Alex cackled in delight, as much at Valkyrie’s reaction as at the scene consuming them. They soared through the ongoing combat, sturdy metal beneath her back but space spread out for 210° around her. 
Yes, there was violence. There was death. But there was also such beauty, such heroism and grace and wonder.
She gasped as a swarmer exploded less than a hundred meters from her—but they were past the debris before it reached them, and before she could stir up a good panic.
No one was able to see her or the ship ferrying her. She was free to observe this astonishing spectacle openly and without any fear of odd glances or disapproving glowers. 
She wished Caleb were here to witness it alongside her. He’d smirk and say something lame like ‘Well that’s not something you see every day,’ which would only make her want to rip his spacesuit then his clothes off right here on the hull of this ship and….
Alex?
She blinked. Sorry.
Do not be. It was most invigorating.
Ha. Remind me to shut you out when it’s for real.
I’m making a note here, but I cannot guarantee it will outlast this conflict.
She laughed aloud as the absurd reality of her situation hit her. Here she was, joking about sex with an AI living inside her head while space-jumping into the middle of a massive battle for the survival of the human species. Well it—
“Ma’am, we’re as close as we dare get. The superdreadnought’s broadside is due ahead, 720 meters distant.”
“Thank you, Captain. I appreciate the ride. Disengaging now.” She unhooked from the grapple first, then pressed the appropriate points on the magnetic seal to release it. Then she was floating free—
—which was an especially precarious state to be in, so she fired the suit’s thrusters in the direction of the superdreadnought. It was a fast-moving target, and she needed to get there quickly. But once she was on the correct trajectory she simply had to look down.
She had been on spacewalks before…but she couldn’t deny this was different somehow, beyond the tragic and magnificent combat raging around her. Was it Valkyrie’s excitement seeping into her mind?
I believe so, Alex. For all the cycles I spent studying the topic, I lacked the capacity to envision it might look like this, feel like…this.
I’m so glad I could show it to you, Valkyrie.
She shouldn’t have done it—even if she absolutely had time—but she tucked her arms in close to her body and fired her thrusters to spin in a tight three-sixty and take in the fullness of the scene.
I told you, milaya. I told you the cosmos would one day be yours to tame.
She jerked, startled. She often pictured her father talking to her in her head, but this was…. Dad?

Suddenly the superdreadnought’s hull was rushing toward her and she had to focus. Five endless rows of depressions lined the mammoth hull. All were empty. Which one, Valkyrie?
Any one.
Any?
At this point I think the closest one is preferable.
Right. The hull now filled her vision; she decelerated so as to not crash into it. The impact was still jarring as her hip and shoulder banged into the hard, unforgiving metal. Her face contorted in pain, but she didn’t think the impact had caused any debilitating damage. Okay, what now?
Use your blade to widen one of the holes where the swarmer latches in until it is wide enough for us to shimmy through.
There was indeed a hole near her elbow, curling into the hull like the opening for a hook latch. She tugged the blade off her belt and went to work.
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CALEB SET THE SIYANE TO THE GROUND in the closest intersection to the beacon’s signal which provided adequate clear space to land. Still, pitched stone and wrent metal surrounded the ship, for this region of downtown had been all but destroyed. 
He took an empty bag below to the engineering well and grabbed the metamat torch, a few other tools which might be useful and two sets of gloves, then hustled back upstairs. Noah had located the med kit and carried it under one arm. Harper appeared to have raided it and now wore a minimal sling on her left arm. He threw some water in the bag on his way to opening the hatch and followed the others out.
At the bottom of the ramp Harper stopped and turned to him. “If you want—and if you trust me—I can stay and guard the ship. Something tells me you don’t want anyone absconding with a ship like this one.”
“Anyone who tried would find themselves out of luck. But I doubt they’ll try.” He entered a command on the outer panel before joining her. The ramp retracted, and the ship vanished.
She stared at where the ship had sat a second before, then nodded to herself. “Okay. Sure. Where to?”
He pointed to a partially-collapsed midrise building on the opposite street corner two blocks east. The back half of the building still stood, but the front portion of the top three floors had caved in. The higher floors listed outward above the gap at a treacherous angle, threatening to collapse at any minute.
Noah shuddered as they jogged down the street, periodically slowing to scale piles of debris. “Reminds me of Messium.”
“It was this bad?”
“Worse. So bloody much worse.”
When they skirted two corpses mangled by broken structural beams, he gained a small appreciation of what Noah and Kennedy had endured.
There were people alive as well, however, and the lull in the attack had gone on long enough for them to begin to emerge—from alleys, buildings and vehicles that hadn’t been crushed. He trusted they would see to helping the injured and didn’t deviate from his course.
Isabela? You said you were in the basement?
Damn, you’re really here already? Um, yes, we hid there along with some other people. Most are here with me. One didn’t make it. The entrance was near the lobby.
Understood.
The facing façade was completely destroyed and impenetrable, so they followed the rubble until they reached a section where the building hadn’t collapsed and found a way inside. Half a dozen people were in what he assumed was the lobby, tending to injuries or simply gawking at the ruins. Several leapt in fright as they arrived, and Caleb raised his hands to demonstrate he meant them no harm.
“Does anyone know where the basement access is located?”
An older man pointed to the left, deeper into the building. “It’s completely buried, though.”
The area where the man had indicated contained two fallen beams which had braced diagonally from the ceiling down to a pile of stone. Overlaying the stones was a large slab of interior wall material. 
He went to work on the slab, bracing his feet against the rubble and shoving it sideways. It moved only centimeters—but then Noah materialized at his side. With matching grunts together they gave it a heave and sent it skidding across the floor. 
“Yep, definitely reminds me of Messium.”
The removal of the slab revealed an alcove filled in by ragged pieces of the ceiling and flooring from the levels above. Caleb shifted to address those still in the lobby; all were injured to some extent but most were ambulatory. 
“Anyone who’s able, help us out over here. We need to get this blockage cleared. People are alive in the basement.”
The man who had directed him to the entry made a show of limping away, but a tall, thin woman and a teenage boy drifted over.
“You’re sure people are down there?”
“I am.”
The boy rubbed at the patchy stubble on his chin, then kneeled on the floor and hefted a chunk of debris out of the way. Such began the tedious work of clearing the way piece by piece until he would be able to reach his sister. 
 
Caleb stared in fascination at the serpent. It stared back at him from its disadvantaged position in the small, muddy depression running along the rear of their yard, glistening fangs extruding from its slender mouth beneath golden-green eyes.
“Isabela, get out here—you have to see this!”
He hadn’t averted his gaze when he spoke, which was a lucky thing as the creature pounced forward at the noise of his shout. He leapt backward—everyone said he had quick reflexes—and added another meter of separation for good measure. “Isa—!”
His father’s hand landed on his shoulder. “Your sister doesn’t need to be out here, Caleb. Now go grab the tarp from the garage for me.”
“What if it leaves while I’m gone?”
“I’ll watch it. Hurry, and don’t sneak in the house and get your sister on the way.”
“Yes, sir.” He was grumbling as he jogged up the slope toward the house but did as he was told.
When he returned, dragging the tarp through the grass, his dad and the serpent had moved several meters to the left, almost to the fence. He dropped the tarp on the ground beside his dad and crouched to get a better look at the reptile. “Is it poisonous?”
“Very much so. Step behind me.”
As soon as he moved away, his dad hurled the tarp over the serpent and deftly bundled the edges to make a sack of it. The tarp jostled in the air while his dad tied a knot in the top and tightened it. 
He motioned for Caleb to walk with him as he carried the tarp and its prisoner to the outdoor trash bin.
“I wish Isabela could’ve seen it before you captured it.”
“This is a dangerous creature, Caleb. What if it had hurt her?” He tossed the bundle into the bin and closed the lid then directed his attention to Caleb while wearing his ‘serious’ face. “You need to protect your sister. You should want to protect your sister.”
“Because she’s little?”
His dad chuckled. “Right now, yes. That’s one reason. But you should always want to protect those you love, even when they’re no longer little.”
“From serpents…and maybe bigger animals?”
“From everything that could cause them harm, not only dangerous creatures.”
Caleb ran a hand through his hair—his mom kept saying he needed a haircut—and tried to understand what his dad was getting at. 
“Because I love her?” Which he guessed he did. Most of the time.
“That’s right, son.”
They began walking toward the house, but Caleb stopped as something occurred to him. “Are you going to tell Isabela the same thing about me when she gets older?”
“Well, I haven’t thought on it much yet. Probably so.”
“Protecting somebody means keeping stuff from them, doesn’t it?”
“Sometimes, if it’s something which will hurt the person? Yes, it does.”
“But if I’m keeping stuff from her and she’s keeping stuff from me…we won’t be very good friends anymore, will we?”
His dad regarded him with a weird expression. Weird expressions usually meant his dad was annoyed with him. “It’s not…you shouldn’t think of it that way, son. Of course you’ll be friends. It’s—”
His mom’s voice rang out through the open door announcing dinner was ready. He took off running for the house, leaving Dad and his weird faces behind.
 
After twenty minutes they had created an open space half a meter wide and two meters deep to angle down toward the basement. Unfortunately, the remainder was blocked by a large piece of stone wedged against the walls of the alcove.
Caleb? Hurry if you can. Pieces of the ceiling are beginning to fall in. Tiny pieces though. We’re fine.
He glared at the obstacle blocking his path as his jaw clenched.
“Give me the torch. I’ll cut it up.” 
He looked over at Harper in surprise; last he checked she had been trying to help the more seriously wounded in the lobby. “What about your arm?”
She discarded the makeshift sling and gingerly massaged her shoulder. “Still have one functional, which is all I need. I’m small and can fit in there no problem. Hold on to my feet or something?”
The woman who was helping them was also thin…but she had shrunk away from his questioning scan of those present rather than step forward. “We can do that.” 
Harper dropped to her knees then her stomach and reached back with her good arm. He passed her the metamat torch, and she began scooting down the rough slope to the blockage.
Have everybody move away from the blocked area where the lift was. We’re about to break through.
Three, four, five seconds passed. 
Done. 
“You’re clear to start.”
He and Noah each grasped an ankle as Harper sliced the stone into segments and punched each one out to crumble into the basement. In a few short minutes she had cut an opening large enough for a person to fit.
“This is all the room we’re going to get. Pull me up.” They complied, and she crawled to her feet, bloody scrapes decorating both arms and dust coating her skin.
Before anyone could say or do anything, Caleb slid feet-first into the opening and wrangled through it into the basement.
Dust hung heavy in the air, clogging his nostrils with his first breath. The only appreciable light came from the hole above him, so he flicked on the light attached to his belt.
Six men and women stood huddled together in the shadows of the claustrophobic space. Not seeing his sister among them, he hunted frantically around.
Isabela stepped out of the shadows to regard him with a relieved, weary smile. “You certainly know how to make an entrance, don’t you?”
He pulled her into a hug, gently in case she had been trying to protect him and she in fact was injured. “The least I could do.”
“Thank you,” she whispered in his ear.
He pulled back and met her gaze. “The least I could do.”
“Uncle Caleb?”
He let go of his sister to crouch in front of Marlee. Grime coated her curls and face; she held her right arm awkwardly across her chest and cradled the tattered remains of Mr. Freckles in the other. 
“Hey, muffin. I couldn’t wait to see you any longer, so I had to come and dig you out.”
“Are the bad ships still shooting outside?”
“Nope. The bad ships are all gone. So how about let’s get you out of here, okay?” He stood to see one person already climbing out of the hole they’d created. Noah and the teenage boy—he’d never caught a name—reached down to pull them up and out of the path.
He carefully boosted Marlee up into Noah’s arms. She was so brave, swallowing a single whimper on the way up though she had to be in significant pain. He practically shoved Isabela up through the opening next, then stayed behind to assist the rest of the basement refugees—with some urgency as the ceiling increasingly rained down on them. At last he clambered up and out in a cloud of dust.
An additional med kit had been located and was being put to use on cuts and abrasions. A quick diagnostic scan of Marlee’s arm declared it to be a compound fracture. They immobilized it and administered a measured dose of pain meds, but such young, fragile bones needed trained medical attention to ensure they healed properly.
Caleb headed outside to see if any emergency personnel had arrived in the area yet. He saw none and was about to go back inside when Isabela appeared at his side. She pointed to the wreckage of one of the frigates in the distance. Half the ship had landed atop one of the towers on the edge of the city, the other half on the flatland beyond. 
“You didn’t…do that, did you?”
He shrugged with proper dramatic flair. “I did say I came to rescue you. They were in my way.”
She stared up at him wearing an amused grin, though he noted the exhaustion weighing down her features. “You really are kind of wonderful.”
He bit his lip to mockingly suppress a smirk and give her the show she deserved. “Maybe a little.” Then his tone grew more serious. “There’s no telling when help is going to start rolling in, and the hospital is probably wrecked, but I think this is the first location they hit. Let me fly you and Marlee over to the next city. They’ll have a functioning hospital and lodging. You’ll be safe there.”
“You’ve convinced me. But fly us there in what?”
“Go get Marlee and the others.”
Her eyes narrowed at him suspiciously as she backed away. “All right.”
Alone for a few precious seconds, he drew in a deep breath. He stood on a ruined street in a ruined city. Destruction stretched for kilometers in every direction, all caused by a single man for whom vengeance had devolved into madness. But no longer. He welcomed the endorphins now coursing through his veins as a just reward for a mission succeeded.
A single purpose had driven him relentlessly forward since leaving Earth; freed of its hold, his thoughts immediately turned to Alex. In truth his thoughts had never left her, but they had of necessity churned silently beneath concerns which he was able to act on and bring to a resolution. 
He didn’t dare contact her, fearful the slightest distraction at the wrong moment would endanger her and her own mission. His access to a secure military channel told him the battle had been joined, they hadn’t lost and she wasn’t dead. It would have to be enough for now. Until he could reach her.
When Isabela returned with Marlee, Noah and Harper, he was standing in what looked to be the middle of an empty intersection. He walked to the ship—disappearing briefly, to two gasps—then he and the ship reappeared.
Marlee’s eyes widened to giant bloodshot orbs as she let out a squeal of delight and ran to him. “Is this your ship, Uncle Caleb?”
He again crouched to her level. “Nope. It’s my girlfriend’s ship.”
That drew her enchanted gaze from the ship to him. “You have a girlfriend?”
“I do.”
She considered him skeptically. “Is she pretty?”
“She sure is—almost as pretty as you.”
Marlee giggled, covering her mouth with her uninjured hand in temporary embarrassment as she leaned against his shoulder.
He tousled her dust-covered hair playfully. “Do you want to go for a ride in it?”
Her head bobbed up and down. Her discomfort eased by the pain meds and fear eased by the sunlight, her usual effervescence was re-emerging in fits and starts. “Uh-huh.”
He went to the hull and opened the hatch. When the ramp extended, Marlee stared up it uncertainly. Isabela came over, scooped her up in her arms and carried her up the ramp. “Come on, sweetheart. We’ll explore the ship together—and we won’t touch anything.”
He laughed and turned to the others. “Thank you, both of you. I couldn’t have saved them without your help.”
Noah shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I think you’d have found a way.”
“Even so. Listen, I’m going to fly them to a hospital in the neighboring city, then I need to get to Seneca. To the front line.”
“To Alex, you mean.”
“Yeah. Noah, there’s not anywhere for me to drop you on the way, but you’re welcome to come along for the ride.”
“I can, but…does this neighboring city have a spaceport?”
“I assume so.”
“Would it break your heart if I headed back to Earth instead? Kennedy will torture me if I don’t return in one piece, and…actually that might be interesting….” He shook his head to snap out of the reverie. “Anyway, the sooner I return the better it will go for me.”
Caleb frowned. “I hear you. But I’m not confident you’ll be able to get a flight out. Isabela said there were no departures due to the evacuations.”
“Eh, I’m a persuasive guy. I’ll find someone to bribe.”
“Good point. Captain, what about you?”
Harper peered out at the wreckage of downtown with a vexed sigh. “I’d like to go to the front line. I can’t believe I’m missing the battle of the millennium thanks to that lunatic. But in truth I can’t do anything useful there at this point. So…I should stay here. I can assist with the rescue efforts and hopefully locate some of the escape pods—no man left behind and all. Then I’ll make their occupants assist with the rescue efforts. If we win at Seneca, eventually someone will show up to clean up this mess.”
“Are you sure? Real aid may be a while in coming.”
“I am. I helped cause this destruction by not acting fast enough. I need to help fix it.”
“Well, in that case.” He offered his hand once more. “I’m very glad to have met you, Captain Harper. Thank you for everything.”
She shook his hand firmly. “Same here, Senecan Federation Intelligence Agent Marano. Good luck to you.”
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SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
SENECA STELLAR SYSTEM

FIFTEEN MINUTES AND TWO twenty-centimeter-thick walls later, Alex crawled through the hole she had carved to step onto the deck of the Metigen superdreadnought. 
She took the time to visually canvass her surroundings from every angle, as much in awe as for the other Prevos and the recording her helmet cam was capturing and transmitting to the Churchill and EASC.
Devon:  Well this isn’t spooky at all.         
She acknowledged the comment then filtered the others’ chatter to the background. If they needed her it would bubble up, but she needed to concentrate.
The cavernous open space stretched in both directions until it vanished into darkness. The opposite wall was nearly four hundred meters away and the ceiling equally far above. Her perception had been that the berths for the swarmers were located on the sides of the hull, but she appeared to have entered near the bottom. This is the only deck on the ship.
My conclusion as well. Weapons and engines will be located beneath us, but I expect everything else—including the engineering core—will be on this level.
Are you sure there is an engineering core? She gestured around to emphasize the point.
Running in parallel rows along the ceiling, floor and wall behind them were hundreds of beams of streaming ivory-white light. They ran in grooves etched into the metal but weren’t encased within any bounding material. And they weren’t simply conduits of signals or power channels, either, for they branched, reconverged and connected to one another in elaborate patterns.
This is the code running the ship. The ship IS the synthetic intelligence.
Fascinating.
A chill radiated along her skin and seeped into her bones. Despite the brightness of the many streams of light rushing past, the deck was so enormous it rapidly darkened to shadow if she veered more than a few meters toward the center.
One could go mad in here in fairly short order. It wasn’t merely the emptiness or the silence—there was nothing human about the vessel. Yet this empty, cold, silent place was, at least to some extent, alive. Hell, maybe that’s why she was hearing her father in her head—she already was going mad.
It is alien. We should not expect it to exhibit human or even organic characteristics.
I know, Valkyrie. But Mesme, as alien as it was…we could relate to it. Converse, share ideas and argue. As infuriating as it was, we were able to fathom its nature and it ours.
Mesme’s purpose was to study humans, and if I understand correctly it had been doing so for a lengthy span of time. There’s no reason to believe others of its species would be as comprehensible were you to meet them.
True enough. It’s unnerving, though. Do you sense it? Not unlike Mesme, you now straddle the human and synthetic worlds.
Valkyrie paused before answering—for less than a second, but Alex had become attuned to the accelerated patterns of the Artificial’s thoughts. I think had I come here prior to linking with you, I would feel a degree of kinship to the environment. Now, however, I see it through your eyes.
Literally.
Yes, Alex. Literally.
The deadpan tone was unmistakable, and she laughed. The very human act in this very inhuman place served to ease the tension a little.
Focus, Valkyrie. We’re not here for you to dissect and study the ship. We can do that after we win.
Of course. I still believe there will be a central systems hub to coordinate instructions.
She glanced to her right. They had entered the ship about a third of the way from the ‘front,’ such as it was. This way?
No. I believe it will be in the center.
Why?
The ship has no need for a cockpit or a viewport to see out, for it sees via each component of its body. Given the hub will be controlling and directing all aspects of the body, it is rational to assume the hub will be at the precise center for maximum efficiency.
This is both logical and disturbing. She turned to her left and started traversing the deck. It was a challenging trek with the gravity boots always tugging downward to keep her attached to the floor.
A deep, heavily accented voice flitted in her mind. A ship without a viewport? Waste of a perfectly good engine.
I know, rig— She halted mid-step. Valkyrie, did you say that?
I find I’m not certain. I must have.
Alex planted the other foot on the floor and her hands on her hips. Cut the crap, Valkyrie. What have you done?
This pause lasted 310 quintillion cycles, or approximately a third of a second. Perhaps some explanation is in order.
You think?
Morgan is the only Prevo with military training. Seeing as our task is a military engagement, we felt it would be beneficial if we were able to boost the military ‘instincts’, let us say, of yourself as well as Devon and Mia.
Who’s ‘we’?
Annie, Stanley, Meno and I.
You’re talking to each other behind our backs?
Alex, we are communicating multiple exabytes of data every minute ‘behind your backs.’ Respectfully, the amount of information we are sharing is beyond your comprehension.
Her shoulders notched downward. Fine. Please tell me what you did and why it has resulted in a voice which bears a striking resemblance to my father being in my fucking head!
Twenty-eight years ago, when Abigail ran the Council on Biosynthetics Ethics and Policy, she began an initiative to acquire neural imprints from military officers carrying the rank of Commander and above. The idea was to create a storehouse of military knowledge beyond data and historical records. She and others anticipated a day would come when this collective wisdom would be accessible to strategists and Artificials alike.
“Alex, why have you stopped? What’s your plan?”
She jumped, startled at the audible sound of her mother’s voice ringing in her helmet. “We think the engineering or systems hub is this way, in the center of the ship.”
“Not the front?”
“Not the front. It’s an AI thing. I’m moving that way now.” I’m going to keep walking. You keep talking.
The initiative was shelved soon after Abigail left the Alliance, and nothing came of it. But the repository remained, and Annie has access to the files. We queried the repository, hoping to find brain wave patterns complimentary to those of one or all of you. These could be integrated into our processes, thereby increasing the Prevos’ military expertise. But our success was marginal. An amalgamation of 3-5 imprints were added to Annie and Meno. You were the only one for whom we located a near-perfect match.
She found she had halted again. She forced a boot up off the floor and continued forward. The clock was ticking, and she had a mission to complete.
My father. I remember…he had an imprint taken a year or two before he died.
Yes.
Why didn’t you tell me? You’re in my head—you know I’d want to be told.
I couldn’t be certain what would happen. My analysis suggested the most probable scenario was nothing would happen, beyond an increased command of the battlefield.
Are the others experiencing these sorts of…anomalies?
No. But they received blendings of multiple imprints, thus any distinctiveness was lost. You are unique. 
Her hand came to her mouth, only to be stopped by the faceplate. Valkyrie, is it conceivable there was some element of, I don’t know, consciousness embedded in the imprint?
‘A mind is more than the sum of its individual components, more than neurons firing and chemicals flowing in response to stimuli.’
Not exactly what I meant at the time.
Nevertheless, the concept may be applicable.
I have learned much from our linking. I possess your neural imprint, and now I can see you. The imprint is not you. Not quite. But I have begun to discern the gaps, the traits it does not wholly capture. Using these insights, I’ve been endeavoring to construct a richer representation of your father’s mind within my own processes. It is leading to some rather interesting and unexpected results.
Like my father talking to me in my head.
…Yes.
In the distance a stronger light source began to cut away at the gloom. Valkyrie had been correct.
She wanted to pinch the bridge of her nose through the helmet, wanted to impose order on the jumbled thoughts and swirl of conflicting emotions. The implications of what Valkyrie had done were staggering, but they made her head hurt and her heart seize. She needed to pack them up and box them away for a later time, a time when she wasn’t in the bowels of a colossal, living alien vessel that wanted to kill her. And everyone else.
We’ll continue this discussion soon. You’re not off the hook for keeping this from me.
A reasonable response.
“Alex, be careful. It might have defense mechanisms.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”
It will not have defense mechanisms.
No, it won’t. What would it possibly need to defend against? The notion of an ant getting this far is so absurd as to be laughable.
Yet here we are.
Yet here we are.

They began studying the hub as they approached and it gained greater definition. There was no metal and no frame. There was also no way through. The quantum core stretched floor to ceiling and wall to wall. The inputs streaming toward it on every surface met the core at defined junctures to disappear into the whole. 
It reminded her a great deal of the orb powering the cloaking shield on Portal Prime—which was good news indeed.
We could wreck a few of the junction points and be done with it.
We could—and this ship would plunge out of the sky with us in it. Less relevantly to our survival, it would likely not have the opportunity to pass any corrupted instructions to other ships before doing so.
Both valid points. Plan B?
I recommend inserting a probe at one of the junction points so we can study the routines to determine the best route of attack.
Really? Last time I just stuck my hand into the middle of it.
The fact you are standing here now indicates it was not a death-inducing act, much to my astonishment.
She crossed the last twenty meters to the core’s outer edge. When we get home I think we need to tweak your humor algorithms a bit.
Why? It is your humor.
Damn. No wonder I drive people nuts. You know, I think I’m just going to stick my hand into the middle of it. The field is larger than the one on Portal Prime, but it’s powering something far smaller. It’ll be fine.
She stood in front of the swirling wall of…what was it really? Light, energy, signals, quantum wave-particles carrying and analyzing data then making decisions and issuing instructions, all coming together to create an intelligence. Not true life, but intelligence nonetheless. She lifted her right hand. 
In her comm her mother’s voice boomed with authority. “Alex, what are you—”
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“Admiral Rychen, could you tell the Cantigny not to blow me up, please?”
“I’ll get on that.”
“Appreciated.”
Had she been breathing? She sucked in air. That was bracing. Okay, we understand the language. Now to fuck it up.
It is all one program—solely the variables and the systems they affect change. I believe we can introduce a flaw at the root level which will propagate out to every system.
Only one little flaw? Surely we should introduce a few more to be safe.
Alex, safe is introducing a single flaw. This will give us time to depart and is less apt to be noticed by the governing program while it can still be corrected.
Where?
The code flowed past her in her mind as a sea of pulsing, twisting strings of light. Deeper and deeper she fell, until an intricate shape comprising six dimensions—wait, she could perceive six dimensions now?—appeared at the center. All paths led to the object.
Here.
She reached into the paradoxically dense shape, grasped onto a single string and let the corruption flow out of her fingertip, through the adaptively porous material of her glove and into the code. 
The simplest of distortions to the most basic of calculations, but 2 plus 2 now equaled 4.2.
Did it accept the alteration? 
Watch.
A tiny black filament rushed along the string with the rest of the code. Then it split to travel down two strings, then eight, then twenty-four.
She yanked her hand out of the hub and stumbled backward, landing on her ass on the hard and decidedly nonpliable floor.
“Alex, are you all right?”
She blinked repeatedly, trying to clear the artifacts of code flashing across her eyes. Valkyrie? Are you good?
One moment…yes. I have reoriented my processes.
She climbed to her feet. “I’m fine. We’ve sabotaged the ship’s programming and are getting out of here.”
Well that was fun.
Indeed. 

Stepping out of the alien chamber into the midst of the battle was like….
Emerging from a mother’s womb?
Can’t say as I remember. We’ll go with a jarring sensory assault.
“The recon vessel has acquired your locator beacon and is en route. Set a trajectory S 46°, 6° z W.”
“Understood.” She steeled herself, stepped into space and fired the thrusters—
—a damaged swarmer hurtled out of control from above the superdreadnought to skim the hull less than ten meters beneath her. Her arms flailed in a fruitless but instinctual attempt to get out of the way. 
Then it was gone. 
The swarmer had passed so close her spacesuit burned warm from the heat of the scorching metal. She fought to wrestle her pulse under control with the help of her eVi and Valkyrie. 
Let’s try not to be sideswiped by any more large, careening objects on fire….
A wise course of action. Valkyrie sounded a bit shaken herself.
She accelerated in the provided direction, trying to give a wide berth to any dogfights, and exhaled in relief when she saw the approaching recon vessel, temporarily uncloaked so she’d be able to find it. She angled to meet it.
Once she was latched on and gave the all-clear to the pilot, she again rolled onto her back to gaze out at the warfare, albeit with greater respect for its perilous savagery and her own fragile vulnerability. Hell of a sight, isn’t it, Valkyrie?
I have never understood why humans engaged in battle against one another, taking lives for goals of lesser value—accepted it logically but did not understand it. This, however? This I understand. This willingness to sacrifice one’s individual life so others’ lives may continue, this determination to fight with every measure of one’s being and every facility of one’s mind and body and tools to defend humanity? It is…beautiful.
Valkyrie wasn’t seeing the beauty of the sunlight reflecting off gleaming starship hulls, or the shimmering laser beams crisscrossing space in vibrant colors, or the brilliant, fiery glow of exploding vessels. She wasn’t even seeing the beauty of man and machine at their apex, performing upon a tableau of a sea of stars and the powerful silhouette of a planet which had lain untouched by humans a century ago yet now was home to a billion people.
No, she was seeing the beauty of each act by each individual human soul—courage, heroism, determination, intellect, sacrifice—replicated tens of thousands of times over to forge a defiant stand against this grave challenge to their existence.
‘It is only by risking our persons from one hour to another that we live at all. And often enough our faith beforehand in an uncertified result is the only thing that makes the result come true.’
Alex smiled. Let me guess—William James?
Indeed.
A voice which she now so easily recognized reverberated in her head, stronger than before. I’ll do you one better: ‘We are face to face with our destiny and we must meet it with high and resolute courage. For us is the life of action, of strenuous performance of duty; let us live in the harness, striving mightily; let us rather run the risk of wearing out than rusting out.’ Theodore Roosevelt, who among other accomplishments did happen to be a student of William James for a time.
Silence hung for an endless, frozen instant. She dared not breathe. 
Is that you, Dad?
Not truly, milaya. It is a fragment, a whisper, a shadow left behind. But perhaps that is enough, yes?
Yes. It is so much more than enough.
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ROMANE
INDEPENDENT COLONY

THE ORION EMERGED FROM SUPERLUMINAL to find a planet under siege and a sky at war.
Malcolm had known what awaited him, for contrary to what they had hoped the Metigens had not held off until all their brethren arrived before initiating their assault on Romane. Instead, on reaching the planet they had taken advantage of the fact not all the Alliance ships dispatched to defend the colony were in place yet either and launched their attack.
Now the defenders found themselves knocked back on their heels, on the defensive and scrambling to play catch-up. Nevertheless, at first glance they appeared to be doing a moderately good job of it. At least ten superdreadnoughts were limping badly and debris of several more littered the scene. But this still left—Malcolm blinked and double-checked the number—fifty-one fully operational. Slightly fewer than expected unless many had already been destroyed, but…damn.
Colonel Jenner:  Admiral Fullerton, EAS Orion reporting for duty and requesting instructions.
Admiral Fullerton (EAS Jefferson):  Welcome, Orion. Hook up with the 26th Squadron on the left flank.
Colonel Jenner:  Understood. It seems as if the enemy fleet is smaller than we were expecting.
Admiral Fullerton:  Nope. The rest of them are planet-side.
He frowned; perhaps matters weren’t so well in hand. Are we engaging them below as well?
Admiral Fullerton:  I sent the 21st Regiment down to bite at their flanks.
Colonel Jenner:  Sir, shouldn’t we be working to protect the infrastructure and lives on the ground?
Admiral Fullerton:  Which we’ll do by wiping out these bastards up here. Now get over to the left flank.
Colonel Jenner:  Is Mia Requelme onboard the Jefferson?
Admiral Fullerton:  That freak of nature they sent here to ‘assist’? Hell, no. I pawned her off to the governor.
Malcolm cringed, physically bit his tongue, then opened his mouth anyway. Sir, I’m taking the Orion in-atmosphere. I request the 7th Platoon to accompany me.
Admiral Fullerton:  Son, are you under the impression I take orders from Colonels? Because I assure you, I do not.
Colonel Jenner:  Of course you don’t, sir. However, Admiral Rychen ordered me to assess the situation when I arrived and, if I felt it necessary to defend Romane on the ground, to do so. I feel it is necessary to defend Romane on the ground, and I need the 7th Platoon to do so.
A period of silence preceded the response. 
Admiral Fullerton:  Rychen said that, did he? The tone suggested Fullerton harbored a healthy fear of the man.
Colonel Jenner:  Yes, sir. Right before I departed the Churchill.
Admiral Fullerton:  Well, hell. Fine, take your ships and get down there, but don’t come begging for help when things go south.
Colonel Jenner:  Acknowledged.
He let go of the breath he’d been psychologically holding. “Comms, contact the vessels in the 7th Platoon and instruct them to rendezvous E 20° of Corridor #5 for atmospheric entry.”

Smoke and raging fires rose from multiple locations as they neared Romane’s largest metropolitan region. Two superdreadnoughts cruised above it, and the swarmers made the sky look as though a plague of locusts had invaded.
Malcolm turned to his XO. “You have command of the Orion. Work together with the other ships to implement the strategies we’ve discussed. Have the tactical assault detachment meet me on the flight deck.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best to take care of her for you. Godspeed.”
“And to you.” With a salute he departed and headed below.
His requisition of the 7th Platoon had not been random. Not all cruisers carried a tactical assault detachment, but like the Orion the two cruisers belonging to the 7th did. Given thirty-six men behind him, perhaps he could make a difference on the ground.
The shuttles dropped the squads as close as safety allowed to the governor’s bunker in the heart of downtown. He didn’t intend to strike out across the city blindly; he needed to know what defenses were in play and at their disposal.
They navigated the intervening two blocks swiftly and without incident. He set the others to assisting survivors in the vicinity while he and the three detachment commanders entered the bunker. 
What he found twenty meters below ground was a working command center as state-of-the-art as any the Alliance enjoyed. Three-dimensional dynamic maps of the city and the planet dominated the far wall. Hyper-crisp screens lit multiple workstations, and two dozen or so people conferred with one another or scurried between the stations.
It took several seconds for their presence to be noticed, but after multiple gestures in their direction a striking woman in a taupe pantsuit looked over. “Gentlemen, you are a welcome sight.”
“Governor Ledesme?” At her curt nod he strode forward and extended a hand. “Alliance Colonel Malcolm Jenner. We’ve got a hundred ships in-atmosphere engaging the enemy and thirty-six Marines here on the ground—not to mention the considerable force keeping the rest of the alien vessels occupied in space—but we need to know what our options are.”
“Our Defense Chief is otherwise engaged at the moment. I’ll have him give you an overview as soon as he’s done. We have a couple of tricks available to us, but using them from the bunker has proved problematic since the Metigens took out most of our relay stations and half the power grid.”
“We’ll work around those difficulties, ma’am. Is Mia Requelme here?”
The governor jerked her head toward the rear left corner of the bunker. “If I understand the current state of affairs, you may be exactly what she needs.”
A woman in black pants and a matching turtleneck leaned over the shoulder of a disheveled-looking older man working at a large data screen. Two additional men huddled at the edges of the screen as the woman pointed in restrained agitation at it, then crowded in on the first man. “No, it has to be—would you just let me do it? It’ll be far faster and it might actually work.”
“I am not giving you control of our defense arrays. That authority belongs in human hands.”
“Oh, for the love of—”
He cleared his throat. “Ms. Requelme?”
She pivoted as she straightened up, sending long, sleek black hair whipping past her shoulder. Like Alex, her irises shone a luminous silver to create a dramatic contrast against her olive skin. She arched an eyebrow. “A Marine? Interesting.”
He offered his hand once more. “Colonel Malcolm Jenner. Alex told me to help you if I could, so how can I do that?”

Mia:  Alex, nanosecond scoop on Colonel Jenner?
Alex: Honorable and trustworthy to an occasionally annoying fault. Prefers to be on top—thinks he’s being a gentleman.
Mia:  Got it.
She eyed the Colonel with a hopeful expression. “I don’t suppose you brought any programmable shoulder-fired SALs with you?”
His head cocked to the side; it was apparently not the response he’d expected. “Uh, yes, as a matter of fact—three of them.”
“Fantastic. Will you let me touch them? Because nobody here will let me touch anything.”
He gave her a casual shrug, a motion starkly out of sync with the grinding tension of the bunker. “If you can present a convincing argument as to why you need to touch them, yes.”
Modifying the signal pattern for single, directed use. Should we burn a disk?
Nah, we’ll just hotwire it. It’ll be fun. It’s been over a decade since I hotwired hardware.
She placed a hand on Jenner’s arm and guided him to the quietest corner of the room, relatively speaking. “I’ve worked out a signal beam I believe will completely nullify an alien vessel’s shield for so long as it is continuously directed at the vessel. They won’t let me reprogram the defense arrays—what’s left of them. Either they don’t believe it will work or they think I’ll use the access to take over the arrays and do who knows what.”
“When you say ‘I,’ you mean you and…” his hand gestured awkwardly toward her head “…the Artificial in your brain?”
“Yes. I mean ‘we.’ Is that a problem?”
“No. But I got the impression Admiral Fullerton wasn’t happy to have you around. You’re not getting much support in here, either?”
“Ledesme trusts me a little—or she did before I became a cyborg. Now, the verdict’s still out. Fullerton is a four-star ass, however. So are you in? Will you help me test this signal on a live target?”
“I will. Grab a ballistic jacket and helmet. It’s ugly out there.”

“Oh my.” Mia froze at the exit to the street, stunned by the scope of the destruction to what hours ago had been a vibrant, shining city center, one many claimed represented the pinnacle of civilization itself. Meno, our home….
We will rebuild. Humans always rebuild, and the result is invariably better than what came before.
Jenner was on his comm, issuing orders in the clipped growl military always seemed to use; they must teach a class on it in officer training.
Morgan:  No, only a couple of ‘you’ll die in ten seconds unless you spew out these fifty words as the timer ticks down to zero’ scenarios for practice. That and the constricting body armor—flexible my ass.
A minute later a group of twelve soldiers rounded the corner a block away. He ordered them into the alcove of the bunker entrance and out of the direct line of fire, then relieved one of the soldiers of a bulky SAL and turned to her. 
“Okay, Ms. Requelme, what now?”
She ignored the suspicious stares of the soldiers to run her hand along the length of the weapon until she found the removable panel then yank it open to reveal a tiny control board. She jiggered it out of its slot so she could reach the fibers connecting to it.
“Sir, what is she doing?”
“Stand down, Lieutenant.”
Then she ripped off one of the fibers and replaced it with her index finger.
“Sir!”
As the new code flowed into the circuit through her finger, she idly wondered if it was the violence committed upon the board or the head-to-toe scarlet glyphs blazing along her exposed skin which elicited the reaction. 
Jenner leaned in close to her ear. “Ms. Requelme?”
“You’ve never seen anybody hotwire a control board before?”
“Yes, I have. They generally use tools.”
“Right, well.” We’re done.

Satisfied the ware had been reprogrammed to meet her needs, she returned the board to its slot with exaggerated care and closed the panel over it. “We’ll need another SAL, because this one isn’t going to shoot worth shit now. Once we have it, let’s go find ourselves a swarmer.”

They clung to the façade of an office building and the meager protection the shadow of its profile provided. Jenner peeked around the corner and summoned the soldier he had entrusted with the additional shoulder-fired weapon up beside him. 
Mia strained to see past him, but Jenner was tall and well-muscled and she was neither. She settled for aiming a stage whisper at his ear. “Remember, paint the target as you normally would—the signal’s embedded in the targeting ware.”
He indicated he heard her and counted down using his fingers, then he and the other soldier stepped into the open. She gave it a second’s consideration then crept out behind them. She had to see.
The swarmer accelerated above the broad promenade toward their location. The targeting laser was invisible, but the beam from the active SAL streaked through the air to impact the core of the strange ship. 
The explosion rocked the buildings on either side as metal shot in every direction to lance through windows and ricochet off the road. An instant later the engine erupted into a hot plasma fireball that sent them all rushing back around the corner lest they be melted by the expanding flames.
She laughed and sank against the wall. “It worked.” 
Of course it worked, Mia. I told you it would work.
Yes, you did, Meno.
“Maybe we caught it when its shield was down. I mean, it was getting ready to fire on us, right?”
Jenner shook his head at the skeptical Marine. “Nope. I’ve seen our fighters blow those things up, and it requires at least four seconds using a far stronger laser even when the shield is down at the oculus. This was instantaneous and total.”
He gave Mia a respectful smile. “Let’s get this code of yours replicated and out to the fleets. Then we’ll talk to the governor about reprogramming the defense arrays.”
“Already handled.”
“Ma’am? I mean, I expected you and Alex were communicating with each other—and I guess with another of—another person—at EASC. But don’t we still have to distribute the code for the signal through channels to the various ships?”
Mia shrugged mildly. “Like I said, already handled. The signal and instructions for using it are being pushed out to the ships here as we speak, as well as to both militaries’ contingents at Seneca. Though I’m not sure they really need it there, as Alex performed her own magic on the Metigen vessels.”
The corners of Jenner’s eyes creased as he stared at her. Great, she’d frightened another one…. “And the arrays?”
“Meno managed to hack the encryption on the arrays shortly after we left the bunker—it would have been rude to do it while we were standing in the room with the governor and the defense chief. We have to make a couple of adjustments to the control ware, but the nodes should begin broadcasting the signal in the next few minutes.” She pursed her lips in mild irritation. “The defense turrets are on a closed system, though, so I can only access them from the bunker.” 
He squinted oddly at her, then gazed around at his men. “All right, let’s move back to the bunker. We’ll take out any swarmers we come across on the way.”
As they reversed course to return to the command center, he glanced at her again. “Is there anything….” His voice drifted off as he frowned, then frowned more deeply.
“Problem?”
“Sorry. Information from Command.” He scanned the group. “Why hasn’t Beta Squad shown up yet?”
“Said they got held up rescuing some injured, sir. They’re on their way now.”
She’d known him for literally minutes, but Mia thought Jenner had a strange look in his eyes as he nodded ponderously. “I’m sure they’ll catch up to us.”
We are down to eight nodes remaining operational on the defense arrays.
Once they get that beam working on the warships, it won’t matter.
True enough. I am ashamed it took me so long to devise the proper signal propagation. In retrospect it appears a quite simple solution.
They usually do. And don’t be ashamed—we merely needed to work together on the problem is all.
Your fresh perspective was most helpful, Mia.
The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
You’re suggesting we are both more intelligent and more clever as a unit than either of us were apart?
I am. Don’t you agree?
Very much so. Not knowing how you felt, I didn’t want to mention it.
You only need look to learn how I feel about, well, everything.
I know. I am trying to respect your privacy, but I confess it is proving difficult.
It’s okay, Meno. My thoughts are your thoughts. You’re part of me now.
I am.
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THE TWO SUPERDREADNOUGHTS were accelerating when they smashed into one another twenty degrees off head-on. The force of untold kilotonnes of hyper-strong metal colliding burst outward in a conflagration of material and energy for half a megameter to wreck every vessel in its path, Metigen and human alike.
Most of the United Fleet ships managed to get clear of the blast, but two frigates and perhaps a dozen fighters were not so lucky. Still, the aftermath of the collision damaged an additional three SDs and a host of swarmers, so the incident came out markedly in their favor.
In the upper right sector of Quadrant Two—within visual range from the bridge of the Leonidas—an SD fired wildly, intending to hit an Alliance cruiser but catching the undercarriage of one of its brethren instead. 
That settled the question.
Field Marshal Gianno allocated half her attention to the semi-circle of holos to her left. “We’re starting to see evidence of Ms. Solovy’s corruption of the SD programming. It’s sporadic and unpredictable, but it is overtly manifesting.” 
After receiving concurrence from the others she activated the fleet-wide channel. “All pilots be on alert for unusual behavior by Metigen vessels. Scan for new opportunities and act on them, but don’t get caught unawares. Expect anything.”
Next she turned to Admiral Cavaste. She was on the Leonidas as commander of the Federation military, not as captain of the flagship. Some friction was unavoidable, but there had been plenty of duties to keep them both busy thus far. “Thoughts?”
Cavaste checked the viewport. “We’re got this new signal coming in that’s supposed to strip their shields, right? I think we find an SD acting squirrelly in Quadrant Two, paint it with the signal and shoot it. Then we find another.”
Her terse nod sufficed as permission, and he refocused on the tactical map. The considerable range of the dreadnought’s weapons meant they need not advance too far into the chaotic fray in order to find targets, and she was confident Cavaste would warn the other ships in the vicinity to stay out of their weapons’ trajectory.
Rear Admiral Lushenko (SFS Isonzo):  Marshal Gianno, I’ve lost control of the 22nd Brigade’s entire fighter complement to the Artificial.
The officers were edgy about Artificials playing a role in the battle—if they knew the true nature of the intelligence many would be inclined to revolt—and she had not discouraged the sentiment. They served as her unwitting early warning signals of possible trouble. 
Field Marshal Gianno:  Understood.
She moved directly in front of the holo feed from the sim room on Deck 5.
Morgan stood in the center of the empty, dark room, her profile carving a shadow against a backdrop of virtual stars. The young woman would be seeing much more, of course, flying through the battlefield with her thoughts. Her hands jerked in erratic cadences at her sides, the residual byproduct of the actions of her mind and the Artificial joined with it.
“Commander Lekkas, what are you doing?”
The response came through gritted teeth. “Busy.”
“You’re controlling eighty-six fighters. Now ninety. This exceeds your operating parameters by a significant margin.” The phrasing made it sound like Morgan was a machine…but she was, wasn’t she? At the very least the line between man and machine had been blurred into indistinctness.
As if on cue, a thin line of blood trickled out of Lekkas’ nose to remind Eleni of the human component of the equation. 
They had no idea the long-term effects of such a taxing two-way connection on the human mind or body. The Prevos didn’t reside on the bleeding edge of science—they were over the cliff, halfway to the ground below and trying to fly on capricious wings.
“Commander, ease up.”
“Just watch. I’ve got this.”
The indefinable entity that was the Lekkas-STAN unit had performed exceptionally well thus far. All the Prevos had. And the simple truth was no one had any idea where their limits resided, or even if they existed at all. But this was the weapon they had crafted to win the war, so they may as well use it. Gianno turned her back on the holo to zoom her map in and track the fighter groups now under Lekkas’ control.
They were fleeing. Rather than seeking targets, the fighters sped toward the fringes of the conflict zone, strafing and diving in evasive maneuvers which individually appeared random but en masse became a rhythmic, almost hypnotic dance.
An increasing number of swarmers pursued them. The deceptively panicked behavior of the fighters drew more and more of the alien vessels into their wake as they passed through the turbulent combat, like hounds catching the scent of blood. Every so often a fighter would lob a sideways potshot with an arcalaser to lure another one onto their trail. Where were they going?
“She’s leading them to here.”                                                 
She looked over as Admiral Rychen drew a circle on their shared map around a point beneath the heaviest fighting in Quadrant Six. “EA Recon #2 has dropped six negative energy bombs there.”
“Ah.” The events occurring across Senecan space were orders of magnitude beyond what any single person could track, so it didn’t concern her that she’d been unaware of the placement of the bombs. Some division of responsibility was the only way they had managed to control the engagement thus far…assuming they were in fact the ones controlling it and not their Faustian creations.
Debris from a splintering SD washed over the grouping, taking out four fighters and three swarmers. She checked Lekkas’ holo to see a second trickle of blood seep out the other nostril. 
“Get a medic on standby outside the sim room, but tell them not to enter yet.”
The cavalcade reached the region Rychen had indicated with several hundred swarmers in tow. The lead fighters continued on straight through it. Then the rearmost fighters suddenly accelerated—well past any safe speed—to close ranks as the swarmers entered the zone.
As one every fighter flipped ninety degrees in one of four directions and spread out in perfect synchronicity in a starburst pattern away from the mined space. 
A second later the bombs detonated in a menacing obsidian conflagration which seemed to roil space itself, shredding more than four hundred swarmers in a single act.
The fighters drifted out of formation and adopted haphazard trajectories, a sign control had been released to their pilots.
Gianno immediately returned her attention to Lekkas. The woman wiped the back of her hand across the base of her nose as she opened her eyes and blinked at the cam sending her feed to the bridge. “I’m good.”
“Yes, you are. Well done, Commander.”
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THE SKIES AND THE STREETS WERE full of enemy ships as they made their way back across the eight blocks they’d managed to traverse during the hunt for a target on which to test the disruptor beam. 
The tentacled ships were now in rather plentiful supply, a sign the invaders were moving into the heart of the city. They took out two swarmers in three blocks, and it was tremendously satisfying both times. Having seen the destruction the alien vessels had wrought in only hours, Malcolm took great satisfaction in blowing them up. As did his companion, it appeared.
Mia Requelme was…it would be inaccurate to say she was not what he’d expected. Seeing Alex had acclimated him to the Prevos’ physical oddities, and he’d otherwise born no expectations beyond a reasonable level of intelligence and technological savviness. She met those standards, no question. Beyond that, she was refreshingly blunt and assertive. She wasn’t a soldier…but she seemed to have the heart of one.
They were halfway to the bunker when the alien ships started falling out of the sky. More specifically, the Alliance ships started shooting them out of the sky.
He signaled a halt and activated his comm. “Admiral Fullerton, can I assume you received the signal code?”
“Yes, Colonel, and it is extremely effective.”
“You have the ‘freak of nature’ to thank for it.” 
Fullerton merely grunted in response, but the point had been made.
He fell in beside Mia as they resumed their course. “Impressive work. Your invention may take down the entire Metigen fleet here and save Romane.”
She exhaled in noticeable relief. “That was my goal—”
Malcolm thrust his arm out to shove her against the side of the building as he flattened on the wall beside her. The lieutenant carrying the modified SAL raised it in the direction of the next intersection. Two seconds later a swarmer sped into the open—
—and disintegrated into shrapnel as the laser from an Alliance fighter tore into it.
Most of the Marines with him hooted and hollered, fist-pumping the fighter as it buzzed the intersection on its way to its next target. Malcolm allowed himself momentary levity in the form of a pleased nod. “That, ladies and gentlemen, is what winning looks like.”
“Yes, sirree!” 
“All right, no need to swagger quite yet. Lot of enemies still in the sky. Let’s get to the bunker so we can push this signal out to the defense turrets and finish the job.”
They were a block from the bunker when Beta Squad came jogging around the corner.
Malcolm instantly tensed and stepped forward to place himself between Mia and the advancing men. He’d been on edge ever since receiving an alert regarding one of the members of Beta Squad shortly after their initial test of the disruptor beam. Now he replayed it in his mind.
Colonel Jenner,
You are hereby ordered to arrest Major Case Spencer of the 4th SW MSO Platoon on suspicion of colluding with the Metigen invaders or agents thereof. He should be considered extremely dangerous and appropriate precautions taken. He must be disarmed and detained at the soonest available opportunity.
‘Appropriate precautions’ weren’t exactly available on an open street in the middle of a war zone. He kept his expression blank. “Major, what took you so long?”
The Marine gestured in the direction they had come from. “Had to dig a little girl out of some wreckage. You know how it is.”
“I do.” He scrutinized Spencer as his hand slid to the Daemon at his hip. Was he really going to do this? The order had originated from a place of authority and a superior officer, not to mention from a man he knew personally. Still, it was outside the chain of command and came without explanation.
“What have you all been up to?”
One of the men piped up before Malcolm could silence him. “This woman here figured out how to shut off their shields. We can blow them up nice and pretty now. We’re heading back so she can reprogram the groundside defenses.”
Spencer brandished a snarl. “That’s her, huh? The cyborg freak?”
Resolve solidified, Malcolm drew his weapon and sighted down on the man. “Major Case Spencer, you are under arrest on suspicion of colluding with enemy forces. You will be taken into custody pending a full hearing.”
Spencer began gradually raising his arms in the air, but his hands remained fisted. “It’s too late, by the way.”
“What’s too late?”
His left hand opened to reveal a small device in his palm. His thumb was already pressing on it and Malcolm was already firing.
Mia’s shoulder jostled into him; he spun just in time to catch her on her way to the ground. Her entire body was convulsing in a seizure of some kind. Her eyes had rolled back in her head to leave only the whites showing. 
He flung an arm behind him in Spencer’s direction. “Restrain him, now!” Then he eased her to the ground, keeping a hand behind her head so she didn’t crack her skull against the stone while thrashing. 
Abruptly the convulsions stopped and she sagged bonelessly in his grasp. Two fingers went to her neck. “I’ve got a pulse. She’s alive.” 
A member of Alpha Squad whose name he didn’t yet know crouched beside him. “I’m a medic. Let me take a look at her.” 
He relinquished her to the man’s care and stood to see one of the squad commanders placing wrist restraints on Major Spencer while two others held him to the ground. The shot had been absorbed by his shield but had dazed the man long enough to prevent escape. 
“What did you do?”
Spencer managed a gurgling laugh. “Blew up her house, Colonel. Her synthetic master is no more.”
“For God’s sake, why?”
“You want Artificials for our new overlords? Cause I sure as hell don’t.”
“You imbecile!” Malcolm caught himself and worked to tamp down the rage. They were exposed and in danger out here on the street. 
He turned to the Marines not involved in subduing Spencer. “We’re almost to the bunker. Carry her there—gently. If they don’t have a physician on site, we’ll evacuate her to the Orion.” His gaze reverted coldly to the prisoner. “Take him with us, too. Less gently.”
As they took care in lifting Mia’s limp form, Malcolm dragged a hand down his face to bury a frustrated growl. At least the code for the disruptor beam had gotten out, been put to use and propagated to the other ships. Thousands and more likely millions of lives would be saved today. 
But damn was he going to be pissed if the price was this one.
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THE SHEER NUMBER OF SHIPS IN MOTION—now, many hours after the campaign had begun and when so many had been destroyed—was beyond counting. 
The scale of the battle playing out in the space above Seneca transcended anything Caleb had ever seen in historical vids, much less in person. The debris field and the continuing combat overlapped one another to span more than ten megameters, well outside the range of the visual scanner. Beneath the chaos Seneca orbited peacefully, thus far untouched by the blitzkrieg. Depending on the outcome, it would either endure or be shattered.
Part of him was stunned to note how many of the ships continuing to fly were human ships. Despite all the advantages they had brought to bear in this clash, the odds were still stacked against them. Or so he had thought.
Beyond the smallest of groupings there existed no separation between Alliance and Federation vessels. Both filled the sky to dodge and attack numerous alien superdreadnoughts and scores of swarmers. 
As he surveyed the fray, the realization dawned that they were doing rather more attacking than dodging. He’d seen a few glimpses of footage from previous engagements with the aliens, and the superdreadnoughts did not appear to be acting nearly so aggressive as before. Their shots were late to chase ships already gone and their tactics disorganized in often failed attempts to evade fire rending with unexpected force into their hulls. 
We were pushing, and hard.
His attention was drawn to an Alliance cruiser above and to his port as no less than eight swarmers careened into its broadside in a series of cascading explosions. While each was tiny against the hull of the sizeable warship, the sheer force of the collisions alone would cause damage.
The smoke cleared to reveal several deep cracks and a notable dent inflicted by the first two collisions; yet the remainder had impacted along a strip of hull deeper and richer in hue than the rest of the ship. It continued to shine unmarred and unaffected by the assault. Adiamene.
Caleb couldn’t say why swarmers were suddenly crashing headlong into their foes, but he did know what it meant.
We were winning.
The joy in his chest notched up another level above its previously lofty heights, sent there by succeeding in saving Isabela and Marlee and now by being so close to reaching Alex. She lived, and that knowledge alone had sustained him through the short but too-long voyage from Krysk. He hadn’t bothered her with inquiries, not wanting to distract her from her vitally important task—a task which he suspected she was succeeding at to an astounding degree. 
Now he was here, and it was past time he paid her a visit.
Though it cut an impressive figure once sighted, the Churchill was not the sole dreadnought present and he located it among the ocean of ships only by radar. The trip to reach his destination through a gauntlet of interweaving fighters and swarmers, darting frigates and charging cruisers was a harrowing one, invisible or not. He didn’t relax until he’d deactivated the cloaking shield and docked on the expansive flight deck.
A sergeant met him at the bottom of the Siyane’s ramp. “Mr. Marano, I’ve been instructed to take you directly to the bridge.” The very young soldier lacked the discipline to suppress an air of dismay at being asked to personally escort some random civilian to the bridge of the flagship of the Alliance military.
“Excellent. Lead the way.”
The level of activity on the ship would be called anarchy in any other environment. But he supposed everyone had their own individual duties and understood where they were going and why.
He didn’t know what he would find on the bridge. He knew very little of what had transpired in the intervening hours. He didn’t know what role Alex played or how it was working out for her. If they were winning it could only mean good things, right? Yet a traitorous voice in the recesses of his mind whispered warnings of the high cost of victory.
The lift finally came to a stop and the door opened onto a bridge larger than any ship he’d been on until now. Some two hundred people staffed dozens of stations or dashed about in their purposeful wanderings. There was a concentration of people in the far center two-thirds of the way down the bridge. He zeroed in on it.
Several officers worked on either side of an oversized screen at which Alex stood. An Admiral stood beside and slightly behind her while she pointed at various details on the screen in an animated manner.
He approached quietly, savoring the opportunity to watch her as each familiar movement, each shift of her head and toss of a hand reassured him she was not merely safe but had stayed fundamentally Alex.
Abruptly she spun around, brilliant gleaming irises immediately landing on him. His heart leapt into his throat as her face lit up almost as brightly as her eyes. Then she was in his arms. 
Her own joy overwhelmed him to the point he found he was spinning her around, lifting her into the air as she cackled into his neck.
“You’re here! And you’re okay—you are, aren’t you?” She pulled away a sliver to inspect him.
“I am. Are you?”
She quickly nodded. “I’m sorry, I can’t shut Valkyrie off right now, too much is going on—but yes.”
He smirked mischievously. “Prove it.”
Her mouth smothered his, audience be damned…and he was home. The tension—the dark, simmering terror which had been gripping him far beyond his recognition of it—faded into nothingness. In its place rose a quiet yet bountiful contentment.
He chuckled softly against her lips. “I believe you.” Recognizing they had probably stretched the indulgence of their hosts as far as they should, he set her down and took a half step back. Only then did he realize her hair hung in a tangled mess, its disarray only partially concealed by the wrap half holding it in check. Her left cheek was smudged with a silver fluid of some sort and her shirt had two long tears in it.
“You look a wreck. What happened?”
“Oh, nothing much. I went for a space jump, broke into one of the superdreadnoughts, hacked the core programming of its systems hub and hitched a ride back atop a recon ship.”
He blinked several times; yep, she still managed to surprise him. “You are…remarkable. Is that all?”
“Not really. But you—Isabela and Marlee are okay? I know O’Connell’s dead, but the details are a bit sketchy.”
“They earned a few bruises, but yes, they’re okay. The details of O’Connell’s death will keep for now. But know I could not have gotten to them in time without your ship. I owe you everything.”
Her irises twinkled like stars beneath the artificial radiance. “No, but if you want to try to repay me….”
“Aren’t you going to ask?”
“Nope.”
He leaned to murmur against her lips. “The Siyane is fine. Not a scratch, though it wasn’t for lack of trying.” 
A grimace asserted itself at the margins of her features, only to be squelched the next instant. 
“I crashed her through the hulls of both frigates and the Akagi.”
“What!”
“Not a scratch…or at least not a scratch that didn’t heal itself by the time I got here.” He reluctantly prodded her away. “From what I saw outside, you aren’t finished working yet. Go.”
She looked disappointed but began backing up. “Will you stay?”
“I’ll stay. I just need to find somewhere unobtrusive to lean.”
“Over there should be—” 

When Alex opened her eyes, she was on her knees and her hands clutched her temples. The single jolt of pain had torn through her skull with the force of a lightning strike, then just as quickly was gone.
Alex:  What the fuck was that?
Devon:  I feel like my brain was ripped out of my skull through my ears.
Morgan:  Reminded me of my second-worst hangover.
Alex:  Mia?
Silence.
Devon:  The hell? They’re gone.
Alex:  What do you mean?
Devon:  I don’t know. They dropped off the connection and not in a benign manner.
Alex:  Try to contact Mia directly.
Devon:  Don’t you think I am? But there’s nothing.
“What’s wrong?” Caleb was crouched at her side and had an arm wrapped around her shoulders. She swayed against him, allowing him to support her; the after-effects of the mental wallop had left her nauseous and unsteady. 
Alex:  Malcolm. He might be with her.

Her pulse to him felt glacially slow compared to the instantaneous exchanges with the others. 
What happened to Mia? Do you know? Can you find out?
Soldiers were rushing toward her, but she waved them off and made an effort to struggle to her feet. “I’m okay.” 
The statement had been directed more at the over-interested onlookers than at Caleb. Having reached a standing position with his help, she leaned in close and dropped her voice low. “Something happened to Mia. I don’t—hang on.”
An asshole working for the aliens blew up her Artificial. She had some kind of seizure, or maybe a stroke. She’s alive but unconscious. I’ll take care of her, I promise.
Thank you. Thank you.
Caleb could obviously tell the news wasn’t good as soon as she met his gaze, for his expression darkened and his grip on her arm tightened. 
“She’s alive, but Meno’s gone and…we don’t know exactly what that means for her. I’m so sorry.”
He gave her the most beautiful smile. Oh, how she’d missed him. “It’s okay. Keep me updated?”
“I will.” Equilibrium regained, she reluctantly began pulling away. “Listen, things are about to get interesting. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Dare I ask what you mean by ‘interesting’?”
Her answer consisted of a raised eyebrow and mysterious quirk of her mouth. 
His brow furrowed into its endearingly straight line, but he brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, then let her go and found his wall.
She pivoted and strode back to the overlook. 
Alex:  It’s time.
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“ADMIRAL SOLOVY? We have a problem.”
Miriam continued tracking developments above Seneca. Alexis and Valkyrie’s successful corruption of the SDs’ operating systems had pushed the battle definitively in their favor. With the exception of the incident involving Ms. Requelme on Romane, the news had been uniformly positive for more than an hour now. 
As such, ‘a problem’ was not what she wanted to hear. And honestly, she didn’t see how the Director of Terrestrial Defense could be the bearer of a relevant problem. “Yes, Admiral Grigg?”
“Ma’am—” she jumped, as Grigg had crossed the room and was whispering in her ear “—the Prevos have taken control of the arrays.”
“What arrays?”
“Earth’s arrays, ma’am.”
She frowned at the man. “I don’t understand.”
“I don’t either but—”
“Admiral Solovy, we have a problem.”
Her eyes flicked to the Leonidas holo. Gianno was working a screen of cascading data while conferring with officials back on Seneca. Here the room buzzed in growing clamor as Grigg’s attempt at discretion had failed to keep the turn of events secret. “The Prevos have taken control of the Senecan orbital defense arrays?”
Eleni tilted her head a fraction. “So it would appear.”
Miriam moved Grigg out of her personal space and raised her voice to an authoritative level. “ANNIE, did you take command of the Terrestrial Defense Grid?”
“We did, Admiral.” It wasn’t ANNIE’s electronic voice but rather Devon’s. 
He was located in the primary sim room at Special Projects. Four guards were stationed outside, for protection, assistance or whatever other need might arise. The room projected the entirety of data available to them from both fronts and provided him a degree of access and control which matched her own, and possibly surpassed it.
A tall holo on the right edge of the table allowed her to keep an eye on him, but other than the occasional wisecrack his presence had largely gone unnoticed as he worked in silence or through ANNIE.
Now she bestowed on him her full attention. “Why?”
“You will see soon enough.”
The response evoked a shiver to race along her spine, but before she was able to react a message from Alexis arrived in her eVi. Her chest ached with dread as she opened it.
Mom,
I can’t explain to you what’s going on. I wish I could, but it’s imperative events play out to their conclusion. When it’s over you’ll understand. Just know that many things are not what they seem. People may not be what they seem.
If you have ever trusted me, I ask you to trust me now. Please. I won’t let you down.
—Alex
P.S.: Do me a favor and look at Richard right now.
Her gaze shot up to find Richard regarding her intently from across the long table. He lacked a role to play in the battles themselves but had asked to be present in the War Room. She had agreed, because he possessed the necessary clearance but mostly because he gave her some small measure of comfort.
Now his lips moved in silence. Trust her.
How could he know? Something of enormous import was happening, and she did not appreciate being kept in the dark. At all.
“Admiral, what is the situation?”
She schooled her features and pivoted to Brennon’s holo. “Give me thirty seconds, Prime Minister.”
“You have twenty.”
Right. “Devon Reynolds, explain this action now or we will unplug you.”
“It won’t be enough. It’s what I feared—what I warned you about. They’ve gone mad.”
The room suddenly felt overcrowded, the air thick and bodies pressing in on her as she spun to face Brigadier Hervé. The woman had maneuvered herself to the front row circling the table. 
“‘Gone mad’? Is that a technical term, Brigadier? Am I to understand your professional assessment is the Prevos have abruptly ‘gone mad’ after performing flawlessly throughout these battles and saving our skin in countless actions?”
“Victory over the aliens isn’t enough for them. Now that they’ve gained power they won’t give it up. I tried to warn you this would happen.”
Devon’s voice rose above the growing din. “Jules, Jules, Jules. You worry too much. I assure you, we have not ‘gone mad.’”
Miriam’s focus remained on Hervé. “Then what have you done, Devon?”
“I told you. You’ll see.”
The shiver in her spine froze to solid ice. Was Hervé correct? Oh, Alexis….
Trust her. Richard’s silent words repeated themselves with demanding insistence in her mind. She checked him again, but this time he merely offered her a careful nod. Her gaze flickered to the Churchill. Alexis stood at her personal display, ostensibly studying skirmishes and combat data, but Miriam noted the corners of her lips upturned in profile.
Things are not what they seem. People may not be what they seem.
“I can shut them down. Prime Minister, I request authorization to use the Kill Switch.”
She whipped back to Hervé, taking a step toward the woman while one eye went to Brennon. “What ‘Kill Switch’?”
He was stroking his chin. “We should try to resolve this peacefully if we can.”
Defense Secretary Mori leaned forward until his nose hairs were visible in his holo. “Prime Minister, if there is a way to disable these monstrosities you must use it!”
“What ‘Kill Switch’?”
Hervé gave her an odd smile. She didn’t recall the woman’s smile being so disquieting in the past. “The one I secretly installed in the firmware underlying their links. I send a signal from any control panel and the connection is broken.”
“You stupid bitch! A hard cutoff will cause a stroke in the human—you saw what happened to Mia!” 
Abigail—another person in the sea of bodies crowding the room—was here in case of complications with Noetica. Which they now had. Up until now the doctor had contented herself with studying the technical soundness of ANNIE’s output and periodically reviewing Devon’s vitals. Now she charged up to Hervé and appeared to be considering cold-cocking her.
“I am not, nor have I ever been, stupid, Abigail. Of course it will cause a stroke. But if the alternative is the death of billions, it’s an easy price to pay.”
A calm certainty descended upon Miriam. In war no price was easy to pay, but some were too high to ever justify. She took another step toward Hervé and locked her expression into an appropriately threatening countenance. 
“Brigadier Hervé, stand down. As your commanding officer I order you to NOT activate that Kill Switch.”
The woman ignored her to plead with Brennon. “Prime Minister? Your authority overrides the Admiral’s.”
“Brennon, do not—”
“Are they taking any action with the Defense Grid?”
“Not yet, but once they do it will be too late—”
“The array nodes are turning inward—they’re pointing them toward Earth!”
“Stop them!”
“That’s it, I’m doing it—”
Hervé’s hand never reached the panel. The beam from Miriam’s sidearm struck her full in the chest and sent her slumping unconscious to the floor.
Miriam gestured to the security officer at the door. “The Brigadier has been relieved of her station. Secure her in a holding cell then see to it she receives medical attention.”
Now Mori was yelling, among other people. “Admiral Solovy is personally compromised and no longer fit to lead. Prime Minister, I demand you relieve her of command!”
“Mori, for the love of god, shut up.” Mori’s holo vanished, presumably terminated by Brennon. “Admiral, you have five seconds to avert disaster. I suggest you use them.”
Miriam nodded thoughtfully, crossed her arms over her chest and stood there, to all observers composed and untroubled. 
The room roared in dissent and panic, but she once more tuned the noise down to a low hum.
5…
If you have ever trusted me, I ask you to trust me now.
4…
I won’t let you down.
3…
Trust her.
2…
“Admiral?”
1…
I trust you.
Around the Earth two hundred orbital nodes, each one equipped with a four hundred kilotonne laser weapon, fired on the planet below.
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Two Days Earlier
RICHARD LOOKED UP IN SURPRISE as the door to his office opened and Alex and Devon walked in. His door had been locked.
The set of his mouth tightened in consternation. “And when did ANNIE get access to the EASC security system?”
“When we decided she needed it.” Devon flashed a mischievous smirk, which was rather disconcerting what with his irises glowing an iridescent white. Alex, too. Standing there together they made for an eerie sight. 
He tried to keep from broadcasting the jarring discomfort he felt. “I see. Can I help you?”
Alex planted her hands on the rim of his desk and leaned into it. “You really, really can. We have a problem.”
“I’m going to require a little more information—but before you start, let me activate the extra shielding I had installed.”
“It’s already active.”
He considered Devon briefly then dropped his forearms on the desk and switched to Alex. “All right. Go.”
“The aliens still have a number of agents out there—people in positions of power in the military, government and business, as well as others wielding less influence but who are strategically situated to cause harm. We believe when the aliens begin to realize they are losing this war, they will use these agents in any number of ways to tip the scales back in their favor. Some of those ways may be catastrophic in nature.”
“We are working around the clock to uncover every person who—”
“You don’t need to uncover them. We know who they are. You need to stop them.”
“How do you know who they are? Is there a list somewhere no one told me about?”
She smiled, and his base fears receded a touch. “A list would be fabulous. No, we don’t have a list. Well we do now, but we made it and—”
Devon had been trying and failing to refrain from fidgeting against the wall. He was practically vibrating as he stepped forward and interrupted her. “We were able to identify the aliens’ communication signal by cross-referencing the comm records of Aguirre, the assassin from Pandora and…others. Annie had narrowed down the possibilities, but once STAN provided the assassin’s records—damaged but it didn’t matter—the answer was clear. The signal’s signature isn’t remotely like anything we use, so then it was simply a matter of filtering for it.” 
“Filtering what?”
Devon’s faced screwed up at him as if the question was absurd in its silliness. “Filtering everything: the exanet, security logs, astronomical readings, data from long-range sensors and research buoys. Anyway, here’s the list of people who have been in direct contact with the aliens. Then we analyzed their communication histories for unusual activity and identified individuals likely to be working for the alien agents—those names are at the bottom. They may be unaware of the nature of their true employer but present a danger all the same.”
Richard pinched the bridge of his nose in an attempt to forestall an encroaching headache. “You two are not trained investigators. There are a thousand reasons why the alleged agents for the Metigens could’ve contacted these people.”
Alex chewed on her bottom lip but nudged herself in front of Devon. “The people you’ve arrested for trying to kill me—thank you for that by the way—have any of them given you useful information?”
“Not much. They’ve spouted a variety of justifications for their actions: hatred of Seneca, fear of Artificials, someone paid them a lot of money. Thus far the information isn’t leading anywhere worthwhile. Why?”
“Every one of them is on the secondary contact list.”
He straightened up in his chair. “Okay, you have my attention. I won’t bother to ask how you got their names.”
“Good. You want to know who set them on the path? The answers are right here. You want to know who else has been set on the same path? We’re giving them to you. We aren’t trained investigators, but Annie is, and all the Artificials possess the algorithms to analyze a mountain of data and find the patterns. For these people, all other explanations were eliminated. They are our enemies—every single one of them.”
Nope, there was the headache. “What do you want me to do? Arrest them all?”
“When you can, absolutely.”
“And when I can’t?”
“Do whatever is necessary to remove their ability to act against us—against humanity.”
“You mean kill them.”
Her expression darkened in what he sensed was sorrow, but her shoulders rose. “If that’s what it takes. Richard, this is our one blind spot, the one way they can hit us for which we won’t be ready. Everything may depend on stopping them.”
Devon laughed. “No pressure, though.”
“Obviously.” Richard regarded her, standing before him as proud and defiant as ever. This was Alex. He’d known her since she was born. He’d watched her grow from a spunky, curious child into a rebellious, grief-stricken teenager and ultimately into a wonderful, extraordinary woman. This was David and Miriam’s daughter…and he had to believe beneath the strange, otherworldly appearance she was still the same person.
Almost as if she could hear his thoughts—could she?—she blinked and the iridescence vanished, leaving only the naturally striking silver-gray. David’s eyes. “Please trust me, Richard. And if you can’t trust me, trust the data.”
It wasn’t as if he didn’t believe they were correct in their analysis. Given all he’d seen with Aguirre’s conspiracy plus the incessant gambits to take out Alex and Caleb, he’d have been more surprised if it wasn’t true. And this did represent a major weakness, one which might sabotage their sole chance at winning. At living. 
He had thought he appreciated the risks the aliens’ devious scheming posed, which was why he’d been working night and day to root out those involved in this whole tangled mess. The news of the looming confrontations at Seneca and Romane—of this war possibly coming to a head far faster than anyone had foreseen—had only reached him an hour earlier. When coupled with the names he now held in his hand, it changed the focus of his investigation considerably.
The primary contact list was short, thankfully, but the secondary one was not…and combined they included the names of too many powerful people spread too far across the galaxy. Some were effectively untouchable…and several were very familiar. “What do you think they’re planning?”
Her head shook. “We can’t get at the content of the conversations. Assassinations, bombings, severing of communications, sabotage? But whatever they are planning, I guarantee it will be designed to help the aliens win the war and will occur at pivotal junctures.”
“I don’t disagree, Alex.”
“Also, there’s one other thing. You can’t reveal this information to anyone.”
He groaned. “I cannot do all this myself. I will have to use other resources.”
“Of course. But tell the minimum required to the minimum required number of people. To everyone else, say nothing. Remember the aliens are listening. If they discover we can track their communications, they’ll send their agents running to ground or order them to act early, or both.”
“I know they’re listening—it has made my job increasingly difficult the last several days.” He pulled up a new screen on his desk, positioned it beside their list and compared them. “Four of the people on this list are in custody. Two more were killed while resisting arrest.”
Alex’s brow knotted in surprise, and he raised an eyebrow at her. “I did say we were working around the clock to uncover conspirators. But if you’re right about the nature and extent of their plans, we need to alter our strategy—which means there’s one person I need to bring in on this now.”
He closed the screen and replaced it with a holo. Before either of them could protest, his husband appeared within it. Despite the early hour at his location, he wore a sable cable knit sweater and pressed khaki slacks and sipped on a thermos. 
Richard smiled. “I didn’t expect to find you quite so…awake.”
Will set the thermos down and shrugged. “Can’t bring myself to shift off Earth-time—I’m hoping I won’t be here long enough for it to become necessary. No one is clocking normal hours at the moment anyway, so it’s fine. What’s up?”
Richard turned to Alex, who now wore an expression of utter confusion, and swung the holo around. “We have guests.”
“Alex! You’re a sight for sore eyes. I trust Richard is taking proper care of you?”
“Yeah, he’s got a dozen agents glued to my ass. Where are you?”
“Seneca, actually.”
Her gaze darted to Richard, and he chuckled. “Will has been working with Graham to run down the remaining players in the Aguirre Conspiracy as well as alien collaborators outside it.”
“Why?”
“Because Graham needed the help. His chief deputy was a major player in the conspiracy, thus everyone in his organization is suspect—and the hit on the safe house you visited was an inside job. Also…” his eyes flicked to the holo bearing a mirthful glint “…he happens to be a Senecan Intelligence agent, so it wasn’t too much of a stretch.”
She frowned in continued perplexity. “Caleb did mention something about that. I honestly assumed it was the concussion talking, but…you know what, I’ll just go with it.”
“Probably for the best. Will, this is Devon Reynolds.”
“I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Reynolds.”
“Whereas I haven’t heard…” Alex’s irises glittered to brilliancy as she looked at Devon, then faded again “…and now I have. Up to speed. Carry on.”
Will shot him an inquisitive glance, but he mouthed a silent ‘later.’ “I have confirmation on seventy percent of your suspect list, a bunch of new names to add to it…and I want you to cease all detentions and arrests for the next eighteen hours. Are you at the office?”
“No, I’m in the hotel room. Did you say to stop apprehending suspects?”
“I did. Can you grab Graham in the next half hour or so?”
Will nodded. “I’ll head over to Division now.”
“Great. Comm me when you meet up with him, and I’ll explain. And Will? You are staying safe, right?”
Will grinned, if perhaps a bit indulgently. “I’m leaving the gunplay to the experts. Promise.”
“Okay. Talk to you soon.” Richard closed the holo sooner than he preferred and returned his attention to Alex. “Now we should go talk to your mother.”
She winced hard. “We can’t tell my mother.”
Uncertainty wavered in his mind. Was the Artificial subtly corrupting her judgment, bit by literal bit? He pushed the qualms aside; she would never allow it to do any such thing. 
“Why not? She’ll be in favor of the effort. She can use her authority to help.”
“One additional element is at play here, something we can’t even tell you. For events to play out to completion the way we need them to she must remain ignorant of this. Besides, she has too full a plate as it is.”
“Yes, you can tell me, because it’s important.”
She rolled her eyes. “This is the second time you’ve said that to me in a week.”
He stared at her dispassionately. “Well?”
She gave Devon a tiny nod.
Devon’s Adam’s Apple bobbed, and for once he didn’t look cocksure. He looked sad. “There’s one more name that should be on the primary contact list, but you can’t arrest her. Not until the end. It’s Jules.”
His jaw dropped. “Brigadier Hervé? You can’t be serious.”
“I wish I weren’t.”
He fell back in his chair and rubbed at his neck. “I can’t arrest her now because it would tip the aliens off to the fact that we were onto them in a big way. And I can’t tell Miriam because she would insist on Hervé being thrown out of the building and into the brig without delay.”
“Pretty much.”
He sighed. “Understood. I’ll handle everything and not involve her.”
She leapt around the desk to embrace him. “Thank you.”
Devon held up his hands in a defensive position. “I’m not a hugger. But thanks, man.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He pointed toward the door. “Don’t you two have aliens to fight? Now get out of here. And good luck.”
After the door closed behind them, Richard sank deeper into his chair and rested his chin on his fists. His stomach churned, driven by the instinctive revulsion triggered in his conscience. 
He’d always considered himself a moral man. He hadn’t always lived up to his own standard, but he’d like to think he’d always tried. And when he’d failed, he’d strove to do better. Surely choosing to help save the lives of billions of innocents, though it meant getting a little blood on his hands, was the moral choice?
An already messy operation had now become nasty and brutal—but it had also become all the more crucial. People were going to die and they were going to do so on his order. It was the only way. 
Someone should have told him—Miriam should have told him—how heavy the burden of acting for the greater good could be.

In a rare occurrence this last week, Miriam was in her office rather than the War Room. Richard was glad for it as it meant he wouldn’t need to request privacy yet again, but he confessed to being surprised. 
Then he saw her face and it dawned on him why. He leaned casually against the wall. “Alex has left for Seneca?”
She stared at her desk in silence for another beat, then looked up and gave him a bleak smile. “On one of the new scout ships, so she should arrive in time.”
“Admiral Rychen will take good care of her, I’m sure.”
“Admiral Rychen’s job is to get himself killed if it is necessary to achieve victory. I do believe he’ll at least make certain he dies before her, however.” She glared at the air in annoyance. “I’m sorry. I’m being ridiculously maudlin, which won’t do at all seeing as I have a war to win. What do you need?”
“I need a blank authorization form signed by you.” At her frown of surprise he cringed. “Actually, I need three blank authorization forms signed by you.”
“You realize I’m ethically obligated to ask why.”
Because there are three people on this list whom I don’t have the authority to order the detention or elimination of, and you do. “And I’m ethically obligated to withhold the information on the grounds of state security.”
“Richard, there’s nothing you can’t tell me. Also, there’s nothing you’re legally—or ethically—prohibited from telling me.”
“I know…but I can’t tell you this. Not yet. Just trust that it will help us win the war.”
Her admiral-quality stare bore into him for several seconds, but he persevered.
Finally she jerked a terse nod. “All right. If it were anyone else asking I’d—well, you know what I’d do.” She entered a series of commands in the control panel on her desk. “I’m sending them to you now. I trust you’ll use them well.”

SENECA
CAVARE, INTELLIGENCE DIVISION HEADQUARTERS
Two Days Earlier
“Oh, you have got to be bloody kidding me. I thought we were nearing an end with this shit?”
Richard scowled in his holo, and Graham would daresay he did not look entirely pleased himself. “I am not and we are not. So what do you think?”
Graham ran his hand through hair that hadn’t been combed since sometime yesterday, which was now effectively two days ago, and grimaced at Will across his desk. When the man had walked into his office a few minutes earlier and said he had something which would result in yet more lack of sleep, he’d braced himself for almost anything—but not this. 
“I don’t actually possess the authority to order the military arrests but I’ll manage it somehow. The civilians…that’s what they make black ops for, isn’t it? A number of these names aren’t on Federation or Alliance soil, though. Do you have a way to get at them in time?”
“No. But you know who does.”
He nodded, relieved Richard had come to the same unpleasant conclusion on his own. “I do. You realize of course ‘detainment’ will not be the outcome for any name we give her.”
Richard dragged a fist over his mouth to rest at his jaw. “Everything is on the line. God can judge us for our actions when the time comes. If humanity survives, our superiors and perhaps even the public can judge us, too.”
Graham appreciated the more honorable of his friends were willing to submit themselves to their particular god’s judgment, but he personally intended to keep his sins to himself. “They won’t find out about it from me. I’ll take my secrets to the grave, hopefully sometime next century.”
Will was ignoring him to fixate on the holo. Understandable. “If it helps at all, Richard, I believe this is the right thing to do. Whatever their motivations, these people will aid and abet the destruction of civilization if you—if we—don’t stop them.”
Richard gave Will a weak but genuine smile, and Graham was relieved he didn’t have the weight of yet another broken family on his conscience. 
“It does. Thank you. Okay, enough wallowing, because we have no time. Shall we prepare a message to Ms. Montegreu?”

NEW BABEL
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Forty Hours Earlier
The smooth, dulcet tones of the news broadcaster wafted in through the open door to the bath. 
“We want to bring you breaking news. We have just learned the Earth Alliance leadership has agreed to send its mammoth Sol Fleet to Seneca to fight alongside Federation forces in their defense against an expected attack by an armada of Metigen ships.
“Spokespersons for both the Alliance and the Federation are refusing to confirm the report, but if true it represents an unprecedented and historic act of goodwill and cooperation between governments which were at war only weeks ago. It also raises concerns about the wisdom of leaving Earth all but defenseless in a time of war.”
“Who could have envisioned I would help to bring such accord and harmony to a divided galaxy? I submit my reputation needs to be adjusted to reflect my status as a peacemaker.”
Aiden’s toes ran up Olivia’s calf beneath the bubbly water as the flute of champagne hovered at his lips. “I’ll put out a memo. In the meantime, I was wondering…do you think I should offer amnesty to the remaining Shào members if they join my organization? Can’t say if I’ll follow it, but I’d like your advice.”
The answer to the question of how Aiden was able to take out Shào’s headquarters turned out to be that he had a woman inside the cartel. She had infiltrated the leadership more than two years earlier in response to Shào’s increasing challenges of Triene. Within hours of being contacted she’d placed and activated explosive charges throughout the base of operations. Now deceased occupants included not merely Eun Shào himself, but his chief deputy, four lieutenants, three lesser underlings and at least thirty front-line employees.
She snorted and dropped her head back to rest against the curve of his shoulder. “Only if you want a gamma blade in your spine this time next week. Those thugs have no honor.”
His snicker rumbled low into her hair. “Whereas you and I, we do have honor?”
“We have standards. If someone falls beneath them, they aren’t worthy of honor. If they rise above them? Sure, we have honor.”
His hand not holding the champagne slipped beneath the bubbles to run up her inner thigh. “Is it honorable to—”
“Stop.” She shoved his hand away as she opened the message which had just arrived.
“Don’t even entertain the notion of being a tease, Olivia. You—”
“I’m reviewing something, dammit.” 
He griped behind her but complied while she re-read the message, scarcely able to accept its contents. And she’d thought the Federation military requesting illegal boosters for their fighter pilots was scandalous…. “You are not going to believe this.”
“When it comes to you, I will believe anything. What is it?”
“It’s best if I show you.” She projected an aural to float above the frothy bubbles.
Ms. Montegreu,
It is with the utmost reluctance and distaste that we request, per the terms of our agreement, for you to subdue or otherwise render unable to take independent action the following agents of the Metigen enemy:
Joon Choung, CEO of Choung Pharmaceuticals
Hanse Abel, Vice-Chairman of Advent Materials  
Greta Schwartz, Chief of Staff to the governor of Atlantis
Alonso Bianchi, Chief Deputy of the Shào Cartel
Karie Singh, Director of Utilities on Pandora
Vincenza Nielson, Chairman of Total Chemical Solutions on Romane
Mellie Ohara, Senior News Broadcaster, Galaxy First Communications
Action against said agents should be taken no earlier than twenty hours and no later than thirty-six hours from the timestamp of this message. Fulfillment of all elements of the requests contained herein, plus cancellation of the contract on Noah Terrage’s life, will constitute satisfaction of our agreement and your release from its terms.
— Richard Navick and Graham Delavasi
“Forgive me for asking the perhaps self-evident question, but is this an assassination list?”
“I do believe it is. Oh, and look, one of them is already dead. Isn’t that an interesting coincidence.”
“Working for the aliens, huh? I guess the more chaos sown, the better.”
“They must want these people eliminated rather badly to release me from further squeezing.”
“Who’s Noah Terrage?”
She grumbled under her breath. “A very lucky man, it seems.”
“There are some powerful individuals on the list who could inflict real damage. You’re going to need my help.”
“Don’t be coy. I wouldn’t have shown you the list if I wasn’t expecting your help.” She wiggled out of his grasp, stood and snatched the towel from the rack. “Come on. We have a lot of work to do and little time to do it in.”

EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS
Thirty Minutes Earlier
Devon:  This signal beam’s genius, Mia. Annie’s ashamed she didn’t create it.
Mia:  Meno’s ashamed he didn’t create it sooner. Who knew Artificials had inferiority complexes?
Devon:  Who knew Artificials had complexes, period?
Stanley:  Morgan just raised her hand. What does that mean?
Alex:  Devon, can you push this signal out to the arrays at Earth and Seneca, too? 
Devon:  You don’t think their firepower will be enough?
Alex:  I think this is not the time to hold anything in reserve.
Devon:  Valid point. Let’s see.
Mia:  Romane’s Chief Engineer said ours couldn’t transmit signals.
Devon:  He’s just lazy. The receivers can be reprogrammed to act as transmitters as well, but how to do it isn’t taught in Introductory Electronics. I’m not lazy but I am busy. Can anyone—wait, never mind. Annie borrowed a routine from the Gagarin Institute.
Alex:  Does the Gagarin Institute know that?
Devon:  Almost certainly not. They shouldn’t have stored it on their private encrypted internal network if they didn’t want an insanely-powerful, unshackled human-Artificial hybrid to pilfer it.
Alex:  Clearly.
Devon:  All right, Earth Defense Grid is a go. Morgan, I need a bypass of the Senecan Defense Grid’s ware alteration block.
Morgan:  Done. Do me a favor and forget the tunnel route after you use it, in case we go to war with each other again in the future.
Devon:  Sure thing.
Mia:  He says in the least convincing voice ever. Ooh, another swarmer to kill. That’s not getting old anytime soon.
Morgan:  You might be surprised….
Alex:  Devon, are you sure we have to provoke Hervé? Can’t we just get Richard to arrest her, tell the others what’s going on, fire the damn arrays and be done with it?
Devon:  We’re not merely provoking Jules—we’re provoking all of them. It’s this thing they call a ‘test,’ and if we want to enjoy any degree of personal security when this is over we have to do it.
Alex:  And if they fail this test?
Devon:  Then at least we know what to expect and can act accordingly.
Alex:  Dammit. Okay.

Five Minutes Earlier
How’s it looking there? I suspect we’re almost out of time.
One target left, and she should be in custody in the next five minutes. How are things in Vancouver?
Richard scanned the War Room from his position of relative—emphasis on the ‘relative’—privacy in the deepest corner. For the most part officers meandered in circles or peered intently at displays as if doing so would influence the data displayed. 
The vortex of activity had a clear center, though, and that center was Miriam Solovy. 
In her immediate orbit was an ever-shifting slate of advisers and department heads. Devon’s presence was via a large holo separated from the others. He reclined lazily in a lounge chair in the center of the sim room, the twitch of his eyelids the sole explicit evidence his mind was elsewhere. Occasionally he muttered or shouted announcements or observations, but his most noticeable visible action was to direct pertinent information to Miriam’s displays. 
This of course only added to the veritable sea of data surrounding Miriam—more than anyone could hope to absorb. And she didn’t have an Artificial in her head to help her out in that regard.
Simply conversing with Will served as a welcome respite from the hours of tension permeating the room. 
About what you’d suppose from a room full of people with itchy trigger fingers and nothing to shoot. They continue to anticipate the end of days any second now, but it appears we’re…well, it appears we’re winning.
I don’t have your catbird seat, but that’s the rumor here, too. Alex?
Alive and kicking ass across the United Fleet, near as I can tell.
Naturally. So, what’s the status on the rest of the targets?
Richard grimaced despite his best effort not to. 
We couldn’t catch up to one of the military targets in time. We tracked him on his ship only to have to chase him down on the ground—and damned if he didn’t take out the Prevo on Romane before being subdued.
Jesus. Proves they were right about the threat, though, if at a heavy cost.
You’re telling me. Montegreu reported she had fulfilled her obligations in full twenty minutes ago. I shudder to think what it entailed.
It had to be done, Richard. For the safety—for the survival—of us all.
I know. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.
I doubt it helps, but Delavasi doesn’t like it either.
Maybe, but he just drowns his guilty conscience in alcohol.
And hookers.
Richard laughed loudly enough to earn a glance from Miriam. He pointed at his ear, which seemed to satisfy her. 
Hookers, really?
You have no idea.
Nor do I want to. Moving on from that disturbing image…so everything’s taken care of on your end?
As of…now, yes it is.
Thank you, Will. The next hour or two may get a bit dicey, but thanks to your help it’ll be worth it.
I love you.
And I you. When this is over you’ll come home, right?
I intend to beat you there.
Richard ended the conversation with a relieved smile. He’d kept the secret as asked; only he, Will and Graham had all the information. Montegreu had her list, and Alliance and Federation agents in the field and select military officers had their targets, but nothing more.
He wondered how long he was going to get to wait for whatever was to come. Then he noticed the transformation in Miriam’s demeanor from normal epic-battle tension to serious epic-battle tension. 
Not long, it turned out.
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KENNEDY PULLED HER COAT TIGHTER before beginning the trek across the courtyard to the Logistics building. 
She’d given up her childish beachside sulking hours ago, enjoyed a lovely dinner at a lovely restaurant—still alone—and performed an admirable and extended imitation of window-shopping in the market district. But when the stores had closed for the night and the hour had grown late, she had finally relented and returned to the Island. 
The news feeds being broadcast in every store, on every street corner and in her eVi were confused, vague and often contradictory. The most she’d been able to determine was the United Fleet hadn’t yet been annihilated. This left her maintaining a level of ignorance which simply would not do.
She doubted they were any more likely to allow her in the War Room now than they had been earlier, but even the lobby should have better information than the media, right? And if she were to happen by the War Room—
—the sky overhead illuminated in a dazzling flash. The thunderous roar of multiple blasts followed to assault her eardrums. Everyone in the courtyard halted to gape upward.
Six laser beams streamed from the heavens to slam into two hulking shadows perhaps four kilometers above. The beams’ vivid citron hue could only mean they originated from the orbital arrays, the fact the array nodes pointed outward notwithstanding. As the light of the lasers spread in the night sky, the shadows revealed themselves to be Metigen superdreadnoughts. One hovered directly above the EASC Complex, the other to the southeast over the Sea-Vac Metro.
She had but the briefest second to recognize them for what they were. Earth’s orbital defense arrays were the most powerful weapons in existence—at least built by humans anyway. Each node was the size of city block and housed a laser over five times more powerful than the weapons on an Alliance dreadnought. Two hundred individual nodes orbited Earth on ten arrays. All of this meant the force of three lasers tearing into each superdreadnought destroyed the gigantic ships in under four seconds.
Kennedy threw her head back and cackled in delight as the sky lit up like a fireworks circus. The first celebration of victory had arrived in grand style courtesy of the aliens themselves. 
Then the wreckage began to rain down, and she decided she did not want to be trapped under another tonne of debris just yet, or ever again. She sprinted for the door and made it inside the instant before a thirty-meter-long shard of superdreadnought debris gouged itself into the center of the courtyard. 
It should make a perfectly acceptable monument in remembrance of the Metigen War.

The orbital array weapons did not strike London or Vancouver or New York or Sydney or the other four cities seemingly in their lines of fire. Instead they struck the thirty-two Metigen superdreadnoughts hovering stealthed high above those cities.
The initial blow of the lasers disrupted the vessels’ cloaking to reveal the full size of the attacking force. The superdreadnought weapons swung up in search of the source of the attacks, but multiple nodes firing from widely disparate locations denied them an easy target.
The powerful weapons tore through the mighty ships. They disintegrated in exceptional synchronicity, cracking open in crimson flames almost in time with one another. In the next second they burst apart in massive, blinding-white explosions. 
Everyone in the War Room and on holo stood in stunned speechlessness as they watched the destruction of the colossal ships. Images from every affected city on Earth and identical ones from Cavare and two other Senecan cities had replaced the battle maps above the table. 
No one as yet bothered to inquire from where the live images originated, when they’d been so conveniently queued up or how they were now being displayed. 
Miriam had a good idea who was responsible, though. Her main question, really, was…why the theater?
She opened a channel to Terrestrial Emergency Operations. “Mobilize rescue operations in the impacted cities immediately. The falling debris will cause damage and injuries in the metropolitan areas.” 
Then she closed her eyes and breathed out. Alex, I could hug you. Then kill you.
Suddenly everyone was talking at once, but she concentrated on the important ones. Brennon’s mouth hung open and he appeared to have developed a slight tremor in his hands. “I don’t understand. How did they get past our defenses in the first place? How did thirty-two superdreadnoughts hide in the airspace above these cities?”
Devon responded, sounding unashamedly smug. “Their proficiency with the cloaking technology is far more advanced than ours, and it is a highly sophisticated technology. It was an easy matter for them to slip in one by one under stealth. Did you think just because they hadn’t used the shields yet they didn’t have the capability? They didn’t want to be stealthy until now.”
Miriam eyed Devon suspiciously. “How did you know?”
He shrugged as if to imply it had been a trifling matter. “The cloaking projection does give off a faint residual energy signature beyond whatever environment it’s replicating. We set the long-range sensors to watch for it yesterday. Once we picked them up at the Main Asteroid Belt we tracked them to their destinations. Same thing at Seneca.”
“Why didn’t you simply alert us and take them out as soon as they arrived?”
“We didn’t want to tip our hand until we’d finished securing all their agents.”
“Explain.”
Richard cleared his throat. When all eyes turned to him, he began fidgeting with the hem of his jacket. “The Prevos believed—correctly—the aliens had put in place a fallback plan to execute on should they begin losing. It involved, among other things, utilizing agents around the galaxy to sabotage our efforts on numerous levels. Alex and the others provided Naval Intelligence and Federation Intelligence a list of names. We’ve spent the last twenty-four hours arresting or if necessary eliminating those people before they were able to act. The man who destroyed Ms. Requelme’s Artificial was one such agent we were unable to apprehend in time.”
So that was the purpose of the blind authorizations. She stared at Richard in challenge; he gave her a dramatic and presumably apologetic wince in answer.
Brennon continued to look rather perplexed, and she mused whether this latest near-calamity had finally broken his admirable composure. “How is it the Prevos had names?”
Richard jerked his head toward Devon. “Mr. Reynolds, perhaps you’d like to explain?”
Devon gave an exaggerated sigh, but he was decidedly relishing the spotlight. “It was all thanks to Annie. Even before Noetica, she noticed Jules was introducing tiny, subtle errors into her algorithms to weaken the accuracy of her analysis of the aliens. After we were linked, she told me—not as if she could have hidden it from me.
“We cross-referenced Jules’ comms records with those of the other known Metigen agents—Aguirre, the assassin—and uncovered matching anomalous signals. Once we’d identified the aliens’ signature we were able to locate additional contacts. We traced the activity of Hervé and these other agents to more agents, and so on. They were in the military, government, business, everywhere—and some of them could have inflicted serious damage. One of them did.”
Quite a piece of detective work. The explanation raised many questions; most of them would wait, but not all. “What about the Kill Switch? Why risk Brigadier Hervé using it?”
“Oh, that? It was never a true threat. We found and disabled it in the first hour.”
“Of course you did.” 
It made for a daunting proposition, contemplating the true scope of the Prevos’ power. They’d made an impressive display of it in the last five minutes, and Miriam had to wonder how much further it might extend. But this too was a question for the morrow. 
Her gaze returned to Richard. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t Alex tell me?”
He wore a pained expression. “Miriam, you know the aliens are eavesdropping, all the time and everywhere but I suspect nowhere more than in your orbit. We needed to keep it to the smallest possible group—literally three people outside of the Prevos knew the details. The rest were merely following orders. And if you learned Hervé was a Metigen agent, you would have insisted on arresting her. If that had happened, the aliens would have been tipped off before we’d secured the other agents and we would have lost any control of the situation we previously gained.”
She nodded deliberately. She was unable to refute the logic, but her pride still stung something fierce. 
Brennon showed signs of recovering from his bewilderment and spoke up again. “What now?”
Gianno and Vranas had been busy handling their own fallout from the destruction of the superdreadnoughts on Seneca, but they too were now listening with interest. 
“Now we intensify—”
You have our attention.

SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT
SENECA STELLAR SYSTEM
The voice boomed inside Alex’s head like someone had placed a bass speaker at the center of her brain. 
You have our attention.
Goddamn right we do. 
The disparate reactions of others on the bridge seemed to indicate a few of them were receiving the communication as well, but not most. She instantly knew the other Prevos heard it, and she was cognizant of Rychen gesturing in great animation to her mother. It stood to reason the military and political leadership were part of the audience. A quick glance at Caleb confirmed he too was a recipient of the aliens’ declaration. The aliens would doubtless know precisely who mattered and who, in their view at least, did not.
She hadn’t realized the level of affectation Mesme’s ethereal voice had carried until now. This alien’s tenor was toneless, flat and ascetic.
She answered the alien, for it didn’t occur to her that anyone else might answer in her stead. 
“We have more than your attention. We have our boot on the throat of your forces. They buckle to their knees before us.”
What are your intentions? We are open to discussing terms.
If others were endeavoring to respond—the politicians, her mother, anyone—they were being blocked. She had the floor. 
“We intend to destroy every last one of your machines. If you want to annihilate us, you will have to come fight us yourselves. But you don’t do that sort of thing, do you? The blood you’d get on your wispy, angelic little hands would be too much for you to bear. It might threaten your precious vainglory, your tshcheslaviye.” 
Do not imagine you understand us. You understand nothing.
“And you understand far less about humanity than you imagine. We have defied your attempts to control us through terror. We don’t tremble in fear before you—we stand up and fight. And though we are so very flawed, when it counts we are capable of rising above those flaws. Are you? Something tells me you aren’t. It’s a handy skill—you should look into it. Because when we do, we are powerful beyond measure.”
Believe what you will. If you agree not to—
“Oh, and one more thing you don’t seem to understand: we have beaten you. So drop the condescending tone. We heard enough of your terms last time to know we want no part of them—I’d have expected you to pick up on that a bit sooner, but no matter. 
“Instead, here are our terms. Withdraw all your ships through the portal and do not return. To ensure you do not return, we will blockade the portal. Any ship you try to send will be shredded into a thousand tiny pieces before it completes the traversal.
“Furthermore, you will cease your meddling in our universe. You will cease your observation of our universe. We are no longer your experiment to play with. We control our own destiny from this day forward.”
You demand much. What do we receive in recompense?
“We’ll stop kicking your ass long enough for what’s left of your machines to slink back through the portal.”
What else?
Sure, why not. “We’d like an explanation. What the hell makes you believe you have the right to exterminate us? What is this really all about?”
You are dangerous—far more dangerous than you recognize. You must be contained.
“How do you know? We never threatened you, not once.”
How we know is irrelevant.
“Let me guess—it’s ‘not our concern.’ I’ve heard that before. Fine. Those are our terms. You have one minute.”
Devon:  Hey, I piggybacked off their broadcast. Everyone hearing them heard you. It was quite a show.
Alex:  Damn straight it was.
A brief pulse came in from her mother. 
I approve of your terms.
She turned to allow her gaze to sweep across the bridge and settle on Caleb once more. He stood leaning against the left wall not too far away, shaking his head at her, a dashing, immensely kissable smirk on his lips. Hers curled up to match—
Very well. We cast you adrift to do as you will, with this one warning: do not come looking for us. 
Whatever. “Depart. Now. We will track you to the portal, so do not attempt to leave any ships behind for future misdeeds.”
We have no interest in whatever becomes of you. Aurora is no longer our concern. 
Farewell.
As soon as she sensed the connection retreating from her head, she spun to Rychen. “I mean it—we need to follow them all the way to the damn portal. Send all the scout and reconnaissance ships, and maybe a couple of cruisers for added intimidation. Shove them back through that portal if necessary then lock it down.”
“With pleasure.” He was laughing as he began issuing orders.
Her focus shifted to the viewports. Lit by fire and explosions for what felt like days, for the first time since she had arrived the stars began to shine. They teased her, flickering in and out in a playful dance amongst the strewn debris and sailing ships.
The remaining swarmers docked into the remaining superdreadnoughts, then in a blink they were gone. 
Is it over?
I think so, Valkyrie.
We won in spectacular fashion, didn’t we?
Yes. Yes, we most certainly did.
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BREAKING NEWS:  EARTH ALLIANCE PRIME MINISTER BRENNON NEWS CONFERENCE
“I COME BEFORE YOU TODAY both overjoyed and heartbroken. The terms of the aliens’ surrender was a complete and unconditional retreat from our galaxy, and I can now confirm that retreat has occurred. We will maintain a steadfast watch on their portal, and if they should seek to return in the future they will fail. You—every man, woman and child—may sleep soundly tonight, no longer burdened by the fear your home will come under siege with the daybreak.
“The cost of this victory was enormous. Though we try, it may be beyond our ability to measure. More than fifty million people died across thirty-nine worlds. Three hundred thousand of humanity’s brave soldiers gave their lives defending our worlds and earning this victory. The damage to our infrastructure is counted in quadrillions. Rebuilding will take years. But we will rebuild.
“Today we stand united. For while we have lost much, we are stronger now than we were before. This is not an Earth Alliance victory or a Senecan Federation victory—it is a victory for all humanity. When faced with extinction, we put aside our differences and joined together to fight side-by-side. We fought as one for all life, because all life is precious.
“Let us now open a new chapter in the story of the human race. Let us embrace this new dawn and usher in a shining era of peace and prosperity. Let us rebuild, renew and reclaim our place among the stars.”
Gianno muted the news feed and turned to Vranas, who had taken up a relaxed posture in the chair beside her. “Good speech. Good sentiments. I wonder how long they’ll last.”
Aristide took a sip of his scotch. “Perhaps longer than we suppose. People are war-weary. They’re tired of being frightened and desperate, so they’ll embrace peace with relief, for a time. Brennon’s a good man, and I believe a sincere one. But of course he’s just one man, and inevitably the power grabs and manipulations of the political machine are sure to drown him out.” He laughed dryly. “And us.”
“A lot of the pesky details of what peace actually looks like were not addressed in the treaty. We’ll need to be careful.”
“Oh, of that I’m confident. Regardless of Brennon’s intentions, the Alliance Assembly and their multitude of agencies will be coming for us, assuming peace means reunification.”
Gianno arched an eyebrow. “I assume it does not?”
“It does not. A truth they will hopefully learn without the need for excessive bloodshed.” He sat his glass on the table and massaged his jaw. “So what are we going to do about Noetica? The potential is too great to shut it down, but the dangers are considerable.”
“For now, Commander Lekkas and STAN are working with the other Prevos to optimize the reconstruction efforts—and frankly, we need their help. The task is simply too overwhelming for us mere humans. Their access to the defense grids and military weaponry has been revoked…we think. We’ll try to keep the technology under seal, as I anticipate the Alliance will, but the reality is it’s a matter of time until it gets out. It’s too powerful to stay hidden for long.”
“And then we face a whole new world of problems.”
“Then we face a whole new world.” Gianno stared out the window a minute before giving the Chairman a smile. “But that’s a challenge for tomorrow. Tonight I think we’re safe enjoying our victory.”
Vranas chuckled as he stood. “It was a close one, wasn’t it? Where are you off to now?”
She shut off the news feed and the other screens still open around her office. “I’m going to go home, kiss my husband and hug my son and daughter-in-law, then sit down on the floor and play with my grandchildren.”

EARTH
SEATTLE
Noah paused to take a long, deep breath before entering the hotel suite. He was a little winded from not-quite-running here from the levtram station…and he needed to ready himself for whatever awaited on the other side of the door. 
He was so royally fucked.
He opened the door to find an empty main room. The info screen in the lobby said she hadn’t checked out, but she could be at EASC or out celebrating like the rest of the galaxy or…. He headed toward the bedroom. 
“Kennedy?” 
She emerged through the doorway as he arrived, eyes narrowed in questioning and a sweater wadded up in her hands. On the bed behind her a duffel bag sat open. She was packing to leave. But she wasn’t gone yet. 
A smile bloomed as he reached out for her—but she backed away from him. Whatever initial delight may have shown in her expression vanished beneath a guarded stare. “What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to see you. Also, I’m staying here. At least, I think I am.”
She gazed at him for another second then whipped around, went over to her bag and began stuffing the sweater haphazardly into it. “Stay here as long you want. I need to get home.”
Dread pooled in his gut, and he cursed himself for having reverted to glibness. Her response sounded like the beginning—and possibly the end—of a rather abrupt goodbye. “Okay, um…you might have heard, we took out that wacko general. Saved a bunch of people, too, including Caleb’s sister and niece.”
Her earnest if not particularly productive packing ceased, but she didn’t look up. “I heard. Good for you.”
“Don’t be like that. I thought you’d be glad I went to help Caleb, for Alex’s sake if nothing else?”
Her chest heaved in a full-body sigh, and she finally turned to face him. “I am glad you did—but I hate how you seemed so damn gleeful about it. You positively sprinted out the door, not so much as a wave over your shoulder as you left.”
“And I regretted it afterward. Not helping Caleb, but leaving without….” He raked a hand through unkempt hair. “Look, Blondie. This place, these people? They’re never going to be my gig. I am not my father. I’ve lived a different life than him. A touch of respectability isn’t going to turn me into him, and I hope to hell you aren’t expecting it to. Yes, I was angry with you for forcing a reunion—but I understand why you did it. Yes, I was uncomfortable at EASC among all those military stiff-shirts—but it doesn’t mean I’m uncomfortable with you. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you.”
Centimeter by centimeter the mask she’d been admirably exhibiting broke. Its absence revealed…vulnerability. Oh, boy. 
“I don’t want you to be your father, I truly don’t. Your father’s an insufferable ass. It just…” her head shook weakly as she glared at the ceiling “…it hurt, all right? I didn’t know when or if you were coming back. And I did not care for how it felt. I can’t…I won’t be toyed with.”
“Oh, I know you won’t. But I did come back—and you won’t believe what I went through to get here.” His throat worked as all attempts at bravado failed him. “To get to you.”
She eyed him warily. “Tell me.”
He gave her a ragged laugh. “Let’s see. I bribed someone a thousand credits to get inside the spaceport on Krysk. Got into a fistfight in the spaceport. Bribed someone else twelve thousand credits to get onto a departing ship—which, seeing as I don’t actually have twelve thousand spare credits, was a bit dicey. 
“Spent forty hours crammed into the below deck on a cargo ship which was far slower and far, far, far less swank than Alex’s ship with some two hundred other people, one restroom and nothing but old, off-brand energy bars for food. Arrived in Seattle to get groped by no less than six separate security guards and threatened with arrest twice before I finally made it to the hotel.”
She didn’t respond for several excruciating seconds. “Why didn’t you comm me?”
“You would’ve yelled at me.”
“Damn right I would have.” Her face scrunched up in fading anger; it was so damn adorable. “So you did all that to…get back to me?”
He dared to take a step toward her. “As fast as I could.”
“I think I believe you, if only because you clearly need a shower.”
He took another step. “Yep.”
“And clean clothes.”
One more. “Without a doubt.”
“And—”
His mouth was on hers before she could finish or even really start the thought. In the greatest grace of his thus far semi-charmed life, her arms wound around him to drag him closer to her and, not too much later, the bed.

NEW BABEL
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Olivia sipped on a martini and surveyed the throngs of travelers from her table by the window. The buzz vibrating in the air was no less frenzied than it had been on her previous trip through the spaceport, but now it hummed in excitement rather than panic. The aliens were gone and the war was over and everyone knew it. Even the worst sort of criminals and thugs might be accused of displaying a little giddiness.
No one would accuse her of appearing giddy on the outside, but she was quite pleased by the possibilities the future now held. Opportunities abounded, and she wasn’t one to waste time. Hence the trip.
Aiden slipped into the chair opposite her. “How long until our transport departs?”
She offered him a reticent smile beneath the glass hovering at her lips. “Forty minutes.”
“Time for a drink, then.” He beckoned the server over and ordered a whiskey sour.
They were heading to Romane. Prior to the Metigen War, conducting their brand of business on the independent colony had been a delicate affair. Government regulation was light but the standard of living had become so high criminal syndicates were forced to operate with extreme discretion. For the next several months, however, those in power were going to be so busy trying to maintain order and restore basic services they were unlikely to notice the details of underhanded dealings and a spiking shadow economy.
Though the colony had suffered extensive damage in the final alien attack, its cities had not been destroyed nor its population decimated. Restoration efforts stood to be a substantial undertaking for Romane itself, but its central location and still robust infrastructure meant it would also serve as a forward base of operations for rebuilding much of the eastern half of settled space. It was now the place to be, for businesspeople and criminals alike.
Aiden’s drink arrived, and he raised it in her direction. “A toast. To the future.”
She obliged him with a clink of their glasses.
After a sip he sat his glass down to regard her in apparent thoughtfulness, a rare open and possibly honest mien for him. “I must say, Olivia, we have worked together extraordinarily well these last weeks. We’ve accomplished far more than either of us could have alone.”
“We did. I’m glad I came to you.”
“Spending more time with you carried its own benefits above and beyond the work of course. You realize it doesn’t have to end. I know you reacted negatively in the past when I raised the prospect of merging our operations, but the circumstances have changed. It’s a new world, and to fully capitalize on it we need our combined resources.”
Olivia leisurely swirled the olive in her drink. Part of her had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but deep down she’d known it would from the time she’d walked into his office and proposed their alliance. It was the price, if a regrettable one, to be paid.
She met his gaze. “Despite my inherent reluctance, I find I am compelled to acknowledge the wisdom of the idea. The strength and reach of our combined organizations will be able to wield unparalleled power across the galaxy. Such a conglomerate can rebuild civilization atop the ashes in its own image—which was after all the goal.” 
On seeing the relief and predatory excitement in his eyes, she rewarded him with a more indulgent smile and extended her hand across the table. “Shall we seal the agreement over a handshake until permanent arrangements can be made?”
“With pleasure, Olivia dear.” He grasped her hand and shook it formally.
Given her habitually elegant mannerisms it wasn’t difficult for her to run her fingers along his palm to his fingertips as she withdrew it.
“This will make our business on Romane so…so much…” Aiden cleared his throat “…easier.”
She took a sip of her martini and watched him idly as he frowned and brought a hand to his chest. 
The virus transferred from her fingertips to his was far subtler in operation than the one used by Uttara on Atlantis. At the Trade Summit they had wanted it to be obvious Minister Santiagar’s death was premeditated murder, and the virus used was tailored to ensure that outcome. In this case, the forensics of the virus mimicked an accidental failure of several critical cybernetic subroutines. A somewhat rare occurrence, but his body contained multiple untested and unsafe enhancements for which such failures were not unheard of.
His face had taken on a flushed hue; beads of sweat trickled down his temples. “Olivia….”
“I’m sorry, Aiden, but I did tell you never to ask me to merge our organizations again. You should have heeded the warning. But you are correct. The addition of your outfit’s resources to my own will enable me to expand significantly in the coming months. Don’t fret—I’ll take good care of your assets.”
“What—” His head hit the table as his body went limp.
She stood and gestured to the nearest server. “Pardon me. I’m afraid my companion requires medical care.” The young man’s eyes widened and he scurried off for assistance.
Olivia strode out of the restaurant and headed for the exit. Romane would have to wait for a day or two. She had important reorganization details to see to first.
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ALEX FOUND HER MOTHER IN the War Room. Given there no longer was a war, the room was halfway to dismantled. Storage boxes stacked high spanned the far wall and gaps where equipment had once resided decorated the other three. 
Miriam stood midway down the long table. Her palms rested on the rim as she pressed in to examine two rows of charts and datasets.
Alex leaned against the door frame, crossed her arms loosely and considered the scene. The uniform was as crisp as ever, buttons lined up and polished to a sheen and seams razor-straight. The additional bar on each shoulder blended in as if they had always been there. The hair was drawn back per usual, if not so severely as in the past for it wound into a braid before tucking under at the nape of the neck.
Yet the woman beneath the uniform had changed. 
Or perhaps it was Alex who had changed…or perhaps they had both simply discovered a new perspective on the world, and each other. Most likely the truth lay somewhere in between.
She is beautiful.
The sensory rush which accompanied the insight felt strange. Uncomfortable. 
I suppose she is, Dad. Keep your more prurient sentiments to yourself though, okay? She’s my mother. I’m going to toggle the connection off now. The odds of her forgiving me might improve if I don’t so much resemble a cyborg.
Of course. This time is for the two of you. 
Most of the time it was still Valkyrie in her head, sharing thoughts and data and philosophy. This…fragment, this echo of her father inside Valkyrie flitted in and out of both their consciousnesses like a feather tossed about in the wind. The intensity of the Seneca battle had brought it into being and to the forefront. Once the crisis passed it had largely faded into the shadows—not gone, but a glint in the corner of her eye, barely out of reach.
It probably shouldn’t be surprising the sight of Miriam had coaxed it back into the light.
She cleared her throat and greeted her mother’s expression of disquiet with a little half-smile.
“I am going to kill you.” The tenor with which the statement was delivered suggested it may not be entirely in jest.
“I couldn’t tell you, Mom.”
“But you could tell Richard?”
“I needed Richard, so I didn’t have a choice. Speaking of, where is he? He wasn’t in his office.”
“Gone for the day—something about a promise to keep. Don’t change the subject.”
She shouldn’t have expected this to be easy. “I wanted to bring you in on our objectives, but the stakes were too high.”
“You think I don’t understand high stakes? Have you been paying attention to…my life?”
Alex dropped her chin and shook her head. “Of course I have, and I know you do. I just mean….” She pushed off the door frame to roam around the partially dismantled room. “Okay, listen. We knew the identities of the alien agents but nothing else. Hervé was definitely a high-level contact for them. Her arrest would’ve tipped the aliens off, and they would’ve ordered their agents into hiding or adjusted or accelerated their plans. Our one chance to stop them was to move swiftly and in utmost secrecy.”
Miriam’s glare only deepened. “And?”
“If you learned Hervé was a traitor you would’ve almost certainly arrested her on the spot, and in no universe would you have permitted her in the War Room.”
“Given the circumstances, I might have seen the necessity of delaying any arrest.”
Alex remained silent…but she might have been smirking.
“Fine. I would’ve arrested her. But you do not appreciate the position you put me in.”
“I submit I do. I also knew you would be able to handle it and make the right decisions.”
“And what if I hadn’t been allowed to make the right decisions?”
Still, this could be a little easier…. “I realize it didn’t appear so from where you stood, but I was safe. The Kill Switch was disabled and, well, we had control of the situation.”
“I’m not sure I care for the sound of that last bit.”
“I’m sure you don’t.” She cringed hopefully. “Forgiven?”
Miriam pursed her lips and shrugged. “I suppose we can call it even.”
“Fair enough.” Alex took advantage of the momentary thaw to prop against the table beside her mother. “So is the world returning to normal? Procedures implemented and checklists followed and bureaucrats imposing order from above?”
Miriam exhaled and relaxed her bearing as well. “I’m not convinced the world will ever be ‘normal’ again. Dozens of colonies are decimated or heavily damaged. The government is already in debt far beyond its capacity to ever repay and repairs haven’t yet begun. We’re at peace with the Federation, but no one knows what that’s going to look like when we’re not fighting a war for our survival. What is warfare going to look like when adiamene renders ships all but indestructible? 
“And there’s the small matter of you and Valkyrie, the other Prevos and everything else which comes with Project Noetica. You’ve opened Pandora’s Box, and there is no closing it.”
“The powers that be will try. Don’t even pretend they won’t try.”
Miriam regarded her with an air of caution. “Part of me wishes they could succeed. I’m afraid for you. But you seem all right. You seem like yourself…if a bit softer than before.”
She bit back a chuckle. “Maybe, but I don’t think Valkyrie’s to blame for it.”
“Caleb, then?”
Alex opened her mouth to tell her mother the full extent of the things Mesme had shown her, of how it had altered her perception of not merely her own life but the lives of those around her. But she closed it again. If she had learned anything these last months, it was that the past belonged in the past. Better to move forward.
She rolled her eyes playfully. “No comment.”
“What he did on Krysk was quite impressive. We spent days fretting over sending squadrons to subdue O’Connell, and Caleb took out the entire force using a single tiny ship.”
“He is pretty damn incredible.” She gazed at her mother in mild amusement. “Is this your way of saying you approve of him?”
“Are you asking for my approval?”
That earned the chuckle. “Nope.”
“I didn’t believe so. Yet I shall give it anyway.”
“And I shall accept it anyway.” With a sigh she lost the lighthearted demeanor. “We’re going to see Mia this evening and talk to Abigail about her options.”
“It is regrettable what happened. I hope Dr. Canivon can help her.”
“Thank you for bringing her here—but did you really have to declare her brain an Alliance state secret?”
“If I wanted to get her to Earth and under Dr. Canivon’s care as you asked, yes.”
“If you say so.” Alex checked the time. “I need to meet Caleb in a few minutes, but…lunch next week? I mean if you’re not too busy….”
“As long as no alien invasions or civil wars are launched between now and next week, lunch sounds wonderful.”

SEATTLE
Graham considered the view out the window of the transport once they cleared the atmosphere corridor. Azure waters raced by beneath them, and too soon the horizon began to glimmer as the lights of a cityscape at dusk drew close.
The transport landed at the Olympic Regional Spaceport in Seattle. He knew of Seattle because of its proximity to and association with Vancouver, and Vancouver’s importance to the Alliance military. Otherwise he would be rather clueless as to where exactly he found himself. Oh, he could name another half a dozen Earth cities, but there were so many. So many cities, so many people.
He let the crowd carry him out of the spaceport and onto the street. Once there, however, he stopped and leaned against the façade behind him. 
So this was Earth. The motherland. One tiny corner of it, anyway.
He drew the chilly, damp air into his lungs and smiled in satisfaction. Then he pushed off the wall and let his eVi guide him to the address he’d been given.
A mountain of work awaited him on Seneca. His office, all of Division, arguably society itself needed to be patched up and put back together again. But the last several days, weeks and months had been one long, brutal kick in the ass, and he was going to take a damn break and relax first.
The meeting place was a casual open-air pub on the Puget Sound waterfront. The large deck was spatially heated and he was accustomed to a cool climate, but he was glad he’d brought a jacket nonetheless.
Richard stood and extended a hand when he reached the table. He shook it warmly then shifted to his right as Will did the same.
“Good to see you again, sir. It’s been all of, what, three days? Four? Feels like longer, though.”
Graham made a face as they sat. “I don’t think ‘sir’ is going to have any place in the evening’s festivities, so you can cut that drivel straightaway. In fact, do you even work for me anymore? I’m not sure the topic ever came up.”
Richard and Will exchanged an interesting and indecipherable look. Will chuckled softly. “Well….”
He motioned across the table. “Doesn’t matter. I presume Richard filled you in on the goal for tonight?”
“Something about ‘epic’ and ‘truly’ and ‘drinks.’ I figured I’d just follow his lead.”
“That more or less covers everything. And since I’m the guest, I’ll buy the first round.”
Richard scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the one who traveled all this way. I’ll buy the first round. You can buy the rest.”
“Ha!” Graham gave a hearty laugh and relaxed back in his chair as a drop-dead gorgeous waitress flashing long legs and nearly as long chestnut-and-gold tresses arrived with a platter of drinks. Yep, the evening was going to be enjoyable indeed. “And the first round is already here. What an excellent beginning.” 
He reached for a glass but stopped halfway, grimacing. “Shit, I came straight here and haven’t booked a hotel yet. Any recommendations on where to crash once the epicness is done?”
Richard shook his head as he distributed the drinks. “We do have a spare bedroom. In the event we’re able to successfully get ourselves home, you’re welcome to it. Besides, tomorrow—or possibly the next day, depending—I’ve got some ideas I want to talk over with you, so we might as well be in the same place.”
“Ideas?”
“On how we can better ensure we—the politicians, the military, the public, even you and I—don’t fall prey to something like Aguirre’s conspiracy so easily in the future. But they’ll keep.” He raised his glass. “To saving the galaxy?”
Graham’s glass joined Richard and Will’s above the table for an emphatic clink. “To saving the galaxy.”
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THE BED SEEMED TO SWALLOW MIA, cocooning her in warming blankets, tubes and monitors. Her raven hair was gone, shaved to make way for more monitors. 
How, Caleb wondered, could such a tiny body have contained so much spirit, so much verve and all the mettle beneath it? “I feel as though this is my fault.”
Alex had given him space to absorb the grim scene in private, but now she was at his side and her hand was on his arm. “Because you offered her the chance to participate? No. Caleb, she understood the risks, and she wanted to do this.”
“How can you know that?”
She retreated slightly. Talking about the details of her link with Valkyrie was proving difficult for her. She claimed it was simply hard to put into words, but he suspected she worried those details would frighten others away. Would frighten him away. He’d call her on it soon enough—but not here.
“When our channel was fully open the connection between the Prevos was very deep. I hesitate to say I was inside her mind, but in some ways that’s what it felt like. Trust me when I tell you she was proud to be playing such an important role.” Her gaze dropped away from him to rest on the terribly still form in the bed. “If anything, it’s my fault. If we’d gone public with the threat from the alien agents, if we’d done everything possible to stop them immediately without regard to secrecy or timing, we might have prevented this from happening.”
Her voice hinted at genuine distress. He grasped her shoulders and urged her around to face him. “But if what you say about the connection is true, she made the decision on how to proceed along with you, right?”
Alex shrugged weakly. “Yes.”
“So how about we blame the aliens, okay?”
There was the smile he craved. “Sounds reasonable.”
The door slid open to allow Dr. Canivon’s entrance. She gave them a curt nod and began inspecting the readings from the myriad of monitors in her coldly dispassionate manner. 
Caleb respected that the woman had enabled Alex’s vision to come to fruition, but he did not care for her personally. She looked at Alex, she looked at Mia—hell, she looked at everyone—as if they were specimens being evaluated for use in her experiments. In his opinion Miriam had been correct in her assessment of the doctor. He’d known people like her over the years and wasn’t keen on the way they made decisions.
Still, if anyone alive could help Mia be…alive, it was her. “We’ve been given the highlights, but I’d like to hear the bottom line from you, Doctor.”
Canivon glanced up at them in surprise, as if she’d forgotten she was the one who had intruded. “The brain damage is extensive. Some basic faculties may be restorable, but many areas appear to be permanently lost. Yet great strides have been made in the last several years in cerebral regeneration therapy, so perhaps I’m being pessimistic.” 
She appraised the readings a second time. “But there may be another way to help her.”
Caleb perked up a little at the tease. “Don’t play cryptic. I’m sure it’s experimental and risky or you wouldn’t be proposing it.”
If the woman noticed the backhanded insult, she didn’t show it. “I’ve been informed the Alliance recovered most of Meno’s hardware and a number of modules sustained only minimal damage. In addition, we imaged the Artificial’s neural net as part of Noetica. If Meno were to be rebuilt—and the result was substantially identical to what existed before his destruction—he might be able to access her brain functions despite her comatose state.”
“What would be the result?”
“He could tell us with a high level of specificity the nature of the damage in different regions. And…well, I have no justification for this belief save my technical observations of the human/Artificial interactions in the Prevos, but it’s possible Meno could take over portions of the lost functionality. He could fill in the gaps himself, particularly since her neural imprint modified his programming.”
Alex frowned. “If it worked, it would mean the link was no longer optional. She wouldn’t be able to turn it on and off.”
“Likely true.”
Caleb’s voice came out shakier than he intended. “And it would mean she would be less…herself. Less human and more synthetic.”
“Also likely true, though what that means in practice will be unclear for some time.” Abigail regarded Caleb with her customary clinical precision. “She has no family of record. There is no one to make decisions on her behalf. But it’s my understanding…” her eyes darted briefly to Alex “…you’ve known her for many years. I can pursue this path, but I’m interested to know: is this something she would want?”
This response was stronger, more resolute. “Yes. Without a doubt. She’s a fighter, and she wasn’t afraid of the technology involved.”
“Very well. It will be a lengthy process—reconstructing Meno alone will take several months—and I don’t anticipate seeing any results for a while. But if or when we do, I’ll of course notify you both.”
Alex sighed quietly. “Thank you, Abigail. We appreciate you seeing this through.” She looked to him for guidance; he tilted his head toward the door.
Once they stepped into the hallway she grasped his hands and scrutinized him in concern. “Are you all right?”
Was he? He did her question justice by pausing to think about it. Mia would want to live—but if unable to do so, she’d be happy knowing she had done a damn good job of helping to save the galaxy, and had done so on her own terms.
And the galaxy was saved. And Alex had pulled it off while still remaining fundamentally Alex. And no one was trying to kill them. 
The future was theirs to write. 
He nodded, making sure it projected the truth of his conviction. “Yes, I am. I really am. Where to now?”
Her eyes lit up. “Home.”

SEATTLE, ALEX’S LOFT
The plates were put away, the table clean after a damn near perfect dinner of lime-grilled pompano, cippoline onions and smoked tomato salsa. Watching Caleb cook in her kitchen had been a delight, the results arguably even more so. When given culinary tools not available on a ship he’d worked true magic.
Alex carried their wine glasses to the low table in front of the couch and settled down against the cushions. It was a clear night and a nearly-full moon lit the sky and the loft, so she dimmed the lights to a soft glow. 
Valkyrie was on her own for the evening. She was likely spending it colluding with the others on facilitating the gargantuan rebuilding efforts, exploring the many zettabytes of data captured on the alien superdreadnought, or analyzing the nature of time and space, and possibly all three. All worthwhile endeavors. Until those who fancied themselves in charge decided what they wanted to do with these new creations, the Artificials were at least making good use of their talents. But Alex found she vastly preferred this, right here.
She glanced back toward the kitchen to see Caleb removing a slender container from his pack. Though curious, she didn’t ask about it as he joined her. 
He took a sip of wine then handed her the box. The covering was a muted delft blue and velvety to the touch.
Now she did ask. “What is this?”
A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “You may remember your birthday kind of passed us by while we were on the other side of the portal. I told you we would celebrate when the crisis was over. So as a start…” he gestured to the box she now held “…happy birthday, Alex.”
She had never been any damn good at receiving gifts; the one-sided generosity involved in the act made her twitchy and uncomfortable. She stared at her hands and their contents. “You didn’t need to….”
“Of course I didn’t. Open it.”
She located the seal, unlocked it, held her breath and opened the lid. 
Encased in gel cushioning rested a bracelet made of a deep onyx-hued metal. It wound around in two spiraling circles and narrowed at each end to a soft, curved tip. She ran fingertips along it, startled by the unusual texture. The metal was like no jewelry she’d ever encountered.
“I crafted it from my sword during the trip from Krysk to the Seneca battle. The sword is the last remnant of the Siyane untransformed. You deserve a piece of it, if only as a memento. I realize you’re okay with the way the ship is now, but still.”
She removed the bracelet from the box and slipped it on her wrist. It swirled in graceful arcs up her forearm. She felt no hint of sharp or abrasive edges, and the metal was cool and smooth on her skin. Simple, unadorned, strong and resilient, it was more beautiful to her than the most elaborate gold filigree. 
She tore her gaze from the bracelet to look up at him with a buoyant grin. If his face was any indication, she didn’t need to tell him she was pleased, but she would anyway. “Caleb, it’s amazing and exquisite and perfect. But you already know that.”
He shrugged and made a passing attempt at appearing humble. “It’s the first gift I’ve given you, so I couldn’t be certain.”
“Uh-huh.” She set the empty box on the table and snuggled into his waiting arms. “You still have the sword, right? I mean, you only used a sliver from it.”
His lips nuzzled her ear. “Absolutely. I may need it. You never know when another dragon is going to swoop down out of the sky.”
“Any second now, I expect.”
“Well…we probably have a little time to catch our breath.” 
Peace hadn’t been a feature of her life lately; in many ways it had never been a feature of her life. But it didn’t suck. She’d undoubtedly get restless soon enough, but for now she intended to enjoy this lightness in her heart. She sank deeper against him and allowed the peaceful silence to linger.
Caleb’s hand drew along her arm, dancing idly over the bracelet. “For the record, you deserve a vacation lasting six months at a minimum. Years would also be entirely justifiable. But once you’ve had all of the boring normal life you can stand, what do you think you might do?”
“Well, now that I’m famous—or infamous—the potential clients are lining up. I’m ignoring all the inquiries for the time being, but should I want it I won’t lack for work. I think it will be difficult, though, returning to the old routines knowing what we do. The galaxy, our entire universe, is something very different than we perceived it to be, and I haven’t decided yet what that reality means for me. We’ll see.” 
She pointed to her temple with a wry grimace. “Also, there’s the whole Artificial inside my head thing complicating the issue. Regardless, boring normal life will do just fine. For now.”
“So…Delavasi asked me to run the organized crime section of Special Operations. Obviously my days of undercover work are behind me since my face was broadcast on every news feed in the galaxy.”
She bit the inside of her cheek to suppress the frown which tried to leap forth. The careful tone in his voice suggested he’d been waiting for the proper time to share the information. She wasn’t sure she agreed this was it. “Did you say yes?”
“I said I’d never sit behind a desk. So he asked me to take over the training program for Division’s new recruits.”
“A teacher? You’d be an outstanding teacher.”
“Maybe. It still lacks an element of excitement…which is why he also assured me I could still serve as an active agent when any non-undercover operations caught my interest.”
She moved away to retrieve her glass of wine then moved to the center cushion, creating some space between them. “You really can’t ask for a better arrangement in your line of work, and it sounds as if he desperately wants you back in whatever capacity he can get you. What did you tell him?”
“I haven’t told him anything yet. Honestly, after everything that’s happened and everything I know, I’m not sure if I’m willing to kill people—or even order their deaths—on behalf of my government any longer.”
She gave him a smile she hoped passed for genuine. “You should at least take the teaching job. It’s a great opportunity.”
His eyes met hers, but she was unable to read what they conveyed. “Is that what you want?”
Her own eyes slid away. She hadn’t meant for them to, but she could not do this with him staring into her soul. “It’ll be fine. We’ll make it work. I’ll lease a bay at the Cavare spaceport. I can be there as much as I’m here, or more. We can—”
“You didn’t answer the question.”
Dammit. Why was he making the high road so hard? “I think it—”
His hand found her chin and nudged it toward him. His voice was low, weighted by import. “You’ve spent your entire life going after what you want, to hell with everyone else. So tell me, Alex. What do you want?”
She pulled back from his grasp, and with a frustrated sigh he allowed her to escape. She picked up her glass, stood and went to the window to stare out at the light from the moon shimmering in the Sound beyond. It occurred to her the last time she had done so was shortly before she left for the Metis Nebula. An eternity—one of Mesme’s aeons—ago. 
She took a long sip of wine and studied Caleb’s nebulous reflection in the window. He had dropped his forearms on his knees and simply watched her, his expression completely impenetrable. 
Try as she might, she could not find the strength to turn and look him in the eye, nor to raise her voice above a whisper.
“I want you to stay. I want you to share my ship with me. I want you to share my life with me. But it’s selfish of me to want such things—and that’s what I’ve spent my life being. I can’t—I won’t—ask you to give up your career, your home and all you’ve built for me.” She summoned up her resolve and finally shifted to face him. “It’s okay. We will make it work.”
There was no change in his enigmatic expression as he stood and approached her. He silently took her glass and set it on the table, then returned. A hand came up to cup her cheek, and now she thought she saw in his eyes— 
“Yes.”
Yes…it was selfish of her? Yes, she couldn’t ask those things of him? She knew all this, dammit. That was the yebanaya point. “What?”
“Alex, I don’t know what tomorrow or the next day or the next decade may bring. No one does. So this is where I make my own choice, with full knowledge and understanding of the consequences: a choice to not walk away. Yes, I will share your ship with you. I will share your life with you.”
She viciously squashed the wave of ardor surging in her chest. “No. You cannot leave everything—”
“Too late. I sent my resignation to Delavasi while I was walking from the couch to the window.” His other hand appeared in the space between them. 
“Marry me. Let’s never worry about this again.”
The ring held aloft by his forefinger and thumb consisted of two bands of a subtly pearled tungsten metal woven together. Was it adiamene? In the center lay a tapered stone which…may have been a diamond, if like none she’d ever seen. With each tiny movement the facets caught a different angle of the moon’s reflected light and transformed the stone to a new and bottomless hue. 
She opened her mouth to respond—
“Before you say it, I can leave my career behind. It was never mine, and I don’t want it.”
Again she tried, succeeding in pulling her focus from the sublime object he held in his hand and meeting his gaze—it burned with fervency and hope—but only managing to utter half a syllable before he cut her off. 
“What I want, for myself and in the most selfish way possible, is you. My future is with you, whatever may come. If—”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him close, an insistent, tantalizing murmur on her lips as they met his.
“Would you shut up and let me tell you yes?”
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(TWO MONTHS AFTER THE END OF THE METIGEN WAR)

 
EARTH
SEATTLE
ALEX STARED AT THE ARRAY OF SCREENS organized neatly above the low table. The whirlwind aftermath of the final battles against the Metigen fleet having at last subsided, it was surely time to go back to work. 
She tried and failed to choose any particular screen on which to focus. Her vision blurred as her mind drifted….
Understand you are but a glint, a faint spark in the sea of stars of the true cosmos. Aurora was born but yesterday. Your species only moments ago.
Fifty-one lobbies. Fifty-one subordinate portals, mirrored fifty-one times over in an elaborate, interlocking tunnel network. Fifty-one universes.
We have explained to them that Aurora displays the potential to deliver the very answers we seek, but they are no longer listening.
What answers? To what questions?
We cast you adrift to do as you will, with this one warning: do not come looking for us.
But what were the Metigens doing? What purpose drove their universe-tinkering games? She had believed they went to war to preserve the secret of their existence, but what further revelations remained shrouded, hidden beyond those portals?
“The Messier 71 job could be interesting, due to the globular cluster’s hybrid profile and abnormally high metal content.”
Valkyrie’s unsolicited input jolted her out of her reverie. She blinked and tried again to concentrate, dropping her elbows to her knees and leaning in closer on the off chance it might help.
Or boring.
“So the Advent contract pays well, but a week sampling asteroids is hardly what I’d call a good time—if that’s our first job together you’re liable to bolt back to Division before the credits clear the bank. Zwicky Research wants detailed, on-scene readings of the impending supernova WR 102f in the Quintuplet Cluster.” She accessed Valkyrie’s astronomical databanks.
—current core 72-80M

—indicators of secondary core collapse
—detection of rising levels of Ni56 beginning 2322.1215
“But it’s liable to erupt any day now. Even I’m not that crazy. There’s two planetary scouting jobs, one in NGC 3603 and one in Messier 71, and an initial spectrum survey of two sectors way out in Palomar 1.”
A sigh made its way past pursed lips. “What do you think? 3603? I mean, we have to do something, right?” 
Her inquiry was met with silence. She gave him a few more seconds then looked over her shoulder.
Caleb stood behind her, as he had for several minutes now. His hands rested on the top of the couch, and he swayed idly back and forth. His gaze appeared to be targeted at the screens displaying her current job offers, but it held no greater focus than hers had a minute ago.
“Caleb? Thoughts?”
He smiled a bit sheepishly. “Sorry. Well…are you sure you don’t want to risk the supernova? It could be quite the show.”
She peered up at him curiously. His eyes were bright and dancing about. The corners of his mouth were twitching erratically. The corded muscles of his arms flexed beneath rolled-up sleeves as he continued absently fidgeting behind the couch.
“You’re going completely stir-crazy, aren’t you?”
He sucked his lower lip in to chew on it. “Are you telling me you’re not?”
She held his gaze stoically for a beat, then groaned and crossed her arms atop the back of the couch. “I’m about to crawl out of my skin.”
He leaned down to tease the tip of his nose against hers. “Want to go climb a mountain and jump off of it?”
“Yes, I do.”

PARNES
CAELUM STELLAR SYSTEM, SENECAN FEDERATION SPACE
The mountain loomed with icy temperance over the sheltered valley in the pre-dawn light, casting a ghostly shadow upon the small research camp. Khione, they called it, after the Greek snow nymph.
When Caleb had suggested they go climb a mountain, she had assumed he meant Rainier or McKinley, or possibly some notable peak on Seneca. The fact he had instead meant this frozen volcano on the frozen fourth planet in the Caelum system, a planet so cold it was uninhabitable except in a narrow band at the equator, and then solely by a few dozen planetary geologists and geochemists? It only amplified her appreciation of him. This was fantastic.
It had taken them nearly two days to get here, since she still hadn’t managed to acquire the next-generation engine she’d been coveting. Her special use waiver request for the military’s highly classified sLume drive continued to be ‘under review.’ She could steal a copy of the schem flow—okay, she had stolen a copy of the schem flow—but she couldn’t steal an actual engine, not without getting Valkyrie in trouble with the authorities. Because much to her frustration, Valkyrie now ‘officially’ belonged to the authorities. 
The arrangement, as well as Abigail returning to the service of the Earth Alliance, had been the only way Project Noetica was allowed to continue following the end of the war.
Alex was not in the employ of the government, but she was tethered to it by a thousand intertwined strands. The policymakers argued and prevaricated over what to do about Noetica, granting and revoking access to various systems by the Prevos on an almost daily basis. She’d been threatened with house arrest three times and relocation to a top-secret research facility twice…at least twice that she knew of. 
Her mother was making a valiant effort to protect her from the worst of the inanity, running interference on countless bureaucratic meddling and power plays. It was a thoughtful gesture, but one driven by more than merely familial affection. Alex was a single provocation away from flipping everyone off and taking Caleb and her ship wherever the hell she wanted, permanently—something Miriam without a doubt knew.
In point of fact she would have already done exactly that, but for the risk to Valkyrie. The Artificial was still housed at EASC and physically under military control. If Alex ran, they could shut Valkyrie down. They could dismantle her if they wished, which Alex would not allow to occur. 
So until she figured out a solution, she nominally played by the government’s rules. Rules which, for now, did allow her to roam settled space—so long as she informed the military of her location at all times. Tethered.
“The volcano isn’t for sport climbing. This is not a tourist destination.”
Caleb dipped his chin at Dr. Becnel, the research station director. “We realize it isn’t, and we appreciate the serious work you’re doing here. That’s why we’re here as well—work. My companion is a professional interstellar scout, and we were hired to—” 
“Oh, I know who you are, both of you. Your faces were all over the news feeds for weeks.” The man’s glare shifted to her. “Ms. Solovy, I was under the impression you worked in space, however, not planet-side.”
They weren’t here on a job, of course. Caleb was lying through his teeth, an act he excelled at. Being somewhat less skilled in the art, she gave the man a blank expression. “I’m branching out.”
He stared at the two of them for several seconds before shaking his head. “It’s your funerals. I can’t prohibit you from going up—but I’m also not obligated to come rescue you when you get into trouble. There’s more than one breed of dangerous wildlife on Khione, not to mention volatile winds and unstable terrain. The days are lengthy here—you’ll have thirty-four Galactic hours of light. But if you’re above three thousand meters come nightfall you will freeze to death.” 
Caleb nodded. “Understood. We’ll be careful.”
Alex suppressed a laugh as the man wilted beneath the force of Caleb’s powers of persuasion. 
“We have some backup gear adapted for use in Parnes’ conditions in the supply building over there.” He pointed out the semitransparent tarp protecting the office from the elements toward the rear of the settlement. “You’re welcome to borrow it—after payment of a security deposit equal to replacement value.” 
Caleb smirked. “A generous offer, but we brought our own equipment.”
“Right. In that case, the sun will be up soon, so I suggest you grab your gear and get moving.”

“Valkyrie, why does the snow have a faint jade tint to it?”
The Artificial had quickly learned when Alex voiced a question aloud, the response was to be directed to Caleb as well, via a livecomm-style interface they had customized and added to his eVi. It was a habit Alex had worked to develop after some prolonged silences led to awkwardness in the early days of their new living arrangements. 
“The planet is rich in the mineral zaratite. The active geology in this region in general and the volcano in particular leads to a constant churning of the zaratite through the atmospheric cycle.”
Caleb shifted his pack as the terrain grew steeper. “It’s one reason the scientists are here. The geology is unusually dynamic but fairly stable. The planet’s mantle is constantly being expunged and replaced. Though an active volcano under the strict definition, Khione’s never experienced a violent eruption. It simply leaks materials from the mantle into the ecosystem to feed the cycle.”
She smiled to herself. He’d already known the answer and then some.
He caught her inquiring expression. “Daniel—Isabela’s husband—did a stint here a year or so before he died. That’s how I knew about this place.”
“Ah.” She’d finally been able to meet his sister a few weeks earlier when they’d spent several days on Seneca. She’d found Isabela more reserved than her brother, but the woman displayed the same innate charm that made them both easily likeable. Her daughter, on the other hand, had been a whirlwind terror of energy and stream-of-consciousness chatter. Caleb was wonderful with the little girl, however, illuminating yet another facet of his character…one she hadn’t expected.
“Also, the ground cover cannot accurately be called snow. Rather, it is a mineralized crystal containing only 4-6% water.”
At least Valkyrie had begun to drop the endless decimal places during normal conversation, Alex observed wryly as she inhaled the dry, frigid air. The atmosphere was breathable but thin, and despite the nanobot injections they’d taken to increase oxygenation in their bloodstreams they’d need to don the breather masks soon.
Caleb glanced behind them and came to a stop. “Turn around.”
The research station lay two kilometers down the steep incline. The rays from the white sun, glazed the palest of green hues by the pervasive mineral in the air, now blanketed the valley below. They reflected off the ‘snow’ to create rainbow prisms upon every surface and lit the settlement in an effulgent glow. Off to the left the ice fields peeked out from Khione’s profile in flashes of radiance.
“Well this is sublime, and we’re less than halfway up.”
“Yep.” He massaged her neck through the thermal jacket. “I think if—” His voice cut off with a sharp inhale.
Don’t move.
She felt his body tense against her back as first one hand, then the other dropped away.
What is it?
Thirty degrees to our right, eighty meters down the slope. See it?
She honestly didn’t. Normal human eyesight discerned only whiteness decorated by the burnished nickel of scattered boulders. So she opened the full connection to Valkyrie, blinked and saw the scene anew.
The creature stood four meters tall even in its crouched stance. Six slender limbs ending in splayed pads were connected by a translucent membrane. No, ten limbs—the filmy membrane continued on to connect to the four appendages currently on the ground. Each pad was lined in a ring of stunted but barbed talons. Its skull was narrow and gaunt, the skin covering it more chitin than flesh. Two front-facing eyes were fixated on them while the additional two eyes located halfway down the long skull darted around in recessed sockets. The color of weathered flint, the creature blended almost perfectly into the surroundings.
I see it.
Do you trust me?
Implicitly.
As soon as I step away, start moving a LOT. If it leaps toward you—which it will—make a show of drawing your Daemon. If it gets too close, don’t hesitate to shoot it. Ready?
She mentally noted the precise location of the weapon attached to her utility belt, brought along in case of an encounter with the ‘dangerous wildlife.’ An encounter like this one, it seemed.
Ready.
His absence manifested in the increased chill at her back. Her left hand went to her hip. She leapt up and waved one arm in the air as her fingers fumbled with the Daemon’s clasp through the thermal material of her glove. “Hey you! Over here!”
Her pulse pounded with the force of a hurricane in her ears as the creature sprung forward and the clasp came free. Its upper limbs spread out and the dual membranes became pseudo-wings, giving it lift as its lower limbs skimmed across the ground at astonishing speed.
She raised the Daemon and pointed it at the creature’s thick chest. Its elongated jaw split apart to expose razored edges and a spindly, knife-like tongue. 
She had no idea where Caleb was, but this beast was ten meters away and closing fast. She fired.
The laser struggled to penetrate the tough, bony hide. The impact evoked a shrill, strangely hollow cry, but the beast didn’t fall or even slow. She kept the trigger pressed to send an unrelenting torrent into its chest, albeit to little effect. Her other arm instinctively came up to protect her face and she retreated backward. Talons extended toward her in concert with the horrifying tongue and—
—the creature reared up, sending a limb and the attached wing whizzing by her face. A shimmer flickered to reveal Caleb atop its spine. His arms wrapped around its skull, and with a violent wrench he yanked its head up and sideways. It fought him, thrashing wildly as it tried to escape his grasp and throw him off.
Then the left-most eye locked onto Caleb’s fierce gaze and the flailing ceased. Seconds ticked by as they stared unmoving at one another.
The creature’s jaw looked as if it dipped slightly. He gave it a tight nod in return. In an exaggerated motion he released his hold and swung off its back to land smoothly on his feet beside it.
Its attention veered to her. She had quit firing, not wanting to hit Caleb amidst all the thrashing, but the Daemon remained pointed firmly at its chest.
It took a series of hurried steps to the side until it was able to watch both of them at once. Its head rose into the air and it let loose another shrill cry, then pivoted and glided off down the slope.
“Are you hurt?”
She spun to Caleb as he hurried over. “No, it never touched me.” A frown materialized as she willfully tuned Valkyrie’s excited chatter in her head down to a low hum and wiped blood from a cut on his cheek. “You are, though.”
He grimaced and wrapped his hand around hers. “Only a scratch, right?”
“I suppose. What just happened?”
“A show of dominance. It respects strength.” With a soft exhale he pulled away and slipped his pack off, then dropped it to the ground and began rifling through it. “It’s an intelligent animal. Probably not primate-level intelligence, but clearly smarter than most canines and reptiles.”
“And you learned how to recognize this…spending your summers roaming the Senecan wilderness as a teenager?”
He shrugged mildly and dug deeper into the pack. “Some of it.”
“I didn’t know you brought a cloaking shield.”
“Habit, and one I’m thinking I’m not inclined to give up.” He finally produced two energy bars from the depths of the pack and tossed her one. “Lunch?”

The summit revealed itself in the flood of afternoon sunlight streaming into the broad, shallow caldera. Alex increased the tinting on her goggles and checked the feed to her mask. Even with the supplemental oxygen, her lungs begged for more air, protesting the deepest breaths as inadequate.
The mountainside had served as a bulwark, but now the wind whipped into them with bitter malevolence. Layers of thermal garments designed to capture and amplify the body’s natural heat felt as effective as porous gauze in the face of the onslaught. 
She drew her hood in tighter. “Fuck it is cold.”
“You are the master of understatement, baby. But look….”
She glanced over to find him facing the interior of the volcano. The summit displayed a gently sloping concave exterior. Puffs of jade-white steam shot out of holes in the spongy gray material filling the caldera.
“Whatever. Look at this.” She gestured in the opposite direction, for the view beyond the summit was nothing short of magnificent.
The research station where they had begun their trek was a tiny speck far below and to the right. In front of them the terrain swept downward to a frozen plain stretching to the horizon. Her initial inclination was to liken it to parts of northeastern Alaska, but this was a decidedly alien landscape. 
Jagged fissure rifts split the sheets of ice to allow the same jade-tinged steam to escape into the air, unveiling brilliant emerald crystals beneath the surface. Large swaths of the sheets glowed pale green where the ice grew thin and new fissures would soon form. The sun blazed across the landscape, turning the ice iridescent and filling the sky with daytime auroras.
But for the single dot of humanity in the valley below, it was untouched. Untamed. Nature loosed to run free.
An apt description, I do believe. Does the planet feel alive to you?
It certainly looks alive, Valkyrie. But peaceful somehow…or at peace with itself. Hopefully it doesn’t mind us intruding.
She dropped her head onto Caleb’s shoulder. “You take me to the nicest places.”
“I really do. But next week, I’m thinking a sweltering jungle somewhere, full of serpents and flying insects.”
“So long as it’s warm, I’m in. Though I will point out, a nice, luxurious hot tub overlooking a white, sandy beach is also warm.”
“True. And it has other benefits.”
Her chuckle sounded reedy in the rarefied air. “I’m temporarily too cold to think about other benefits. Shall we?”
“We shall.”
She opened her pack and removed the small glider harness. It consisted primarily of torso-hugging straps attached to a small rectangular module, but when activated the module would unfurl a pair of airfoils. Made of a hyperlight carbon nanofiber, when fully extended and locked open they were strong enough to endure 240 kph winds and a 150 kN impact. Pockets beneath each wing enclosed the hands to provide the wearer a measure of control during the flight, and tensile ankle straps kept their legs from flapping awkwardly and destroying the aerodynamics. But there was no frame, no motor and no brake; the glider was as close to natural wings as humanity had achieved.
They checked the secureness of each other’s harnesses, then she grasped his hand and squeezed. “I love you.”
“Prove it. Fly with me.”
Brandishing a spirited grin, she stepped aside to create space for the six-meter span of the gliders. The wings unfurled at her side; she slid her hands into the pockets and felt the material tighten reassuringly. She nodded.
“3…2…1…Go!”
She took a deep breath and leapt.
The second of free fall ticked by in a thousand transcendent nanoseconds. The rush of vertigo spinning her stomach. The stronger rush of wind forcing its way past her layers of clothing to bite into her skin like needles of ice. The feeling that she could fall forever as frozen land and endless starshine rushed past her vision in a blur.
The rush.
For an instant the force of Valkyrie’s exhilaration had overwhelmed her thoughts—had come dangerously close to overwhelming her actions. She blinked and reasserted her own will into the forefront.
Keep on like that and you’ll let us plummet to our death.
Perhaps I became carried away by the experience.
We need to talk about you and your ‘perhapses’—later.
Alex spread her arms, and with a reassuring jolt the wings locked…and she was soaring.
Now, isn’t this better?
There was no response.
Valkyrie?
I find I am at a loss for words.
Finally.
A shadow grew overhead as Caleb crossed above her. It had been years since she’d used a glider, and she tweaked the wings a couple of times before finding the proper adjustment to gain altitude and draw up beside him.
Cut it a little close there.
I was in the moment.
He shook his head, but thankfully let her off the hook. They veered to the left, leaving Khione behind to sail above the fullness of the plains.
From above, the sunlight roused the emerald ice into sparkling a fiery, brilliant green. Any imperfections in the tundra vanished as it washed out to a pure white. If only the sun on her back held any warmth whatsoever, it would be perfection.
She laughed in delight as an aurora swirled beneath them, its elusive rays seemingly just out of reach.
Her focus on the colorful show, she didn’t notice they had company until she glanced in Caleb’s direction—she instinctively jumped in surprise, which very nearly sent her tumbling through the air. She jerked her arms level and kept them stiff until the wings stopped teetering.
An animal, the same breed as the one that attacked them, flew barely fifteen meters beyond him. It maintained an altitude and speed to match their own.
Jesus!
It’s okay.
Caleb tilted his head in her direction. She looked to her right as two additional creatures banked in to take up positions beside her.
What are they doing?
We’re no longer prey. I think they’re saying ‘hi.’
Here in the air, they projected a far less ferocious and far more graceful manner than one had on the ground. The membranes turned out to serve as true wings, and the extensive connections meant all their limbs were pulled up into the span, giving them an appearance closer to an ocean ray than a many-limbed reptile.
Valkyrie’s voice took on a high-minded tenor in her head. A reminder that danger can often be disguised by beauty, and beauty by danger.
She rolled her eyes. Thanks for the insight, Confucius.
I was talking about you.
Smartass.
Well, yes.
The creatures accompanied them for another several seconds before dipping lower and slowing. As she checked behind her to confirm they were departing, she noticed dark streaks of discoloration and an open wound on the chest of the one that had first joined Caleb.
It was the same one they had confronted on the ascent. I’ll be damned.
She murmured a quiet gasp of wonder and exhaled against the wind. With the next breath in she allowed the sensations to consume her fully. This freedom, this embracing of the wild unknown and meeting it on its own terms…this was her life. Now, this would be their life.
She acknowledged the quiet voice in the recesses of her mind, the one whispering it was all a lie—all a contrived creation by its masters beyond the portal—and put it aside for later. Its refrain had become a common one, but it could wait a while longer.
Far in the distance the terrain began to darken into the rocky, uneven crags they had flown past on the way to the village.
We should start descending.
Agreed.
As one their wings dipped, and the icy expanse rose to greet them.
The sensation of motion, of velocity, returned as the ground sped by, and it occurred to her she was moving rather fast and the ground looked rather hard and unforgiving. She rotated her shoulders to create drag on the wings—too much, her altitude dropped precipitously. She decreased the angle. Better.
Down there.
They aimed for a wide area of unbroken ice. When the surface was two meters below and her speed had slowed sufficiently, she drew her arms in and disengaged the wings’ locks. Her feet hit the ground at a run; then abruptly she was tumbling head over heels. After many bruising revolutions she lurched to a stop lying on her back. Yep, definitely hard and unforgiving.
A heavy thud signaled Caleb’s arrival to her left.
“Owwww….” 
She was laughing, raggedly and in mild exhaustion, as he crawled over and collapsed beside her. When she decided she was capable of movement she tugged her mask off and shifted to rest on his torso. Then she shoved his own mask off and kissed him zealously, high on adrenaline and oxygen and adoration.
He tried to wrap his arms around her, which led to their unfurled wings getting tangled in one another, which led to a more fulsome state of entanglement. Which worked out fine.
She giggled against his lips. “That was spectacular.”
“It was. Should cure our restlessness for at least a week.”
“Maybe even two…” her eyes gleamed in only partially feigned playfulness “…but what then? What’s next? Dare that supernova to erupt on us?”
He regarded her intently. “You know what’s next. The sooner you say it, the sooner we can get started.”
Her protest lodged in her throat. Of course she knew. She’d known for weeks; part of her had known from the moment she sent the Metigen fleet slinking home.
“We’re going back through the portal.”
“Damn right we’re going back through the portal.”
“I mean, what are all those other universes? Are they like ours? Why were they created? What game are the Metigens playing? What are they—”
His mouth smothered hers to halt her rambling, and it was some time later when they came up for air.
She crossed her arms on his sternum and propped her chin up. “We should probably get married before we go. I doubt they’ll have the necessary bureaucracy on the other side.”
“Excellent point.” He had managed to untangle his left arm and reached up to softly caress her cheek. “We should. Let me check my calendar…two Fridays from today looks free.”
“Does it now. Okay, February 2nd it is.”
“I like this plan. And I suspect there are a few other things we’ll need to take care of before we leave.”
“A few.” Her mind was already racing around the implications. Valkyrie was the biggest source of complications, but she’d also need to find a way to obtain the new engine and…his chest rumbled beneath her as he started chuckling. “What?”
“You’re as happy as a kid on Christmas morning right now, aren’t you?”
“Unh!” She punched him lightly in the shoulder and rolled off onto the ice. It was late afternoon in the daylight cycle, and the auroras flitted with increasing luminance above them.
“So, um, how do we get back to the Siyane?”
“We walk.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I am.” He wrangled his pack off and repositioned it to serve as a pillow. “I contacted Dr. Becnel as soon as we landed and humbly requested a pickup, noting we weren’t technically on Khione any longer. Somebody will be along in a vehicle. Eventually.”
“Terrific.” She curled her hands behind her head and stared up at the sky. “We can start planning while we wait. First, we’ll need….”

FOUR MONTHS LATER
 
EARTH
EASC
HEADQUARTERS
The gleaming façade shone in the late morning sun, radiant and glittering in a way only newness could exhibit. Tiers of steel and glass rose in staggered, winding levels to soar into the sky. A work of functional art, the offset floors allowed for both gardens and landing pads to blend seamlessly into the design of the structure.
It was, Miriam had to concede, a far more attractive building than the one it replaced.
Construction of the new EASC Headquarters Tower had been completed while she was away. It didn’t officially open for business until the next day, but most of the equipment and furnishings had already been transferred from the temporary quarters in the Logistics building, and her new office reputedly awaited her presence.
She almost walked in the entrance brandishing a smile. Luckily she realized her error at the door and donned a stern countenance.
A lieutenant sat behind the front desk testing the functionality of a control panel, but on spotting her he leapt to his feet with a salute. “Admiral Solovy! Welcome, ma’am. We were told you wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. Allow me to show you to your suite.”
“I assume I take the center lift until it goes no higher, correct?”
“Um, that does sort of cover it. But—”
“Then I shall show myself up, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Beginning tomorrow there would be two additional security checks between the lobby and the top floor, but this trip required solely her personal security code. She stepped off the lift into a bright, open atrium. The marble floor felt suitably firm beneath her feet; the secretary’s station loomed with appropriate intimidation over prospective guests.
Beyond the atrium was her office. She entered her security code a final time and stepped inside.
The desk she’d ordered had arrived ahead of her, as had the matching shelves. Everything had arrived, down to the white-silver tea set she’d purchased a few days earlier. Her favorite visual of David, Alex and herself—taken in 2298 on the lawn of their home in San Francisco—was even loaded into the display atop the desk.
The chair wasn’t new, for she’d become accustomed to the one she’d claimed in Logistics. She eased into it and spun slowly around—then was quickly back on her feet and moving to the window.
Except it wasn’t a window; it was a door. She had a garden. 
Well, perhaps ‘garden’ was stretching the term a bit. She had a patio decorated in shrubs, flowering morning glories, astilbe and a small table with two chairs.
Beneath her the entirety of the EASC complex spread out. Tiny forms scurried about from one building to the next, and in the distance ships landed at and departed from the spaceport with ordered regularity. Ahead of her the waters of the Strait crashed against the parapets.
Well. This was simply lovely.
“I heard you were in the building.”
She turned and motioned Richard out onto the patio. “I only just arrived.”
“Word travels fast, especially when it’s in panic. They were expecting you tomorrow, I believe.”
She draped her arms atop the railing as he joined her. “I wanted to get settled in while it was still quiet. We’ll see how the practicality holds up under duress, but I have to say so far I’m pleased.”
Richard chuckled lightly. “I won’t tell anyone.”
“Thank you.”
“How was Romane? More to the point, how was your first vacation in…ever, was it?”
“Not ever, merely the last decade…or two. And it was very relaxing. That’s what vacations are supposed to be, right? Relaxing?”
“That’s the rumor.”
She nodded. “Then yes, it was relaxing.”
“Did you spend the entire visit meeting with the governor and her administration?”
“Only half the visit. I also toured several art galleries, attended a horrifically tawdry circus performance and spent a great deal of time…not worrying.”
“Otherwise known as relaxing.”
“Yes.” She straightened up from the railing but kept her hands atop it. “And now it is time to get back to work.”
“Much of the unrest on the hardest-hit colonies has eased with the improvements in services. Now it’s mostly squabbling over what to build next, where and for who’s favor.”
“What about the Order of the True Sentients?”
Richard grimaced. “They will be a problem, I fear. They’re extremely well-funded, and we haven’t yet managed to find out by whom or what. But after all we’ve faced, they and their ilk seem like pests rather than real trouble.”
“I gave the subject some thought while I was…relaxing. We confronted the greatest threat to our existence humanity has ever seen, and we defeated it. But a year ago we couldn’t see it coming; our most skilled forecasters could never have predicted it. What else is out there on the horizon that we can’t see?”
She shifted to lean against the railing and meet his gaze more directly. “You and I know the true extent of what Alex and Caleb discovered beyond the portal. I fear we’ve seen but a small glimpse of the dangers which may await us—dangers for which we are woefully unprepared.”
“Granted. So?”
“So, I intend to see to it that we get ourselves prepared. We can’t sit on our laurels and be caught unaware a second time.”
“True enough. I’m glad the task is in such capable hands.”
“Flatterer.”
“I’m trying to hone my skills. Speaking of, have you seen Alex recently? I haven’t talked to her in a few weeks.”
“We had a nice dinner before I left for Romane, in fact. She and Caleb have been on Seneca the last week or so helping his sister move into a new place, but I believe they are headed to Atlantis to meet Kennedy and Noah for a long weekend.”
“Good. I’m glad they—”
Miriam held up her hand to silence him. She stared at the message that had come in, searching for the correct reaction. Anger? Fear? Pride? Exasperation?
She settled on the last one, went to the little patio table and sank down in one of the chairs.
“Miriam, what is it?”
She shook her head and laughed. “I’m going to kill her.”
At Richard’s questioning look she called him over and projected the message to an aural.

ATLANTIS
INDEPENDENT COLONY
Kennedy sighed in contentment and curled up against Noah’s chest. The sun’s rays streaming in through the open windows warmed her bare skin, and she kicked the sheet off so as to give the rays more fulsome access. “Mmm…can we not leave this room today? Or even the bed?”
Noah’s chest rumbled beneath her in a soft chuckle as he played with her hair. “We’ve got drinks, so we’re set there. Eventually we’ll need food, but this is why room service exists. So yeah, I think we’re good. Who needs sun and sand and surf when we have this.”
“Not me. Besides, we have sun—and we can see the sand and surf, should we manage to approach the windows.”
“I’ll take your word for it.” His hand trailed lazily down her back, evoking a pleasant murmur from deep in her throat.
“Alex and Caleb will be here today…sometime. They would probably appreciate it if we put clothes on.”
“Probably. Have you heard from them yet? I’d like a little warning, say, three or four hours, so I can….” She shuddered beneath his hand as it drifted lower.
“Not yet. I’m sure they got distracted by—” As if on cue, a message from Alex arrived in her eVi. She opened it with only a fraction of her attention, the rest being occupied by Noah’s increasingly roving hands.
Then she bolted upright in the bed. “I’m going to kill her. I mean it this time. I am well and truly going to kill her.”
Noah raised up on one elbow. “They’re not coming?”
She rolled her eyes at the ceiling and flopped onto her back with a groan. “No. No, they are not. And you won’t believe where they are heading.”

SIYANE
METIS NEBULA
The Siyane hovered in the thick nebular clouds at the edge of the clearing, out of sight of the Alliance and Federation vessels patrolling the perimeter.
The portal was closed, occupying an invisible point at the center of the empty void in the heart of the Metis Nebula. Its activation would give the watching ships an extra few seconds to prepare for their destruction of any alien vessel that might emerge. The patrols gave the area a wide berth lest they get caught in the explosion of metal and plasma which would accompany such activation.
A few modifications had been made to the Siyane in the months since the Metigen War ended. For one, the cockpit had been rearranged a bit. Caleb’s chair received an upgrade, hers moved to the left, and they occupied their seats as equals. Many of the sensors and scientific equipment received upgrades as well and now included a number of new features.
They had even made room for Caleb’s bike down in the engineering well. It turned out Division secured it after Volosk’s murder as part of the crime scene, at first as evidence then later for safekeeping. And who knew? They may need it. On a planet’s surface, perhaps. Or on a space station….
Oh, and there was Valkyrie. 
It hadn’t taken long for the combined processing power of three Artificials enhanced by the neural imprints of some damn clever humans to result in a host of technological leaps. The list of ways they were changing the world was long, but most relevantly for the Siyane was the radical miniaturization of quantum boxes and hardware circuitry. What once filled a large room now fit between the interior walls and bulkhead of a small ship.
Abigail had protested the final stage in her loss of Valkyrie, contending she needed the Artificial to assist in the rebuilding of Meno, and in the rebuilding of a human brain. But while quantum communications were able to span the universe—this universe—in an instant, they could not penetrate the portal. Alex needed Valkyrie with her where they were going. She had of course kept that detail to herself, instead arguing the need to get Valkyrie out from under government control. 
A compromise had been reached which, while very expensive, did have the benefit of at least partially satisfying the bureaucrats as well: a complete copy of Valkyrie was constructed and an image of her neural net flashed to the new machine. 
From the time the new Artificial was activated, it and Valkyrie began diverging, and in a matter of weeks they could no longer be considered the same in any meaningful way. Valkyrie professed no misgivings about the situation, explaining that she intended to view her mirrored copy like a sister. In fact, she was somewhat enamored with the notion of having a sibling; as Alex was an only child it would be a wholly new experience for her.
Caleb grasped Alex’s hand in his, and she stood to join him at the viewport. After a moment she halfway faced him, eyes dancing in delight to match his own. “Ready to see what’s out there, Mr. Solovy?”
“Hell, yes, Mrs. Marano. Beyond ready. Show me this supposed ‘adventure.’”
“Knowing we won’t die simply by going through doesn’t take the adventure out of it?”
He wrapped an arm around her waist and yanked her closer for an ardent, tantalizing kiss which ended far too soon, then murmured against her lips. “No, it does not. Now let’s do this.”
She reluctantly disentangled from his embrace to ensure all the systems were in order. “Valkyrie, how about you?”
“You are taking me to explore other universes. I am ready.”
“Okay, then.” 
The aliens had asserted no one should ever come looking for them—but she had never agreed to that particular term of surrender.
She reached down and sent the gamma signal. 
The ring exploded outward to fill with the still mysterious, luminescent plasma. Around it the patrolling ships reacted the next instant, rushing to take up a defensive formation.
Her hand slid across the HUD to the thrusters. With a touch she gunned the impulse engine to full power and accelerated into the portal.

AURORA THESI (PORTAL PRIME)
ENISLE SEVENTEEN
I considered the form lying inertly in the stasis chamber. 
It appeared a stranger to me. I felt no kinship, no attachment to the body providing my life force. Memory my aspect, I no longer recalled having resided within it. Even so, logic and the reality of Katasketousym origins dictated I once did so.
To find oneself bound inside the confines of a small, frail body, rendered hapless by its myriad limitations, was anathema to me. I moved the stasis chamber into the deepest corner of the structure. The life support system was designed to function for perpetuity without my intervention. Unseen, it would trouble me no further.
I left the structure and its refuge behind to hover at the shore of my lake, finding myself uncertain of what to do next.
Exile.
Such had been the verdict of the Idryma Conclave. Exiled from their ranks in name, title and consciousness. Exiled from Amaranthe. My body retrieved from the krypti and relinquished to the dirt of Aurora Thesi.
A watcher with no subjects.
An Analystae with no dominion.
It would be far simpler if it were such a simple matter as this. But my task extended well beyond the rigid strictures of the Idryma. Aurora had been entrusted to me because I understood our purpose more deeply than anyone, save possibly Lakhes. 
Histories. Futures. What was inevitable, and all that was not.
The Conclave called Aurora a failure. We would refocus our efforts on the other Enisles, Lakhes proclaimed, in the search for new and innovative prospects. We would try again, Hyperion declared, but ensure firmer restraints were in place from the beginning this time. 
To invest time and effort in such an endeavor was foolish, risking all while invalidating the experiment from its inception. Interference may be acceptable in the other Enisles—but not in Aurora, whether this incarnation or any future one. No, the sole path to the answers sought was to serve as Clockmaker Gods, to create the universe then let it become what it dared. But Hyperion’s clumsy meddling had demonstrated a lack of understanding of this most fundamental notion.
The answers, I believed, still resided in Aurora. For what the Conclave was too insular to see—or too fearful to admit if they did see—was this: the uprising by the Humans had in fact proven the validity of the principal thesis underlying Aurora’s existence. Now was not the time to recoil as mettle failed. 
This was the kairos. This was what we had wanted. The others might flinch and turn away, but I would not.
I extended, diffusing out over the lake and above the mountains. I was truly alone on Thesi now, as neither Hyperion nor any others would be venturing by to consort with an exile. I was truly alone in spirit now, my consciousness denied entry into the Idryma.
Before departing Aurora for the last time, representatives of the Conclave had placed spatial triggers at the Metis Portal, designed to pitch the apparatus into a dimensional singularity upon its opening from the other side. It had been a near thing, our—their—decision to refrain from destroying the portal immediately. Only my most elegant arguments had convinced the Conclave they need not permanently foreclose this avenue. Katasketousya appreciated the concept of ‘forever’ better than most species, and when presented with the alternative of the spatial triggers Lakhes had eventually been persuaded to not take such irrevocable action.
But the Conclave, eager to be rid of the troublesome Aurora and its equally troublesome Analystae Mnemosyne, had perhaps not paid sufficient attention to the details.
I was and had always been the First Analystae of Aurora. This meant I controlled all the apparatuses of the Enisle, observational and otherwise.
The triggers had been deactivated. I could rearm them at any time, and should it become necessary—should the Humans or their scions attempt to launch an armada through the Metis Portal, one bent on wanton destruction of whatever they found—I would do so, regrettably but without hesitation.
But I was the First Analystae of Aurora, and this experiment was not over. Once a proud member of an underground resistance, I was now a rebel from the rebellion.
As the sea spread out beneath me, an alert transmitted the opening of the Metis Portal. I halted far above the waters and waited.
What emerged from the portal was not the feared armada. Instead, it was a single ship. A familiar ship. I felt a quickening in my atoms.
Clever, dangerous girl. I have been expecting you.
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APPENDIX



A CONVERSATION WITH THE INTREPID HEROES OF STARSHINE

(This interview takes place near the end of the events of STARSHINE: Aurora Rising Book One)
 
 
 
EARTH
SEATTLE
Reporter:  I’m here today with Alexis Solovy and Caleb Marano. These two individuals have been at the center of a storm of recent events. Now, amid rumors of conspiracy, murder and even aliens, they’ve agreed to go on camera and answer our questions.
First things first—how did the two of you meet?
Caleb:  She shot me.
Alex:  I shot you down. Then I shot you.
Reporter:  Seems like a rather inauspicious start to a relationship.
Alex:  Was that a question?
Caleb:  I’ve had worse starts.
Alex:  You have, seriously? I mean, I thought it was kind of memorable.
Caleb:  Oh, it was certainly memorable. And I said I’d had worse starts—not better outcomes.
Alex:  …Oh.
Reporter:  Some people are looking to you to be saviors of humanity. How do you feel about being asked to shoulder such a weighty burden?
Alex:  Annoyed.
Caleb:  It may be difficult to believe, but my job is at its core about protecting people. Not usually so many people at once, but…I’m glad to do it.
Reporter:  Ms. Solovy, do you want to expound on your answer?
Alex:  Look, I never asked to be a savior of anyone…except maybe him.
Caleb:  Thank you for that, by the way.
Alex:  You bet.
Reporter:  Ms. Solovy, your father died in battle during the 1st Crux War against the Senecan Federation. How has becoming acquainted with Mr. Marano and visiting Seneca affected your view of the Federation?
Caleb:  Alex, you don’t have to—
Alex:  No, it’s fine. My father died a hero. He gave his life to save others. I wish he hadn’t chosen to do so. But it had very little to do with who the foe happened to be.
Yes, I hated Seneca when I was a child, because I was young and grieving and I didn’t understand anything. But what truly changed my mind about the Federation wasn’t meeting Caleb or even visiting what is a beautiful, extraordinary world. It was discovering an alien armada that intends to exterminate all of us. I guarantee you these aliens don’t give a [expletive bleeped] who’s Alliance, who’s Federation and who’s Independent.
If we want to survive, we had better stop caring, too.
Reporter:  Mr. Marano, do you have anything to add?
(Caleb stares at Alex a moment, a smile tugging at his lips)
Caleb:  How could I?
Reporter:  Ms. Solovy, does it bother you that Mr. Marano has killed people?
Alex:  You’re joking, right?
Reporter:  Not actually, ma’am....
Alex:   Wouldn’t you kill to protect innocents, or those you care about?
Reporter:  His file indicates he’s killed upwards of 250—
Caleb:  I’m not sure we should be—
Alex:  Most people suck, and a lot of them have guns. Next question?
Reporter:  Mr. Marano, why did you become an assassin?
Alex:  That’s the same question.
Caleb:  I’m not an assassin.
Reporter:  You have assassinated people though, yes?
Alex:  Caleb, you don’t have to—
Caleb:  If someone represents a threat to others, and my government determines they need to be stopped but can’t be reined in via conventional means? Then, yes, the decision may be made to kill them. Once the choice is made—rarely by me, though I won’t deny making the call when it’s the only option—‘assassination,’ as you call it, is the safest method for everyone. Frontal assaults and gunfights have a way of harming innocent bystanders, which is not something I want to do. Incidentally, they also pose a greater risk to me…and I do value my life rather highly.
Reporter:  That’s a bit arrogant of you, isn’t it?
Caleb:  Not in the slightest. It’s merely truth.
Reporter:  A lot of attention has been directed at your tumultuous romance, not all of it positive. Would either of you like to respond to the critics?
Alex:  I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is the future. We possess faster-than-light space travel and quantum communications—why would we have romance?
(Caleb leans over and whispers in her ear)
Alex:  Okay, there might be a little romance.
Reporter:  Ms. Solovy, how does your mother feel about you dating a Senecan intelligence agent?
(Alex doubles over in a fit of laughter)
Caleb:  Baby, I think that was an actual question….
(Alex sits up, sucks in a breath, and resumes laughing hysterically)
Reporter:  Ms. Solovy?
(Alex wipes tears from her eyes)
Alex:  I’m sorry. I have no idea what she thinks about it—or anything else for that matter.
Reporter:  You and your mother aren’t close, then? She is a very influential leader in the Earth Alliance military.
Alex:  So I’ve heard. Look, my mother and I don’t see eye-to-eye on, well, everything. It is what it is. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?
Reporter:  Very well. How grave a threat do you believe these aliens represent?
Alex:  It’s not the end of the world—but you can see it from here.*
Reporter:  I don’t understand.
Alex:  There are a lot of things about these aliens I don’t know—where they come from, what their motivation might be, how their weapons operate, what their maximum FTL speed is. But I do know their technology is superior to ours, their forces are superior to ours, and they intend to kill most if not all of us.
If we want to win, we’re going to have to fight a new war—not the 1st Crux War and certainly not this supposed 2nd Crux War. We’re going to have to be willing to take chances, try new approaches…even turn our entire concept of warfare on its head.
Reporter:  How do you propose we do so?
Alex:  Hell if I know. I’m not a military strategist and I’m certainly not a politician. But if we want to survive, we’d better figure it out real damn fast.
Reporter:  I imagine a large number of people in both the Alliance and Federation are working on exactly that as we speak. Who do you think stands the best chance of devising a solution?
Alex:  To be honest, there are so many people circling around this whole disaster, I can’t even keep everyone straight.
Caleb:  I just keep a cast of characters stored in my eVi. You should try it.
(Alex looks sideways at Caleb)
Alex:  On that note, you want to get out of here?
(Caleb grins)
Caleb:  Time’s wasting. We’ve got places to be and….
Reporter:  I’d like to thank Alexis Solovy and Caleb Mar—
Alex:  Alex.
Reporter:  I’m sorry?
Alex:  My name. It’s Alex.
 
* Credit where credit is due: Deus Ex: Human Revolution Trailer
 
Return to VERTIGO




EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH ADMIRAL MIRIAM SOLOVY

(This interview takes place immediately following the events of VERTIGO: Aurora Rising Book Two)
 
 
 
EARTH
VANCOUVER, EASC
HEADQUARTERS
Reporter: “I’m here today with Earth Alliance Fleet Admiral Miriam Solovy. First, allow me to congratulate you on the promotion. We haven’t had a Fleet Admiral since the early months of the First Crux War 26 years ago.
What are your thoughts about stepping into the most powerful military role in the galaxy?”
Miriam: “I’m honored the Prime Minister believes I am up to the task and determined to use the authority to ensure we defeat the Metigen invaders as quickly and completely as possible.”
Reporter: “You were named Fleet Admiral in the wake of a number of momentous events. The last week has seen the reappointment of Steven Brennon as Prime Minister, the signing of a peace treaty with the Senecan Federation, the discovery of a widespread conspiracy—what people are already calling the ‘Aguirre Conspiracy’—to foment war with the Federation and the escalation of the war with the Metigens. How do you feel about all this?”
Miriam: “How I ‘feel’ about any of it is irrelevant. This is a military institution, not a spiritual retreat. I think peace with the Federation was the correct choice, Prime Minister Brennon is the best man for the job, speculation on this conspiracy would do well to hold its tongue until the full facts are brought to light, and it’s past time for the war against the Metigens to escalate.”
Reporter: “Well, um, thank you for your candor. Can you respond to rumors your predecessor as Chairman of Earth Alliance Strategic Command, General Liam O’Connell, was involved in the Aguirre Conspiracy and is currently AWOL?”
Miriam: “No.”
Reporter: “No, he is not those things, or no, you can’t comment?”
(Miriam stares at the reporter silently until he shrinks deep into his chair.)
Reporter: “Moving on…you indicated you approved of the peace treaty with the Federation. Is this a difficult stance for you to take? Your husband was a hero of the First Crux War and died in combat fighting against the Federation.”
Miriam: “He was and he did.”
Reporter: “And that fact doesn’t affect your view of the Federation?”
Miriam: “If you continue to waste my time with irrelevant questions, this interview will be over far sooner than you intended. The Second Crux War was based on falsehoods and criminal manipulation. Once this was discovered, persisting with the war would be irrational, not to mention foolhardy. The fact all of humanity is facing a far greater threat against which we must be united if we are to prevail means the decision to end the war was absurd in its obviousness.”
Reporter: “Some people disagree with you, maintaining that actions taken by the Federation before and during the war merit its continuation.”
Miriam: “Those people are incorrect.”
Reporter: “I’ll, uh, let them know. Your daughter, Alexis Solovy, was recently cleared of involvement in last month’s bombing of the EASC Headquarters building, but she has yet to make a public appearance.”
Miriam: “My daughter isn’t known for her public appearances, thankfully. In any event, one isn’t necessary. The bombing was perpetrated by the conspirators, a fact I’m grateful has come to light.”
Reporter: “In an interview she and Senecan Federation intelligence agent Caleb Marano gave to this service several weeks ago, she hinted her relationship with you is not a close one. Care to comment?”
Miriam: “Not particularly.”
Reporter: “Why not?”
Miriam: “It’s outside the agreed-upon scope of this interview. Also, it happens to be none of your business.”
Reporter: “Do you know her whereabouts at this time?”
Miriam: “Why would I tell you that?”
Reporter: “Well, given the—”
(The door opens and Colonel Richard Navick walks in. On seeing the reporter, however, he turns to leave.)
Reporter: “Colonel Navick, please stay a moment. I’d like to ask you about the revelations surrounding the Aguirre Conspiracy.”
Richard: “I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation. Admiral Solovy, when you have a moment I need to speak with you.”
Miriam: “I’ll drop by as soon as we’re done here. Which will be quite soon.”
Reporter: “Colonel, we were just discussing David Solovy and his tragic death.”
Miriam: “No, we weren’t.”
Reporter: “You were a close friend of Commander Solovy, were you not?”
Richard: “Yes, I knew him since university. He was like a brother to me.”
Reporter: “Given that, how do you think David Solovy would feel were he to learn his wife, his daughter and his best friend have all betrayed his memory by allying with his killers?”
Richard: “Excuse me?”
(Miriam depresses a button on her desk.)
Miriam: “Security, this man’s access to EASC grounds has been revoked. Escort him off the premises and see he is not allowed to return.”
Richard: “Permission to punch him, Admiral?”
Miriam: “Best not. It would get blood on the floor, and I was finally beginning to settle into the new office.”
 
Return to TRANSCENDENCE




INTERVIEW WITH CALEB MARANO AND NOAH TERRAGE

(This interview takes place following the events of TRANSCENDENCE: Aurora Rising Book Three)
 
 
EARTH
DOWNTOWN SEATTLE
TWO MONTHS AFTER THE END OF THE METIGEN WAR
Reporter: “Excuse me, gentlemen—excuse me. Do you have a moment to answer a few questions? For the public?”
(Caleb Marano glances over his shoulder as he and Noah Terrage pass the man on the street.)
Caleb: “Sorry, we’re in a hurry.”
Reporter: “Please, I’ll only take a minute of your time.”
(Caleb stops and turns around. With a visible sigh Noah joins him.)
Caleb: “All right—a minute. As in one.”
Reporter: “Thank you. Agent Mar—wait, it’s ‘Mr.’ now, isn’t it? You resigned from Senecan Federation Intelligence after the end of the Metigen War.”
Caleb: “Yes, that’s correct.”
Reporter: “What were your reasons for doing so?”
Caleb: “They’re classified, like much of Division and all of my work for it.”
Reporter: “And you, sir. Noah Terrage, isn’t it? You’re the clone of Lionel Terrage, the CEO of metals manufacturer Surno Materials.”
Noah: “That’s the rumor.”
Reporter: “As a clone, would you like to share your thoughts on the ethics of so-called ‘vanity babies’?”
(Noah raises both hands and takes a step back.)
Noah: “A thousand ‘no’s.”
Reporter: “You haven’t followed your father into the family business—instead you’re a reputed smuggler.”
Noah: “Hey, smuggling’s a noble profession!”
(Caleb stares at Noah deadpan, evoking a groan in response.)
Noah: “What I meant to say was that I’m a trader. I trade in goods. Goods which aren’t illegal.”
Reporter: “I’m sure. Mr. Marano, eyewitnesses report that on the final day of the Metigen War, you crashed a private vessel through the two Alliance frigates and the Alliance cruiser which were attacking the Federation colony of Krysk.”
Caleb: “That did happen.”
Reporter: “Then you singlehandedly fought your way through the cruiser and murdered Alliance General Liam O’Connell.”
Caleb: “It wasn’t singlehandedly. Noah helped.”
Noah: “I punched a guy.”
Caleb: “And ‘murder’ is such a negative word. I brought a permanent halt to his illegal and unsanctioned slaughter of Federation civilians.”
Reporter: “When we last spoke I called attention to your record, which indicated you had killed over 250 people. This event more than doubles the number of deaths attributed to you.”
Caleb: “Sir, you have no idea just how high that number really is. But as long as the number of lives saved as a result of my actions is higher, I sleep well at night.”
Reporter: “Interesting. You’re engaged to Alexis Solovy, the daughter of Earth Alliance Fleet Admiral Miriam Solovy. Does she have concerns about your bloody past?”
(Caleb laughs.)
Reporter: “Is that a ‘no’?”
Caleb: “I’ll just refer you to her response the last time you asked the question.”
Reporter: “When’s the wedding?”
Caleb: “That’s also classified.”
Reporter: “No, really—when’s the wedding?”
(Caleb raises an eyebrow at Noah.)
Caleb: “He thinks I’m kidding.”
Noah: “Have you met Miriam Solovy? He’s not kidding.”
Reporter: “I have, unfortunately. Very well. Inside sources are claiming the Alliance and Federation militaries used a new, powerful and dangerous form of Artificial, in contravention of both governments’ laws, in order to defeat the Metigens. Can you confirm this?”
Caleb: “How would I know? I was on Krysk during the final battle, remember?”
Reporter: “Your fiancé wasn’t, though, was she? She was onboard the Alliance flagship dreadnought EAS Churchill.”
Caleb: “Which means you’ll have to ask her that question. A piece of advice? I wouldn’t recommend it.”
Noah: “Time check, Caleb.”
Caleb: “Right. If you’ll excuse us, we have someplace we need to be.”
Reporter: “One last question—rumors are circulating that during the War you and Ms. Solovy traversed the portal in the Metis Nebula, where you encountered not only the Metigens themselves, but the dragons in their service.”
(Caleb smirks and begins walking away.)
Caleb: “You know, that’s almost crazy enough to be true. Have a good evening, sir.”
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OTHER MAJOR CHARACTERS
(ALPHABETICAL ORDER)

Aaron LaRose David Solovy (Commander)
Director of EA Astronomicaland Alex Solovy fther; Misam Sclovy’s
Space Science Dept spouse, Captain, EAS Sulusrt Decessed.
Faction: arth Allance Faction: Earth Alliance

Abigail Canivon Eleni Gianno (Fild Marshal)
Directorof Cybernetic Research Center,  Head f SF Milary Councl
Druyan Instiate. Commander of SF Armed Forces
Faction: Independent Faction: Senccan Fderation

Aiden Trieneri Ethan Tollis

Head of Triene criminalcartel, Musicia; former lover o Alex Saloy:
Faction: Independent Faction: Eath Alance

ANNIE Francesca Marano

EA Miitary Artificial Neural Net Motherof alesnd Isbela Mirar.
Faction: Eath Allance Factions Senecan Fderaton
Aristde Vranas Gregor Kone (Captain)
Chaieman, SF Government. 1% NW MSO Phtoon Specil Forces
Faction:Seneca Faderaton Faction: Earth Allance

Brooklyn Harper (Captain) Hideyo Mori

1N MSO Platoon Specil Forces. EA Defense Minister.

Faction: Earth Alance Faction: Eath Alance

Charles Gagnon Jaron Nythal

EA Assembly Mjoriy Leader st Director,SF Division of Trade
Faction: arth Allance Faction: Sencan Fderaton
Christopher Chris' Candela Joles Hervé (Brigadier)

Avaché, SF Trade Division. Director, EASC Specil Projects.
Facton: Senecan Federation Facton: Fath Allance
Christopher Rychen (Admiral) Kian Lange (Major)

EANE Regional Commander. Director, EASC Sccurity Bureas
Facton: Eath Alliance Facton: Forth Allance

Claire Zabroi Loure Ferre

Hackers friend of Alex Solovy Lieutenant, Ferrecriminalcareel.

Faction: Earth Allance Faction: Senecan Federaton
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‘DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MAIN CHARACTERS

Alexis‘Alex Solovy
Starship pilot, scout and space explorer; daughter of Miriam and David Solovy.
Faction: Earth Allance

Caleb Marano
‘Special Operationsinteligence agent, Senecan Federation Division of Inteligence,
Faction: Senecan Federation

Miriam Solovy (Admiral)
EASC Operstions Director; mother of Alex
Salovy,widow of David Soloy.

Faction: Earth Allance

Kennedy Rossi
Director of Design/Prototyping,
18 Design; riend of Alex Solovy.
Faction: Earth Allance

Graham Delavasi
Director, Senecan Federation
Division of Intlligence,
Faction: Senecan Federation

Liam O'Connell (General)
EASW Regional Commander.
Faction: Earth Allance

Malcolm Jenner (Lt. Colonel)
‘Captain, EAS une friend of Alex Solovy
Faction: Earth Allance

Devon Reynolds
EASC Special Projects Consultant;
quantum computing specialst.
Faction: Earth Allance

Morgan Lekkas (Commander)
Pilot, 3" Squad./3" Wing.
Southern Flet.

Facton: eneca Federation

Richard Navick (Colonel)

EASC Naval Intellgence Lisison; family
iend of the Solovys.

Faction: Earth Allance

Noah Terrage

“Tech dealer and smuggler;riend of Cale
Marano and Mia Requelme.

Faction: Independent

Mia Requelme
Businesswoman; friend of Caleb Marano
and Noah Terrage.
Faction: ndependent

Olivia Montegreu
Head of Zelones criminal cartel.
Faction: Independent

Marcus Aguirre
EA Attorney Genersl,
Faction: Earth Allance

Michael Volosk
Special Operations Director,
SF Division of Intellgence.
Faction: Sencean Federation

Isabela Marano
Professor of Biochemistry;
sister of Caleb Marano,

Faction: Senccan Federation
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Lionel Terrage
‘CEO, Surno Materals; Noahis faher.
Faction: Earth Allance

Liz Oberti
Asst. Director, SF Division of
Inteligence.

Faction: Senecan Federation

Luis Barrera
Speaker, EA Assembly.
Faction: Earth Allance

Madison Ledesme
Governor of Romane.
Faction: Independent

Mangele Sant
EA Trade Minister.
Faction: Earth Allance

Marlee Marano
sabels's daughter; Caleb's niece
Faction: Senecan Federation

Matei Uttara
Assasin,
Faction: ndeperdent

Meno
Artifical Nearal Net owned by
Mis Requelme.

Faction: Independent

Patrick Foster (General)
EANW Regional Miltary Commander.
Faction: Eath Alliance

Price Alamatto (General)
EASC Board Chairman.
Faction: Earth Allance

Samuel Padova
Former Spec Ops, SF Inteligence;
‘mentor of Caleb Marano. Deceased,
Faction: Senecan Federation

Seraphina LaCasse
Resident of Gaide,
Faction: Independent

STAN
SF Military Atifical Neural Net
Faction: Senscan Federation

Stefan Marano
Father of Caleh and Jabela Mararo,
Faction: Senecan Federation

Steven Brennon
EA Prime Minister.
Faction: Earth Allance

Thad Yue
Mercenary for Olivia Montegeu.
Faction: Independent

Valkyrie
Drayan Institute Artificial Neural Net.
Faction: ndeperdent

William Will Sutton
CEO, W.C. Sution Construction;
spouse of Richard Navick.
Faction: Earth Allance





