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   Chapter One
 
   Lights Over Luna
 
    
 
   “We didn’t find gods in the stars. Only darkness.”
 
                 
 
                                                           Tractate of the Guiding Light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   October 12, 2236
 
                 
 
                 Cameron Davis had already stepped in the vomit before the smell hit him. He’d been rushing with his friend George Locklear to make the late train back to the base, not watching where he’d been putting his feet. Now the rank odor of bile and half-digested burger followed him down the road, mingling in with the subtle notes of ozone coming from the industrial filters. 
 
                 “Oh, fuck me sideways.”Cameron stopped and lifted his leg, inspecting the soiled shoe.“That’s just great.”
 
                 George hid a growing grin behind his hand.“I think that’s a sign of good luck.”
 
                 “I think it’s a sign to never take this alley again.”Cameron scowled as he scraped the polished shoe against the tiled floor, leaving streaks of thin brown liquid. He gagged, swallowing hard to keep his dinner in place.“This shortcut of yours sucks.”
 
                 “Ye of little faith,”George said.“We needed the extra time; we’re running late as it is.”  George brushed Cameron’s shoulder, knocking some lint off the pristine jacket. Like Cameron, he wore a sharply-tailored uniform and garrison cap, though his hat was canted precariously to the right.  His own dress uniform was wrinkled and seemed to be shedding cat hair, but at least he smelled fresh enough. The young pilot took off toward the far side of the narrow alley, gesturing for Cameron to keep up. 
 
                 “Tell me again why we have to go to this?”Cameron asked. He quick-stepped until he was alongside his friend.
 
                 “It’s officer’s call. We’ll throw back some free booze, rub elbows with a general and call it a night.”He shot Cameron a sideways glance.“What’s up with you today?”
 
                 Cameron frowned.“I don’t know. I’ve been kinda mopey. Doom and gloom.” 
 
                 They passed a row of fast-food vendors as they turned into the station plaza. The scent of roasted meat, heady spices and grilled vegetables drowned out the last acrid tendrils of the sticky mess on Cameron’s shoe. George grabbed Cameron’s arm, forcing him to stop and drink in the sweet smells. 
 
                 “You need to lighten up, Cam.”George continued on, snatching a pair of warm donut-holes from an unwitting merchant. He tossed one to Cameron.“Live in the moment.”
 
                 Cameron checked his watch.“At this moment, we’re about to miss the nine-fifteen.”As his friend looked away, Cameron slipped a crumpled wad of cash onto the donut-merchant’s counter. A few of the food trucks accepted electronic payment, but all preferred bills or coins.
 
                 George shook his head, pointing out toward the horizon.“Not a chance. The train never beats her.”He stared out the window, letting out a deep breath.“I tell you, Cam. This will never get old for me.”
 
                 Earth rose slowly from beneath the cold lunar landscape, its deep blue oceans glittering as the water caught the sun. A dazzling display of lights from the various megacities speckled the shadow the moon cast over the human Homeworld. The star-cluster motes of yellow and white marked each major capital of the continents, with smaller circles for major sub-capitals. Hundreds of winking sparks hovered over the planet in a constant and colorful ballet. Shuttles, catering to both the civilian and military stations,  made travel to and from the surface fast and easy. Twelve-lane high-speed transport lines nearly eliminated the need for terrestrial air traffic, creating a safer sky for incoming and outgoing space vessels. From orbit, the roads became spidery glowing veins across the Earth’s face.
 
                 Cameron stared at the beautiful blue ball, a hint of a grin growing on his face. The two pilots walked together, weaving around clusters of engineers, scientists and blue-collar workers as they made their way toward the platform. As they passed the ticket counter, the tight hallway opened up into a wide hall. The twin-rail MagLev bisected the room, with signs pointing toward the boarding lanes. Cameron punched George’s shoulder, but smiled all the same. They stopped near a pylon, and Cameron looked out a nearby glass wall at the stark landscape. He bit into the fried dough, savoring the butter and sugar as it overwhelmed his mouth. George is right, he thought. This is hardly the end of the world. 
 
                 In between the Earth and her stations, the sky rippled with activity. Mammoth chemical haulers lumbered toward hexagonal docking bays, dragging tanks of helium slush or crates of processed ore from one of the nearby asteroid camps. Armed patrols flitted in and out of traffic, scanning cargo containers and checking registration tags. Passenger transports lifted off from the surface, tearing away to distant moons with cabins full of scientists, students and tourists. All travelled in a chaotic dance, weaving in and out of flight paths seemingly at random, but completely orchestrated by an enormous station floating just out of the way.
 
                 The colossal Terra Node hovered in perfect balance between the planet and her smaller heavenly body. The station—a marvel of science and engineering—was a self-sustaining city in and of itself. Over one hundred thousand people worked and lived aboard the monolith, with a million more passing through each week. Each section rotated on the axis to generate artificial gravity, allowing the personnel aboard to work in relative comfort. Two levels of botanical gardens generated enough oxygen to support the crew, and food to complement the daily deliveries from the Moon and Earth. More than just a travel hub, Terra acted as the gatekeeper for the system. Hundreds of Faster Than Light transmitters beamed a constant stream of signals to dozens of relay nodes across Sol, maintaining the fragile connection between the center of Terran civilization and the rest of the colonies. As long as each side of the system maintained the grid, humanity remained linked. 
 
                 Third shift had just begun, and the halls and meeting places of the station were epicenters of ordered chaos as white-collar workers finished the day and blue-collars started theirs. Bars and clubs on the residential levels came to life, and the sound of music echoed down the corridors. Pilots and soldiers from the nearby lunar bases laughed and joked as they walked away from the arrival docking bay and toward the thriving night scene. Neon signs beckoned to tourists and natives alike, offering drinks or dancing or all manner of vices. A group of Marines, decked out in their dress whites, wandered past a trio of girls from the Meir Science Academy. The leathernecks whistled and waved at the pretty acolytes, who blushed appropriately in response, and they all went their separate ways. 
 
                 Luna—as Earth’s satellite was called—buzzed with activity. On the surface of the moon, the bleak landscape became a network of immense dome-like habitats and various military and civilian complexes, all crowding together in a bright and vibrant city. Armstrong, the capital city, radiated with artificial lights. Miners from the sun-drenched Alpine Valley returned home in their lumbering crawlers, kicking up monstrous clouds of dust that took hours to settle. The yellow insect-like vehicles dragged huge rolling drums of crystalized carbon and helium for the refineries on the far side of the city. At the head of the convoy, two men in Extravehicular Activity (EVA) suits drove four-wheelers as a vanguard to ensure the roads remained clear. The moon was notorious for throwing up boulders the size of buildings at a moment’s notice. 
 
                 As night settled, the 21:15 mag-rail to Andretti Station arrived at the Plaza Romania near downtown Armstrong. George nudged Cameron, smiling triumphantly. They hung back as the train slowed to a stop, leaving space for the passengers to file out. Hundreds of young men and women, eager to hit the clubs before the crowds grew any larger, surged off the platform toward the energetic city scene. Only a few people remained to board the silver cars, their faces sour as they passed the excited throngs of lively partiers. Cameron and George waited patiently. Every few seconds Cameron would scrape his shoe on the ground, trying to loosen the dried bits of vomit. He turned to his wingman, raising an eyebrow. 
 
                 “You sure you want to do this? On a call night?”
 
                 George shot a knowing look back.“Pass up on an open bar? Cam, you know my liver can’t skip a day.”He caught a glance at his reflection on a nearby billboard and tried to smooth his wild brown hair with one hand.“Captain Newman won’t be there, and he’s the only one who would care. Now come on. We’re going to drown your moping out with a metric-ton of beer.”An opening formed in the crowd and he made his move, sliding between passengers to get to the car. 
 
                 Cameron followed his friend into the sterile white cab, tapping his Identity Access card—his IDA—on the charge pad as he stepped through the doors. A chime told him his account was now 2 credits lighter. The two pilots sat down, alone in the car save an old man wearing three separate overcoats who slept in the corner. The doors hissed shut and the magnetic line rail began to accelerate. Seconds later it cleared through a short tunnel and into the Lunar landscape. Cameron propped his polished shoes up on the chairs across the aisle, tilting his cap over his eyes. He had a long trip ahead. 
 
                 As the train bobbed lazily on the magnetic lines, George amused himself by reading the colorful advertisements plastered across the compartment. Most were digital displays playing twenty-second commercial spots, but some were old-fashioned posters. He laughed as he saw a familiar face. The actress’s name escaped him, but he recognized those bright blue eyes. She winked at him from the ad, her smile warm and seductive. Running in a banner across the top of the page, the emblem of the Terran Colonial Federate shimmered in the fluorescent lighting: a majestic bird-of-prey soaring over five stars. Underneath the woman’s tastefully teasing breasts read the log line: Human Society IS Terran Society. 
 
                 “You remember that?”George asked. 
 
                 “What?”Cameron lifted his eyes, taking in the image.“Yeah, they ran that ad a few years back.”
 
                 It had been a modestly successful campaign years before, trying to bandage the wound left by the disastrous Earth Council. Some of the colonies had taken offense to being run by leaders billions of lightyears away. By changing the name of the group, it was supposed to make it all better. Every year, around the anniversary of V-Day, the posters reappeared on walls and windows. 
 
                 George laughed.“Don’t people know‘Terra’is just Latin for‘Earth?’”He sat up straighter as the ad changed to an image of a pilot staring gallantly off into deep space, a polished helmet under one arm. The text on the screen read,‘Sector Patrol: Ever On Guard.’George pulled on Cameron’s arm.“Hey, they put up the new slogan.”
 
                 “This is better than before?”
 
                 George sighed.“Anything is better than‘We Protect the Systems.’Maybe this will help with recruiting.”
 
                 “A pay increase would help with recruiting, George.”Cameron bit at a hangnail, spitting the small sliver to the side. 
 
                 George shrugged.“At least they’re using a real person this time. That old drawing was just disturbing.”
 
                 Cameron smirked but didn’t respond. He leaned his head against the cold window, watching the scenery fly by. Towering helium refineries dotted the landscape, processing the raw element and sealing it in enormous tanks for transport to Earth and the colonies. Powerful turbines spewed green and gold flames into the paper-thin atmosphere every time a pinch of moon dust trickled in. Beyond the refineries, stretching to the far side of the pockmarked plains, sat Fort Yonkers, the Lunar military base. Thousands of barracks and hangars dotted the 300-kilometer square post. Though often used as a refit and repair station for Fleet, the base had been taken over by Sector Patrol, the Federate’s reserve element. Along with the always present Terra Node, Yonkers supported the bulk of the local security forces. 
 
                 Cameron grabbed George by the shoulder.“Look, she’s still there.”
 
                 The pilots couldn’t help but gawk at the unusual sight parked in the center of the outpost. At the refit station, in its final stage of repair, sat the flagship of the Terran Fleet, the TFC Midway. At nearly a mile in length, and weighing over 15 million tons, it was the pride of the Terran Colonial Federate. Cameron had recognized it instantly, of course; he’d been aboard once or twice as a cadet, and he’d watched the videos of Earth’s Fleet vs the Martian Skyguard a million times as a kid.
 
                 The pilot’s eyes traced over each subtle curve and angle of the quintuple-plated armor. He’d read enough military texts to know it was considered impregnable by any modern munition. The forward sensor array swept down and under the twin hangar arms. Each limb carried a full complement of fighters and bombers. Like most carriers, Midway was much wider than tall. At the peak of the dorsal ridge that spanned the length of the hull she was barely twelve stories. From hangar to hangar it was ten times that. Even docked, its powerful presence left a deep impression on the people of Luna. As a friendly ship, it projected a sense of stability and safety. Over enemy space it exuded dominance. Sitting on the ground, Cameron mused, it looked more like a beached whale. 
 
                 Moments later the train began to slow as they approached the Yonker’s station. The pilots saw the base shuttle rolling up to the platform and connect to the dome via a sealed tunnel. George made a face. 
 
                 “I gotta say, this commute is gonna kill me.”
 
                 Cameron smiled.“You’re the one who hadto get the off-post housing.”
 
                 “You’d rather live in the barracks?”George asked incredulously. 
 
                 “Would that be so bad?”
 
                 George’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates.“It’s a dry base, Cam. As in no alcohol.”
 
                 “Where do you think we’re going now?”
 
                 George scoffed.“Officer’s call is once a quarter. I can’t survive off of that!”
 
                 Cameron held up his hands.“Fine. Forget I mentioned it.”He stood, pulling the overhead cord to signal for a stop. As the train eased on the brakes, Cameron walked to the doors and leaned on the railing. George fell into step as they exited the cab and walked across the small station to the waiting shuttle. Cameron held up a hand casually, smirking.
 
                 “What did you forget?”
 
                 George looked at his friend quizzically, then wiped a hand across his hair and grasped at air. His eyes went wide.“Shit on a brick.”He turned just in time to see the train pull away and shoot off into the gray plains.“Damn, that was my last hat.”
 
                 Cameron laughed so hard tears formed. He leaned against the wall, catching his breath.“I swear, George, I’ve never seen anyone go through a uniform as fast as you.”
 
                 The short pilot fumed.“I’m so glad I entertain you. What am I supposed to do? Clothing and Sales has been closed for hours.”
 
                 Cameron wheeled around, producing the folded cap with a flourish and a bow.“Next time I’m leaving it on your seat.”
 
                 George’s face brightened as he snatched the hat and placed it slightly askew on his head. He made a show of wiping down his suit and putting his nose in the air.“Well, it would seem I shall be buying the first round.”
 
                 “It’s an open bar,”Cameron said, giving his friend a quizzical look.
 
                 George’s grin returned.“Still counts.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The lights appeared shortly after dinner, lunar time. They were so small as to go unnoticed by the thousands of ships, transports and satellites flitting about the invisible tether between Earth and the moon. Flashes of blue snapped off in clusters, like groups of fireflies, then vanished, leaving a winking white strobe behind. The orb tumbled and turned, drifting in the planet’s orbit lazily. Then it began to sing.  
 
                 On the bright side of the moon, far from the bubble-domed buildings and housing units, Raymond Lee sat at his computer and stargazed. He was the only intern for the fall cycle, and lucked into the graveyard shift more often than not. 
 
                 The Andretti Observation Center was alive with the hum of dozens of computer terminals. The size of an airplane hangar, the civilian telescope acted as a watchdog for a rather boring sector of the sky. Its enormous lens was pointed in the direction of the withering emptiness. Aside from Raymond, his supervisor and a janitorial robot, the building was empty. Everyone else was home or on vacation for the holiday.
 
                 The Andretti Observatory was the last man-made structure leading out beyond the crater from which it took its name. Without any light pollution, the building had an unmolested view of the stars. The scientists of the Terran Space Initiative (TSI) had used Andretti to chart out the paths that led to the colonization of extra-solar planets and moons. Not that the history of the place had anything to do with Raymond’s position there. He liked the solitude, the salary was decent, and they paid him to babysit a computer.
 
                 “What’s the Master Controller say?”Raymond’s boss, Olivia, adjusted her rumpled clothing and frowned. She wore her white coat over a smart suit, and had comfortable sneakers instead of heels. Her face looked ghostly in the glow of computers, aging her far beyond her twenty-nine years. She had to look up to see Raymond’s eyes.
 
                 Raymond didn’t take his gaze off the wall monitor. The strange signal was displayed as a rolling set of hills and valleys; the frequency made for an oddly beautiful graph.“Same as before. It’s not pinging any of the relays, and Terra Node has no scheduled jumps this late in the day.”He shivered. It was always too cold in the observatory, but he never remembered a sweater. He put both hands on his head, weaving his fingers through his straight black hair.“It is strong, though.”
 
                 “Strong for a rogue bandwidth, maybe.”
 
                 “Seems more like a long range buoy, but not one I’ve ever seen.”Ray frowned.“Should I be worried?”
 
                 She shrugged. It would be well within their rights to hit the panic button and drag Fleet officers from their families to deal with the situation. Most likely, however, the signal was just the front end of a large transport scheduled for the next day. Long-haul pilots often used older Blue drives, and those opened wormholes hours before arrival. Starting as pinpricks of light, these pre-exits could spit out garbled transmissions and play havoc with electronics. But Raymond couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was going on. He played a hunch, pulling up the relay traffic from the previous cycle. He ran the transcript on his personal station, his eyes jumping from jumbled text to jumbled text looking for any red flags. He found one near the bottom of the page, a note from a day before. 
 
                 “Here,”he said, pointing.“Relays caught a note from a flare at 2215 tonight. Who uses flares anymore?”
 
                 His supervisor leaned in, pushing her glasses up her sharp nose to read the screen.“Probably a lumber company from Eros. They’re always using ancient tech to haul their loads.”She marked the flag on her tablet and switched on the computer’s speakers. Immediately the sounds of the relay network echoed in the vacant bay. The symphony of dull tones was nothing new to the two scientists; a fairly mundane assortment of high and low notes from the various relays. Then, at the very end of the recording, something different. 
 
                 Tim...Tim...Tim...
 
                 Raymond isolated the track and played it again, his stomach tightening into a knot.“Okay, I’m no expert on traffic codes, but I’ve never heard anything like that.”He turned to face his supervisor.“What should we do?”
 
                 She chewed on her lower lip, furrowing her brow.“I’ll call the Director. Maybe he knows something we don’t.”
 
                 Raymond swallowed, his mouth suddenly parched.“Do you think...is it Mars?”
 
                 “No,”she said with some certainty.“That’s been done for ten years.”She tilted the monitor, inspecting the text with a sudden intensity.“If anything, this seems to be extra-solar.”
 
                 He nodded, but the anxiety didn’t ebb a bit. Raymond grabbed a bottle of water from his desk and gulped it down, his hands shaking.“And if this is an invasion? Are we safe here?”
 
                 His supervisor didn’t answer at first. She walked to her station and picked up a phone, dialing in her code and waiting for an operator on the other side. Her normally stoic face was etched with lines and a shade paler.“If this is an invasion, nowhere is safe.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 Fort Yonkers hadn’t been built for Fleet. That much Commodore Hiro Osaka knew. Grown from the skeleton of the first lunar colony, the sprawling base lacked the facilities and equipment to properly care for anything larger than a six-man Griffin. The complexities of a Terran carrier seemed to baffle the gaggle of civilian engineers that pored over the flagship like ants on a picnic. Two weeks into the refit and they were already a month behind schedule. The fifty-year-old officer had walked the halls of his ship only hours before and had been horrified by the disastrous mess left behind. Cables hung down from the overhead panels and entire sections of the walls were missing, exposing the innards of the vessel.
 
                 As the commander of Carrier Battle Group Sol, Hiro oversaw a flotilla of the most advanced ships in the Terran Fleet. But even without the support craft, Hiro had the Alpha vessel. Midway, the Terran Flagship, was unlike any carrier before it. Designed during the final days of the Emigration War, she replaced the fallen TFC Shiloh. Fully three times as large, and holding eighty more fighting craft than her predecessor, Midwayhad become the unquestioned symbol of the Federate’s supremacy in the dark skies. It wasn’t hard to see why; unless one saw her in person, they never believed the stories of her size. 
 
                 In recent years, even as newer ships-of-the-line flew out from the various yards over Titan and Phobos, Midwayhad remained a sentinel in Terran space. Her crew could populate a small town, or conquer a small moon. Though armed only with standard weaponry, the carrier was a match for any fighting vessel in the known universe. Hiro’s weapons officer lamented that they never installed some of the latest and greatest tools of destruction, but a forty-inch gun still packed a hell of a punch. With all of the group’s efforts combined, they could truly occupy a solar system.
 
                 Which made it all the more frustrating to have it sitting on the filthy, dust-choked surface of the moon while the former enemy of the Federate orbited 200 million kilometers away. Hiro looked out the small glass window next to him, imagining he could see the red planet. Such an unimaginable distance from the ground, but almost unbearably close to a military man. He took a final look at his prone and gutted berth before heading back down the hall. The civilians and soldiers he passed couldn’t help but stare as the high-ranking officer walked by. His jet black uniform seemed weighed down by the sheer amount of badges and medallions and cords; and this wasn’t even his dress uniform. With his closely cut gray hair and piercing blue eyes, Hiro was as recognizable a face on a military post as the High Chancellor himself. 
 
                 He pinched the bridge of his nose, his other hand holding a small phone to his ear. His jaw clenched and relaxed, and he tried to slow his breathing down to calmer levels. 
 
                 “I don’t care about the old plates,”he said. His voice was calm, but he felt the acid rising.  “I can’t fly until you replace the port hangar’s armor shielding.”Hiro paced back and forth in the hall, his eyes locked on a distant point of the Earth’s surface. He so rarely got to see an Earthrise these days, and he couldn’t even enjoy this one.“You have until I reach the OpCenter to have a better answer.”He hung up, lingering in place a moment longer to soak in the spectacle. For a moment he considered calling his daughter, maybe asking to speak to his grandson, but it was already late. With a sigh, he put his phone away.
 
                 The Commodore turned to walk toward the Operation Center and nearly collided with two young men running down the corridor. They stopped cold when they saw the golden star on Hiro’s collar, the scarlet S designator at the top point. Recognition hit the pilots at the same time as they realized who stood before them. Each snapped off a crisp salute, which the commander took a moment to reflect on before returning. The ranking officer walked around the two pilots, glaring as only a superior can. His perfectly polished shoes clacked on the tile with a satisfying echo. 
 
                 “What unit are you with?”Hiro asked. 
 
                 The taller of the two turned to speak. His charcoal gray dress uniform was neatly pressed, the array of medals gleaming. Silver pilot wings crested his lapels with a large A in the background.“Sector Patrol, Wolf Squadron, sir.”His friend, a head shorter with dark and unruly hair, grinned in agreement. Both men wore bronze badges on their left side underneath rows of ribbons: a fighter in front of an exploding star.“We’re on our way to officer’s call.”
 
                 “With your unit crest on the wrong side?”
 
                 They both looked down. The shorter pilot cursed and began pulling pins from the golden shield and spear on his left breast pocket. The taller pilot laughed.“Are you serious?”
 
                 “I did this in the mirror. I got mixed up.”
 
                 “George, I am literally without words.”He helped his friend get sorted out, then returned to a position of attention.
 
                 Hiro couldn’t help but laugh.“You can relax.”The tall pilot went to parade rest, his hands clasped tight behind his back. 
 
                 “There,”George said, adjusting his medals and ribbons.“Is this better, sir?”
 
                 “It will do. But I’d reread the regs for dress uniforms in your free time. And spend a few hours on those shoes.”He saluted, signaling for the boys to run off. George immediately began speed-walking away, but the other remained a moment. 
 
                 “Is that your ship, Commodore?”The young man pointed out the nearby window. From almost any area inside the post, the supercarrier could be seen. It blocked most of the view, not that there was all that much to miss. Just a sea of gray stretching to the horizon.
 
                 Hiro smiled.“Midwayhas been my home for seven years now, but I can never claim her as my own. She belongs to the crew and the pilots, to the engineers who brought her to life. Though she does do what I ask. Most of the time.”He took a moment to take in the younger officer. The dirty blonde hair was a bit long for regulation, but one couldn’t deny the man possessed a powerful bearing. There was something in his manner that Hiro found wholly likable.“What is your name, pilot?”
 
                 “Davis, sir. Cameron Davis.”He checked his cufflinks, wiping off a smudge with his thumb.“We sort of met before, sir, at my commissioning ceremony. You talked about the battle at Phobos, said it made you wish you’d been a pilot again.”
 
                 “I apologize. Did we speak then?”
 
                 “No. I was laid up in a chair in the back. My Dodo bricked out fifty yards from the deck. I was lucky; only sprained. They had me on so many meds, I slept through my pinning.”
 
                 “But you remembered my speech?”Hiro asked. 
 
                 “Some things stick with you.”
 
                 Hiro looked at Cameron’s shoulders, noticing the silver bar on either side. He almost called him a Junior Grade, but he recalled that SP worked off the Army ranking system.“May I ask you a question, Lieutenant?”
 
                 “Of course, sir.”
 
                 Hiro stared out the window, fingers brushing against the cold glass. His breath fogged the view when he pressed his face closer.“Why SP? Why not Fleet?”
 
                 “I failed the health test.”
 
                 The Commodore could hardly believe that.“You look perfectly fine.”
 
                 Cameron tapped his chest.“Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. Fancy way of saying I have a genetic disposition towards a bad heart. Fleet wouldn’t accept my packet without a letter from a doctor saying I would live forever.”
 
                 Hiro nodded. He’d seen more than a few good soldiers turned away from service because of geneticism.“What does the disease do?”
 
                 “For now? Nothing. But, if the wrong things happen, my heart gets thicker and I can’t pump blood as well. Makes it hard to be a pilot.”He waved off the look the Commodore was wearing.“It doesn’t bother me, sir. Sector took me, and they let me fly whatever I want. Besides, I’d never fit in with the active side. Too rigid.”
 
                 “Is that right?”
 
                 Cameron laughed.“Sorry, sir. No offense meant.”
 
                 “Well, Lieutenant Davis, you’d better make sure your wingman hasn’t gotten lost on his way.”
 
                 Cameron grinned.“Not possible, sir. There’s an open bar.”He became serious, extending his hand to his superior.“It’s an honor to meet you, Commodore.”
 
                 The commodore smiled, taking the offered hand.“It was very nice to meet you, Lieutenant Davis.”
 
                 The pilot saluted and ran off toward his friend. Hiro sighed. The young officer couldn’t have been more than a few years out of training. Too young for a Mars veteran, but he’d worn combat pins on his uniform. Fighting raiders maybe, Hiro thought. Or handling some of the brushfire wars in Europe. There are no innocents in uniform.
 
                 He turned back toward the OpCenter, clearing his thoughts. It was going to be one of those nights.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Raymond pushed his digidisk player aside to make room for more files. When he worked, if his essays were done, Raymond could sit and listen to music his whole shift. Not that he shirked responsibility. But, given the three hundred and twenty-three satellites on automated routines in the space above him, the facility could almost run itself. If a problem arose, the alarms were loud enough to wake the dead. Tonight, however, he was as alert as ever. His supervisor paced in the back of the room, speaking sternly into her phone. She’d been on the line with Director Chavez, the TSI big boss, for the last hour. Ray leafed through the various reports, relieved to see the same stamp on each one: NCFA, no cause for alarm. Ray collapsed into his chair, letting out a deep breath.
 
                 “It’s like this every year,”Olivia said, pocketing her phone as she walked over. She had her tablet cradled in one arm while her other hand pushed information to the adjacent computer screens.“The satellites are old, and the relays even older.” 
 
                 “What did Chavez say?”Ray asked. 
 
                 “Observe and Report.”She shook her head.“His best guess was a blown relay somewhere near Io. Those haven’t been serviced since the administration change.”She made a face as the strange signal sounded over the speakers again.
 
                 Ray rubbed at his eyes; he’d been staring at monitors all night and they were burnt out.“Have you ever heard anything like this?”
 
                 “No,”she said softly.“But that’s no reason to panic.”
 
                 Raymond shook his head.“Should we call Sector Patrol? Maybe get a flight in the air to investigate?”
 
                 She rolled her eyes.“And send them where? The signal isn’t just in one location, and we can’t very well ask them to just‘look around.’”
 
                 “So what am I supposed to do?”
 
                 “You’re job.”She collected her equipment and threw it into a messenger bag. Hoisting the leather satchel onto her shoulder, she walked off toward the door at the rear of the room.“Get the Observers back on mission and keep an eye out for anything else. If it’s what I think, we’ll get a burst transmission from a hauler soon.” 
 
                 “And if it’s an invasion?”
 
                 Olivia sighed.“Then we’ll see the Blue exits before they arrive. Don’t forget, Fleet has its best ships up there.”
 
                 Raymond stared at his supervisor in disbelief.“And you’re just going to leave me here?”
 
                 She stopped with her hand on the doorknob, nostrils flaring slightly.“Raymond, I just got off a double shift at the lab before I had to come all the way out here to hold your hand through all this. I’ve been up for thirty-six hours.”She shot him a withering look.“I’m going to bed. Don’t bother me.”She was out the door before he had a chance to respond. 
 
                 Raymond didn’t move for a full minute. His chest still felt tight from the excitement and stress of the entire ordeal. Still, he had to admit that the worst seemed to be over. He had a mission of his own, and there was still a routine to follow. Logging into the TSI server, Raymond activated the Observer Control Master (OCM) and let the computer begin roll call for the satellites overhead.
 
                 That’s enough excitement for one day, he thought. Before he let himself relax, Raymond turned the audio for the relay transcript back on. He closed his eyes, listening to the strange signal repeat itself over and over. 
 
                 Tim....Tim....Tim....
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
   October 13, 2236
 
    
 
                 Each Observer satellite resembled a black beachball with antennae jammed in at odd angles. Barely the size of a chair, and with a brain just smart enough to work a camera, the drones were the first line of defense against a variety of unexpected company. 
 
                 Established years before the Mars Rebellion, the Observer Cloud had originally been intended to detect asteroids on approach to Earth. After a rock the size of a passenger jet destroyed a small city in Europe, TSI devoted a fortune to designing and launching the robotic tripwire. Unable to stop such an object unless spotted millions of kilometers out, the network of satellites grew until they dotted the skies over every major planet in the Federate. 
 
                 An unexpected benefit of the Observers came half a century later, during the final year of the Martian conflict. The nodes around Earth were already under heavy surveillance, and the Martian colonists knew it. Desperate for a win, the rebels launched a bold and audacious plan. Using stride drives, an armada of warships left on a path for Earth. The journey took three days, and would have been a powerful blow against the Earth Council had a single Observer not spotted the battle group hours out. Fleet launched a vicious counter attack that drove the rebellion back home. Within weeks, the war ended and the tenuous peace began. 
 
                 Halfway into the startup sequence, a single Observer satellite received a signal from the OCM to report status. The command started an automated functions check, and within seconds the tiny device bounced around in space as its seven propulsion jets fired off in sequence. Suddenly the Observer stopped, overriding the check. Something triggered its tiny brain to focus on a small, distant point in space. A mote of light twinkled where moments before nothing had been. The satellite had, over the course of its life, mapped and remapped its designated quadrant of space until the image was seared into its circuits. This small sparkle was an anomaly, triggering a series of preset warnings to be sent across the Observer network. 
 
                 Moments later, three other Observers reported additional sightings, and the images were sent back to the OCM for analysis. The satellites had located a strange signal roughly two hundred kilometers from the moon: a monotone chirp that sounded eerily similar to a navigation marker.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Raymond jumped as an alarm came on inside the building. He hadn’t even noticed falling asleep. Rubbing his eyes, he looked at the computer screen. A number of satellites had issued reports of anomalies consistent with a spacial disruption. Raymond double-checked the coordinates, relieved to see they were nowhere near the Earth gates. An invasion force would have to arrive as close as possible to the station, otherwise they’d never survive more than a few minutes. This strange signal seemed more and more like a transport ship using an old traffic code.
 
                 It had taken Olivia a full six hours to explain, but Raymond figured he understood enough about the science of space travel to be absolutely terrified. Given the advances in quantum mechanics, quantum physics, and something called AeroSpacial Disturbance Theory, there were now three ways to cross distances in space: Standard, Stride and Blue.
 
                 The first was simple and had been around for hundreds of years. Normal engines and rockets could propel any vessel at what was known as Standard speed. This was good for travel between stations, in orbit, or from a planet to a moon. Ships used their rockets and zipped about, agile as figure skaters. For longer journeys, intrasystem travel required Strider drives. At Stride speed, the time it took to cross the Solar System dropped from decades took days. Precise calculations were required to avoid slamming into an asteroid at Stride speed, but given the network of relays in the system, it was a fairly painless process. Not every ship had the Slush Erbium Drives—or sleds—built in, so smaller craft often had to hitch a ride.
 
                 The final form of travel, and infinitely more dangerous, was Blue. Discovered only a century before, and more regulated than any other form of travel in history, Blue Space allowed interstellar travel and became the backbone of the Colonization movement. The first probe sent into Blue Space sent a report back via FTL one week later—from over a hundred lightyears away. Utilizing nodes—building-sized relay stations around the colonies—ships could pinpoint their destination within a few kilometers and arrive hundreds and billions of kilometers away in a manner of days, if not hours. The only requirement for“safe”travel was a linked terminal at both ends of the journey. Otherwise a ship could exit Blue space literally anywhere in the universe.
 
                 What made Blue jumps terrifying was the fact that, aside from the evidence that it worked, no one in any field of science understood the how. Ships ripped into the fabric of space, emerged unscathed, and all of it happened without solid proof that it made any logical sense. TSI devoted one quarter of its budget every year to plunging the depths of Blue Space in search of answers, but so far had come up empty. That thought alone convinced Raymond that he would never, in a million years, travel through the“Blue Tunnel.”Especially with the stories one heard about civilian ships that never exited and simply floated in another dimension for eternity. 
 
                 Curiosity kept Raymond’s mind racing. He found himself at the telescope controls, not entirely sure why he was there. The powerful lenses responded to his commands, rotating until they faced the indicated coordinates. The entire room spun on a disk, bringing the table-sized glass plates to bear. Raymond tapped out sequences on the keyboard, setting the view on a brilliant expanse of nothing at the edge of the planetary plane. 
 
                 The massive monitor displayed the star-filled sky, but little more. Raymond saw comets streak by in the distance, the strobe lights from two weather stations on far orbit, and the red and yellow pulse of a relay station. Nothing. And then, something.
 
                 No, Raymond thought. What is that?He leaned forward and tapped a button on the keyboard to increase the focal length. A small point of light came into view, barely the size of pinprick. As Ray watched, the dot expanded rapidly, becoming as wide as a hangar and pouring blue rays out into Lunar space. The tunnel of energy was joined by a dozen more as exits from Blue Space formed just outside the moon. A cold fist gripped Raymond’s chest as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
                 Jesus, it’s a goddamn invasion. Raymond grabbed his headset and dialed the link for the SP Operation Center. His hands shook as the line connected, and he rubbed them together furiously as he waited for the operator on the other end to pick up. While the headset chirped, Raymond watched the blue funnels spew out twisted black shapes. He switched to a higher-powered lens and the objects grew in size, enormous battleships and frigates spewing blood red energy in their wakes. As the Blue Space exits began to close, he had counted twenty total ships. 
 
                 “Sector Patrol Luna, this is Operations.”The woman’s voice on the other end was crisp and clear.“What is the purpose of your call?”
 
                 “This is Raymond Lee, TSI station Andretti. I have a major situation here.”
 
                 “Andretti, if this is a civil incident, you need to contact TSI Control. Do you need their information?”
 
                 “No. What? Listen to me, I have unauthorized Blue Space exits in...”He threw files off his desk until he found the map of the space above Luna.“Quadrant 45, sector 21.”
 
                 The operator paused, typing on her computer.“I don’t have any reports from Terra. Andretti, I need you to authenticate this channel.”
 
                 Shit. Raymond squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember the code for his station. He nearly panicked until he saw the note posted above his computer.“Uh, seven-four, er, nine-one-oscar-zulu-zulu?” 
 
                 A longer pause.“Andretti, this is Operations. We authenticate, seven-four-niner-one-oscar-zulu-zulu. Send coordinates when ready.”
 
                 Raymond read off the coordinates from the telescope. The armada of ships had slowed down and seemed to be forming up into a battle group. The largest of the vessels, what looked like a giant beehive, was surrounded by the smaller craft.
 
                 “Andretti, we confirm contacts in Lunar space. SP will take over from here. Continue to monitor the situation, but if contacts come within fifty kilometers, seek out shelter immediately.”
 
                 Raymond didn’t answer, but heard the line close. He couldn’t help but watch the hypnotizing shuffle of ships moving into a battle group and creeping toward Earth.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 On the opposite side of the moon, in the absence of the sun’s light, space began to bubble. A small weather satellite drifted too far off course, its fuel reserves depleted long ago and never refilled. As it meandered lazily into the depths, it suddenly sparked and shuddered. Blue light engulfed the satellite in its final moments, before the truck-sized capsule vanished into the ether. 
 
                 Beside this new vortex, a dozen motes of lights winked into existence and began to grow.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “I don’t care what your status is, goddamn it. I want Midwaycleared to launch in fifteen minutes.”
 
                 Hiro rarely swore, but the engineers on this post infuriated him. Ten minutes before he’d been crashed out on a stiff cot. Then a terrified private had woken him with bizarre news: a dozen warships had manifested in Lunar space without so much as a whisper. The newcomers had yet to fire a single shot, but waiting to react was the last thing Hiro had in mind. Or it would have been if the chief engineer, a fat and slovenly civilian, could release the docking clamps so the supercarrier could launch. If he’d wanted, Hiro could have simply ordered the ground rockets to fire and torn the restraints clean out of the gray dirt, but he wasn’t so easily riled.
 
                 “Commodore, we have civilian personnel on board completing the refit. Half your plumbing is still ripped out, and most of the lights are on emergency power. I’ve got doors chocked open and entire sections of hull removed so we can access the wiring. I told you one month a week ago, and that still stands.”
 
                 Hiro’s head throbbed, but he forced his voice to steady.“I don’t need my men in the latrine, Chief. And the crew is trained to operate in pitch black if necessary.”He leaned in close, smelling mustard on the man’s breath.“Now listen to me. I’m ordering my team aboard, and any man you have left is going to be conscripted onto the crew for the duration of this incident. And if you don’t have those docking clamps deactivated by the time our engines fire, I will personally guarantee you end up in front of a firing squad.”
 
                 The man’s eyes bulged at the threat, his thick lower lip quivering.“You can’t do that. I’m a civilian.”
 
                 Hiro grinned maliciously.“I didn’t say anything about trying you. I just said I’d put you in front of a firing squad.”He didn’t wait for the man to respond and left him whimpering in place as he stormed out. 
 
                 Outside the OpCenter, Hiro took out his phone and dialed his executive officer, Captain Earl MacReady. The two longtime friends had served with each other for twenty-five years, back when Hiro was a fighter pilot and Earl a radar operator. The commodore knew he could trust the XO to get things ready while he contacted Fleet and developed the situation from the ground. 
 
                 Earl picked up on the second ring.“Hiro? Jesus, it’s four in the morning. What’s going on?”Hiro explained the situation.“Christ. I’ll have the Master Chief get the crews up to speed. Most are going to be racked out. When do you want to ship out?”
 
                 Hiro thought for a moment.“Launch in two hours.”
 
                 “We’ll be at battle stations in one, Hiro.”
 
                 “Thank you, Earl.”
 
                 “Shit, I can’t even try to go back to sleep now. Have I ever mentioned you’re a prick of a boss?”
 
                 Hiro smiled, but couldn’t bring himself to laugh.“Not since yesterday. I’ll see you aboard.”He disconnected and immediately placed a call to Admiral Gilroy at Fleet Command. He waited while the line was redirected through the relays down to Earth. Despite the incredible distance between them, the field-grade officer sounded as though he were only a few feet away. 
 
                 “Admiral Gilroy speaking.”
 
                 “This is Commodore Osaka, sir. We have a situation developing over Luna.”
 
                 Hiro could hear the two-star admiral shuffling around at his desk. He tried to remember the time difference and figured it was around noon in Vienna. There were other voices in the background. Aides more than likely, from the condescending tone the Admiral used with them. Gilroy was a career soldier, battle hardened and brutish. He never could grasp the political side of the military, which was why he was still searching for his Vice Admiral slot.
 
                 “Commodore, I’m looking at some disturbing readings from a TSI observatory. What can you tell me?”
 
                 “A few minutes ago, a battle group jumped into quadrant 45-21. They aren’t responding to any method of contact, though thus far they haven’t shown hostile intent.”
 
                 “Intent? They made an illegal jump into Earth territory with a group of warships. I want the welcome party to get them the hell off the front porch. Are they Martian? Raiders?”
 
                 Hiro pondered the idea.“I don’t believe so, sir. Mars doesn’t have the tech to pull a maneuver like this. Can’t be raiders, either. These are...different, sir.”              
 
                 Gilroy shouted something to an aide.“All right, Hiro. Get your group in the skies and form a block. Fleet is mobilizing as we speak, and I’ll have Valley Forge out to join you in two hours. TFC Normandy and Stalingradare already in sector with CBG Solus, but they’re at half strength. We’re gonna outnumber them by a hair.”He dropped off the line as one of his aides shouted something in the background. Hiro waited patiently.“Commodore, what were those coordinates again?”
 
                 “Right on top of us. Q45-21, off the Luna map.”
 
                 “Then why do I have pictures of a group on the opposite end of the goddamn moon?”
 
                 Hiro took off toward Midway, his heart pounding in his ears. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 Raymond snapped off pictures as quickly as the computer could record them. The second group appeared only minutes after the first. He thought it was another wave of fighters until he saw them. The two fleets couldn’t have been more different in design. These new craft were smooth and sleek, with silver hulls that shimmered in the light. 
 
                 The armadas reached standoff distance and stopped. From his post, Raymond watched Fleet craft converge from the moon and Earth onto the impromptu battlefield. Two carriers, Europe-class from the size of them, led a battle group of destroyers and frigates toward the sortie. 
 
                 The entire system held its breath, waiting for someone to make the first move. 
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron and George sat at a table in the quiet mess hall, nursing steaming cups of coffee. A few other pilots ate their meals in silence, ignoring the overpowering smell of whiskey and beer wafting from the two men’s table. George sat with his head on the table, groaning. Cameron seemed unfazed by a night of poor decision-making, and barely suppressed his smirk every time his friend winced. Their flight uniforms were clean, if not fresh. They’d changed out of their dress blues a half-hour before. 
 
                 “I told you that last shot was a mistake.”
 
                 George looked up, his eyes red.“No, you said the second-to-last shot was a mistake. You didn’t see the one after.”He hiccuped, choking back a sudden surge of bile.“Or the two after that.”
 
                 “Are you OK to fly?”              
 
                 He grinned.“I’m an ace, son. A hangover is just part of the job.”His stomach gurgled and George fought to hold down his meager breakfast.“What’s on the board today?”
 
                 Cameron turned toward the massive briefing screen, looking for the flight list. Strangely, the board was empty. Not even the runs from the previous night. He was about to say as much to George when the panel suddenly flashed white.
 
                 They both grabbed their ears as the alert bell rang out. Red strobes came on, washing over the room. Shouting voices joined the cacophony as the entire hall leapt to attention. They glanced around, completely disoriented by the ready alarm. Then, one-by-one, they registered the meaning of the noise. Cameron nearly knocked over the table as he bolted toward a comm terminal and activated the line to OpCenter. George joined him quickly, massaging his temples as he walked up. He’d brought his coffee over and sipped from the steaming mug.
 
                 “What the hell? We’re off this weekend. It’s supposed to be a holiday.”
 
                 “That was last weekend. It’s Thursday.”Cameron raised an eyebrow.“What holiday happens on October 13?”
 
                 “Leave George the Hell Alone Day.”He yawned, limbs splayed out like a cat.“What do you think?”
 
                 Cameron shrugged.“Could be another passenger liner lost thrusters.”It was the most likely possibility. Ever since the recession hit, interstellar cruisers were going longer and longer between repairs and refits. They’d handle a call like that once a week at least. SP advertised as the reserve component of Fleet, but it was more like being a space cop.  
 
                 The crowd around the station grew, and Cameron felt dozens of eyes on him as he waited for the operation center to connect. Someone finally silenced the alarm, but the the startled pilots still huddled and shivered like wet dogs. 
 
                 When the monitor lit up, they found themselves staring at General Burnside, the elderly post commander. Cameron immediately went to attention, while George merely stepped out of the camera’s view. After a moment, they both realized it was a recorded message.
 
                 “What in the Hell?”Cameron stammered.“This is new.”He looked over his shoulder at the remaining crowd, shrugging. 
 
                 Though thought well beyond his expiration date, Burnside was a fearsome force on the Lunar post. A former infantry officer, the three-star general ruled the base with a firm hand. More than once, SP personnel found their passes revoked for minor infractions, and every rule and regulation had to be followed to the letter. It didn’t stop the civilians from acting like imbeciles, but anyone in uniform behaved as professionally as a West Point graduate. Coming from the outer rim post at Titan, George had nearly exploded the first week. Cameron found the transition somewhat smoother.
 
                 Burnside spoke, his voice tired and gravelly.“Attention. This is General Lawrence Burnside, commander of Federate Reserve Post Yonkers. Earth and her moon are facing an imminent threat. All pilots report to your hangars and you will receive full briefings. God speed.”The feed cut out. 
 
                 Cameron looked at George, bewildered.“Imminent what?”
 
                 “So, not a jet without brakes then.”
 
                 Cameron took off out of the mess hall and down the corridor, with George struggling to keep up. The long stretch of connected pods stank of stale air and rust. SP had been relegated to the older section of post, in the units left over from some of the first attempts at a lunar colony. Cameron normally enjoyed the walk through ancient history, but there wasn’t time now. They raced past the classrooms and repair hangars until they arrived at the shuttle to the hangars on the opposite end of the base. When the door opened, they boarded the automated craft and waited for it to launch. 
 
                 “What the hell is this, Cam?”
 
                 The taller pilot looked out the window, admiring a series of sparkling dots clustered in the distance. It was impossible to make out shapes at this distance, but the patterns of their movement were mesmerizing.“I don’t know. But I’ll bet this had to do with them.”He pointed and joined with George in staring in awe at the spectacle.“Are those rebels?”              
 
                 “Mars ships are always red,”George said without looking over.“It’s like they have to color-coordinate with the dirt. Lonz used to say it was a branding thing. You remember Lonz?”He looked down as the shuttle bobbed and weaved past different hangars. They watched as a wing of Sparrows—small fighters with thin, fixed wings—launched from magnetic rails and raced to join the SP battle group growing in the sky.“It’s all hands on deck. They’re even deploying Junos Squadron.” 
 
                 Cameron followed George’s finger to where six Griffin bombers were lifting up from their pads. The long-necked craft were anything but maneuverable, but could single-handedly turn the tide of a battle, if protected until they could fire off their ordnance. Their wings were in the VTOL position, bent midway so the rockets could fire straight down; they were much too heavy for MagRails. Even in the lower gravity it took a minute for the immense craft to push off the dirt. Clouds of moon dust billowed and swirled around, coating every surface.
 
                 “Approaching Hangar W, standby for landing.”The automated voice was followed by a chime, and Cameron and George braced for the usual rough stop. Another relic, the shuttle was older than either of its occupants. It hit the landing surface with a screech, lurching to a sudden halt. The doors hissed as they pressurized to the airlock before opening. 
 
                 Jogging into the hangar, the pilots saw a frenzy of activity as crews on the ground raced to launch their fighters. Wolfpack was comprised solely of FS 115 Phoenix II superiority fighters, a single winged craft that dominated the sky—at least until the Phoenix III had launched fifteen years back and rendered“the Deuce”obsolete. Now the craft was a hand-me-down from big brother Fleet. The cool gray metal glistened in the harsh lighting, and the fighters on the rails shimmered as they grew near the purple barrier that separated the building from the elements outside. Cameron and George quickly spotted Captain Newman, the SP commander for Yorktown Air. Standing a head taller than anyone around him, Newman barked orders into radios and urged crews to work faster. An aide stood nearby, shouting into a phone. Even with the roaring engines of launching fighters, it was the loudest corner of the room.
 
                 “Captain,”the aide said.“Normandy has two squadrons aboard, but Stalingradwent up without an escort. They were shadowing while the new commander got his sea legs. They have plenty of anti-air, but they’re not adding much to the fight.”
 
                 “Where does Gilroy want us?”
 
                 The aide searched around a nearby table until he managed to find his dusty tablet. He tapped the screen, bringing up a holographic map of lunar space.“Sector is in a scouting position here and here, near the Alpha contacts. I’m still being told to wait for our flight order.”
 
                 Newman nodded, taking the information cooly. Fleet problems were now his problems, and his peaceful drill weekend was looking long gone. Newman noticed George and Cameron standing a few paces away and waved them over. He returned their confused salutes and put them at ease. Rubbing at his bloodshot eyes, Newman silently prayed for a cup of coffee. Like everyone else, he’d been asleep an hour before.
 
                 “Lieutenant, you two are the last in the hole. Wolfpack is at half strength today, so you’re taking over the Squadron as Wolf One.”
 
                 Cameron coughed.“Sir? What happened to Lieutenant Rico?”
 
                 “Down with a bad bug. And another six are in the drunk tank with the MPs. I can’t fly them, even with this shit storm. You’ll do.”
 
                 “Roger, sir.”
 
                 George looked around, taking in the reality of the situation. On the table were screens showing the two unknown formations. The images were close to show the strange designs of the ships in clear detail.“Captain, have they said what we’re up against?”
 
                 The field officer shook his head.“It’s not Mars, or at least that’s what they’re saying. Could be that splinter group out of Colorum. Be prepared for a fight. People don’t show up unannounced just to shoot the breeze. Once you’re out there, rendezvous with the rest of SP and stand by.”
 
                 Cameron took in the information, his mind flipping through scenarios. Even with the colonists of the red planet pacified, the Federate had no shortage of enemies in the outer sectors.“Those don’t look like converted mining vessels, sir. Have they been converting old derelicts or something?”
 
                 Newman sighed, clenching his jaw and counting to ten.“Lieutenant, I know about as much as you right now. What I do know is that these ships are in violation of the Vienna Pact and Sector is part of the mission. So shut up, get in your ship and get up there.”
 
                 George interrupted, placing his palm on Cameron’s chest.“What’s the rally point?”
 
                 “Savanna,”Newman said. 
 
                 George immediately took off, running over to his fighter. The hangar crew already had the ladder out for him, and they handed his flight bag up after he sat down in the cockpit. Cameron realized he hadn’t moved yet and followed suit, finding his ship and climbing inside. The newer Phoenix had cushioned interiors and poly-crystallic screens with a refined holographic overlay. Cam’s fighter was pieced together from eight different versions of the Deuce, and looked it. One computer flickered green while another beamed images in sickening orange. It had taken him months to be able to process the kaleidoscope. 
 
                 In the cockpit, Cameron flipped on the master power and waited two seconds for the computer self-test to complete. He reached back behind his head and pulled out his helmet from the stowage rack. The water line was still connected, and he bit down to test if it was full. A sweet mixture of a water and electrolytes filled his mouth. He squeezed the baggy and shook, hearing the slosh of a half-empty bladder. Won’t be out more than an hour. It’ll be fine. Cameron pulled his helmet on and plugged into the communication box. Immediately he heard traffic from Wolfpack. It was the usual buzz: what people thought of the mission, if anyone knew something new, did so-and-so hit that hottie last night. 
 
                 Switching to a local line, Cameron spoke.“George, you read me?”
 
                 “Lima Charlie, Cam. This shit is crazy.”George leaned back as a flight crew Chief—an attractive woman with bright green eyes—tugged his harness tight and checked for frays in the straps. As she pulled away, George held up a hand.“No kiss for good luck?”The Chief smacked his helmet hard enough make him wince, but as she climbed down he saw her blush. George laughed and pulled his canopy shut, waiting for the magnets to connect and seal. He listened until the locks clicked twice before giving the crew a nod. The Heads Up Display read green, meaning the cockpit was now pressurized and ready for launch. 
 
                 Cameron felt rather than saw the crane grab his fighter and begin moving it toward the rails. It wasn’t as efficient as launching from the airfield, as only two fighters could take-off at once, but the magnetic launcher allowed crews to immediately enter the battlefield rather than waiting to taxi out into the vacuum. Cameron connected his flight suit to the hoses inside the craft. Zero-G combat was a fairly different animal than planetary dogfighting, but the human body was the same. The flight suit would help keep him conscious during even the most intense fights. Air and water flowed in hoses around his legs and torso, contracting and relaxing as the system came online. When needed, this would keep blood in the right places.
 
                 “This is Wolf two—shit, Wolf one—show me attached on rail two.”
 
                 “Wolf one, this is Yankee one-two.”Captain Newman’s voice came through calm as a schoolteacher over the line.“You are cleared to launch in minus sixty seconds. Good hunting.”
 
                 “One-two, this is Wolf six,”George said.“I’m on the rail, show me outbound.”He toggled his power amp, listening to the engines whine. 
 
                 The Phoenix began to vibrate around Cameron as the magnets picked up their spin. Once the green light came, the hangar crew would switch his arresting magnet forward and propel him to launch speed in under two seconds. He remembered the first time he’d launched off a rail. George had been telling jokes into the radio from the ground, and Cameron had turned to make a face at him. When the rail launched, his head jerked back so hard he thought his head would be torn off. Three weeks in a neck brace had cemented that lesson in pretty deep. 
 
                 “George, test control jets.”Cameron watched as the twenty vertical and horizontal nozzles on George’s fighter spit out white flames in sequence. Once in the vacuum, those jets provided precise control of the craft. Had the fight been planetside, the Phoenix had standard flaps and ailerons for gravitational warfare.“You’re green, spot me.”He activated the jet self-test and watched the numbers count up. A yellow light came on for number 15.“Damn it, I thought they fixed that last month.”
 
                 “Yeah, still sputtering. That’s fifteen, right?”
 
                 Cameron banged his helmet against his headrest.“Same shit, different day. Like I reallyneeded to turn right anyhow.”
 
                 “Hey, the day everything works right the first time, call in sick. The universe is clearly trying to kill you.”
 
                 An alarm chimed in their cockpits.“T-minus ten...nine...eight...”
 
                 Cameron pulled his restraints tight. His left hand rested on his engine control and missile guidance stick while his right gripped the yoke. He pressed his head back against the rest and waited for the sudden acceleration. George howled over the intercom, laughing maniacally as he always did before launch. For a moment all was still and quiet, and then the stars rushed forward at incredible speed. Cameron sank into the molded seat, his vision blurring at three hundred kilometers per hour as his stomach somersaulted into his back. Then they were clear, rocketing out of the lunar atmosphere with the dusty ground falling further and further behind.
 
                 The engines kicked in automatically as soon as the craft were far enough from the rails. With the twin slush-hydrogen jets spewing out a steady stream of white and blue fire, the Phoenixes cruised out of Luna’s gravity and raced to meet up with the rest of the air wing. 
 
                 “Sector Patrol Luna, this is Wolf one. Sight me inbound on approach vector four-two.”
 
                 “Wolf one, this is Valley Forge. Approach on flight path whiskey seven, on your HUD.”
 
                 Cameron looked out over his port wing at George.“Shit, wrong channel.”They shared a look of uncertainty before Cameron went back to the radio.“Valley Forge, Wolfpack is Sierra Papa. Please advice which net to switch to.”
 
                 “Wolf, this is Valley Forgeactual.”Cameron straightened up at that. Commander DeHart’s smoke-charred voice was unmistakable. Head officer of the supercruiser Valley Forge, he was second-in-command to Terra Node, which essentially made him second-in-command of the Sol System. That the station had committed its own security detachment meant the threat level had jumped dramatically.“You will rendezvous with elements of Earth’s SP and form on CBG Terra’s flank. Fleet has operational control of this task force. Valley Forgeout.”
 
                 George laughed nervously.“Well, now I’m sure this isn’t just a drill.”
 
                 “Wolf, this is one.”Cameron let out a breath he’d been holding.“We’re escort for Savanna. Tight cluster, nexus formation.”
 
                 “Roger,”came the expected response.
 
                 “Cam,”George said.“You’re almost sounding like a leader.”
 
                 “Not my first wing.”
 
                 “Did I ever apologize for that? Though, to be fair, you’re the one who let me bring the Maneton inside the armory.”
 
                 Cameron was about to respond when a shadow blotted out the light around him. He looked up, his mouth dropping open. Engulfing all space above his puny fighter, the enormous girth of the TFC Midway emerged overhead. The mammoth hangar bays on either side of the flat, boxy body spread out almost a half-mile. An escort wing of Phoenix III fighters flew in graceful figure-eights around the hull, quad-rockets leaving parallel streaks behind them. As the carrier passed, driven by sixteen fusion-cell engines, Cameron made out crews inside the hangars prepping the bomber squadrons for launch. The almond-shaped Seed craft sat on rapid-deployment rails along with dozens more strikers. Soon they disappeared from view as the flagship joined its group outside the standoff between the two mysterious formations. Medium-sized frigates and much larger destroyers took position around the supercarrier while a heavily-armed battleship arrived from the rear.
 
                 At this distance, Cameron could see that each armada was unique in design. The tiny ships dispersing from the black hive on the left bore red markings on their glossy hulls. Their carrier spun on a central axis and resembled in many ways a bee’s nest. Four acorn-shaped cruisers flanked the flagship, cannons peeking out the front of their pointed hulls. Ten destroyers—long, scooped craft with turrets covering their skin like spines—edged slowly toward the other side of the battlefield. Finally, mixed in with the other vessels, spherical missile frigates drifted like space debris. 
 
                 Opposite the dark craft, the silver flotilla was comprised of elegantly designed warships. Their supercarrier, a crescent of platinum and gold, glided on glowing engines toward the fray, surrounded by cigar-shaped cruisers and destroyers. The fighters and bombers were all-too familiar in their saucer shape. 
 
                 “It’s an alien invasion, George.”
 
                 “That’s stupid. There’s no such thing.”But George’s voice wavered.
 
                 Cameron and George finally arrived at the edge of Fleet’s blockade. Wolfpack, comprised of seven Phoenix II fighters, floated alongside the missile frigate TMF Savanna. Called the“bulldog,”the 130,000-ton vessel carried a payload of six hundred Trebuchet missiles, fourteen hundred Ram dummy rockets, forty Brimstone warheads and ten nuclear munitions—colloquially called the“Ten Plagues”by the crew. Though the silhouette was strangely canine, there was no mistaking the raw power of the warship. 
 
                 “Savanna, this is Wolf one. I’m on your starboard side.”The green lights on the right dorsal fin of the craft bathed Cameron’s fighter. He looked up and saw a gunner flash his target strobe; a friendly taunt from the under-gunned ship. Crews of missile frigates knew that without an escort they were slag-in-waiting. Cameron lifted his wing and opened the munition doors, showing off his own assortment of toys. 
 
                 “And now my favorite game,”George said.“Hurry up and wait.”He looked over at Cameron, waving a deck of cards. When his friend nodded, he pulled off a rubber band from the pack and dealt. He pressed Cameron’s hand against the glass and let his own float free in zero gravity.“Your bet.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Not a single signal sent to the alien armadas had elicited a response. The two strike groups drifted toward each other, each well within range of long guns and missiles, yet no one daring the first shot. In the Terran Fleet, fingers twitched over control and triggers, anxious for anything to happen. 
 
                 At exactly 0550 Lunar Standard Time, something did.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Holy shit, what the hell is that?”
 
                 From the darker armada, a maelstrom of red energy—plasma bolts and missiles from the various ships—launched at the silvery craft. The dam burst, and the two formations exploded into attack. Silver craft roared at their enemies, firing salvos of green energy that blew holes clear through the ebony armor. The carriers and cruisers deployed countermeasures to disrupt the incoming fire, but the heavier slugs passed right through and shattered hulls. From the surface of Earth, the light show was visible even in the daytime sky.
 
                 “All stations this net, this is Midway. Hold fire, I say again, hold fire.”
 
                 Cameron looked down at his hands, surprised to find them shaking. He turned to his wingman but for once George was silent, staring open-mouthed at the spectacle. Cameron couldn’t help but be drawn in by the surreal beauty of the battle. Silver craft exploded in a dazzling rainbow of colors, and black Y-shaped fighters spiraled and erupted, leaving glowing red nebulas in their wake.
 
                 “Can you track them? I can’t get an acquisition lock.”The voice came from another pilot in the SP line. Cameron realized he couldn’t get a lock on signal from his passive radar. The system was designed to pick up on space debris, but seemed dumfounded by the new ships. 
 
                 “What do you think, George?”
 
                 The pilot pulled his attention reluctantly from the battle.“Laser lock should work. We could try getting closer, but I’d rather not.”
 
                 “Afraid of a little action,”Cameron teased. 
 
                 “Nah,”George said.“Just feeling particularly lazy at the moment. Let someone else draw the suicide detail.”
 
                 Cameron felt around his belt and located his good-luck charm. Regulations prohibited jewelry, but the small silver cross had more than religious value for the pilot and he loathed to be without it. Still, rather than risk strangulation, he had found a better place to stow it than around his neck.
 
                 “Wolf one, Valley Forge.”
 
                 Cameron took a quick sip from the line before answering.“This is Wolf one, go ahead.”
 
                 The operator on the other end of the line spoke softly, almost anxiously.“FRAGO to follow. Standby for Valley Forgeactual.”Cameron’s pulse quickened. Seconds passed while the radio transferred to DeHart. Fragmentation orders were usually passed out by communication officers, not commanders.
 
                 “Wolfpack, Valley Forgeactual. You are ordered to close with unknown vessels in quadrant 41-32 and scan using active radar. Once a proper signal is acquired, you are to check for radio, laser and beam traffic in order to identify what net these ships are using for communication. You are to hold fire unless fired upon. Do you understand?”
 
                 Cameron couldn’t answer for a moment.“Sir, you want us to paint unknown targets?”
 
                 “That is correct. Ensure all safeties are engaged before moving out.”
 
                 “Captain,”Cameron stammered.“Couldn’t that trigger them to attack?”
 
                 DeHart mumbled something away from the mic. Cameron could swear he heard the phrase dumb shit Sector flyboys.“They haven’t so much as sniffed in our direction yet. No reason to suspect that they will now.”
 
                 “Unless we start bouncing target signals off their hulls. Sir.”
 
                 “Long-range sensors can’t get a strong enough signal. If we can’t target them, we can’t hit them. By sending a small squadron to investigate, we hope they’ll realize it isn’t an attack.”
 
                 “Hope?”George said, incredulous.“Did he just say hope?”
 
                 Valley Forgecontinued.“Your orders are clear. Brief your pilots and move. Valley Forgeout.”
 
                 Cameron stared out his cockpit at the distant cruiser, absolutely dumfounded. That Fleet could so casually dispatch SP into a violent collision of unknown warships infuriated him. A Sparrow, piloted by a Fleet scout team, could get in and out without risking fire from the enemy. The Phoenix packed a punch, but the older second-series models were far less maneuverable than the new fighters. And given the acrobatics the unknown vessels seemed capable of, Cameron had every right to feel uneasy. 
 
                 “Wolf Squadron, this is Wolf one.”Cameron cleared his throat, unhappy with the orders he was about to give out.“We’re going to move in on the unidentified ships in quadrant 41. ROE hasn’t changed, but we are going to paint them with active radar to determine if we’re able to achieve target lock. Once you have acquisition, maintain line-of-sight and try to get some data for the ghosts in the fade.”He referred to the Fleet Analysis of Intelligence Division, known in the armed services as FAID, or colloquially as the Fade. The mystery of what went on in the myriad of onyx buildings around the galaxy led to many conspiracy theories and cheesy thrillers on the Net. 
 
                 “We’re dividing into Flights, so break into your fighting pairs. Wolf nine, you’re the odd man out, so you’re with George and me.”
 
                 “Devil’s threesome,”George said.“I’m in, but my safe word is‘doily.’”
 
                 
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 Aboard the supercruiser Valley Forge, Commander Sam DeHart paced the bridge. The size of a bedroom, the operation center of the half-mile long ship sat dead center and twenty feet below the top hull. When the first battle cruiser sailed from the International Orbital Ship Yard back in 2101, the bridge sat atop the vessel and gave the officers on the deck a magnificent view of the stars and any action that occurred on their plane of the battlefield. That design choice lasted until the first pebble smashed through the diamond windows, killing the command-and-control structure for the entire ship.
 
                 Subsequent models placed the bridge in a safe position, and numerous cameras fed live images to a wall of monitors all around the room. It made for a more impressive view, and a more dynamic one. At any moment, a direction could be called up and viewed with incredible detail, allowing for full 360-degree situational awareness. And, most important, the chain of command would be maintained unless an attack achieved a catastrophic kill. 
 
                 Captain Fuller, the executive officer, stood near the battlefield projector marking positions on his personal tablet. Though DeHart had a mind for ship-on-ship warfare, Fuller’s specialty remained the big picture. It wouldn’t be long before he commanded a ship of his own—in fact he could have had any vessel of Destroyer class or under already. Yet the allure and prestige of the Cruiser, the last true warship the Fleet possessed, called to him. DeHart would, in short order, fall into a promotion to Commodore, and he could either take a Carrier or a desk. Not that he felt there was much of a difference between the two. 
 
                 “It’s a dogfight so far,”Fuller said. He watched the graphical display more than the monitors around him. The computer used images from the various cameras to create a three-dimensional model of the battlefield. However, without proper tracking signatures, the smaller craft jumped around erratically whenever they moved beyond the cameras’line of sight. Fuller had placed a white board up next to the display and was taking notes on each ship type by hand.“These two frigates,”he pointed to two floating spheres,“seem to be air-denial. They’re building a wall of shrapnel around that carrier.”
 
                 DeHart, from his chair above the main tier of the bridge, watched the action on the monitors.“Both sides have cruisers, why aren’t they engaging?”No one answered. DeHart often posed his thoughts aloud as a part of his mental process. It only took new crew members one time under the commander’s withering stare to know when to respond and when to remain quiet.“It could be our presence is putting them in a defensive posture. They don’t know which side we’d come in on.”
 
                 “And if a round from a cruiser misses target and hits us, or one of the civilian stations...”Fuller let the thought die in the air.“It’s not a bad theory, Commander. It could be this is a new form of martial etiquette.” 
 
                 The CO stared blankly at his second-in-command.“Are you saying this is a British line formation brought into space?”
 
                 Fuller laughed.“If I’m the only person thinking it, than lock me up. We don’t have ships that use weapons anywhere near this design. I’m not familiar with all of the Cove’s dirty little secrets, but I think I’d remember catching a glimpse of one of these being built at Colorum.”He pointed to the two unknown battle groups.“These aren’t humans, Sam. They don’t have to think like we do, nor do they have to behave like we’d want them to.”
 
                 DeHart bit his thumb. He didn’t want it said aloud. There wasn’t any proof either way, but the evidence stood on its own legs at the moment. No ships like these existed anywhere in Terran space; Or, if they did, they were the best-kept secret in human history. But to take that leap, to say the word“alien,”it was too much. 
 
                 “Commander, I recommend we pull SP back. If we get in the middle of their intergalactic barroom brawl, we’re dragging ourselves into uncharted water. And it looks pretty deep from here on the shore.”
 
                 DeHart nodded.“Pass it out to SP. Recall to former position and hold.” 
 
                 “Intel is going to be upset you didn’t get a scan.”
 
                 The commander sighed.“Right now I’d rather deal with a ghost than a little green goblin.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron, George and Ensign McLane flew in a tight formation just to the rear of the unknown black fleet. Wolfpack had spread over a line of a thousand kilometers so as to appear less aggressive to the alien ships. Alien—the word had sounded wrong in Cameron’s mouth the first time he’d said it, but he was pressed to find a better description. He’d never visited the colonies before; that trip was a bit out of his budget. Once, while serving as a skycap pilot over Europa, he’d seen strange lights that seemed to chase his Sparrow around the small research station. But those were just vapor wraiths. This was a whole new ballgame. 
 
                 The dark fighters appeared to have been built with the sole purpose of looking as scary as possible. A three-wing design gave the hull a distinct Y-shape, and the red splotches across the glossy black metal resembled animal markings or war paint. Radar and sensor array spikes popped out at odd angles across the body. Two gray barrels hung under the smaller wings—the main cannons—and fired rapid bursts of red energy at the far-off silver craft. Sound didn’t carry in the vacuum, but the resonation from each salvo echoed inside Cam’s cockpit. George had commented that the engines didn’t seem particularly well-designed, leaking thermal energy in a red stream behind the vessel as it flew. 
 
                 Up close the missile frigates no longer resembled perfect spheres. Made of six layers of rotating disks, the warships spewed out a steady barrage of heat seekers that locked onto targets and gave chase. The cruisers revealed a secret up close as well: the gargantuan barrel that protruded from the nose and seemed to run the length of the ship. Every few minutes the main gun would fire, rocking the entire ship as the breach dropped out the rear of the vessel to expel gasses. Flying this close to the giant vessels played havoc with Cameron’s nerves, but he focused on the mission. 
 
                 Ensign McLane volunteered to be the one to scan the ship. His fighter was relatively old, but had recently received a new port engine. If the active radar caused the aliens to grow hostile, Cameron and George could hold the line while the younger pilot escaped. As the ensign’s Phoenix closed with a solitary Y fighter, George pulled off to his flank to watch for other ships. They hadn’t said a word in twenty minutes, save guidance on flight patterns. When they neared a slow group of alien craft, the silence finally broke.
 
                 “This is maybe the second dumbest thing you’ve ever gotten me into,”George said. He was sweating. His arms were stiff from holding the yoke so tight.
 
                 “Second?”Cameron looked off at a distant explosion. A silver fighter broke into thousands of pieces as a missile connected. He was lost in the image for a moment. There wasn’t much debris left after the fireball, and no evidence of a pilot trying to punch out.“This is way worse than Angela Hershbach.”               
 
                 “Angela would have ruined my life, you’re just trying to kill me.”
 
                 “First of all,”Cameron began.“Angela was a catch. She had a robust figure, a smile that most members of the species would not find alarming and she could whittle with her feet. Plus you always wanted to grow a mustache, and she was clearly the best teacher.”
 
                 George jerked his ship to the side to avoid a fiery chunk of debris.“All good points, but she also smelled exactly like hydraulic fluid. Woman never spent a day in her life around heavy machinery, but every inch of that apartment reeked. I spent a full day digging through her stuff looking for an empty bottle of H12.”
 
                 Ensign McLane couldn’t resist getting in.“You spent a day rooting around in some lady’s apartment while she was out?”
 
                 “No, McLane.”Cameron suppressed a laugh.“That would have only been sad. George looked through her stuff while she slept on the bed.”
 
                 “Hibernated,”George shouted.“It’s how her kind recovers after a session of passionate mating.”All three pilots laughed. George stole a glance off his starboard side and saw Cameron banging the glass of his canopy, tears streaming down his face.“And who was it who introduced me to that Sasquatch?”
 
                 Cameron was about to answer when his collision alert sounded. He looked around for a moment but couldn’t see any source of danger in his flight path. He adjusted his height, dropping down two meters. Better to trust the sensors than to run into some unseen debris. His kinetic shielding would protect him from smaller fragments, not chunks of wrecked fighters.“I invited you to a party at a friend’s apartment. You’re the one who got blasted on coolers and ended up neck-deep in mistakes.”
 
                 The alien fighters had drawn far away from the main battle, performing some elaborate banking maneuver that seemed excessively slow and deliberate. It took a full thirty seconds before they were pointed in the right direction again. Cameron and his wingmen fell in behind, ready to complete their mission.
 
                 An alarm sounded across their comms. McLane’s fighter jerked as the inexperienced pilot panicked for a moment. He regained control, but tripped the toggle on his stick and activated his laser lock. The Phoenix’s active radar projected out and found the nearest object and began creating a firing solution. Laser locks were used when the target had no readable signature, such as an asteroid or chunk of debris or alien spacecraft that refused contact. The L-DAR, even more so than active radar, worked like a tracer round. It almost guaranteed a targeting solution, but drew a gigantic line back to the fighter for the enemy to follow with their own weaponry.
 
                 “McLane, you all right?”Cameron’s heart pounded in his chest, but he recognized the alarm as a distance warning rather than a threat detection. They had crossed beyond the range of their supporting vessels and the fighters warned that they should turn back.“We’re working without a net, stay sharp.”
 
                 The radio squawked and a female voice came over the net.“This is Valley Forge. All SP fighters are recalled to position. All SP fighters are to return to Fleet position, time now.” 
 
                 “Seriously?”Cameron stared at his radio, dumbfounded.“Why the hell did you send us out here then?”
 
                 George whistled.“Common sense wins out. That’s ten bucks, McLane.”
 
                 “We didn’t have a bet going,”the ensign said.
 
                 George pulled alongside the ensign’s fighter and shrugged.“I don’t think that’s how it works, but I can understand your confusion. Tell you what, I’m a fair guy. I’ll settle for a beer.”
 
                 At once, all three fighters’collision alarms sounded. Cameron looked across their formation, noticing both pilots react as well. Something pulled at his mind, a sudden thought racing through. He looked up and noticed they were flying alone. The alien ships had vanished.
 
                 “Contact rear! Disperse!”Cameron jerked his yoke to the right. Jets on the port side of the fighter fired off, propelling the craft away. One nozzle sputtered without effect, slowing the turn. A bolt of red energy grazed Cam’s wing, digging a divot along the underside. A warbling note informed the pilot that his compressor valve was gone. Another two inches and it would have been the whole wing.
 
                 George and McLane dodged left and down, avoiding incoming fire as they separated from their wingman. Cameron looked over his shoulder and saw a trio of Y fighters bearing down from their six o’clock position. His stomach lurched. They were all on him.“Valley Forge, this is Wolf one. Under fire, I say again, under fire from enemy fleet.”
 
                 
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 For a moment, it was as if nothing had changed. The two sets of unknown ships continued their ponderous attack, unconcerned with the sudden sortie opening between the black Y fighters and the Terrans. The collective breath was held. As one, the battleships of the black armada turned to face the Terrans, diverting almost three quarters of their force to attack the formerly neutral party. Missiles shot out from the frigates, arcing quickly toward the battle groups. A wall of rockets and projectiles fired in response, and the humans went to war.
 
                 The Terran Fleet reacted with practiced precision. Anti-missile batteries filled the sky with flechette rounds to disrupt the incoming warheads. Squadrons of fighters and bombers scrambled from the launch hangars on Midway and Normandy and Terra, rushing out to join the battle. The Valley Forgeand her escort of destroyers fired salvos of tungsten shell from their main guns—six foot slugs of solid metal rocketing out of the barrels toward the enemy ships. 
 
                 Two waves of fighters crashed together. Red bolts of energy tore into Terran fighters, scoring the hulls with black pockmarks. The humans returned fire, shooting superheated slag into the Y-shaped craft. Plumes of smoke and flame erupted as ships on all sides fell. Slowly, the Fleet pushed the aggressors back into their own battle line. Silver craft from the other side of the fight joined in, peppering the acorn-shaped cruisers with blistering bolts of plasma and salvos of glowing missiles. One alien destroyer took a hit center of the munition bay and exploded violently, sending a wave of concussive energy outward. The scooped hull split into pieces, each trailing debris.
 
                 From his position on the moon, Raymond watched what the chaotic frenzy of action. With so many ships moving in so many directions, it was hard to see any order. He recorded every second of the battle. It was the only way he knew to help. Every screen in the building flickered to life, each displaying a different angle.
 
                 Above him, the fight raged on.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Lock on target.”
 
                 “Get him off me!”
 
                 “Stay still, I’ve got you.”Cameron blinked a droplet of sweat away from his eye. In zero gravity, moisture built up and hung around until it had enough density to move out on its own. At fighting speed, however, it ran like a river from the pilot’s nose to the back of his head. 
 
                 “Shit, I’m hit!”McLane’s fighter jerked to the side, spewing smoke and sparks.“Port side wing is hit.”
 
                 Cameron let his speed drop, sliding his Phoenix behind the Y fighter trailing his wingman. When the laser lock found the target, he loosed a single missile. The ten-pound Harpy Medium Range Ship-to-Ship Missile tore through space and pierced the alien craft beneath the engine. The Y fighter burst into three flaming chunks, spewing a nebulae of red fuel. Cameron drove through the debris, pinwheeling to knock loose bits of slag.“At least they go down easy.”
 
                 “Like a Luna girl.”George opened on the fighters with his twin Kraken gauss cannons. Compressed tungsten ripped into a fleeing vessel, rupturing the ammunition beneath the cockpit. Its back blew out and the ship drifted away, gutted and dead. The enemy destroyed, Cameron and George led their crippled wingman toward their own front. McLane’s Phoenix was chewed up but still flying. Every few seconds a pinch of fuel would hit the burning wing and flash out, rocking the entire body. George dropped back to watch for more aliens, but they seemed to have turned attention on the larger frigates and destroyers.
 
                 “How are you holding up,”George said over the net.
 
                 McLane checked his instruments.“It’ll keep, I hope. I lost port jets completely, so no right turns until we get back.”He chuckled.“Chief’s gonna take this one out of my ass.”
 
                 George scoffed.“How many birds have you lost?”
 
                 “Lost? None. I’ve broken three.”
 
                 “Pittance,”George said.“Lieutenant Davis over there, war hero that he is, has totaled seven of Sector’s decaying fleet.”
 
                 McLane seemed shocked. Cameron was flying alongside and could see the expression register on the young man’s face.“What the hell are you doing to them?”
 
                 “Riding‘em hard, and putting‘em away wet.”Cameron grinned. It was something his dad always said, though he only had a vague idea what it meant. He struggled to catch his breath and calm his racing heart. He hoped his wingmen didn’t hear the staccato in his voice.“I’m just stress-testing the girl so I know she can handle what I gots to give.”He bit down on his water line so hard his jaw hurt.
 
                 George cracked up and drifted off course. He caught himself and corrected, but he was still red-faced and teary-eyed. He realized, after a moment, that the tears weren’t stopping on their own. He wiped at his face with a gloved palm.“The last time, Chief Webb said he was going to make Cameron build his new ship out of the old ones.”Something winked on his computer, grabbing his attention. He looked down to read the screen.
 
                 Cameron started to retort when a bright flash blinded his left side. The Phoenix bucked violently starboard and he smacked his head against the canopy hard enough to fill his vision with stars. A sharp ringing in his ears drowned out the world. The ship twirled, riding the concussion wave for a moment before Cameron regained his senses enough to wrestle back control. 
 
                 George screamed over the radio.“You motherfuckers! Goddamnit, you motherfuckers!”
 
                 Cameron looked out through the canopy and saw he was facing directly toward the heart of the battle. Thousands of warships swarmed the larger vessels and the darkness of space lit up with an endless rain of fire. A bolt of red streaked past the cockpit and blinded Cameron. When he looked up again, he saw George racing after two Y fighters with guns blazing. Outside the cockpit, fiery debris drifted through space. A piece of matte-black metal floated by, trailing glowing embers. Along the side it read“W-9.”
 
                 Ice water ran through Cameron’s veins. He pressed his right foot down hard, activating the afterburner. Pure hydrogen flooded the engine, rocketing the fighter forward. Missiles rained out from the wings, tracking targets down with discrimination and removing them from the field. His right hand gripped the yoke tight, finger pressed hard against the trigger. His Krakens barked and rattled, tracer rounds chasing each target.
 
                 “George,”Cameron said.“I’m coming up on your five. Break left.”The Phoenix carved a path through the sudden sea of broken ships, hull denting slightly with each impact.“We need to rejoin the Fleet.”His heart caught in his throat and Cameron realized he’d never been more terrified in his life. He started his combat breaths, willing his body to stop shaking and focusing on simple tasks. Flip the target switch. Activate lock. Fire four and six. Die, you sonofabitch.
 
                 George loosed a Harpy and pulled back on the throttle. The missile connected and blew the alien craft into pieces.“Cam, Fleet’s already here.”
 
                 As George spoke, Cameron noticed the war raging in every direction around them. They were no longer on the outskirts of the battle; they were at very core. Fleet fighter squadrons battled with the nimble Y-shaped craft, aided in small part by the silver saucers. The sleek silver saucers weaved in and out of debris fields and line formations, searching for the opportune shot. 
 
                 Heavy destroyers launched huge Hull Reduction warheads at the opposing side. The thirty-foot missiles bore deep into the center of the alien frigates, trailing an explosive cloud. When they detonated, the HRs ripped the hull apart like a can-opener. The TFC Stalingrad held at the rear of the formation, a smoldering hole punched straight through her main engine compartment while her escort slugged it out nearby. Valley Forge had arrived at the center of the fray, firing main guns at the battleships while building a cloud of flak to disrupt the enemy craft. Every few minutes her monster fifties would loose two huge slugs toward the nearest capital ship, punching building-sized holes into their black frames.
 
                 Midway, looming over the battlefield, fired surgical shots from her five-meter-long guns into the enemy carrier. The hive-shaped warship shuddered with each ten-ton round, explosions racking the deteriorating body. A missile frigate placed itself between the flagship and Midway, only to disintegrate when the projectile rammed straight through its hull. 
 
                 “Cam, a little help here.”
 
                 Cameron snapped back into the fight. He dropped his throttle, letting George and his tail come into view. The Y fighter banked hard left, trying to evade Cameron’s fire. Before he could lock on, the ship slammed into what remained of an alien destroyer, smearing itself along the battered metal surface. 
 
                 “What the hell?”The alien craft hadn’t tried to swerve or change direction at all. Cameron shook his head clear and turned back to the fight at hand. They’d found a sweet spot in the battlefield, away from the main effort. Cameron sucked on his water line, taking mouthfuls of the solution down with each sip.“George, I need a minute.”              
 
                 “Take your time,”he replied.“War’s not going anywhere.”
 
                 Cam’s hands moved in a blur, snapping switches and flipping toggles. His computer ran an immediate diagnostic and battle update, gauging fuel and ammunition consumption in a few seconds. Satisfied with the feedback, Cameron reset the system and took watch while his wingman did the same. He silently willed George to move faster. Every second they remained still the chance of an attack increased. After what seemed ages, George’s collision lights flashed and he moved out. 
 
                 “Cam?”
 
                 “Yeah?”He could hear the strain in his friend’s voice. 
 
                 “What are we gonna do about McLane?”
 
                 Cameron sighed. He was pushing it down, trying to focus on the fight and not the aftermath. At the Academy that had always been his problem; he tried to do everything at once. There simply wasn’t time to grieve for the dead.“I’ll write the letter. I know the format.” 
 
                 “He had a sister.”
 
                 “I know.”
 
                 George was silent for a minute.“We met his dad at the family event last year.”
 
                 “I know,”Cameron said softly. But nothing inside felt calm. Guilt rolled his stomach like a snowball, growing bigger and faster with each moment. You fucking idiot. You just let him die. The what-if’s came faster than expected, spinning his brain in circles. And then, as suddenly as the fear arrived, it was gone. There was still work to do, and he was in charge.“Come on, let’s go to work.”
 
                 Together with George, he raced toward Savanna to rejoin with the rest of SP. The frigate loosed the rest of its payload of warheads at the stream of incoming ships. Having pushed too far forward of the main battle line, Savanna sat unprotected and vulnerable and the enemy made all haste to capitalize. Squadrons of alien bombers, hideous crab-shaped machines, unloaded a relentless bombardment onto the stranded and crippled battleship. 
 
                 “Come on, George,”Cameron said, hitting his afterburner.“She won’t take much more of this.”He activated a signal beacon to all friendly fighters.“Wolfpack, on my position. It’s hunting season.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Aboard Savanna, rookie officer Edward Lautner cursed his luck. He’d assumed command of Savanna by accident when his superior officer, Captain Reynolds, was shot by a private during a live-fire training exercise. Though the bullet had only put his leg out of commission, it had meant a promotion for the silver-bar Lieutenant Junior Grade. Unfortunately, taking over the storied missile frigate had come with some reluctance from the crew, a series of breakdowns with the refit team, and a sudden invasion from two intergalactic navies. 
 
                 Trying to prove himself in his first engagement controlling a boat, Edward had driven the frigate hard toward the fray. It seemed to work as they carved a path through the enemy destroyers, leaving smoldering husks in their wake. But then the tide turned. Savanna ended up a full ten kilometers past the rally point, hammered by wave after wave of fighters and bombers. With her hull venting oxygen and whole sections collapsing, the end was nearing. Thus far, the best decision Edward made had been to begin evacuating. 
 
                 “Aft crew quarters are cleared, sir.”The ensign at the controls held on to her terminal as the ship took another hit from a bombing run. A thin tether line kept her at the console as gravity had given out on the bridge. A missile had struck the generator for the ship’s gyros, sending the crew drifting around the room.“Sir, escape pods fourteen through twenty were damaged in the last run. Might not fly.”
 
                 “Missile batteries one through twenty critically overheated,”the weapons master shouted. The burly petty officer turned toward his commander.“Coolant’s spent. We’re going to have to make do with the last ten.”
 
                 “Keep them firing,”Edward said.“We need to buy every second for the evac.” 
 
                 The weapons master pushed away from his station, floating near the Lieutenant.“Sir, the tubes will cook off the rounds before we can launch them.”
 
                 Edward glared back at the subordinate.“And we’ll die before they cool off. We’re out of nitrogen, venting our air and low on ammo. I don’t care if we’re throwing cans of soup, put something in those tubes and keep firing.”
 
                 Fuming, the petty officer returned to his console and gave the order to the crews decks below. More missiles launched from the frigate, creating a deadly front through which fighters had to pass. The nimble alien craft continued to plow into the kill zone, exploding into red and yellow stars before fading to nothing.They persisted with abandon, riding through their burning dead to press the attack. 
 
                 In the deck below, chaos gave way to training. Missile crews, many veterans of their craft, slung the ammunition with precision and grace. Though wary of the glowing red tubes, the senior enlisted urged their men onward. They rubbed heat-resistant lubrication on the missile cases to prevent a cookoff, then threw the munitions into the chutes. On the upper level of the room, near tube 5, a young seaman slipped on a loose grate. The cart he’d been pushing jerked hard and slammed into the bulkhead wall, knocking two missiles together with a resounding clank. A petty officer ran over, running his hands along the titanium tubes. 
 
                 “I’m sorry, shit, I’m so sorry.”The seaman visibly shook.“That grate’s warped, PO.”
 
                 Petty Officer Martinez waved his hand.“Forget it. They’re fine. Get them in the tubes.”He moved on down the line, waiting for the order to abandon ship. He figured they wouldn’t even get a chance to fire the two rounds. Any other day he would take the missiles from the rack and set them to the side for closer inspection, but there wasn’t time for perfectionism. Already the hull groaned in protest, popping as micro-decompression began in the outer sections. It wouldn’t be long before the general evac came down.
 
                 The metal on the missiles showed no dimples or dents, but inside the body a hairline fracture split the barrier between the warhead and the rocket. Accelerant leaked into the midsection, soaking the gelatin capsule that held the explosive ModEx material. Slowly, bit by bit, the gelatin wore down.
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 An explosion rocked Cameron’s Phoenix, throwing him into a tumble. Without his port control jets he was having trouble breaking the spin. George came up fast on his side and rapped his wing against Cam’s, halting the momentum. They flew in perfect sync, the adrenaline rush from the initial attack mellowing down to a dull tingle. In the back of his mind Cameron knew McLane was dead. But there wasn’t anything to be done except take down every threat available. With George covering his weak side, Cameron tore into the enemy with a vengeance. His Gauss cannons spat out bursts of metal at anything trailing red. 
 
                 The Wolfpack never arrived, save the two fighters still in the air. Three pilots had taken missiles to their engines before firing a shot, and the rest were aboard Midwaywith“critical hull damage”—they were shot to hell. Instead, Cameron and George fell in with Helios flight group, harassing the alien bombers and protecting Savanna’s evacuation. Fleet craft dove in and out of the cloud of shrapnel, chasing after the swarming enemy ships. 
 
                 Savanna listed hard to port, her starboard side a mangled mess of shredded armor and burning fuel. Her hundred-meter frame belched fire and smoke and shuddered with every decompression. Ten-person ExoPods launched in constant succession from the battered frigate, racing for the rear. As Cameron flew past the flaming hull of the missile boat, an escape craft caught a bolt of red energy and exploded into slag and shrapnel. Bits of steaming metal hit Cam’s kinetic barrier with flashes of white and blue.
 
                 “I count two pods left,”George said. Outside his canopy, a black cloud billowed from the open launch tubes. The aft section of Savannacollapsed in on itself, the hull losing integrity faster and faster. He saw what looked like a sea of wiry debris floating away from the frigate. As he drew closer, the debris became a stream of bodies; crewmen sucked clear of the vessel. George turned away and winced.“Jesus, Cam. This is bad.”
 
                 “I know, George. We have to do what we can for whoever’s left.”
 
                 Midway’s Executive Officer came over the net.“Helios squadron, open a flight path along quadrant 44 to 43 via sector 18. Clear a line for these pods.”
 
                 “Wolfpack, you copy that transmission?”Helios leader Lieutenant Young pulled his fighter alongside Cameron. The Phoenix III resembled her older sibling in form, but had larger engines and a sharper wing design. Three silver bars painted on the hull designated the ship as squadron leader. 
 
                 Cameron looked through his canopy at his new wingman. LT Young wore the new booster suit, an armored version of Cam’s own flight uniform. The polarized visor and added bulk made Young look like a mad robot. The SP pilot was instantly jealous.“I’m on board. Wolfpack will take nearside security.”He dropped throttle, using his thruster jets to guide his fighter in closer to Savanna. His left side dragged more than usual; the hit from before was getting worse.“George, shadow me. My port side is trash.”
 
                 “Roger, closing in.”He spun the Phoenix to get a better look at his buddy’s hull.“Well, number 15 won’t be a problem anymore. It looks like someone chewed on the wing.” 
 
                 “Great,”Cameron said.“Let’s see how long she lasts. I’m not going home until the field is clear.”
 
                 The Phoenix shuddered as another split off the guidance tower then ran under the belly of the frigate. Debris bounced off the glass sounding like a heavy rain. As Cameron started his turn around the port side the second-to-last ExoPod launched, narrowly avoiding his fighter. The escaping shuttle joined Captain Young’s ship and rocketed toward Midway.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Aboard TFC Midway, Hiro ordered wave after wave of bombers to continue their assault on the alien fleet. What had seemed daunting at first had since become almost a tragically easy battle. The black armada, for all its impressive design and aggression, simply could not match a well-trained and coordinated strike force. Reacting to the attack in a by-the-book fashion had led to three quarters of the warships destroyed in thirty minutes, with almost every fighter and bomber in the air smashed by overwhelming superiority. The silver craft had all but pulled away from the sortie.
 
                 Hiro made his rounds from one side of the bridge to the other. He didn’t worry about the senior enlisted men. They were used to the shock and horrors of war, in such a way that they became insulated even to the unexpected. It was the younger enlisted, the seamen and even the newer officers. Hiro made sure to spend a few minutes with each person, not so much asking questions as allowing them to see a picture of calm acceptance. It was a technique he’d learned from his father, the ever-wise martial-arts instructor. Calm waters can bear any weight.
 
                 Earl stood by the board, taking the tally of the ship’s injured. He smiled as Hiro drew near.“A few dozen scrapes and bruises, and Hangar A’s crew chief suffered pretty severe burns pulling a pilot from a wreck. Not a single death.”
 
                 “Very good,”Hiro said curtly. 
 
                 The Executive Officer frowned.“What? Hiro, this is unbelievable. I’ve never heard of a battle this one-sided in history.”
 
                 “But that is not what will be remembered about this day.”The old commander sighed, his face etched in lines. He looked out at the carnage, maintaining a stoic face. Smaller carriers burned as they were towed back to repair stations. Fighters continued the mop-up operation even as rescue efforts began.“My entire life, I have wondered what we would find beyond the stars. That this monumental day should be bathed in blood seems...unfair.”
 
                 Earl nodded. As they watched the screens, the final alien carrier fired a slug into the dying Savanna. It sucked up the return volley without any signs of damage.“What would you like me to do, sir?”
 
                 “Concentrate on support and repairs,”Hiro said.“But no one lowers the alert. Not until that last bastard is dead.” 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Edward pushed his crew toward the escape pods, alarms screaming overhead. Crew members crawled along the walls in the smoke-filled corridors, trying desperately to escape the crumbling frigate. Arriving at the last ExoPod, Edward stopped short. Around him, the throng of bodies pushed into the craft, filling every inch of space. A panel came on in the cramped hall. 
 
                 “ExoPod overloaded. Automatic launch halted. Manual override is necessary to release pod.” 
 
                 Edward looked back over his shoulder at his terrified crew. He allowed a few more people into the shuttle and closed the lock from the outside, ignoring the shouts of protest. Floating to the other side of the launch bay he found the control panel for the manual release of the pressurized door. He input his access code and a handle emerged from the wall. The words“Emergency Override”stood out in red and yellow letters. 
 
                 He took one last look around the hall, at the eyes of the men and women who weren’t going to make it off his boat. 
 
                 “I’m so sorry.”Edward gripped the handle on the wall and heaved up. 
 
                 The blast door slammed down, the sound of clanging metal overpowering the protests and pleas of the crew. Sixteen small charges detonated with barely audible pops. Then the ballast door blasted off its hinges, flying out into space. The pod led the way, launching in an awkward tumble toward the amassed Terran front. A horrid sound of groaning metal quieted the room. With a sickening crunch, the blast door broke loose from the wall and flew unhindered into space. Screaming and flailing for something to grab, the remainder of the crew followed. Edward remained in place, his arm hooked into the handle. He shouted in pain as his arm bent and fractured under the stress. Just as he felt the invisible hands pulling him away, the emergency shutoff kicked in, closing the vented portal. Edward drifted above the floor, coughing from oxygen deprivation. The air stank of ozone and halon and caught in his throat with each breath. Bodies covered the ground, faces stretched into masks of pain and fear. More floated outside, frozen straight through.
 
                 Now a new alarm sounded. This time, Edward smiled. He let his body float upward as a cool metallic voice spoke. 
 
                 “All pods released. Fusion core overload in progress. Clear the immediate area.”
 
                 His arms was shattered, bent and dangling loose in his sleeve. Blood filled his mouth no matter how often he spat it back out. But there was still a mission. Summoning a final reserve of strength, Lieutenant Lautner set out on one last task.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron and George finished towing the overstuffed ExoPod to Midway and released their lines, allowing a recovery ship to grab the shuttle and carry it the rest of the way. They turned back into the fight to see Savanna’s engines suddenly fire out, pushing the heavy frigate toward the enemy carrier. Whittled down by overwhelming fire, every cruiser, frigate and destroyer from the black fleet burned in a floating sea of melted metal and shattered hulls. As Savanna approached, the last remaining fighters launched a desperate counterattack. 
 
                 The bolts and bombs tore into the damaged hull, but momentum carried Savanna past the field of broken ships. With a stomach-wrenching crunch, the missile frigate drove deep into the belly of the carrier, fire spewing from the collision. The impact fused the two crafts, sending them on a wild spin. Debris spiraled around the derelicts as they tumbled together.
 
                 From every direction, enemy ships converged on the human warship.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The impact hadn’t killed him. That in itself was a surprise, but Edward was used to his bad luck lingering. Alarms continued to warn that dangerous gasses were already being released around the overloaded core. He’d thought that the impact would set off the incredibly volatile chemicals, maybe even take out the carrier in the process. He hadn’t counted on the quality of the hull’s construction. 
 
                 With his one good arm, he pulled himself forward into the left missile array. Munitions floated around the room, some spilling propellant in a bubbling orange stream. The tubes emanated heat, glowing an alluring red. Every few feet he would stop, tapping a command into nearby panels. Alongside the grated path, standing thirty-feet from the deck, the Ten Plagues came to life. 
 
                 One good round, Edward thought. All I need is one good round. He went from rack to rack, trying to locate a single missile that still looked remotely held together. Toward tube 5, a single missile still clung to the magnetic ready storage. Had there not already been so many broken cases, Edward might have noticed the acrid scent of accelerant. In another circumstance, what happened next would have been tragedy. For Edward Lautner, it would be a sudden and fortunate turn of luck. 
 
                 Sucking in his breath, Edward pulled the missile loose and pushed it into the glowing hot tube. He had just begun to close the door when the explosive detonated. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Savannaerupted into a glowing blue star, completely engulfing the ships around it. Floating wreckages dissolved under the intense heatwave and the incoming fighters disintegrated. A trio of alien bombers ran straight into the inferno, disappearing in smaller puffs of orange and white. The ball of light and fire expanded rapidly, stopping only a few kilometers from the Terran front lines. A massive concussion wave rippled through space, knocking hundreds of satellites out of orbit and causing a rolling blackout across Luna. Dust kicked up from the blast swirled into a thick cloud that moved slowly across the moon’s face.
 
                 Without any oxygen, the fire put itself out. As quickly as it started, the violence ended. Squadrons of Terran fighters searched the area, but all of the alien ships were destroyed. Huge undulating balls of slag floated in space, drawn slowly but imminently back toward Earth, along with the derelicts and debris. Lieutenant Young and the rest of Helios squadron began escorting rescue shuttles to pick up escape pods or ejected pilots. Lumbering Dodos and nimble Valkyries wove through the cluttered field in search of life. The remaining Fleet forces, including newcomers from CBG Sol and Venus SP, took up a blocking position between Earth and the silver navy. There hadn’t been a single shot exchanged between the humans and the other group, but the blood was in the water. 
 
                 Valley Forgerotated toward the largest vessel, opening up every weapon port as it fired a salvo of flares into no man’s land. It was a posturing move, meant to intimidate. If that didn’t work, the twenty battle-scarred destroyers and frigates alongside the cruiser did the trick. As the carrier groups arrived toward the rear, pilots began taking bets about which side would strike first. No one wanted to be right.
 
                 Aboard Midway, Hiro sat in his chair and waited. He had survived the first part of the battle. Perhaps he could make it through the next. 
 
                 At the center of the room, at a large computer station, Ensign Nari Suffra received an alert. As the communications officer for Midway, she handled all incoming and outgoing signal traffic. What caught her eye wasn’t the message. The source stopped her heart mid-beat. 
 
                 “Commodore,”she began, her voice wavering. 
 
                 Hiro’s smile dissolved. He recognized the tone of the young officer’s words and his own pulse quickened.“What is it?”
 
                 Nari pointed to her screen, ashamed at how badly her hand shook.“It’s a message. No encoding.”She swiped away images so only the words remained.
 
                 Hiro walked over and leaned down, staring dumbfounded at the message. His mouth dried up. Fighting to swallow, he typed a rapid reply and sent it out. Standing back up, Hiro moved quickly to the wall and grabbed the communication handset. He tapped his free hand against his hip, agitated. 
 
                 “Valley Forgeactual.”
 
                 “Sam,”Hiro said.“Tell the Fleet to hold fire. No matter what they see, no one shoots at the silver ships.”
 
                 Commander DeHart’s voice came back low and angry.“What the hell are you doing, Commodore? We should push them out of the system before they decide to bomb a city or blow up a goddamn planet.”
 
                 “They haven’t so much as grazed one of our scouts. If they wanted to attack, there was plenty of opportunity before. This is an order, Commander.”
 
                 Sam was silent for a long time. Then, simply,“Understood.”
 
                 Hiro cleared the line and activated the PA.“Attention, Midway. This is Commodore Osaka. All soldiers stationed on this ship are to report to Alpha Hangar immediately. I repeat, all soldiers are to report to combat stations in Alpha Hangar.”
 
                 Ensign Suffra turned in her chair as Hiro ran toward the door.“Sir?”
 
                 Hiro turned, his hand on the frame of the door. He looked at his second-in-command.“Earl, you have the bridge. They’re on their way here.”
 
                 
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron stared deadpan across his wing toward George. Between them, gliding on a flat stream of blue energy, a silver vessel unlike any they’d ever seen followed a human escort toward Midway. Aside from a shimmering green bar across the front of the  craft, Cameron couldn’t find a seam in the iridescent hull. Along with a full squadron of Phoenix fighters, silver saucers wove in and out of the formation. Their acrobatics came across as playful, but also demonstrated unbelievable maneuverability. Cameron could just make out the glowing outline of a kinetic barrier every time a bit of dust or debris flew into the shuttle’s path.
 
                 The hangar floor was bare, save enough space for the craft to land and a good fifty soldiers on all three levels. Cameron and George looped around, docking on the top tier while the silver vessel hovered in place at the bottom. The dull thrum of the engines reverberated through the entire section of the ship, vibrating deep within the soldiers’chests. As three spindly legs descended from the bottom of the shuttle, it seemed as though the only sound in the world was that churning and grinding bass note.
 
                 Hiro jogged down the steps, an attachment of security guards and aides rushing to keep pace. For an older man, he was surprisingly spry. He jumped the last step, landing in front of the humming spacecraft. Easing between the growing crowd, the officer inched his way to the front.
 
                 There was no way to describe the ship without calling it alien. No metal known to man reflected light the same way, nor did there exist an engineer with such incredible skill. It was seamless, and the curves and angles were too perfect to be something off an assembly line. Around the room, a single thought passed through the minds of all present. Who, or what, was about to emerge?
 
                 A line of light bisected the pristine hull, soon joined by other beams that crisscrossed the ethereal metal until a doorway formed. Steps emerged from the inside, dropping down until they touched the floor. Thirty seconds passed without a single sound, save the hiss of steam and the ebbing whir of the engine. From within the unknown vessel, footsteps approached. 
 
                 It wore a simple suit of black and silver. The pattern on the fabric swirled as though made of gas. The lithe gray creature wore no breathing apparatus; either their species used oxygen or simply didn’t require air. Its small, dark eyes darted back and forth, and its long slender hands gripped a bulbous silver weapon tight. From a distance, once could almost confuse it for a human, the shape was so familiar. The head was slightly large, and the eyes even more so. It stood around five foot nine and was well muscled. The hand had only four fingers instead of five, but the structure was the same as anyone on Midway. Its features were flat, with a small triangular nose and almost nonexistent lips. Within that face Hiro could see intelligence and, strangely, fear. There was something else, something incredibly familiar: discipline. This was a soldier.
 
                 My God, Hiro thought. They could have walked off a movie set.
 
                 Two more of the black-and-silver-suited creatures emerged, each sporting alien rifles. They looked similar, but at the same time were easily distinguishable. One had dark gray spots running from its brow down the right side of its face. Another had squinty eyes and breathed heavily, its teeth a single ridge-line with valleys and crests. They took position as a fourth creature stepped down from the ship, its multicolored robe extending down to the ground. Standing between the three soldiers, it called out to the interior of the ship. The language sounded like wind rushing through pipes; a melodic, pleasant sound. Finishing the call, the robed alien turned and bowed down toward Hiro. It spoke, but the noises meant nothing to the human. The commander felt his anxiety growing quickly. What exactly was he supposed to do next?
 
                 Hiro watched in awe as the last creature approached from the interior of the shimmering craft. Dressed in gold, green and black robes that dragged in a train behind its feet, the elder alien conjured an image of a wizened monarch. Its emerald eyes locked onto Hiro’s, and those watching swore it smiled. Its ashen skin was wrinkled and leathery, but it walked with energy and poise.
 
                 “Fa’hnaki Lan, Earthborne,”the creature spoke. Its voice came out soft but weathered.“I am honored by your welcome.”His words were slightly accented and easy to understand. When no one replied, he asked,“You do speak English, don’t you?”
 
                 Hiro could barely move as the alien approached, entourage in tow. He stammered a few words out before taking the time to compose himself.“My name is Hiro Osaka, commodore in the Terran Fleet and Commander of the TFC Midway.”He paused, unsure if it was enough of an introduction.“It’s...I am honored to have you aboard.”
 
                 “That we could have met under kinder circumstance, Commodore Hiro Osaka.”The pronunciation was impeccable.“I am—we are—forever in your debt for assisting in this battle.” 
 
                 Hiro couldn’t help but notice the sea of eyes watching his every move. The gravity of the situation dawned on him slowly, which was a blessing. If he’d had full presence of mind, he probably would have fainted. A thought gnawed at him, that he should call an admiral or a councillor. But there was no time. 
 
                 The creature turned to face the crowd.“I am called Anduin na’Lanus. I am the leader of my people, the Nangolani.”Anduin turned to face Hiro.“You have made a lifelong ally by coming to our aid, but you have also found a ferocious enemy in the Boxti.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,”Hiro said.“The who?”
 
                 Anduin’s voice lowered.“It would take too long to explain here, but rest assured I will answer your questions. For now, all I ask is your trust, temporarily placed upon my people and I, until we can earn it fully. That and an agreement not to attack my weary flotilla. We have seen your might and know we would not last against you.”The alien extended his hand—Hiro was surprised that he thought of the creature as a he, but the voice sounded decidedly masculine.“Commodore, I know that a handshake is only a custom and not a contract, but I hope you will accept my plea for help.”
 
                 Here it is, Hiro thought. It almost doesn’t feel real, being here at this moment. He had made life-or-death decisions without thought, relying on gut instinct alone. He had charged into battle with faith that his crew’s skill would carry them through. But this was wholly different, and the fear he felt gnawed at him. Seconds passed, feeling like hours, before Hiro took the offered hand. 
 
                 Anduin’s grip was strong, far stronger than expected. Hiro smiled and the alien returned the expression. The dam burst and every Terran in the room cried out, cheering and hollering. Crewmen jumped up and down, hugging and crying. Hiro shook hands with each of the aliens, acting as a diplomat more than a commander. Then the lithe soldiers took turns greeting the throng of pilots and crew eager to be a part of history. What had moments before been a tense standoff became an ad hoc victory party.
 
                 Across the room, Cameron watched with sober appreciation. Next to him, George bounced around, trading high fives and clapping soldiers on the back. He stopped when he noticed Cameron’s posture. 
 
                 “Jesus, buddy. What’s wrong?”
 
                 Cameron tried to shake it off.“Sorry. I just don’t know. I mean, this is great, but—”
 
                 “No,”George said.“No‘buts.’This is huge. This is the biggest thing we’ve ever been a part of.”George stared at the alien craft, an enormous grin on his face.“This is just the beginning.”
 
                 George pushed through the crowd, leaving Cameron standing in the middle of the celebration. As he watched his friend go, Cameron shook his head.
 
                 “That’s what I’m scared of,”he said to no one.“This is just the beginning.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Shadow of Tallus
 
    
 
   “And on that day, for the sins of their fathers and the pride of their leader, the Lord rained fire from the sky onto the fields and homes of the Egyptian people. And so it was then, so it is now.”
 
    
 
                                                           Alexander Blightman
 
                                                           Red Hammer Union              
 
                                                           Founder
 
                                                           March 14, 2220
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   October 14, 2236
 
    
 
                 Amber sunlight filtered in through the tall windows of the briefing room. On the fiftieth floor of Vienna’s tallest building, the Presidential Tower, the view of humanity’s capital was breathtaking. Across a bustling plaza, Saint Stephen’s Cathedral caught the morning rays just right. The looming limestone walls seemed amber as the day began for the European continent.
 
                 A crowd of reporters watched the door by the side of a polished podium with unguarded interest. For any journalist, the last twenty-four hours had been a mad hunt for details, trying to be the first to break the story of the millennium. Numerous agencies already found their foots planted clearly in their mouths after rushing out unchecked information regarding the attack in the skies over Luna. Now, in the press room of the High Chancellor himself, each person read over their sets of questions, looking for the biggest stone to upend. 
 
                 The room had been decorated quickly to prepare for the conference. Three banners—one gold, one gray, and one crimson—hung from the ceiling, representing the Three Pillars of the government: Executor, Centurial, and Colonial. Each flowing standard had the symbol of the Terran Colonial Federate emblazoned in the center. 
 
                 Drums began to play and the crowd, already on its feet, straightened even higher. Trumpets sounded, playing Our Sky will Never Fall, the anthem of the Federate government. Secret Service agents dissolved into the crowded room, securing every vantage point. Next, a pair of aides walked in, ensuring the podium had the proper speech and a glass of clear iced water already in place. The anthem finished with a flourish, leading into Chancellor’s Call. The scrawny press secretary entered wearing an ill-fitted suit. He coughed into his hand and leaned toward the mic. 
 
                 “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, High Chancellor Alexander Burton.”
 
                 With a sudden explosion of flashes off the 30 cameras in the room, Alexander walked in. Standing six-three with the build of a linebacker, the Chief Galactic Executive posed an intimidating figure. It was easy to see why the common joke in the Council was that Alexander’s security used himfor protection. Wearing a charcoal gray Kalsin suit that accented his ebony skin, Alexander looked the part of politician in outward appearance. He took the podium, gripping the cherry oak with his hands as he gazed over the crowd. His head of security—a gray-haired and stern-looking agent—stood  off to the side, his eyes on the line of reporters.
 
                 “Please,”he said in a deep and slightly British baritone.“Have a seat.”The assembled crowd took their assigned chairs and waited for the speech to begin.“Hello, citizens of the Colonial Federate. Earthlings, Martians, Plutonians and all who call Sol their home. Good morning to our friends and loved ones on Tallus, as well as the scientists watching from the various observatories. To our loyal men and women of the Colorum Belt, good hunting. And of course, good evening to the lucky ones living in Eros. As all of you by now are aware, yesterday became a date marked in our history. Not just of the Federate, nor for the people of the Sol System but for all of humanity. For thousands of years, since mankind first looked into the sky with wonder, we have asked if we were alone in the universe. On October 13, 2236, we received a definitive answer. As Earth rose in the Lunar sky, two alien races met over our home planet to wage war. Though the motivation of each race is unknown to us at this time, their actions spoke to their true intentions. 
 
                 “As Solus and Terra carrier groups converged on the impromptu battlefield, the alien race known as the Boxti began an unprovoked attack on our fighters that led to an all out-skirmish. With our two largest armadas positioned around Earth, the enemy was outnumbered and outmatched. Heavy fighting continued through the morning, but in the end our mighty Fleet emerged victorious.”              
 
                 Alexander looked down at his notes, pain showing in his face.“The battle was not without casualties. Two thousand injured, one quarter of that fatally. Nearly one hundred seamen died aboard the TMF Savanna, but her sacrifice destroyed the remaining enemy craft and prevented this hostile race from posing any immediate threat to our Homeworld.”He paused, letting out a sigh. He pinched the palm of his left hand, feeling a comforting lump of shrapnel underneath the muscle.“All told, some four hundred and thirty-six soldiers, airmen and seamen lost their lives defending our space, remarkable given the extreme technological superiority of these beings. And that sacrifice was not made alone. In this fight, another alien race shed blood alongside our ships, dying to protect their own existence. When the dust settled, they made the first move to offer a peaceful and quiet parlay that has since shed significant light on the extent of their dire situation.
 
                 “The silver craft belong to a civilization called the Nangolani. They are, in many ways, similar to us. Their home of Nangol, or‘mother rock,’is built much like Earth. They have different cultures and languages depending on where on the planet they grew up. They have arts and science and fashion and, of course, a strong military. For us, the conflict with the Boxti is only hours old. For them, the war has raged for a hundred years. Millions of their people have died, and countless other alien races have fallen completely to the alien menace. While fleeing their pursuers, the Nangolani found a way to our system, and the rest we’ll leave to the historians.
 
                 “I have spent the last day in deep counsel with Emperor Anduin and, with the advice of the Council and the guidance of the generals and admiralty, I have decided that the Terran Colonial Federate will enter into an alliance of faith with the Nangolani fleet. Though there is a long path before us, together we can share a burden that has taken so much from the galaxy.”
 
                 Alexander took a moment to drink from his glass of water. The next portion of his speech wasn’t written on the script. He hadn’t dared let a leak from a loose-lipped intern start a shitstorm in the press before he’d had a chance to get ahead of it. Taking a deep breath, he dived in. 
 
                 “It is with this task in mind that I will reinstitute the policy of a draft, compelling all men and women of appropriate age to join into a branch of service, to be started on Reformation Day next week. I understand this will be wholly unpopular, and I don’t like the idea of conscription any more than the reality. But we are now a civilization at war, and everyone must contribute to see this through. I make a promise to you, the united Terran people, that I will repeal the draft when the war is finished. I have much to discuss with our new allies, so I cannot take questions at this time. Thank you.”
 
                 Alexander turned from the podium, dodging the shouts and screams as he made his way over to his chief aide, Arthur Rhoden. The smaller Mars native was a political pick that Alexander had originally fought, but quickly learned to appreciate. Arthur had no interest in the petty squabbling that had nearly destroyed Earth’s closest neighbor. He kept Alexander’s schedule tight and made sure the High Chancellor was prepared for everything the day brought. Whatever his political leanings, the aide was an asset Alexander couldn’t live without. 
 
                 “How did I do?”Alexander asked.
 
                 Arthur’s eyes narrowed.“You realize you’re ending your career. This is going to make my job a hundred times harder.”
 
                 “I didn’t know I was such a burden to you.”
 
                 “Sir,”Arthur said breathlessly.“A draft is political suicide.”
 
                 Alexander started off down the hall toward his waiting car.“Not building an army is literal suicide. You saw the tapes. Those ships were incredible, and that was supposedly a vanguard.”              
 
                 “And they crumpled like tissue paper when Fleet engaged them. This is a ridiculous overreaction and it’s going to bite both of us in the ass.”Arthur combed his fingers through his light blonde hair.
 
                 The High Chancellor shot a withering look at his aide.“If their full armada is as large as Anduin said, we’ll need every able-bodied Terran to match them. And Arthur, let’s not forget who would take the fallout here. I appreciate your candid opinion, but this was my call.”
 
                 Donald Groves, Alexander’s head of security, approached from the parking lot. He spoke into a microphone on his cuff.“Lightning is moving toward the vehicle. Twenty seconds.”He fell into step with Alexander and Arthur, his hand hovering over his holster.“Sir, the car is coming around now. We cleared a path to Heathrow, and the shuttle is standing by to take you to Terra Node.” 
 
                 At the door, Donald halted the two men. A jet-black limousine pulled up almost immediately, and the Secret Service agent pulled his objective firmly but gently to the car. After putting the two civilians in their seats, Donald sat down and the limo took off. With a police escort, the trip to the high-speed transit tunnel took only a few minutes. Once on the magnetically controlled circuit, the limo shot up to three hundred miles an hour and sped toward England.
 
                 Alexander looked at his chief of security.“Donald,”he said.“You haven’t told me what you thought of the speech.”
 
                 Groves gritted his teeth, tracing his gray mustache with his fingers. He hated politics—didn’t care much for politicians, truth be told—but High Chancellor Burton thought of his security assets as more than just a shield.“Well, politically speaking, you blew it. You don’t earn loyalty by taking away freedoms, and that’s all these people care about nowadays.”His piercing green eyes remained focused on the surrounding traffic, darting from car to car.“Start forcing people into uniform and you’ll see the rebellions start right back up.”
 
                 “What freedoms am I taking away?”
 
                 Arthur spoke first.“How about the right to not have to serve in the military? There are more than twenty-nine billion citizens in the colonized systems, and fewer than one-in-a-thousand serve. What are you going to tell them when they realize all their plans have to be put off for three years while they risk their lives against an unknown, unmeasured threat?”
 
                 “But how can they sleep at night, not knowing what’s coming next?”Donald looked out the window, watching the lights of the tunnel whip past at unimaginable speed.“As I said, it’s a hard call. I can’t say if it’s the right one, but I would have done the same.”He shifted in his seat, adjusting the holster under his arm.“You know what the Chief of Staff will say.”
 
                 “I can’t please everyone,”Alexander said, settling into his seat and closing his eyes.“I guess I’ll settle for pissing off as few as possible.”He settled back in his seat, hoping for an hour’s sleep before the flight.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 He sat in a darkened den, smoke drifting lazily from the cigarette in between his fingers. The leather couch on which he sat was cracked and worn, older than most of the men who used it. Piercing blue eyes watched the glowing screen showing the High Chancellor’s speech. Political pundits tore the politician’s words apart, finding meaning and flaws to suit their station’s agenda. It was almost funny. 
 
                 “Alec, Alec, Alec,”the man said. He drew the name out with a faint southern drawl.“You’re making it too easy for me.”A young woman approached from the  back, offering a bottle of beer. The man took it with a smile, handing the pretty girl a folded credit note. She tucked the bill into her bra, winked, and went to serve more drinks.“He celebrates Reformation Day by reinstating an Imperial edict.”The man turned to share his little joke, but no one paid him any attention.
 
                 Around the room, groups of men busied themselves with various tasks, mindful to keep their noise down while their leader watched the TV. Some cleaned rifles, others played cards. Mostly, they sat and thought about the week to come. The mission had taken almost four years of planning, months of preparation, and now could crumble with the smallest slip. Not that they worried. They were never to concern themselves with failure, or the possibility thereof. Only the mission. 
 
                 The man couldn’t help but smile. If he could have met himself from fifteen years before, he wouldn’t even recognize what he had become. There wasn’t a proper word for him. Rebel? Terrorist? Monster? Hell, he’d be fine with disillusioned soldier, but the media loved to portray him as some kind of anti-establishment nut job. No matter. The hour of judgment approached so rapidly that he rarely slept anymore, lest he miss it. 
 
                 From inside one of his many hideaways, the man known as Jonah Blightman waited for his moment of triumph. Soldiers of the Red Hammer had waited too long for vengeance, but now that time was at hand. He looked down at the sprawled notebooks on the coffee table and began to go over his plan, beat by beat. It was complex, but not overly so. Contingencies were in place should any step go awry. And, in Jonah’s experience, plans like this had a tendency to stray off the intended path. 
 
                 If they succeeded, they would undo the damage of the past ten years in a single hour. An entire galaxy of people would know the extent of the lies told by the Federate. Jonah knew that the odds might fall against him, and that this would be his last trip out, but the time for doubt had long passed. So instead, in a chilly bar in Toronto, he prepared for his hour of glory. Looking over the plans for the attack, he felt a familiar numbness growing.
 
                 While Jonah looked at the reports from his various cells, one of his veterans approached. The old man smiled with a scarred face and placed a small tablet in front of his leader. 
 
                 “Everything is set, and the delivery boys are in place.”
 
                 “Good,”Jonah said.“Now let’s talk about Buenos Aires. The casualty estimates still feel too low.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
                 
 
                 The small scout ship slowed as it entered a suitable orbit speed. Neither pilot paid much attention to the nearby planet; it was more or less just a colorful distraction. They had seen hundreds of gas giants in the years scouting for the armada. A tone sounded and the computer took over control, allowing the commander and navigator to unhook and move toward the rear of the craft.
 
                 At the far end, near the engine compartment, a small computer flickered to life. The commander stared into the ether, reading the report from the external sensor array. Under his polarized faceplate, it was impossible to tell if he liked what he saw. The navigator went to a large control panel and pulled at a lever. Below deck, metal ground against metal as a hatch opened. 
 
                 “Ready to release,”the navigator said.
 
                 “Not yet.”
 
                 The subordinate nodded. He fidgeted, restless. It had been a tedious task, dropping the packages, but every moment was terrifying. Each box transmitted a particular signal, and there was only one ear tuned to that frequency. If they lingered too long...
 
                 “This is suitable,”the commander said.“Drop the pod.”
 
                 The navigator pulled a second lever and the scout ship rocked from side to side. A small sphere, no larger than a melon, popped out from a holding clamp in the cargo area and drifted into orbit over the gas giant. In seconds it was thousands of miles away. 
 
                 “Pod is away.”
 
                 The commander shut down the computer.“Quickly, we need to leave.”
 
                 They shuffled to their seats, strapping down as the navigator gunned the engines. Blue light flooded the interior of the cockpit as the small craft leapt into the Blue, disappearing in an instant.
 
                 Left behind, the orb drifted lazily in a sea of swirling gasses. As an automatic timer ticked down, the pod began to transmit. Wire and antennae slid out from hidden pockets, and a tone began to sound. The message was shot in all directions using powerful FTL relay boosts. But without the right decoder, all it sounded like was white noise with the occasional nav tone.
 
                 Tim...Tim...Tim...
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
   November 15, 2236
 
    
 
                 Kilo Squadron was preparing to turn back in before the signal appeared. They had reached hour three of their patrol without incident, and fuel was too precious to waste. The twenty Phoenix III fighters, combat veterans from the TFC Gettysburg, had received an analogous contact during a routine sweep of their carrier’s sector and been sent to investigate. Battle Group Tallus occupied the massive corridor known as the Valley of Giants. Made up of six enormous gas planets, the Valley led straight to the heart of the Venetian System. On one end of the path, the twin stars Romulus and Remus battled for position in a beautiful dance that took almost a full two years to complete. On the other end was the amber planet known as Tallus, the only habitable rock in the entire sector.
 
                 With only one planet and a few mining outposts to guard, Tallus group was understandably small. TFC Gettysburg, a second-class carrier, only housed two squadrons of fighters and a flight of Seed bombers. Escorted by the destroyers Cambridge and Cape Cod, the three-ship strike force existed as a deterrent to the odd rebel group or pirate raiding party, nothing more. On most tours, the twin missile frigates Tigris and Euphrates would be on the flanks, but both were down for annual services. The crew all agreed that this was the worst time to run short-staffed.
 
                 Tallus lived on the edge of Terran space, far removed from the safety and security of New Eden or even the tightly contested Colorum Belt. Tallus Node paled in comparison to her progenitor near Earth. With only seventeen connected tubes, the station was barely big enough for her crew of twenty. Most of the civilian workers commuted rather than live aboard, favoring a lengthy flight each day over sleeping in space. Despite years of scientific research, most of the civilized galaxy remained convinced that gravity was essential to a safe night’s rest. 
 
                 In the silver-striped Squadron Commander ship, Captain Frank Dunham took point on a sweep of the Valley. He shifted his large frame in the chair, trying to work out a kink in his back. At forty-three, he was long-passed his prime for piloting, but Tallus was short on officers. He stifled a yawn and began a slow banking turn to port. Over his shoulder he could just make out a winking light. A little longer, he thought, and we’ll be back aboard the bus.
 
                 Gettysburghad detected radiological disturbances coming from Venetian Four, the mammoth green orb in the middle of the planet-lined pathway. Given Chief Officer Rodriguez’s warnings about a possible reprisal from the Boxti, every anomaly had to be investigated fully. Almost at the end of their fuel capacity, and far beyond the limit of their patience, Kilo wing was about finished.
 
                 “Kilo, this is one,”Dunham said.“Send me your SitReps.”He pulled at the straps on his flight suit. The armor was sitting tighter on the chest than it used to. There wasn’t much to do aboard the aging carrier, so Dunham spent most of his time at the gym. He smiled. Could be worse. Could be tight around the middle. He leaned over and bit down on his water line, taking a large mouthful and swallowing it down. Chimes sounded on his console and situation reports from his wingmen filtered in.
 
                 Still nothing.  Somehow that made it worse.
 
                 Word of the attack over Luna spread fast on the FTL network. There wasn’t a man or woman in the galaxy who hadn’t watched the video feed. Everywhere in the universe, a cloud of dread hung over the populace. For some, it was fear of this new and unknown threat that had invaded their galaxy without any sort of warning. For others, it was plain xenophobia for these new“allies.”A month without any sighting of the enemy had quieted the tension only so much, and the Nangolani were regarded with more and more suspicion. 
 
                 On Earth, activist groups marched daily outside the offices of the Council, calling for the removal of all alien vessels from human space. Out on the rim, Tallus was yet unaffected by such events, but the uncertainty pervaded the system like a plague.  
 
                 “Overwatch,”Frank said over the net.“You picking up anything?”
 
                 Aboard Gettysburg, Lieutenant Junior Grade Kaileen Nuvarian drummed her fingers on her console. Her uniform was crisp and hugged her athletic frame, bulging out under her left knee to make room for a thick plaster cast. The dark orange jumpsuit made her pale skin even lighter. She chewed on her lower lip as another blank report came back. 
 
                 “Nothing, Kilo. Skies are clear.” 
 
                 Inside the tactical center for Gettysburg, the young officer aided her fellow pilots in the snipe hunt. She’d rather have been out in her bomber, flying alongside her friends, but she was the only officer aboard with any training time on the new projectors.  That and a broken tibia put her out of action for the time being. It meant a comfortable room near the bridge, but also excessive boredom.
 
                 “Roger, overwatch.”Frank sighed audibly.“We’re ten mikes to bingo out here. Show us RTB.”
 
                 Kaileen blew a strand of black hair away from her face.“I copy, return to base.”
 
                 For the other pilots in the wing, the tedium was palpable.“This is some fucking borex, sir.”Kilo three, a rat-faced Tallus native, griped into the net.“Pucker factor is zero.”
 
                 Three’s wingman laughed. The chubby pilot chimed in.“So pretty much on par with your last date.”
 
                 “Fuck you, Olsen.”
 
                 “Not with your teeny little pencil dick.”
 
                 Another voice said,“Who sent us on this snipe hunt?”
 
                 “Would you believe this came from our new gray buddies?”
 
                 “Fuck that,”Kilo seven added.“I don’t need some bug-eyed freak telling me what to do.”
 
                 Dunham barked,“Cut the goddamn chatter.”The radio went silent.“Keep some fucking discipline until we land.”He didn’t actually care. It was a local net; Gettysburg could only see that they were talking to each other, not listen in on the conversation. But like the chore itself, their griping had become painfully routine. 
 
                 Back aboard the carrier, Kaileen’s terminal chirped as an unknown signature winked into existence. She tapped the screen, resolving the contact until it stuck. Long range radar had something, but couldn’t identify the object at this distance. Couldn’t be them, she thought. Intel says we can barely track the aliens with our systems. Her pulse quickened all the same.
 
                 “Kilo, this is overwatch. Come in.”
 
                 “Overwatch, Kilo. Go ahead.”Dunham let his mind drift to the bottle of Belgian ale he had stashed in his quarters. He’d never needed a beer more. It was breaking seven different regulations, including a federal statute against alcohol on a military vessel. Still, the worst that could happen would be a few days in the brig. Last time he’d been down there, Chief Petty Officer Harrison had taught him a dozen new dirty jokes and lost a hundred credits in a game of poker. 
 
                 Kaileen reset the radar and gave it a moment to refresh. The same unidentified objects appeared. Kaileen pulled at her hair, concerned but certain of needed to happen. She opened the channel to Kilo and waited for the tone.“Kilo, this is Overwatch. You have neighbors in your yard, quadrant 921, sector 113. Identify and report. How copy?”She waited while the pilot confirmed with his own radar before responding. 
 
                 Frank looked down at his screen, finding it clear.“Overwatch, are you sure that’s a good read?”Suddenly a small green dot popped into existence, just on the far side of the planet.“Check that, Overwatch, I have contact on approach. We’re low on fuel, so this is going to be a quick peek.”
 
                 “Roger, good hunting. Overwatch out.”
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 New Freeman, the capital of Tallus, covered almost an entire continent. The arid planet stored most of its water underground, only supporting one meager ocean and a few dozen rivers. This kept the temperature aboveground  warm and dry, perfect for the scientific communities that called the rock their home. Natives often found it hard to take other atmospheres if they ever vacationed, so accustomed had they become to the vapor-free air. Tourism, on the other hand, was almost nonexistent. 
 
                 Most Terrans forgot that Tallus, not New Eden, had been the first colonized planet. Though farther out in the galaxy, the orange planet had been the savior of the International Space Commission’s catastrophic Odyssey voyage. Launched over 150 years before, Odyssey used Strider technology to race for new horizons. Only five days in, the massive ship inadvertently entered Blue Space while passing by the asteroid Vesta. Dragged millions of kilometers off course, Odyssey found itself floating in the center of a strange and otherworldly formation of gas giants.
 
                 Concerned with repairing the extensive damage the ship had taken in the blue tunnel, the captain of the voyage brought them down on a new, golden planet. Landing near the only source of water, the scientist aboard were baffled to discover how similar the atmosphere was to Earth’s own. Days later, the crew emerged from their battered boat and stepped foot on alien soil. Not knowing how far from home they truly were, the crew began their mission in earnest, building a small settlement and starting experiments on the myriad of local wildlife. 
 
                 Nearly eight years passed before contact was regained with Earth. The spinning FTL receiver caught wind of a transmission several thousand lightyears away. Hours later, the captain was able to have a slow, lag-plagued conversation with a controller back on Titan. Days later, the crew was able to talk to families long lost to the distant stars. It was a momentous occasion, not only for the success of the mission, but for the possibility of return. 
 
                 It took the effort of every man and woman in the Odyssey crew to build a suitable relay node and place it into orbit. The ship was too damaged to return to Earth, and the only way to ensure a rescue mission would be to rely on home for help. A plan was hatched and put into motion. Luckily, the years of research on the planet had led to a small but thriving community outside Odyssey. Shelters turned into homes, and the center of Freeman—named after the captain—was founded. 
 
                 The hell of it was, when Earth finally reached Tallus, Odyssey’screw didn’t want to leave. They were already home. And with the advent of Blue Drive technology, more and more Terrans flocked to the dry landscape to carve out their own slice of freedom. Platinum mining became an extremely profitable business, and the population grew rapidly. Now united under new government, and still playing home to Fleet’s training field in the Valley, Tallus sparkled as a gem amidst the galaxy. 
 
                 The swift rotation of the small planet led to short days at only 18 hours. Schools were letting out as the twin blue suns began to tango their way down below the horizon. It was the magic hour, when the city lights hadn’t yet drowned out the faint yet visible Valley overhead. Third-grader Natalie Barkovski stopped to wave up at the sky toward the slow-moving speck of light that orbited her world. She smiled a toothy grin and shouted. 
 
                 “Have a good night, mom!”
 
    
 
   -                            IV-
 
    
 
                 “Contact, vector nine-zero.”
 
                 Dunham looked at the distant curve of the approaching gas giant and saw light reflect off a glossy black hull. He brought his fighter to bear and saw the convoy: A black vessel, almost as long as a Terran frigate, orbited Venetian Four. The pilot could hardly understand what he was seeing. A large funnel dangled by a long tether into the swirling gasses, sucking up the emerald cloud. Five fighters, four Y-shaped ships and a larger command variant, circled the vessel. 
 
                 “Overwatch,”Dunham said.“This is Kilo. We have visual on enemy targets. Eyes on five fighters and one...looks to be frigate-class, if not bigger.”
 
                 Kaileen tried to adjust her radar controls to pick up the enemy signal, but the planet’s gravity played havoc with the system. She turned to face the commander, Captain Gregorovich. The aging war vet sat placidly in his chair, smoking a fat cigar. He hadn’t said a word in almost an hour, and most of the crew thought he had fallen asleep again. 
 
                 “Sir, Kilo has enemy contact. We’re within striding distance.”
 
                 Gregorovich glared at Kaileen.“And waste fuel? Kilo has twenty fighters, what are they looking at that they can’t handle?”
 
                 Kaileen spoke with Dunham over the comm before answering.“Captain Dunham says he has five fighters and a frigate-class vessel.”
 
                 The commander laughed.“Tell him to stop begging mommy for help and to face the big bully on his own. Weapons free. A few Harpies and the whole show will be over. We’d arrive about thirty minutes too late, lieutenant. No reason to even spin the engines.”He tapped the ash off his cigar into a waiting cup.“Comms, send a notice to Fleet that enemy ships have been spotted. Hell, we’ll probably get medals out of this.”
 
                 She didn’t like the Captain, but their was no reason to argue. He was, on all accounts, making a sound judgement call. After reviewing the tapes from Luna, the odds were clearly stacked in Kilo’s favor. She passed along the order to Dunham to engage. 
 
                 In his fighter, Frank sent the word electronically, setting a target for each wingman pair.“Arm Harpies, stand by to engage.”Lights winked along his HUD as the other pilots acknowledged a lock on target. At this range, the Boxti fighters wouldn’t even know what hit them. Still, Dunham couldn’t shake a strange feeling. His radar had no trouble picking up these targets, but the report from Sol had said Boxti fighters required laser lock on. And the coordination in the security patrol was uncanny, as opposed to the reckless flying seen on the vids from Luna.
 
                 He pushed his doubt aside, arming a pair of missiles. Whatever the oddities may be, he had an order to eliminate the threat. Nothing his squadron couldn’t handle in two salvos or less.“Weapons free. Fire at will.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 At her post aboard Tallus Node Bravo, Rebecca Barkovski dozed at her computer. She’d taken the graveyard shift aboard the civilian vessel years before as a way to supplement her husband’s meager income, but it never got easier to be so far from home three days out of the week. Even the beautiful vista, overlooking the nebulous Valley of Giants, had lost its luster after a thousand days. In this economy, however, any paying gig was important. They wanted another child, and there were few opportunities in the private sector on Tallus. So Rebecca resigned herself to her position and soldiered on. 
 
                 The usual alerts flashed across her screen. An asteroid had been identified several million kilometers away. TSI had already flagged it for retrieval, so there was nothing for her to do. Fleet was engaged in some sort of training mission in the Valley—nothing new there. She would have been more surprised if there wasn’t another set of war games happening. A travel advisory was posted to all Terran planets until Fleet intelligence could determine where the Boxti armada was based. After a month without a sighting, though, most people figured the aliens had no interest in squaring off against humanity again.
 
                 An alarm sounded. Just an alert, not a full Bells-to-Hell shitstorm. Rebecca tapped a few keys on her keyboard to check the report. An Observer drone sent in a garbled transmission, something about an unauthorized FTL broadcast. The channel was unknown, but it didn’t give the civilian any reason to worry. Observers were notoriously neurotic and flagged just about everything that happened in space. Her first tour on the Node, an Observer had spent the entire shift insisting an invasion was imminent. After scrambling the entire Tallus SP, it was found that a cloud of debris from a passing junk hauler had drifted into Tallus’gravity well. After that, Rebecca found it hard to take the little robots seriously. 
 
                 She added the report to a list of items sent to TSI control back on the ground and gave it no more thought. A poker game was starting behind her, and she was pretty sure her co-workers still had money to lose. Smiling, she pushed away from her computer and drifted over. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Kilo, report!”
 
                 Only a few minutes had passed since initial contact with the Boxti frigate and neither Captain Dunham, nor anyone from his squadron, had so much as cursed over the radio. Kaileen couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone wrong. The odds had been heavily stacked in the Terrans’favor, including the all-important element of surprise. There was no reason to think complete victory had not been achieved, and yet the hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. 
 
                 “Kilo, this is Overwatch. Report your status.”She looked at Gregorovich, frowning.“Sir, I’ve got nothing. We need to head over there and make sure they’re alive.”
 
                 The elderly commander sighed, easing himself into a more professional sitting position. He paused, gathering his thoughts for an interminable few seconds before responding.“Are you giving orders now, Lieutenant?”He smiled, but his eyes were anything but warm. 
 
                 Kaileen bit her tongue and let out a short breath through her nostrils.“No, sir. I am recommending that we investigate and make sure our fighter squadron is alive.”
 
                 Gregorovich yawned, stretching his limbs out like a cat.“But they’re so far away. At Stride speed we’re a half-an-hour from Venetian Four, and I had every intention of heading back toward Tallus after Kilo returned.”
 
                 “But sir!”She threw her arms in the air and turned toward the communications officer.“Can we get a visual on that sector of space? A satellite or something?”
 
                 Gregorovich’s face reddened.“Lieutenant, belay that order.” 
 
                 “Goddamnit,”Kaileen said. She hobbled over to the communication terminal, shoving the scrawny soldier aside and scrolling through the various contacts on the screen. She found one she liked and dragged it up, flicking it toward the main terminal. An image of the gas giant appeared, though nothing else could be seen.“Move us up a few hundred kilometers and we should have an angle over the top. We’ll be able to see where they reported the contacts.”
 
                 “Lieutenant Nuvarian,”the Captain said.“Your shift is over. Go back to medical.”
 
                 Kaileen wheeled around, her eyes full of fire.“Sir,”she began. 
 
                 “Not another word. Lieutenant Marcos can run the projector. Now get back to your physical therapy before I make it an order. There is nothing going on here.”
 
                 She felt her temperature rising, blood pumping hot through her veins. Her mouth was open before her brain could register the danger.“We’ve lost contact with twenty fighters, and this is the first interaction with the enemy since Luna. What if this was an ambush? What if they’re all dead already.”She was breathing hard now.“How can you be so fucking stupid?” 
 
                 A second passed before her words struck him. 
 
                 Gregorovich rose from his chair, his face red.“Get her the FUCK off my bridge!”He shook with rage, his cigar falling from his lips and tumbling to the ground.“I want her remanded to the brig. A weekat half rations!”Two MPs appeared, hands on their holsters. They didn’t appear worried that the hundred-and-ten-pound pilot with one good leg would be a threat. 
 
                 Kaileen’s momentary shock didn’t mean she wanted to go quietly. When the first MP grabbed her arm she brought her elbow back hard. The poor sergeant collapsed against the wall, gasping. The other soldier grabbed her wrist and bent it behind her back until she cried out. Together the two men cuffed the lieutenant and dragged her from the room. She looked at her feet as they dragged her briskly down the halls to the brig. 
 
                 After an oxygen tank had proven faulty a week earlier, the brig had been temporarily moved to an adjacent escape pod. The small space was actually less hospitable than the brig cell, and the controls were all hardwired to a panel outside the airlock. One of the soldiers opened the door to the pod and guided Kaileen inside. Before shutting the door, he handed her a combat ration with a grin. 
 
                 “I’ll be here if you want to go another round.”He sealed the hatch and disappeared from view. 
 
                 Taking a seat inside the escape pod, Kaileen rested her head against the cool wall. The vibrations from the ship calmed her nerves and carried up inside her cast to sooth her sore leg. Before long, the adrenaline wore off and she fell into a fitful rest. 
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexander awoke aboard Imperion One, the capital frigate of the High Chancellor. Opulent to the point of excess, Imperion had been designed during the first years of the United Earth Council, after the Empirical War. The schematics sat unused for almost a half century before being revised by the Council  toward the end of the twenty-second century. Platinum and titanium composites covered every inch of the hull, gilded with a gold carbon fitting. The sleek and futuristic curves of the frigate made it the source of envy and admiration for every politician in the council. 
 
                 The High Chancellor sat up from the couch in his office, shaking off the last vestiges of sleep. He rubbed his eyes and blinked until they became clear. Alice, a young staffer, appeared with a steaming cup of coffee and a piece of wheat toast. The chief executive took the cup and sipped, knowing it would already be the right temperature. The perks of the job were not lost on him. He grimaced at the bitter taste, but the drink was strong and exactly what he needed at the moment. 
 
                 For a moment he was somewhere else, sipping piping hot and bitter coffee grounds from a rusty metal can. His senses are overwhelmed by the stench of smoke and blood and shit, and there are literally thousands of voices crying out for help or death or mama. As quickly as it began, the episode ended. Alexander was back in his room, surrounded by soft colors and solid wood furniture. His hands were still shaking as he wiped away the tears he knew had come. Cry out the demons, his doctor had always told him.
 
                 Once the caffeine kicked in, and he felt more composed, Alexander stood and walked out of the room. Donald appeared at his side, the silent shadow. Alexander gave him a nod but otherwise kept quiet. He wasn’t sure if his voice would still shake. 
 
                 As they neared the end of the hall, Alexander heard two men arguing loudly. Normally he would smile and enjoy the brief moment he had before joining in the conversation, but now it just tweaked his frayed nerves even more. Donald opened the door and they walked into the din.
 
                 Arthur and Jerry Ahmad, Alexander’s Chief of Staff, sat in the conference room debating. Jerry, a former CEO, had never been a fan of“the game.”Politics, as he would often say, was a place for the greedy and power-hungry. The age of representing the people seemed to have passed long before interstellar flight, but the added distance made ruling over a galaxy of individuals an impossible task. Alexander lamented the fact that, without his army of counsellors, presidents and governors, running the known universe would be a pipe dream. Not that he’d asked for the job, but he’d suffer through the role nonetheless.
 
                 Arthur had other ideas on the subject. Raised in a generation where the Terran Colonization Policy was almost a reality, he felt expansion was not only a goal but a destiny. Many of his contemporaries felt the same, and the chambers of the Centurial Council often fell into argument over the future of the human race. Alexander didn’t like the idea of turning a barely functioning federate into an empire. Two centuries had passed since the failed rule of Emperor Norton, and no one was eager to reopen that wound. 
 
                 “Alexander,”Jerry said, standing.“About time you woke up. I figured you’d just decided to go peacefully rather than wade through another year of this crap.”He shook the High Chancellor’s hand with an iron grip.“Arthur here was trying his best not to fall behind in an adult conversation.”Jerry turned to face the young man.“I commend the attempt, but next time leave the politics to the big boys.”
 
                 Arthur turned beet red. He was used to sparring with Mr. Ahmad, but losing never got easier.“Chancellor, this idea of a draft is already kicking us in the teeth. The media is running with the idea that you’re preparing to garrison the colonies.”
 
                 Alexander raised an eyebrow at that thought.“Wouldn’t hurt to put a few hundred thousand boots on the ground around the major cities. Maybe impose martial law.”He clapped Arthur on the back.“Good thinking, Arthur. I may just name this plan after you.”
 
                 “That’s not funny, sir.”
 
                 Alexander laughed.“I don’t intend on ending my short career at the end of a rope, Arthur. Life shall go on as normal for the growing planets, and eventually the Council will come to understand the need for the military build-up.”He turned toward Jerry.“There are, what, nine carriers in the Fleet total?”
 
                 “Eight,”the Chief of Staff said.“They never finished building the C.C.”
 
                 “What’s the C.C.?”Arthur asked. 
 
                 Jerry rapped the conference table, bringing up the built-in screen, and typed in the phrase Command Carrier.“It was going to be the be-all-end-all for orbital superiority. Packing the most powerful arsenal ever fielded by humanity. Basically a mobile, offensive planetoid.”
 
                 “Jesus.”The aide paled at the thought.“And they scrapped it?”
 
                 Alexander nodded.“Before my time. Part of the Martian’s demands for signing the treaty was that we halt all production on carriers. Made sense at the time.”
 
                 “Who could have known what a decade would bring?”Jerry let out a long sigh and stretched.“Wish we had a hundred of them now.”
 
                 Alexander’s face lost the playful attitude as he looked out of a nearby porthole.“You didn’t hear the things Emperor Anduin said, the stories he could tell. Species who were unprepared for this menace didn’t survive.”He took another sip from his cup.“Give it another few weeks and the dogs will find another bone to chew on. Maybe we can start the debate on changing the calendar again.”
 
                 Arthur fumed.“This isn’t the most appropriate time to be taking a lackadaisical attitude.” 
 
                 “I think it’s my head on the chopping block, Arthur. I’ll take whatever attitude I need.”
 
                 “Alexander,”Jerry said.“Let’s get back to this alliance of which you’re so fond.” 
 
                 “Please,”the High Chancellor said.“Don’t start now.”
 
                 “We have known about these people for less than a month. Are you sure we can take anything they say at face value?”
 
                 Alexander pinched the meat of his left hand, savoring the bite from the chunk of metal inside.“Of course not. I’m not stupid, Jerry. But we don’t have too many options here. Am I supposed to call upon our vast array of alien intelligence networks to verify Anduin’s claims? We don’t have anything on this race. Not a goddamn thing. And I do find it more than a little convenient that they found us right on our own porch. But what can I do? They have so far laid bare their entire fleet for our inspection. They’ve allowed our scientists to comb over their ships. They’ve shared charts, histories and just about everything you can imagine with us. And that’s in the last twenty days. Only God can imagine what we are going to know tomorrow, and I have to take the big risks while we still have such luxuries. If this threat is as dire at they make it out to be, it’s going to get real ugly and real quick.”
 
                 “Alexander,”Jerry began. 
 
                 “No. I don’t need pandering, criticizing or argument right now. I need my cabinet, my generals and another cup of coffee. We can spend the rest of our lives bickering over how we handled the beginning. I want to know how we’re going to wage our war.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Gettysburg pulled further from the gravity well of Venetian Four, flying further into the center of the Valley. Almost an hour had passed without word from the fighter squadron, and Captain Gregorovich was beginning to doubt his earlier convictions.
 
                 “Anything on scope?”he asked. 
 
                 The radar officer shook his head.“Still getting a lot of interference, sir.”
 
                 Gregorovich bit his fingernails. His heart pounded quickly and sweat ran cold down his spine. He squirmed in his seat, eager for any news.“Come on, what’s taking so damn long?”
 
                 “Wait,”the radar officer said.“I’ve got something.”
 
                 No one on the bridge spoke, and the only sound was the soft click of buttons being pressed. The radar officer aligned the powerful lenses on the carrier’s scope and focused in on the coordinates, bringing the image up on screen. Gregorovich groaned. 
 
                 The battle was clearly over. A Boxti frigate, larger than any seen before, floated amidst a field of debris. Twenty blackened husks were all that remained of Kilo Squadron. The alien fighters patrolled the wreckage, pulling apart the Terran ships with tentacle-like cables.
 
                 “Sir, what do you want to do?”
 
                 Gregorovich couldn’t speak. He could hardly breath.“Start the feed. We need to record this.”
 
                 The radar officer complied, typing in a few commands before letting the system take over. Using a long-distance laser range finder, the camera focused on the frigate and began recording. 
 
                 “Do you want Delta Squadron prepped for launch?”
 
                 “What?”Gregorovich asked.“What do you mean?”
 
                 The young lieutenant gestured toward the alien vessel.“We’re not exactly hiding, sir. If they look in this direction, they’re going to see us.”
 
                 “And we’ll be more than an hour away. We can jump to Tallus and raise the alarm. It’ll give us the advantage.”
 
                 Before anyone could speak, an alarm sounded. The radar officer’s face blanched.“Sir, they’ve flashed us. I’ve got active scans on every system.”He worked furiously, running through his countermeasures and watching each fail.“They’re turning this way.”
 
                 “I’m getting strange energy signatures from the enemy frigate,”the navigation officer said.
 
                 Gregorovich felt the walls closing in.“Prepare us for a jump to Tallus. Plot coordinates and spin up the Blue drive.”
 
                 Then, in a flash of light, the Boxti vanished from the screen. Silence smothered the bridge like a blanket. 
 
                 “Where...where did they go?”The captain asked. 
 
                 A new alarm sounded, louder and more insistent. Red strobes flickered to life and pulsed on and off. The radar officer screamed to be heard over the din. 
 
                 “Collision alert! Something’s way too close, sir.”
 
                 “Show it to me. Where is it?”Gregorovich couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He gripped the chair with white knuckles.“Damnit, what is happening?”
 
                 The screen changed to a different camera and the crew gasped as one. Only a few hundred meters away, the Boxti frigate took aim and fired. Missiles streaked out of every port, arcing toward the human carrier. Immediately the bridge sprang to life, officers and enlisted rushing to activated defenses and counterattack. Captain Gregorovich didn’t move, but rather stared at the smaller ship like a deer in headlights. 
 
                 “But that’s impossible,”he whimpered.“Impossible.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 
 
                 An explosion rocked Gettysburg, sending Kaileen sprawling onto the grated floor. Her head smacked into the bench support. Stars danced in front of her eyes and she felt something warm and wet run down her forehead. 
 
                 “Alert! Battle stations.  All crew are to report immediately. Alert!”The automated alarm sounded at full blast, mixed in with warbling klaxons and flashing red strobes. From inside the modified escape pod, Kaileen could only watch the throngs of soldiers and crew run past her small window, their voices a cacophony of confusion. Another hit knocked her to the ground again. 
 
                 Finding the intercom, Kaileen contacted the MP outside.“What the hell is going on?”
 
                 “We’re under attack,”the response came. The MP’s voice was pained, and Kaileen could tell he’d been injured.“Boxti fighters. They pushed through our defenses. Cambridgeis gone, and we’re venting.”
 
                 “How many of them?”She longed for a window, any way of seeing what was going on outside. 
 
                 A cough.“I dunno. Maybe five.”
 
                 Five?She couldn’t believe it. Fleet engaged hundreds of fighters at Luna and it was a turkey shoot. How could five tiny ships reap so much damage?“Let me out,”she said.“I can help, I can fight.”
 
                 His response was cut off by another explosion. She heard something smack into the bulkhead, a sound like a ripe watermelon exploding. The pod shook and began sounding its own alarm. Kaileen looked over at the controls, watching them light up like a Christmas tree. A countdown appeared on the monitor, running backwards from sixty seconds.
 
                 “Shit.”
 
                 On the bridge, Gregorovich gripped his chair for dear life as the ship lurched horribly to starboard. Fires raged in five compartments, effectively cutting the carrier in half. All of the ship’s fighters and bombers had been launched, and all floated dead in the slag-filled space around Gettysburg. The battle had lasted minutes, the Terrans’weapons all but useless against the alien onslaught. 
 
                 It made no sense. The Captain had watched the Luna tapes again and again. He’d listened to the debrief from Commodore Osaka and Commander DeHart. The enemy was not so powerful that it could not be beaten. And a Phoenix III fighter was said to be a match for seven Y-Fighters. So how had only five managed to annihilate one destroyer, incapacitate another and cripple a carrier and her escort?
 
                 Another missile drove into the engine room before exploding, taking out the gravity generator with it. Crewmembers floated about the bridge, trying desperately to attach their tethers. Gregorovich made his decision. He activated his handheld mic, ready to order the evacuation of all personnel. He lifted the handset to his lips, took a deep breath, and prepared to speak. 
 
                 As the Captain readied his order, a barbed black missile drove straight through the top hull, embedding itself in the tiled floor on the bridge. The commander had a moment to register the impact before the warhead exploded, vaporizing everyone inside.
 
                 Kaileen strapped into the control seat, bracing herself for launch. As the timer hit zero, the docking clamps released and the engines engaged. The Gettysburg broke apart around the ExoPod, debris and shrapnel pinging off the hull. Kaileen saw something hit the windshield and roll past. It moved too quickly for her to really have a good look, but she caught a blur of clothing, arms and legs, and a face frozen in fear. Squeezing her eyes shut, Kaileen rode the shockwaves and prayed. 
 
                 As the tiny pod raced away from the fray, the Boxti fighters cleaned up. The two destroyers were pounded with fire until all that remained was melted slag. Finally it was just Gettysburg, limping along with one remaining engine and an exposed core. The Boxti frigate closed in, warming up its weapon systems. As Kaileen’s cell tumbled away into the distance, the massive ship fired into the heart of the Terran carrier, obliterating everything. A glowing blue shockwave spread out from the explosion, the heat dissolving everything it touched until all that remained of the battle were specks of melted glass and pieces of hull. 
 
                 Their enemy destroyed, the Boxti fighters returned to dock on the outside of the frigate. When all the smaller ships had returned, the large vessel tore off in search of bigger game. 
 
                 Behind them, barely conscious inside her spinning prison, Kaileen drifted along with the rest of the dead.
 
    
 
                 *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Across the reaches of the galaxy, in a dark and unknown system, a message arrived. The words shimmered on a dim screen inside an unlit chamber. With a groan, an immense form rose from its slumber to read the text.
 
                 “We have been attacked by an unknown force. All have been destroyed.”
 
                 The creature’s four eyes scanned the note again and again, its mind turning the information over until it was satisfied with the response.“Are there more nearby?”
 
                 A momentary pause as the question traversed the billion lightyears in between, and then:“A small colony at the edge of the system. Mostly civilians.”
 
                 “Make an example of them.”
 
                 “We request help.”
 
                 The creature took a moment to relish the excitement ahead. The answer was sent quickly. 
 
                 “We are coming.”
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
                 
 
    
 
   November 16, 2236
 
    
 
                 A knock at the door pulled Alexander away from his notes. He’d been reading through a series of reports following the ongoing TSI investigation into some new nonsensical scientific experiment, and understanding exactly none of it. An aide ducked his head in, face red from the embarrassment of interrupting his boss. Alexander waved a hand to put the boy at ease. 
 
                 “What is it?”he asked with a yawn. He looked at the clock, amazed that it was already three in the morning. He set down the report, wincing at the oncoming headache. Truth be told, he was looking for a distraction. For a straight month, he’d been eaten alive in the press over his institution of the draft. 
 
                 The aide stayed at the door.“There’s an alert out, sir. Code Red 11.”
 
                 That got Alexander’s attention. He sat up, immediately alert, and slipped into his shoes. He was out the door a moment later, his security speed-walking to keep up. At the meeting room, Jerry and Arthur were already on their second cups of coffee. Jerry looked worse for wear, with his five o’clock shadow and rumpled clothing. Arthur was immaculate as always, looking as though he’d woken up hours before and had taken his time grooming. 
 
                 Admiral of the Line John Walker paced the room, shouting into a phone. Military men and heads-of-state alike dodged his path as he wore down the carpet with each thumping step. His dress uniform rattled, medals clanging together. Normally he would be wearing a flight suit, but he had come straight from a press junket to assist with the crisis.“Give me the numbers,”he said. His hand shot out, fingers snapping at a young captain. The subordinate responded by handing over a pen and paper, which the commander of the Terran Fleet used to jot down notes from the call.
 
                 The High Chancellor gripped the doorposts.“What happened?”
 
                 Walker turned, his silver eyes bloodshot. Alexander knew the news before he heard it. Nothing good ever happened at this hour. His Chief of Staff fought a series of emotions, trying to prepare a measured statement for the Chief Executive. Arthur managed to shake his head before speaking.
 
                 “There’s been an attack,”Arthur said.“Fleet lost a strike group near Tallus.”
 
                 Alexander’s blood ran cold. The honeymoon’s over. They gave us a month to prepare. He wiped a sudden film of perspiration from his forehead. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was cotton-dry. Looking around the room, he saw a half-dozen heads of state, as well as every military man aboard the ship. Whatever had happened, the reaction was enormous. 
 
                 “How many lost?”he managed to ask. 
 
                 One of the lower ranking generals—Alexander couldn’t help but notice the oxymoronic value of that idea—walked over with a casualty report.“It looks like all hands. There must have been hundreds of ships to take on a carrier and escort.”
 
                 “The Gettysburgwasn’t traveling with a full group,”one of the admirals chimed in.“Only two destroyers, but that should have been enough from the intel the Nangolani provided. A small mining operation with minimal security...it should have been a cakewalk.”
 
                 Arthur looked up.“How did they get that information?”
 
                 “Years of experience,”a voice said. The man wore a jet black suit without any name or rank. Only the golden pin of an eye on his lapel held any significance. His eyes were covered by opaque sunglasses and his skin was pale and dry. It was easy to see where his type earned the name“ghosts.”As he spoke, the other voices quieted down.“The Nangolani have been hunted by the Boxti for a lifetime. They’ve come to learn a few things.”
 
                 The aide persisted.“But knowing the exact location of a mining group?”
 
                 “Irrelevant.”The man straightened up, gathering papers from the table into a slim briefcase.“They knew the enemy was in our system, what resources they needed and where they would likely go to get them.”
 
                 “Seems a little suspicious.”
 
                 The agent grinned.“Not every tragedy has a conspiracy behind it.”He walked out without another word, his phone out and dialing. 
 
                 “Captain Gregorovich wasn’t stupid,”Walker said, ending his call. The hulking five-star admiral shouldered past the lower-ranking officers and stood before the High Chancellor.“He didn’t even get a chance to send a proper broadcast. All we have is a contact report that must have been from his scout units.”
 
                 Alexander fought to maintain a strict poker face. Strike Group Tallus wasn’t just the aging carrier and a few destroyers. The bulk of the armada was devised of heavy frigates and two cruisers. All were down for repairs at the moment, but Tallus had never been a dangerous place. Besides, the Gettysburg was a match for a hundred Boxti warships.
 
                 “What was the contact report?”
 
                 Walker looked down at his notes.“Five ships, one large frigate. Conducting some sort of operation near Venetian Four.”
 
                 Arthur set down his tablet, swiping his fingers over the glass to clear the screen. He rubbed his face, groaning.“It must been the tip of one very big iceberg.”
 
                 Something wasn’t rubbing Alexander the right way. A tickle in the back of his mind. He looked around the room again, trying to place his sense of unease. The assembled generals and heads of staff all remained active, shouting into their phones and poring over computer consoles. Staffers ran in and out, bringing coffee and updated reports from the FTL receiver. Shaking off the feeling, Alexander went to Jerry.
 
                 “We’ll need to rally the rest of Tallus’available defenses. Send out an alert to President Newman. He needs Sector Patrol in the air immediately, and any and all pilots to get into fighters to prepare for an attack. Evacuation of civilians is the priority. Once they’ve managed to jump out, we can bring in the rest of Fleet.”He paused. Everyone in the room had gone silent and stared at him blankly.“What?”
 
                 Walker put a hand on Alexander’s shoulder.“Mr. Chancellor. We haven’t been able to reach anyone on Tallus in fifteen minutes.”
 
                 That dropped him. Alexander fell into a chair, his legs simply giving out.“What do you...how can we have lost contact?”
 
                 This time it was Jerry at his side. He handed the politician a glass of water.“About an hour after the report, Tallus went dark. No FTL traffic, no relay responses, nothing. The entire area disappeared from our board. We’ve tried accessing the TSI Observer network, but nothing is showing up. It’s as if the entire planet and everything around it simply vanished.”
 
                 Alexander’s mind raced so fast he became dizzy.“Could they have pulled the plug voluntarily?”
 
                 The Admiral shook his head.“Tallus, of all places, would never enact the Ronin Protocol.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,”Arthur said, raising a hand.“You can’t be talking about the invasion plan.”
 
                 Jerry shook his head, gesturing for Arthur to lower his arm.“The Ronin Protocol was a failsafe put in during the Emigration War. If the planet was taken, the leaders would cut all ties with the rest of the galaxy, trapping the invaders in a single system. But that assumes the aliens can piggyback our nodes.”
 
                 “Jesus.”Arthur looked exasperated.“Well, how do we know it’s not that?”
 
                 The Chief of Staff smiled patiently.“Arthur, it isn’t uncommon to lose communication with another planetary system. The distances involved are staggering, and the technology that keeps the colonies together is as fragile as glass. A solar flare could have knocked out a relay, or just simple human error.”
 
                 Sipping at his water, Alexander scrambled to piece the information together. He turned to the Admiral.“Has Fleet been notified?”
 
                 “Yes, sir. Commodore Osaka and CBG Sol is on standby to move out. They’ve dispatched a small scouting group, TFC Berlinfrom Sector with an escort of destroyers and frigates.”
 
                 Alexander sat straight in his seat.“Why are you sending the reserves instead of Fleet?”
 
                 “SP’s a part of Fleet since the draft,”Walker said.“They can spare the fighters and ships-of-the-line while Fleet is on high alert around Earth. Any small disturbances are more than in hand. FTL is still linked so they should be arriving within the next eight hours.”
 
                 “And it’ll look like he just put Sol under martial law,”Arthur objected.“Admiral, we’re in enough trouble with this draft. We have to consider the political ramifications.”
 
                 Walker took a deep breath and turned to face the High Chancellor.“Sir, it was a judgment call and I made it. If the pundits need someone to blame, you have me. But three hundred million people just went missing in action, and we need answers more than we need good press.”
 
                 The two men stared each other down, but in the end Alexander knew the Admiral was right. He’d been in a uniform once, though it seemed like a lifetime ago. Priorities needed to be changed if he were going to lead his people through the war. He needed to stop thinking like a politician. If he could.
 
                 “Then let’s sit down and wait for word from our scouts. If this is just a technical glitch, it couldn’t have come at a worse time.” 
 
                 Admiral Walker seemed poised to say more, but his better judgment stopped the words in his mouth.“Roger that, sir.”He collected his officers and moved to an adjacent room to continue planning. All that were left were aides and politicians, and none of them had anything useful to add. Secret Service agents relaxed in their hidden corners; it was easier to protect someone in an empty room.
 
                 “And if it’s something else?”Arthur asked.
 
                 Alexander sighed.“Then this will be an interesting day.”
 
    
 
   -                            VIII              -
 
    
 
                 Bells echoed through the vacant passages of the TFC Berlin.  Multicolored lines ran along the walls, guiding the crew to different areas of the carrier. Like all vessels in the Terran Fleet, the interior was a grid of blank halls lined with bulkheads and piping. Years back, a motivated seaman first class had run though the corridors placing historic photos of the ship, the crew and Fleet in action, giving the bland decor some much needed life. Aside from the scattered boxes of supplies and ammunition on their way to one room or another, the halls were uniformly empty. The XO made sure that the crew spent as little time sauntering from place-to-place as possible, instilling a sense of urgency motivated almost entirely by fear and loathing. 
 
                 Standing by the porthole near the stern, Cameron and George played cards while bathed in ghostly blue light. Cameron’s stomach couldn’t stay still. For him, traveling in Blue Space was a constant stress. It disturbed every fiber of his psyche: The strange colors dancing on the wall, the unfathomable speeds and distances; it didn’t compute. George, on the other hand, loved the thrill of racing off into the stars. 
 
                 “Got any nines?”George asked?
 
                 Cameron raised an eyebrow.“We’re not playing that, George.”
 
                 “Ahh, that’s why I’m losing so badly.”
 
                 “No,”Cameron said.“You’re losing very well.”
 
                 George muttered,“grammar Nazi.”He dropped his cards on the table, letting out a sigh. Something skipped past the window casting a sudden shadow on the wall. Cameron jerked in his seat.“Are you still a nervous flier?”
 
                 The older pilot scowled.“It’s not natural,”he said.“Why is it shaped like a giant tube? There’s no curves, no intersections with other points in space. Just a long, blue pipe from one place to another. It’s nonsense.”
 
                 “Better than walking.”George grinned.“Don’t be so hard on yourself, I’m sure there are lots of pilots that have a fear of flying. They hang out with hydrophobic sailors.”
 
                 “Or a claustrophobic chimney sweep,”Cameron added. 
 
                 “Chimney what?”
 
                 “Sweep.”He shuffled the cards and began to deal.“They used to clean chimneys with long brooms, get all the soot out.”
 
                 George shook his head, taking his cards.“Nah, I’m pretty sure you’re full of it.”
 
                 “Read a book sometime.”
 
                 “I’d rather not,”George said. He dropped his cards down on the table.“Gin.”Satisfied, he folded his arms and leaned back in his chair.“How do you like that, son?”
 
                 Cameron read the cards.“Well, two things.”He looked into his friend’s face.“One, we’re not playing Gin. Two, that’s just a mess of cards and what appears to be the rules of the deck.”
 
                 “So,”George began.“It’s a draw?”
 
                 Another bell sounded, signaling the end of the watch and alerting the relief crew to their stations. George gathered the cards and stuffed them into his pocket. Cameron grabbed his flight jacket from the back of the chair as he got up, making sure to lock the seat in place with a tie-down strap. Together they walked down the corridor toward the hangar. They took the stairs after seeing a small line forming at the elevator. George made a comment about Cameron needing the exercise, but Cameron didn’t take the jab. In truth, he was in better shape as a pilot than he’d been during boot camp. Mostly it came from being too poor to afford a lot of food, but he found it made flying more comfortable if he weren’t carrying an extra ten pounds. 
 
                 They arrived at the hangar door and donned their jackets. The air inside was significantly colder than the rest of the ship, mostly out of necessity. Many munitions had to be kept cold so as not to freeze when exposed to the vacuum. That and heating such a large space was expensive. As they entered, Cameron watched a drone launch down the magnetic rail that ran the length of the room. The craft shot out the open end of the hangar into space, passing through a thin field of electrons that separated their environment from the harsh vortex outside. It was standard procedure to launch recon UAVs during a blue jump as TSI wanted to gather as much information on the mysterious space as possible. The buoys almost never lasted long enough to transmit, but the scarce data they reported was invaluable. 
 
                 The hangar hung under the belly of the carrier, a Europe-class design, providing a safe base from which to launch. A battery of anti-aircraft guns stuck out from beneath like pins in a cushion, deterring any attack on the underside of the ship. 
 
                 Cameron walked over to his fighter. SP had been rolled up into Fleet, and all of Luna had been thrown aboard the aging Berlinin order to save the active units the hassle of flying all the way out to Tallus. At least they’d had the decency to have Fleet engineers take a look at the long mistreated Sector Patrol craft, giving them much needed maintenance. Cameron’s Phoenix had never looked so clean, and no fluids formed puddles underneath the wings. Even the seat had been reupholstered. Two silver stripes had been painted down the wings, marking him the wing leader. It didn’t come with a promotion, but the solo bunk was perk enough.
 
                 “Try not to break her now,”a voice said from behind. Cameron turned to see Chief Wallace, the maintenance team leader. Stolen from New Eden’s reserves, Wallace added years of experience to the skeleton crew on Berlin. Long past his required service, the Chief knew the ins and outs of every Naval vessel since the moth-infested Crows. He walked over to the young pilot, looking every bit like his nickname,“Bear Wallace.”His bushy brown beard was strictly against Fleet regulations, but New Eden had a much more relaxed stance on such things, and talent of his level was often allowed indulgences. Chief was short and square, with thick hairy arms and a ceaseless smile.
 
                 “Not when she looks this good,”Cameron said.
 
                 “The ailerons needed a lot of love, but you should have an easier time keeping her level.”
 
                 “Cam can’t fly level, Chief.”George punched his friend on the arm as he walked up.“No amount of work on his fighter will change that.”
 
                 Wallace looked the junior officer over.“Aren’t you the one who tried to thread the needle at Okami Outpost a few months back?”George turned beet red.“I knew it. They’re still pulling pieces of your ship outta that rock, you know? Said they’ve never seen anyone misjudge a flight path like that.”
 
                 George glowered, but was clearly putting up a front. He enjoyed his celebrity status, despite how he’d earned it.“Some people just don’t know how to build watch towers. There’s a regulation distance for a reason.”
 
                 “And that distance is still a full half-meter short of a Sparrow’s wingspan,”Cameron said. 
 
                 “I’m noticing a lot of negativity coming from your side of the room, Cam. I’m going to chalk it up to nerves, seeing as how blue you seem to be getting.”
 
                 Wallace laughed.“Ain’t nothing to be scared about out here, sirs. Blue Space is just like other space.‘Cept you can’t leave the ship. Anything smaller than a Valkyrie tends to disappear out there.”
 
                 Cameron paled as he stared out into the void.“I’m fine where I am, thanks.”He shuddered.“Looks so cold.”
 
                 Chief Wallace chuckled.“Actually, all probes report it’s warmer out there than regular space. Not exactly tropical, but you could get by with a light jacket.”He slapped Cameron’s back.“Now, I’m sure you troublemakers didn’t come down here just to chat with me.”
 
                 “We’re here for our watch, Chief,”George said.“Where are the rest of the pilots waiting?”
 
                 Wallace pointed toward the rec room on the far side of the hangar. Pilots and crewmen sat on couches and talked, while others dozed off. During a jump, the quick reaction force was more of a drill than a practical chore. No fighter had ever survived in the vortex, even trailing the wake of a supercarrier. Most pilots took the time to fix their ships, catch up on reading, or catch up on sleep. More often it was a healthy dose of the latter.
 
                 George walked with Cameron to the waiting area and they plopped down on a stained blue sofa. The television in the corner played reruns of some game show from the Unified Orient. On the screen, a contestant failed to negotiate part of an elaborate obstacle course, ending up waste deep in noxious-looking sludge. A few of the pilots laughed, but most used the show as background noise to conversations. 
 
                 Hours passed in the dimly lit room, and Cameron dozed without realizing. When George finally shook him awake, the last tone of the bells sounded over the loudspeaker. 
 
                 They had arrived in the Valley.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Tallus was under siege, though no one on the ground would know it. Floating high above the only civilized landmass, watching with cruel intent, the Boxti frigate beamed FTL coordinates from a spiky transmitter on its dorsal tower. Almost immediately it received a coded response. 
 
                 Dozens of small probes shot from the warship, setting up a node for the incoming war party. The beacons broadcasted a navigation lock, coded to the alien’s frequency. On the surface, radio and television programs broke into static, overpowered by the intense transmission.
 
                 Khuum...khuum...khuum
 
                 Within minutes, blue motes of light began to appear in the sky over the Terran planet. The nearest Boxti group was hours away, but the frigate would use the time wisely, gathering intel. Already, the creatures aboard the vessel had plotted the various population centers of New Freeman and begun preparing firing solutions for all of them. Covering an area the size of Australia, the metropolis made a difficult target, but a coordinated assault was more than a possibility. 
 
                 With incredible patience, and inhuman banality, the Boxti planned the destruction of the planet.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Berlin entered evasive maneuvers only seconds from exiting Blue Space. Followed by three destroyers and a half dozen frigates, the strike group entered a battlefield littered with the dead. Gettysburg floated in pieces, none bigger than the smoldering hangar wing from the flagship. The two destroyer escorts were nowhere to be seen, having been blown out of existence hours before. 
 
                 The Terran vessels navigated the sea of debris, hulls resounding with every impact. Inside Berlin, crewmembers clung to bulkheads as each strike reverberated throughout the carrier. A smaller fuel frigate, TFF Atlantic, struck a floating munitions room and blew off its starboard reserve tank. The explosion caused a fury of action until the commander of the fueler reported all clear. 
 
                 Captain Newman, standing on the bridge of Berlin, watched the scene with horror. What could do this much destruction? He turned to Captain Shandras, Berlin’s commanding officer. At his place near the center of the room, Shandras wiped a tear from his eye, whispering a prayer for his dead brothers in uniform. A full head shorter than Newman, Shandras was revered as a man of faith by his loyal crew.
 
                 “Flight, report,”Shandras said in his usual soft voice. His eyes never moved from the screens in the front of the room. 
 
                 Lieutenant JG Vega worked the helm, guiding the wide ship through the field.“We’re clear of the larger fragments, sir. I’ve got us on a path to double back around for a better view.”
 
                 “Engineering?”
 
                 “Hull is ninety-nine percent and holding. We didn’t take too much, sir.”Lieutenant Gordon leaned back in his seat at the engineering position, rubbing his face with his hands.“Shields moved to full front until we clear the debris.”
 
                 “Good work,”Shandras said.“You’ve all done good work here. Let’s set up position in Q17, let our search-and-rescue craft have a chance at combing through the derelicts.”
 
                 “Aye, sir.”The response came from all stations.
 
                 Newman quickly moved to the commander, speaking low.“I’ll have Wolfpack in the air to provide escort, Captain.”It was strange to bear the same title but sit significantly lower on the rank ladder. By Sector Patrol’s standards he was an O-3, while the ship’s commander was an O-7. He’d always had trouble figuring out naval rank, preferring the Army structure. 
 
                 Shandras nodded to his subordinate.“Good. Have them running the same frequency as the Valkyries.”
 
                 Newman picked up the handset by the communication officer and connected to the Quick Reaction Force.“This is Captain Newman. Wolfpack is clear to launch. Flight line Hotel, channel 2-5-2.”After his order was confirmed, he hung up the line. He turned his attention to the monitor and watched as fighters launched from the hangar out toward the battlefield. Fat-stomached Valkyries, the all-purpose military transport, rocketed out on four engines. Their bubble-domed cockpits reflected light from the distant stars. 
 
                 The rescue ships charged headlong into the wreckage, scanning for any signs of life. Every now and then a Valkyrie would launch a tow cable and pull a piece of metal away from a portion of the carrier, but no living crew were found. The fighter escort weaved in and out of the debris as they patrolled the ominous landscape. Nimble Sparrows dropped sensor pods into the smoldering husks of Cambridge and Cape Cod. The latter barely existed anymore, save a steadily disintegrating section of hull. 
 
                 In his fighter, circling the remains of one of the fallen destroyers, Cameron couldn’t believe his eyes. From all reports, this attack had come at the hands of five Boxti craft and a frigate. The amount of firepower needed for this level of carnage couldn’t have come from so small a group. It just didn’t add up. He could remember all too easily the fighting from only a few weeks before. What had been so different here?
 
                 “Wolfpack, this is Berlin.”
 
                 Cameron pulled his thoughts back to the moment.“Go for Wolfpack.”It didn’t feel right to still use the call sign. Only four of the original squadron remained since the draft, with the rest still in recovery back in Sol.
 
                 “We’re showing residual energy from a Stride outside of the debris field. Investigate and report, out.”
 
                 George pulled up alongside, rolling his eyes.“And here we were, hoping for a leisurely flight through a graveyard.”
 
                 “Hey,”Cameron snapped.“Have a little respect, George.”
 
                 George blushed.“Did you know anyone here?”
 
                 “Does it matter? We’re all in the same uniform.”              
 
                 The younger pilot closed distance so he could look the other in the eye.“What’s happened to you, Cam?”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “You’ve been like this since Luna. Every time we fly. McLane was green, but he was a grown-ass man. We risk it everyday out here.”
 
                 Cameron stared straight ahead, his blood boiling.“I should have seen it coming.”
 
                 “I’m sick of the moping, Cam. We’re all hurting. Hell, I’m beating myself up about him, too. But this is war. Get your shit on straight, there was nothing you could do.”
 
                 “Sure,”Cameron said dismissively.“Whatever.”
 
                 For a moment all George could do was fume inside his cockpit. Then he angled his wing down and rammed his friend’s ship, sending sparks flying out where metal met metal.
 
                 Cameron shouted.“Christ, what the hell are you doing?”
 
                 “Normally I would slap you, but these damn fighters were in the way.”              
 
                 The older pilot jerked the yoke to the right, his collision light smashing against George’s hull with a resounding clang that shook both men in their seats. The diamond-glass cracked from the impact.“What is the matter with you?”
 
                 “You’ve lost people in a fight before. What makes this different?”
 
                 “He was my responsibility, George.”Cameron’s eyes were red and moist.“Any other battle there was someone else in charge. Another officer making all the calls. Not now. I’m the Flight Leader, this is all my fault. Any lives lost are on me.”
 
                 George sighed.“Jesus, man. How many ways can I say it? There was nothing you could do. You made the right call to push forward, we all flew tight as directed. This was just bad luck. We didn’t get a missile warning until the last second.”He guided his fighter close until he could look into his friend’s face.“People are going to die, Cam. You saved more lives that day than we lost. You towed hundreds of people to safety.”He let out an exasperated breath.“You look outside lately? The stars haven’t gone out. Life goes on.”
 
                 Cameron was about to respond when his radio squawked.“Wolfpack, this is Berlin. Is everything all right? We’re seeing collision alerts on the tracker.”
 
                 George shook his head, turning his attention back to the sky around them. Cameron tapped his headset.“Just passed a little close to a debris field. We’re fine.”He looked over at his wingman.“I’m fine, George. But thank you.”He cut the line, whispering to himself.“Until the stars fade.”His left hand found the tiny cross hanging off his flight suit, squeezing it tight.
 
                 A signal lock shook him from his thoughts. Passive radar systems chimed to life, identifying a small blip on the screen only a few kilometers away. Cameron used his left hand to tap commands into the console, pulling the yoke with his right to guide the ship toward the unknown contact. 
 
                 “Berlin, this is Wolf One, traffic in the sky.”
 
                 The radio squelched.“Wolf one, Berlin. You are cleared to investigate. Report coordinates on approach. Out.”
 
                 “What do you see?”George asked from his position at Cameron’s four o’clock. 
 
                 Cameron squinted, trying to catch a glimpse of the object. Venetian Four hung in the background, an immense green canvas.“Got a hit on passive. Shadow me.”He put his foot to the floor, sending the Phoenix rocketing forward. The ship rumbled and bucked, hitting a sudden wake of particles.“George, how’s your ride?”
 
                 “Choppy. I need to get new shocks.”He checked his computer.“Shit, we’re in a blue box.”
 
                 Cameron activated his net again.“Berlin, Wolf one. We have located a recently closed entrance into Blue Space. Sending coordinates now.”Given the size of the box, it was more than likely that it was a transmission line. Larger ships left wakes that could be followed to the source, in theory. At the very least, they could shoot a probe into the mess of particles and hope it found its way to the other side. Cameron saw a flash of light from the carrier, followed by a small blue puff as the sensor pod chased after the transmission signal.
 
                 Something danced in the faint light ahead, a tumbling silver craft. Cameron and George closed distance, their weapons armed and trained on the unknown object. Vapor leaked from various cracks in the surface, and the hull showed signs of plasma burns. 
 
                 “Jesus,”George said.“It’s an ExoPod.”He slowed down, allowing Cameron to take point.“Berlin, Wolf two. We have an escape pod located on our location. Should we wait for rescue?”The tow line on the Phoenix wasn’t designed to drag the larger pod, though it could do in a pinch. Valkyries had the right equipment to bring the ExoPod home safely. 
 
                 “Wolf two, Berlin,”the operator said.“Rescue teams are working on the main wreckage. Do you have confirmation of survived crew aboard?”
 
                 George looked out his cockpit toward Cameron, shrugging. He activated his thermal imaging scanner, but the venting gasses from the pod scrambled the signal. White noise flooded the monitor.“I’ve got nothing, Cam.”
 
                 On the other side of the ExoPod, Cameron used his control jets to invert the Phoenix over the escape craft’s door. He moved in close, the glass canopy nearly touching the warped metal hull. Inside the pod, lights flickered as power drained. Vapor left droplets of condensation on the glass; a good sign, all things considered. 
 
                 Suddenly, a small hand smacked against the window, smearing the moisture. Cameron nearly leapt back in his seat.“George,”he said.“We’ve got people inside. I just saw a hand.”
 
                 “All stations this net, this is Berlinactual.”Shandras’voice came over the net.“Return to the boat and prepare for immediate action. Tallus is under attack from a large hostile force. The Arlington will stay behind to alert Fleet via FTL before joining the fight. Berlinout.”
 
                 Cameron’s hands felt slick with sweat inside his gloves. A whole planet under siege? How big was this armada? It wouldn’t be the first time intelligence severely screwed the pooch, but this task force wasn’t up for a prolonged engagement. Hopefully Tallus had managed to get the rest of its forces into the air. 
 
                 “George, cover my six. We’re gonna tow the pod home ourselves.”He didn’t wait for a response. Placing safeties on all weapons systems, he armed the tow cable and fired. A magnetic bolt shot out from underneath his belly, catching just behind the blast shields on the escape craft. When the line drew tight, Cameron flipped his ship around and started a slow acceleration.“Snap a line on the back.”
 
                 “Already on it,”George said. He attached his own cable from behind. If Cameron stopped short, the pod would no longer ram into his engines.“Ready for hard burn. Pod is clear of blast area.”
 
                 “Punch it.”
 
                 Raw fuel dumped into their exhausts and the two craft raced back to the carrier, the crippled pod in tow. Rescue craft left their positions and hurried along to Berlin, flaring their engines as they approached. One by one, the squadrons landed inside the hangar until all were safely aboard. Cameron and George waited for the last Valkyrie to grab the pod before attempting their own landings. Berlin extended two long tubes from her flanks: the Strider sleds. They began to glow as the last fighter arrived.
 
                 The hangar door closed, sealing the area off from the rest of space. Immediately, emergency crews rushed to the escape pod and began pulling apart the hull. The door released with a groan, slamming to the deck with a thud. Medics leapt inside, emerging moments later with a frail form. They laid the injured pilot on the deck and began to resuscitate her. Cameron pushed through the crowd, eager to see if anyone had survived the attack. 
 
                 He wove through the growing group of seamen until he saw the docs kneeling on the ground. A thin woman lay unconscious on the deck, blood running from a gash on her forehead. Her left leg was set in a dirty blue cast and she wore the coveralls of a bomber pilot. She was pale, enough so that Cameron thought he must have arrived too late. 
 
                 One of the medics reached into the woman’s pocket, pulling out her tags. He read the name and tossed the metal disks aside.“Lieutenant Nuvarian, can you hear me?”His partner continued CPR.“Kaileen, come back to us.”He rolled up her arm, tapped her skin to find a vein, and injected a glowing blue liquid. 
 
                 Kaileen sat up suddenly, coughing hard. The crowd cheered, clapping and hollering, while a medic placed a mask over her face and hand pumped oxygen. Slowly she regained color. Her golden eyes darted around as she raced to process her new situation. Panic quickly settled into relief, and she allowed the medics to help her to her feet. With unsteady legs she hobbled to a waiting gurney and laid down again. Immediately, the medical team strapped her in place and placed an IV line in her arm. They wheeled her from the hangar, escorted out by the crowd of pilots and mechanics. 
 
                 Cameron reached the front of the throng as it neared the door, and for a moment locked eyes with Kaileen. Her face was ashen and slick with sweat, but she managed half a grin. One of the medics pushed her glossy black hair away from her face and set the mask back down. They whisked her away toward the medical ward. 
 
                 George caught up with Cameron at the door, breathless.“Jesus, ain’t we just the big damn heroes.”He noticed his friend staring off at the injured pilot.“Is she gonna be OK?”
 
                 “We’ll see,”Cameron said. He grabbed the wall as a sudden burst of acceleration shook the hangar. Looking out the porthole, he watched the dark void explode into streaks of white light as Berlin tore off toward Tallus. The alarm sounded throughout the ship.
 
                 “Alert,”a mechanical voice announced.“All crew to battle stations. Refit fighters for air-to-air combat. Alert. Tallus planetary defenses report attack from multiple hostile ships. Emergency assistance requested. Alert. Strike Force Tallus no longer reporting.” 
 
                 At once, the hangar exploded into frenetic activity. NCOs barked orders over the roar, preventing a chaotic mosh pit from forming. Crew immediately took to the fighters, checking ammunition attachments and applying lubrication to all moving parts. Fighters ran to their craft, hopping inside and beginning function checks. Even though they’d just landed, the redundancy helped prevent an unexpected failure. One-by-one, the vessels were refueled and walked to the rails. In thirty minutes, the entire fighter and bomber wing rested on the magnetic launcher, standing by for deployment. 
 
                 Cameron saw George a row ahead and to the right of his position on the line. Small mechanical brakes held his Phoenix on the charged rail, preventing him from a catastrophic merging of his fighter with the Seed bomber in front. The entire carrier shook as they increased speed even more, racing toward an unknown force. With each passing minute, Cameron’s heart beat faster. He’d reread the briefing from the Fade, but none of it added up. He figured that, in ten minutes, he’d have his answers. 
 
                 One way or another.
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 A beam of orange light shot out through space, tearing into a fleeing Tallus ship. The lance cut through hull plating without resistance, bisecting the craft in seconds. Oxygen tanks erupted, fueling an explosion that killed all aboard. Its target destroyed, the Boxti Ion Frigate continued to hunt. Spreading its mechanical arms wide, like a spider descending on prey, the craft surged forward. 
 
                 The attack was well in hand. Only minutes after arrival, all twenty frigates, coordinating a continent-wide attack, had fired a blistering volley of ionized plasma down onto the planet’s surface. Concentrating on New Freeman, the rain of fire set buildings ablaze and destroyed key launch pads and hangars. When the carrier arrived, most of the Terran resistance had been put down. Now, aided by Y fighters, the alien armada began the systematic destruction of the colony. 
 
                 Boxti bombers, fat craft with stubby wings, charged down into the atmosphere to  carpet-bomb the city. Whole blocks disappeared in fire and smoke; the screams of the dying drowned out by the deafening explosions. Across the continent, military and civilian shuttles launched toward the sky in a desperate attempt at escape. They were caught in the blockade, torn apart by an impenetrable wall of frigates and fighters. 
 
                 Another lance of plasma shot down into the city, destroying a launch pad and killing hundreds of pilots and ground crew. Planetary defenses were gone, the cannons on the ground silent and broken. Save the soft crump that punctuated every explosion, Tallus was dying with barely a whimper. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 On the far side of the planet, hidden from view, Tallus Node Bravo watched in horror. Rebecca and her crew used what remained of the Observer network to place the images of New Freeman’s final hours on the monitors in the main capsule. In her heart, Rebecca knew her husband was already dead. She would always put one camera on her house while away, just to remind her of home. The screen now showed a wall of flame eating away at the entire neighborhood. She tried to pretend she hadn’t seen her daughter walking home hours before, that Natalie hadn’t been inside the house when the attack began.
 
                 The crew was beyond panicking. There was simply no point in it. If they wanted to survive, they had to stay quiet. After some effort, they moved from orbit to a stationary position, using the planet’s curvature to mask the node’s signal. They recorded everything, thinking the footage might help the military once they came and calmed the situation. It was a thin ray of hope, but it was all they had. Tallus hadn’t been able to so much as damage a single fighter during the opening engagement. Dozens of frigates jumped into system and, without warning, fired into the city using ion cannons. The Boxti had quickly engaged and destroyed what remained of the planet’s strike force. Now the aliens were mopping up. 
 
                 The radio squawked, causing all aboard to cry out. Rebecca grabbed the mic and tried to keep her voice steady.“Last calling station, this is Tallus Node Bravo. Respond.”
 
   The silence dragged on, and she worried they had imagined the sound.“This is Tallus Node Bravo. Anyone respond.”She squeezed her eyes shut, a tear swelling large enough to float free from her cheek.“Please.”
 
                 “Tallus Node, this is TFC Berlin. We are on approach to your location, please activate entrance sequencing.” 
 
                 For a moment no one moved, then the station erupted into cheers, crewmembers hugging and crying and kissing. Rebecca dialed in the start-up sequence for the nav-buoy with shaking hands. In theory, the carrier could slow to normal speeds on its own, but the trajectory would be almost impossible to gauge. It made the trip significantly safer to have someone on the other end controlling the approach. 
 
                 Small unmanned pods flickered to life and located the incoming vessels. Seconds later, a lone warship popped into existence, its hull groaning from the sudden and dramatic decrease in speed. More followed. Destroyers and frigates took position on either side of the station, awaiting the arrival of Berlin. Engines flared as the main drives came online, releasing streams of blue fire from behind the rockets. Escort craft, lithe Sparrows, launched from the smaller warships and took up their stations. 
 
                 Berlin finally arrived from its stride, twin engines pulsing white hot from the effort. The carrier immediately charged forward, its entourage falling into place. Ahead of the strike group, still wreaking a terrible vengeance on the planet, the Boxti fleet took no notice of the approaching menace. 
 
                 Inside Berlin, Shandras calmly issued orders to his officers, sending out messages to the various ships in the line. He had three class-two destroyers, two missile frigates and five anti-fighter frigates. The fighter escort provided close-in defense and surgical strike capabilities, but even with the element of surprise the Terrans were entering a one-sided battle. Aside from the Boxti carrier and the frigates, there were almost a hundred fighters in the sky. The odds were not evenly stacked by a far margin. 
 
                 Newman called out his own orders to the SP fighters before returning to his post. He longed to ride out into the fray. His flight wings seemed to have collected dust over the last year, sitting behind a desk at Luna. The job paid extravagantly well, better in fact than his post on Titan, but there was no excitement. He pushed the thought aside. The last month had given him more excitement than he’d ever wanted. If he survived this war, he promised to find a particularly dull way to spend the rest of his life. Something where getting up to use the toilet was a considerable physical exertion.               
 
                 “Captain,”the Executive Officer said.“Enemy frigates have formed a blockade over New Freeman. Nothing’s able to get in or out. They’re jamming communication, but I can see plenty of signals on the net before they get cut off. If we can buy them some time, maybe a few shuttles can get away.”
 
                 “Enemy carrier has us on passive. About a hundred eyes just looked our way.”The young Lieutenant at the defensive station looked toward Captain Shandras.“Should we launch the fighters, sir?”
 
                 Shandras fondled a small charm in his pocket. It was a memento from his wife, long since passed. The plastic ballerina figurine reminded him of her motto to never rush in. He let out a deep breath and looked forward at the monitors as he spoke.“Alert all fighters for launch. Close in distance with that carrier and have the destroyers target the nearest frigates first. I want all missile batteries to build a wall of fire between the planet and those ships.”He turned to Newman.“SP will focus on the fighters and bombers. Once the skies are clear, we’ll escort the survivors to Tallus Node for immediate exit from the system. We need to save as many as we can.”
 
                 The crew jumped to the orders, relaying them to the other warships and fighters down below. Newman quickly briefed his pilots and provided coordinates for anticipated survivors. In the hangar, Cameron briefed the rest of Wolfpack. Though plussed up by Echo flight, the fighters only counted for eight ships. Cameron divided his group in half, with the newer pilots taking escort duty while the veterans would play defense. Even with the reserves, Berlincould only field a third of the enemy’s numbers.
 
                 “Standing by to launch,”George said over the net. 
 
                 Cameron gripped the cross on his flight suit, whispering the prayer he said every time he went out. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil for thou art with me. He closed his eyes and waited for the order. The vibrations from the MagRail trickled up his spine, joining the adrenaline coursing through his veins. He cracked his knuckles, anticipating the call.
 
                 Slowly, the strike group closed with the enemy. 
 
    
 
   -                            X                            -
 
    
 
                 “What is it?”Alexander asked. Walker stood in the doorway, his face pale. The five-star flag officer walked in on shaky legs, and an aide quickly pulled a chair out. Taking a seat, he drank from his water glass until he seemed to regain composure. Alexander felt as though someone were squeezing his heart. Walker had earned his position crushing a planetary rebellion. He had won a Colonial Medallion for single-handedly blocking the invasion of Titan Academy. There was video evidence that he had killed a man with his bare hands. And now here he sat, shaking like a leaf.
 
                 Admiral Walker had disappeared for ten minutes after receiving an urgent line from Terra Node. His face had been grim, a sign the High Chancellor found unnerving. As the tension finally reached a breaking point, he spoke. No one breathed until he was finished. 
 
                 “I’ve just received an FTL signal from the TFF Arlington. Tallus strike group engaged a small scouting party of Boxti craft. It was summarily destroyed, with not a single enemy casualty to show.”The assembled staff murmured, confused.“After the fight, the Boxti launched a counterattack on Tallus. Arlingtondidn’t have numbers, but the report from Tallus Node was a little less than two dozen frigates and a carrier. That may seem like better odds than we faced here not three days ago, but something’s changed. Arlington sent along the black boxes from several craft left over in the Valley of Giants. The news is...troubling.
 
                 “The Boxti fighters, as well as the frigate, were protected by some sort of shielding system, similar to our own kinetic barriers. It made them significantly harder to hurt. The strike group was able to track the enemy better than we were at Luna, but they didn’t achieve a single kill. As for weaponry, the aliens seem to have gotten some upgrades since we fought. Their cannons ripped through our ships rather efficiently.”Walker took a moment to wipe his face with his hands.“Honestly, High Chancellor, I’m without words. It’s almost like we’re facing an entirely different force than we did at Luna. They move differently, work differently, and certainly fight differently. Our pilots didn’t stand a chance, and they outnumbered the enemy four to one. 
 
                 “The last word Arlington sent was a distress call from Tallus. Enemy frigates had appeared in orbit and started an aerial bombardment of the colony. That was an hour ago. Until we can reestablish communications with Berlinand her group, I’m recommending we seal Tallus off from the relay network.”
 
                 Alexander stood from his chair.“And leave survivors of the attack to die?”
 
                 “Sir, we need to think about the bigger picture. The Boxti were able to disrupt communications, which means they understand our relays. If they figure out how to reverse the transmission coordinates, they’ll follow a buoy back here.”
 
                 “Weren’t they already outside,”Arthur piped up.“If they already have our coordinates, what’s the harm?”
 
                 Vice Admiral Winger, the New Eden Fleet Commander, stepped in.“All we know for sure about the force you engaged a month ago is limited to intel provided by the Nangolani. If their reports are accurate, this was a small group that chased them across the galaxy until they ended up here. It’s entirely possible they don’t have our coordinates, just piggybacked off the Grays.” 
 
                 “And we’re to take their word as gospel?”Arthur asked.“We hardly know anything about these creatures and we’re affording them a lot of weight in our decision making.”
 
                 Alexander pounded the table.“Quiet, everyone! We’re done discussing the possibility of abandoning our citizens. Who knows what we’ve already? We have to save as many as we can, or we don’t belong in our positions. As leaders, we must be beholden to our followers.”He faced Arthur.“As for our new friends, we will discuss this with them shortly. But for now, given the situation, we need to focus on what matters most: saving every person possible from the Boxti threat.” 
 
                 Color seemed to have returned to Admiral Walker’s face.“I’ll have Midwaytake a team to aid in Tallus. Their node is online again, so we should be able to jump directly to system rather than the Valley relay.”
 
                 “Make it so,”Alexander said.“And tell them to hurry. Berlincan’t hold a force that size for long.”
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron knew at once that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Within minutes of closing with the enemy, the Y-fighters demonstrated air superiority with a vengeance. They bobbed and weaved with incredible precision, and their return volleys tore through the Phoenix’s triple-plated armor without stopping. Two of his wingmen fell in the first few seconds of contact, with others losing stabilizers and weapon systems. An escort Destroyer, the TFD Tripoli, ate a barrage of missiles and exploded in flames, splitting amidship. 
 
                 The alien craft flew tighter than before, more coordinated within their units. They absorbed the bullets from the Gauss rifles with a reflective shield that shimmered with each hit. After double-teaming a fleeing fighter, Cameron and George managed to wear down its protection enough to land a shot into the engine, knocking the craft out of commission. It took another Harpy to finally destroy it. 
 
                 “Jesus,”George said, kicking down his afterburner.“When the hell did they get so tough?”
 
                 A glowing red bolt flew past Cameron’s canopy, scraping along his starboard wing.“I don’t know, George. Shit. They’re everywhere.”He rolled hard to the right, barely avoiding a frontal collision with an incoming fighter. Pulling a stomach-churning 180, he joined his friend in pursuit. They alternated fire, sending hundreds of rounds into the Boxti’s shield before the bullets struck home. As the enemy exploded into chunks, Cameron looked out the window at the battlefield. His eyes widened. The fight was only minutes old, and already a quarter of the Terran fighters were lost.
 
                 The plan had been to distract the enemy while the civilian evacuation continued. With the number of Terrans falling faster each minute, the distraction wouldn’t last long. A Seed bomber, attempting to down an enemy frigate, flew into a field of flak and shattered into pieces. The TFD Florencemanaged to fire a main gun volley into the center of one of the smaller ships. Truck-sized tungsten slugs tore through the enemy’s shields, plowing through the hull. Still, the frigate managed to stay aloft, firing a return volley that knocked out Florence’s engines. 
 
                 “All fighters,”Shandras’voice came over the net.“Focus on their squadrons. We’ve begun civilian evacuation. Buy as much time as you can.”
 
                 George and Cameron flew in tight spirals, narrowly avoiding enemy fire. Their kinetic shields flared and sputtered with each near-miss. One alien fighter dove in toward the pair, guns spitting bright red bolts at the Phoenixes. 
 
                 “Break!” 
 
                 Cameron went left while George went right, and the Boxti craft zipped in between hitting nothing. George pulled his yoke back hard, veering into a collision course. Before Cameron had a chance to warn him, George slammed into the back of the Y-Fighter. For a split-second, the two ships seemed to be locked together. Then the alien began to break away. George squeezed the trigger, sending dozens of metal slugs into the belly of the enemy craft. It broke apart around him, fiery chunks of metal slapping the sides of his canopy.
 
                 “Holy shit,”George said.“That’s one way to get them.”
 
                 “Are you okay?”Cameron asked. 
 
                 George looked out at his friend.“Never better. Now don’t you ever let me do that again.”
 
                 “No problem. I think I have a better idea.” 
 
                 Cameron launched a cluster missile, a large munition that exploded into a dozen guided warheads upon launch. The smaller projectiles hunted down three Y-fighters. Traveling at a lower rate of speed, the cluster bombs bypassed the shielding, embedding in the alien hull before exploding. In an instant, three vessels left the fight for good. 
 
                 “Fuck yes!”Cameron activated his radio.“Wolfpack, this is Wolf one. Switch to cluster missiles, their shields miss them.”He launched another munition, watching as it chased down another two Boxti fighters. Going off a hunch, Cameron pulled up his Gauss cannons’firing system controller and lowered the velocity to targeting speed.“George, give me some cover. I’m gonna try something stupid.”
 
                 “Sounds good to me. I’m shadowing.”
 
                 Cameron found a lone Boxti bomber looping around for another run at Berlin. He squeezed the triggers, watching the tracers chase the enemy ship until finally zeroing in. The rounds bounced off the shield at first, but the next volley slipped inside and chewed up the magazine compartment. Spiraling out, the bomber blew up from the inside in a dazzling display of yellow and red. 
 
                 “Holy shit, Cam.”George pulled up into a support position.“What did you do?”
 
                 “Switch cannons to target speed,”Cameron said.“These are kinetic barriers; they respond to speed, not impact. Spread the word. These bastards are ours.”
 
    
 
                 *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 On Tallus, the evacuation was finally showing some success. Three shuttles had managed to escape the atmosphere and reach the node. Another fifteen had begun their launch sequence, and two Arks were preparing to make a run for the relay. 
 
                 In the smoke-filled sky, the Terran fighters fought to buy every second for the fleeing civilians. The fires below raged onward, threatening to consume the entire continent. Firefighting craft from the city failed in their various attempt to extinguish the flames, costing many pilots their lives in the process. It wasn’t becoming an evacuation so much as abandoning the entire planet. 
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Berlin fired its two-meter cannon, perforating a frigate on the far side of the fray. Three missiles came back in answer, tearing a hole in the storage compartments. Frozen food and clothing supplies vented into the upper atmosphere of Tallus, lost forever. The crew raced to seal the exposed section of carrier, managing to keep the damage to a minimum. A young sergeant, unused to the sudden gravitational shifts, lost his footing and nearly fell into the vacuum. As he tumbled toward the gaping maw of the shattered hull, a passing cook caught his coat sleeve and hauled him bodily back inside before the crew closed off the break. 
 
                 TMF Haifa, a missile frigate, unleashed a stream of high explosives toward the enemy carrier. Thirty bombs, each carrying a half-ton of explosives, raced toward the hive-shaped craft. A passing Boxti bomber caught one in the belly, detonating its entire payload. The explosion sent another fighter pinwheeling into a frigate’s shield, which failed under the impact. Bits of hull and glass floated in dense clouds around the battlefield. 
 
                 Fireballs bloomed upon the missiles impact with the alien carrier. Large chunks of hull flew in every direction. Flames raced through the interior, engulfing ships still parked in the hangar. Still the hive drove forward, returning fire with glowing red slugs and barbed projectiles. The enemy frigates, seeing the bigger ship under attack, ceased their assault on Tallus and turned all attention on Berlin. Engines flared white hot as the alien craft rushed toward the Terrans. 
 
                 On the far side of the battlefield, Berlin pushed forward to form a physical barrier between the Boxti and the escaping civilian craft. Enemy fire peppered her port flank, gouging holes in the thick armor plating. The escort squadron broke off, leaving four fighters to act as a last line of defense while the rest charged in. The Florence continued to fire, despite floating dead in the water. On the bridge, the elderly commander barked orders with the energy of an academy cadet while his crew raced to comply. As they began to target a new frigate, a spiny yellow bomb sent by one of the Boxti bombers pierced the stern and obliterated the destroyer. 
 
                 Singed and scarred by narrowly avoided fire, Cameron flew into the sortie. The twin Gauss rifles under his wings sang constantly, barrels rocking hard enough to shake the canopy. An ammunition counter on his HUD showed the rapidly dwindling supply of ammunition head for zero. He figured another few minutes before he was completely spent on rounds and missiles. Granted, he also figured he’d be dead in less than that. 
 
                 An explosion to his five o’clock rocked his ship up and to the left. As Cameron steadied his flight path, he saw George appear. The young pilot burst through a field of fiery debris, whooping and cheering in his cockpit. 
 
                 “That’s six,”George said.
 
                 “Six what?”Cameron performed a quick system check. He had two hundred rounds of tungsten ammo and a single Harpy left. 
 
                 George pulled in closer, firing a quick burst to deter a Boxti fighter.“Six beers you owe me.”The enemy ship turned away, smoke pouring from holes in its tail. 
 
                 Red bolts shot up between their cockpits and the two Terrans broke formation. Cameron barrel rolled, dodging a blistering volley of fire until he found himself staring at the crimson glow of an alien engine. He let loose his last missile, watching it fly through the exhaust vent and into the enemy craft. It exploded with a clap, bursting the Y-fighter into a red and yellow star. Cameron kicked his afterburner and pushed through the flames. 
 
                 George’s Phoenix shook as another bolt tore into his hull. Already the outside of his fighter looked like swiss cheese. It was amazingly lucky that a shot hadn’t punctured his fuel line. He bounced in his seat, smacking his head against the glass.“Fuck,”he swore.“Cam, I need a little help here.”
 
                 Cameron pulled up behind his friend’s pursuer. This Boxti ship looked different. Though shaped like a Y-fighter, the wings were tipped in red metal, like a thorn dipped in blood. Must be a squadron marking, Cameron thought. He squeezed his trigger, firing a short burst into the enemy. Rear shields flared and failed, allowing a few rounds to punch into the hull. Immediately the craft broke pursuit and bolted, leaving a smoking trail in its wake. 
 
                 “Drop it to five beers, George.” 
 
                 George laughed.“I’m not counting that one. He was falling into my genius trap.”He moved his fighter to port, but the engines flared out. The Phoenix shook violently.“Cam, I need to land. Stabilizers are fried.”He pressed the pitch down, but nothing happened.“Starboard jets are out. Electronics are shorted. Shit, Cam. I may have legitimately broken it this time. Do you think I can take it back? Get a refund?”
 
                 Cameron flew up and over his friend, dropping the tow cable down until he heard the metal connect with a thunk.“Nah, you don’t have a receipt. And this is way past their return policy. I’d put it up for auction and hope you get something back.”He laughed, accelerating until the line drew taut and turned toward Berlin.“Berlin, this is Wolf one.”
 
                 “Wolf one, Berlin. Send it.”
 
                 Cameron scanned his radar. Most of the fighting had moved off toward the far side of the planet. The Terrans weren’t winning. Far from it. Most of the strike group was being chased by the Boxti toward the enemy carrier, which refused to die despite enormous holes punched straight through its body.“I’m towing a downed fighter. Requesting emergency crews on standby in hangar, and refit.”
 
                 They flew past a dozen wrecks, mostly Phoenix fighters and Sparrows. A Seed bomber limped up beside them, half of its hull simply gone. Cameron marveled that it was moving under its own power at all. He waved to the pilot, a cheery-looking blonde who waved back. A broken piece of TFD Florence spiraled down toward Tallus, caught in the gravity well. 
 
                 “Wolf one, you are cleared on approach. Be advised, hangar deck is not clear. Watch for crew guidance. Berlinout.”
 
                 “Are we in trouble?”George asked.
 
                 Cameron’s entire body shook from the fear and adrenaline. He took a few quick breaths to steady his voice.“Nah. This is just like we drilled, you know? Self-recovery in the middle of an alien invasion. You should have learned this shit in basic.”
 
                 “Just go faster.”George slumped down in his seat, smacking the now useless controls with a growl.“Much faster if possible.”
 
                 “You think that was an Ace?”Cameron asked. 
 
                 “Maybe.”George drummed on his canopy.“Makes sense, they give their best pilots the strongest ships.”
 
                 “Then what does that say about us?”Cameron increased his speed.“Just another minute, George. They have to get the good vodka out of the freezer.”
 
                 “Are you still drinking that shit?”George craned his neck, but all he could see was the Phoenix’s belly. He used small bursts from his lateral jets to move his fighter alongside Cam’s.
 
                 “Are you out of your mind?”Cameron asked, incredulous.“I’ve got you on a tow line.”He fought the sudden pull from the cable, barely avoiding smashing his stabilizer into his friend’s canopy.
 
                 “Why are you still drinking vodka when I’ve taught you scotch is better?”George glared into his wingman’s eyes. 
 
                 Cameron shrugged.“Old habits die hard.”He eased back on the throttle so George’s ship floated forward. Once they were even, he resumed thrust.“We’re pretty far from the main body. Anyone behind us?”
 
                 George tapped on his monitor, but the screen remained black.“Electronics are still out. I must have lost a cell back there. Ask our buddy if hers are still reading.”He gestured to the pilot in the bomber. What hull remained bore what appeared to be an eagle’s wing.
 
                 Turning on the jump frequency, Cameron called out.“Wounded bomber, this is Wolf one. Do you read me?”
 
                 The blonde turned and winked.“Lima charlie, Wolf.”
 
                 “How do our skies look?”
 
                 A pause while the bomber checked for radar signatures.“I’ve got gremlins in my radar. These ghost images keep appearing and disappearing.” 
 
                 The Phoenix bucked hard, and Cameron swore. It felt as though they were flying through a thunderstorm.“George, are my engines firing?”
 
                 “Can’t see from here.”
 
                 Cameron looked over at the bomber.“Hey, are you feeling this chop?”
 
                 The female pilot glanced over. Before she could say a word, two red bolts shot down from directly overhead, shattering her cockpit and exploding the canopy. The craft pinwheeled to the side before the flames reached the fuel reserves. The tanks erupted, taking the rest of the vessel with them. 
 
                 Cameron looked up, spotting the strange Y-fighter above his position. It was larger than the rest, with more bulk and armor. The red tips on the wings reflected light from the distant sun as the ship dove into them. As the two humans watched, spiny missile flew out from underneath a wing, trailing a line of smoke as it charged toward Cameron’s Phoenix. 
 
                 “Cam, look out!”George activated his jets, ramming Cameron out of the way of the missile. The projectile slammed down into the pilot’s broken wing, embedding itself halfway through the hull. The tow line snapped and Cameron drifted free, spinning thirty meters away before he could right the craft. 
 
                 “Punch out!”Cameron cried out.
 
                 For a moment nothing happened. George looked across the distance into his friend’s eyes, face calm and resigned. The bomb sparked to life, sending fire and shrapnel drilling through every part of the wounded Phoenix. Bits of the ship flew in all directions. Cameron couldn’t breathe.“George?”His voice came out coarse, his throat seemingly full of cotton.“George!”He screamed, the name echoing in his helmet. He spotted the Y-fighter turning for another pass. Cameron looked down at his HUD. Seventeen rounds remaining. With a sneer, he stomped down on the afterburner and charged. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “We can’t take another hit like that.”The Chief Engineer held a blood-soaked cloth to his neck but remained at his post. 
 
                 Berlinwasn’t in good shape. With Florence gone and the frigates dropping like flies, the carrier stood on her own. Seven remaining Boxti warships charged against the Terran boat, launching their remaining ordnance with abandon. The hangar had been hit hard, but the crew managed to keep ships coming and going for repair and refit. Engineering had all but been vented into space after a devastating barrage of heavy plasma bolts. Medical remained intact, buried as it was in the interior of the ship, but the barracks had been lost to a kamikaze bomber. 
 
                 The fighter escort fared no better. Though well-trained and significantly motivated, the Phoenix and Sparrow squadrons could not compete with the superior technology. The alien ships were too fast, too well-armed and too well-armored for the humans to keep up.
 
                 What had started as a surprise attack had turned into a moderately controlled withdrawal. Civilian ships were still making the mad dash toward Tallus Node, hoping to survive long enough for a safe Blue plot that would take them away. Some, against all warnings, simply jumped as soon as they cleared atmosphere. If they were lucky, they would exit Blue Space within range of a relay. Many would probably never be heard from again. 
 
                 The enormous Arks, one-hundred-fifty-thousand-passenger emergency shuttles, still lumbered toward the station at standard speed. With the strike group fleeing in their direction, they were about to be left behind. The captains of the two dozen arks pushed their floating cities as hard as possible, engines burning so hot they melted the walls around them. As Berlinneared the rear of the pack, it suddenly decelerated, firing off a huge wall of flak and chaff. The sudden burst of shrapnel halted the Boxti assault momentarily, buying the civilians the time they needed. One by one, they entered the relay’s range and shot out into Blue Space. 
 
                 Wave after wave of Y-fighter crashed against the carrier’s dwindling defenses. When the aliens ran out of ammunition, they drove their ships into Berlin’s wounded frame. Fire billowed from holes all across the hull. 
 
                 As the Boxti carrier closed distance, the Terrans prepared for a last stand.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron charged, engines spewing white hot fire. He could just make out the Boxti Ace attacking a small group of bombers. There were a few Y Fighters between them, so Cameron gunned his Phoenix as fast as it could take. 
 
                 As he neared the Ace, a Boxti destroyer appeared from nowhere. One minute Cameron was looking at clear skies, the next he was staring at the belly of an enemy ship. The pilot banked hard, firing off his forward rockets, but his momentum was too great. With a sickening crunch, the Phoenix plowed into the destroyer.  
 
                 Alarms sounded as smoke filled the canopy. Cameron fumbled for his emergency punch out handle. His hands were shaking with adrenaline and he couldn’t get a good hold on the grip. As he tumbled, he was faintly aware of a sudden bright blue glow that engulfed his cockpit. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Shandras watched as the enemy carrier arrived at standoff range and prepared to fire. The frigates lined up, charging their weapons one final time. He kept his eyes open, wanting to face death with honor. Around the bridge, to his immense pride, his officers joined in taking in their final moments with dignity and defiance. 
 
                 Suddenly the enemy carrier pitched to the side, a blinding blossom of fire growing from its midsection. From overhead, the supercruiser Valley Forge bore into the battlefield, all stations firing. Missile tubes launched school-bus-sized warheads into the frigates, saving the mammoth ten-meter rounds for the hive. Each volley collapsed shields and gouged gaping wounds in the enemy fleet. Midway appeared moments later, Phoenix and Seed ships spilling from the hangars and taking the fight to the Boxti. A dozen destroyers and frigates followed behind, picking off fighters and bombers. As soon as they cleared Blue Space, the cavalry let loose a torrent of screaming missiles and lead. 
 
                 “Berlin, this is Midwayactual.”The bridge erupted in cheers at the sound of Commodore Osaka’s voice.“Sorry to keep you waiting.”Within minutes, the tide had turned for the Terrans. With renewed energy, Berlin and the remaining escort rejoined the fight.
 
                 The hive carrier took another hit, losing a chunk of its engine. Drifting, and venting from every angle, the ship turned its weapons back toward Tallus. It fired indiscriminately, missing the landmass by a large margin. Seconds later, a round from Valley Forge ripped into the center of the Boxti craft, obliterating the engine and the carrier. Explosions racked the hive, splitting it in pieces. 
 
                 As the Terrans watched, celebrating their victory, they saw a massive blue vortex appear on the far side of the fray. Space bubbled and frothed, the glow casting shadows across the battlefield. A giant dreadnought, easily five times the size of Valley Forge, emerged from the ether. Every inch of hull was double plated and spiked, with turrets in every direction. Four scythe-shaped arms protruded out in front, looking like thorns dipped in blood. Cannons jutted from every surface, all turning to face the human battle group. But it didn’t bother engaging them. As every human in the system gazed on, a single black missile launched from underneath the starboard plane. The obelisk-shaped projectile dropped down through the atmosphere, arcing into the center of New Freeman. 
 
                 A blinding white light bloomed in the center of the city, growing until it engulfed the entire continent. As the light faded, a mushroom cloud the size of a mountain rose into the sky, emerging through the thick ceiling of smoke. From the center of impact, a wall of fire and smoke streaked outward, destroying everything in its path. Buildings crumbled like paper and water boiled into steam. For one terrifying moment, Hell itself fell upon Tallus. 
 
                 Captain Shandras watched in horror from his post. Death had been a simple chore to stare down in the face of such darkness. He leaned on his chair for support, the strength having long fled from his legs. Though he didn’t realize, he was crying. Newman walked over, short of breath. He gripped the commander’s shoulder. 
 
                 “Jesus, sir.” 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron couldn’t believe his eyes. Through the smoke and chaos in his fighter, he saw the sun rise on Tallus and erase the human presence from the system. His fighter shook uncontrollably, struggling through the last pains of dying. The ejection system had malfunctioned, sealing him inside the spiraling Phoenix. He didn’t know if there was anyone out there to rescue him. In a way it didn’t matter. Even if they had won the field, how many had died in that bombing? Who could hope to win against such a foe? Cameron closed his eyes, tears streaming down his smoke-charred face.
 
                 “Cam?”
 
                 The voice came from nowhere. It was faint, distant and almost imperceptible. Cameron ignored the sound and focused on the sounds of his fighter’s demise. The air filter wheezed as it tried to push oxygen through ash-clogged screens. The engine stumbled, turned and finally stopped altogether, leaving only the hum of the energy cells. Silence began to rule inside the cockpit when the voice came again. 
 
                 “Cameron?” 
 
                 Each breath came painfully, often punctuated with a choke or cough. Cameron tapped his radio, trying to clear the signal.“I’m here,”he said, his own words barely whispered.“I’m here,”he tried again with more conviction.
 
                 “Don’t move, buddy. I’m coming for you.”
 
                 Something moved in the darkness, a sudden burst of speed.“George?”Cameron barely had time to register the glossy black metal before blue light engulfed him and his fighter slammed violently to the side. His head connected with the canopy and the lights went out.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Ground and Pound
 
    
 
   “We weren’t setting out to create monsters. Project New Personwas deemed an unremitting failure by everyone except that loony scientist. No, this was about taking what we already had—good, hard-working and honest soldiers—and turning them into the strongest form of themselves. It worked, we just didn’t have the funding to continue past the trial phase. In an attempt to save money, our testers paid the ultimate price.
 
                 “When John Smithgave me my chance at redemption, I knew what had to be done.”
 
    
 
                                                           Professor Markov Ivanovich
 
                                                           Civilian Advisor 
 
                                                           Project 11-A2-Q
 
                                                           2260
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   November 20, 2236
 
    
 
                 Kronos was hell. 
 
                 From orbit, the medium-sized moon was a uniform brown, broken only with canyons and mountains. What little water existed on the planetoid was buried deep in the ground, accessible from the many wells built on the surface. It was a place where no human would ever dream of living, and so made the perfect training area for the Army. 
 
                 While the citizens of nearby New Eden went about their days, the soldiers of the 185th Combined Arms Battalion endured the Crucible. For five months straight, the mixed units trained in high intensity combat. Wearing advanced simulation gear, they fought tooth and nail for every inch of a defendable dirt. Aside from bragging rights, the top performers could hope to join the ranks of the infamous Black Adders.
 
                 The slow rotation of the moon meant thirty-hour days, most of which was spent under the blistering heat of nearby Eros. Still, only a few days remained for the training exercise. The soldiers had been cut off from the outside world for half a year and were eager to get home. While generals and politicians and weapons manufacturers watched on, the men and women on Kronos prepared for the end.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 
 
                 Laying in a small outcropping of rock, Joshua Rantz tried to still his breathing. His tan uniform and gray ceramic armor blended well with the bleak terrain, but a moving target still stood out like a sore thumb. Closing his eyes, Josh measured each breath in a slow four-count. In the dim light he became just another boulder on the canyon wall. Days had passed since his squad had taken position for this ambush without any sign of the enemy. Now, with water running dangerously low, it was decision time. They could stay in position, with solid overwatch and a textbook crossfire, or risk the return to their patrol base for resupply. Neither option sounded good to the de facto squad leader. 
 
                 Staff Sergeant Menendez took a bullet from a sniper only hours before, earning Josh a battlefield promotion to the head of second squad, first platoon. Even though it was all just part of their training, the sudden loss of a friend and mentor had been a shock. They’d reacted with remarkable efficiency, but the damage was done before the shot sounded in the steaming valley. It was just another blow for a dwindling group nearing the end of a losing battle. 
 
                 Alpha Company had taken over an abandoned fort at the beginning of the games, back when the moon had been in its winter season. Months of fortifying the walls and ingress routes made the base nearly impregnable. Bravo had staged a suicidal assault, losing most of its men and women in a single day. Delta finished them off later that week with a raid. Charlie, Josh’s company, hadn’t capitalized in either case, seemingly content to be taken apart piecemeal by the other units. Captain Russell, the commanding officer, had no tactical prescience at all. After months of sitting around in an inadequately planned patrol base, the three platoon leaders had taken measures into their own hands. 
 
                 In the last few weeks, each platoon acted autonomously, conducting guerrilla attacks. Success had been minimal, but it was better than sitting around waiting to be picked off. Delta still had a better base, but that was going to change today. After a startling attack killed off most of third platoon, Charlie was back on the offensive with the aim to seize control of Delta’s position. The ambush was the first part of a precision disassembly of the unit’s defenses. If the ambush failed, there would be no way to survive the next few days. 
 
                 Josh slowly rolled onto his back, squinting through his tinted visor at the burning blue sun. This close to Eros, he could make out the stunning flares that reduced the inner ring of planetoids to charcoal. He remembered during orientation someone had asked the base commander how they knew a similar flare wouldn’t destroy the moon. A scientist, one of the many on the post, had answered with something about magnetic fields and symbiotic planetary relationships. It was fascinating, but Josh couldn’t make heads or tails of it all. He just had to trust that a blinding flash of heat and energy wasn’t racing toward him at the speed of light, ready to wipe this particular slice of hell out of existence.
 
                 Inch-by-inch, Josh slid down an incline until he was underneath a large flat rock that provided much-needed shade for the rest of the squad. At five-foot-seven, Josh was one of the smaller members of the platoon. With only a few weeks seniority against the other buck sergeants, he knew had many eyes watching him. Still, the other soldiers respected his choices and didn’t talk back. As he neared the bottom, he saw his soldiers waiting.
 
                 Dax Shepard leaned his hulking frame against the rock wall and ran a rag through the barrel of his machinegun. The support team leader was, like Josh, a battlefield promotion. However, he never worried about how his soldiers reacted to him. At six-foot-five, he towered over everyone in the company. Even without his size, he had his celebrity status to fall back on. Before joining up, Dax had been a dozer with the New Freeman Badgers for five years. He didn’t wear his championship rings while in uniform, but any Grudgeball fan recognized his face. 
 
                 Josh carefully and quietly moved next to Dax and took a sip of water from the bladder in his pack.“Fuck, it’s hot.”
 
                 “No reason to swear.”
 
                 “I find it a perfectly fitting reason to swear.”He took off his helmet, wiping sweat from his forehead. His sleeve came back drenched.“Do you think we should move? This seems like the spot, but I’m worried about cover on our flank.”
 
                 Dax stared at his old friend, his brow furrowed.“This is where the XO said Delta patrolled. Man’s been on his game the last few weeks.”He turned his attention back to the dry landscape.“You’ve been right the last few weeks, Josh. Why are you still bouncing ideas off me?”
 
                 “Just want to be sure, you know?”
 
                 Dax shook his head.“No need, brother. You’ve got this. You’re almost as good as the LT. Have a little faith.”
 
                 Lieutenant James, formerly first platoon leader, had taken over leadership of the company a month before. With Captain Russell essentially catatonic, James ran the unit. It had been his orders that led second platoon to set up this ambush position, and he was rarely wrong.
 
                 Dax tilted his head to the side, sizing up his response.“I say we give it until night. If no one turns up, we roll back to base and figure our next move.”
 
                 “It’ll screw up the rest of the platoon’s mission.”Josh chewed on his lip.“We need to get our OPs further out. We’ve got blinders on in this corridor.”
 
                 Dax nodded thoughtfully.“It’ll be dangerous to push them further.”
 
                 “And it’s too dangerous not to,”Josh said. He snapped his fingers, getting the attention of the assault team leader. 
 
                 Alexa Haines crawled over, dragging her helmet behind her. Even covered in sand and grit from months of sleeping in the field, she still looked one shower away from being a model. Her red hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail that stopped just under her shoulders. 
 
                 “Yes, Sarge?”
 
                 Josh pulled out his map and rolled it out on the ground.“I need Bravo to push the OPs out another two hundred meters. There’s three large rock formations we can use here and here.”He pointed to peaks on the paper.“Once they have a good position, have them radio coordinates and continue reporting procedures.”
 
                 “Timeline?”she asked. 
 
                 “Six hours.”Josh looked at his watch.“Delta doesn’t do night ops. If we don’t see them by twenty hundred, we’re moving back to base.”
 
                 Alexa pulled a protein bar from her pack and broke off a piece. She offered the snack to Dax, who popped half in his mouth before handing it off to another soldier. Each rifleman took a bite and passed the bar around, never taking their eyes off their sectors. Alexa pored over the map for two minutes, memorizing the routes, and made her way to her troops. 
 
                 “She’s getting good,”Dax said to Josh.“Not a year ago, you would have had to walk her through setting up observation posts.”
 
                 Josh nodded.“Now if only we could train snoring out of her.” 
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexander stared in stony silence out the window of Imperion One. Outside, Fleet patrolled the ruins of Tallus, searching for an enemy upon which to exact retribution. The planet had suffered the worst attack in humanity’s history. Of the nearly three hundred million inhabitants of the sandy rock, only three million escaped. The numbers felt almost meaningless. It was impossible to comprehend the level of human suffering that had just occurred. Had it not been for the courage and sacrifice of Berlin and her escort, the devastation would have been total.
 
                 Jerry and Arthur stood nearby, watching the scene unfold. Rescue Valkyries, civilian and military, combed the surface of the planet for survivors. Although only one continent had been targeted, the effects of the bombardment led to a global firestorm. Outposts on the other side of Tallus lay in ruins, scorched by intense heat waves. A lucky few managed to weather the attack in an arctic reservation at the southern pole of the planet. New Freeman, once a megapolis stretching from coast-to-coast, was now a burning crater. 
 
                 Admiral Gilroy was aboard Valley Forge, overseeing the operation. What few pilots survived the battle were being thoroughly debriefed, and the tapes were undergoing rigorous analysis. Whatever had changed between the 13th of October and now had to be understood. Why were the Boxti suddenly an almost indomitable opponent?
 
                 The news agencies were all over the disaster, but few were able to put any kind of spin on it. For once, partisan politics took a backseat to recognizing the scope of the event. How many families had lost loved ones, or simply been erased entirely? Whole generations wiped out in an instant, without so much as a cry for help. The members of Tallus Node Bravo were interviewed by a young reporter searching for answers, but they did not enjoy their celebrity status. For them, the horror was too recent. They felt as though they had let down their friends and families on the planet. Rebecca had taken it the worst, her deep depression compounded by survivor’s guilt. That she had become the face of the drama did little to ease her pain. 
 
                 Fires raged across the surface of the planet. At first, Fleet had tried to extinguish the flames, but to no avail. There simply wasn’t enough water left to have an effect on the inferno. After six water droppers went down, the operation was halted in exchange for a straight rescue mission. The Valkyries had to be careful flying over the ruins, as their engines were quick to overheat and fail. 
 
                 Worse still were the reactions back home. Protests outside the make-shift Nangolani embassies became all-out riots. Buildings were raided and burned to the ground, and diplomats were dragged into the streets to be beaten. Police in Melbourne had to use fire-hoses to disperse a crowd that nearly lynched a group of visiting naval officers. It was knee-jerk xenophobia, and it showed little sign of stopping.
 
                 Aboard the High Chancellor’s ship, the mood was dark. Staffers busied themselves with various tasks to avoid getting in the way. Military officers shouted into telephones and slammed their fists on desks. Politicians talked with aides back planetside, trying to get ahead of the story. The less scrupulous men and women thought of ways this tragedy could work in their favor. Alexander watched with dark circles under his eyes. He’d never thought of himself as a career politician. The role had developed around him over time, almost by accident. Watching the different reactions aboard his ship, he found his stomach turning. 
 
                 At the window, Alexander turned to face his Chief of Staff. His face was drawn, dark circles under his eyes.“How did this happen? How could someone do this?”
 
                 “We can’t think about them as people, Alexander. This is an alien race, something we’ve never dealt with before. Who knows how they justify this genocide?”
 
                 “We do,”a voice said from behind. 
 
                 Alexander looked over his shoulder. There in the hall stood Anduin and his entourage. Two soldiers stood by their leader, rifles slung. Behind them walked a shorter Nangolani wearing a simple green blouse and black pants. Though he had only spoken with the aliens a few times, Alexander had started to notice the differences in the sexes. Men of the species seemed taller and more muscled, and their faces were often long and thin. Females tended toward the smaller side, with round faces and large expressive eyes. Their features were much closer to what humanity perceived as normal, a trait xenobiologists found mind-boggling. They also were the only members of the species that grew hair, straight and shiny black. If you squinted, they could easily be human. 
 
                 This one’s skin had a blue tinge that seemed iridescent. That had been another startling discovery. Television and films tended to paint alien life as monochromatic. Nature, it seemed, just didn’t work that way. Like humans, the Nangolani came in all colors and combinations. Some bore intricate birthmarks or a pattern of lines and dots. They ranged from pale blue to dark charcoal, and everything in between. Alexander wondered if their species had the same trouble with racism as his own. He could recall with painful ease the ignorant and hate-filled letters he’d received upon being named High Chancellor. Six hundred years had done little to calm that fight, apparently.
 
                 Anduin stepped forward, his eyes moist.“I am so sorry for the wound your race has suffered. This tragedy is but another scar the Boxti have left upon the universe.”He took Alexander’s hand, holding it like a father comforting a child.“We have no idea how many worlds have been destroyed by this menace. But now, with your help, maybe we can end the bloodshed.”
 
                 “How could you hold this information from us?”Arthur demanded.“Millions are dead. Millions!Can you even understand that? One percent of the human population just vanished, and all you can say is‘sorry?’Too little, too late.”
 
                 Anduin held up his hands.“We had no idea the Boxti had a force this close to one of your planets.”
 
                 “Bullshit,”Admiral Walker shouted.“It was your intel that led our group to attack their scouting party.”He leered over the alien Emperor.“What did you think would happen?”
 
                 “We thought you would win.”This came from the new, shorter alien. The voice was clearly feminine, with a strange accent that placed the emphasis slightly off. Her glossy hair fell to her shoulders and her eyes shined like amber.“The Boxti posses powerful technology, greater than even our own, but they are not invulnerable. Your ships are weaker, but your pilots of much greater skill. That they would fail to eliminate a small scouting party had been thought of as a remote outcome. The Boxti’s retaliation on Tallus was as unexpected as it was tragic. They are not prone to acts of vengeance.”
 
                 “Who the hell are you?”Arthur asked. 
 
                 Jerry elbowed him hard in the ribs.“Watch your tone, Arthur.”
 
                 Anduin held up a hand to calm the group.“We take no offense. Your people have only just learned the cruelty of this alien menace. Anger is to be expected, and we are aware of the tendency to‘shoot the messenger,’as your kind puts it.”The Emperor gestured to the younger Nangolani.“This is Mara Nox Booren, a historian and senior scientist of our civilian fleet.”
 
                 “Fa‘hnaki lan,”she said.“It is an honor, High Chancellor Burton.”Mara held out her hand and smiled. She seemed much more at ease in replicating human expressions, and the feeling seemed genuine. Alexander took her hand, noting it was far more delicate than the soldiers and politicians he’d met thus far. He bowed slightly, a custom observed of the alien race, and this seemed to please the assembled group. 
 
                 “Civilian fleet,”Alexander said curiously.“Emperor Anduin, you never mentioned that there were civilians in your Armada.”
 
                 “It was necessity. What began as a simple convoy for myself and several prominent politicians became a desperate run as the Boxti closed in on our Homeworld. We gathered into an endless procession including more than a few scientific vessels and transports. As we rescued our outer colonies from attack, our military strength grew in numbers, but so did our stock of women and children.”
 
                 Mara stepped into the conversation.“I apologize, Mr. High Chancellor. Our race is known for caution, a lesson proven wise through generations of peace with our neighbors. We weren’t eager to reveal every detail of our fleet without learning more about your people.”
 
                 “I’d say you know more about our people than you let on,”Arthur said.“You know our customs, our rank structure. You can speak more than a few of our languages and your pronunciation is exquisite. How long have you been watching us?”
 
                 Mara smiled, not at all put off.“We have had scouts watching Earth for almost three hundred of your years. Not piloted vessels, just drones. We wanted to make contact, but the distances were astronomical. Our understanding of—how do you call it—Blue Space is only now growing into something useful. All of our travel was once restricted to a single, all encompassing system. 
 
                 “JohGal, our star, absorbed a white dwarf many millions of years ago. The two solar systems combined, merging perpendicular to one another before settling into one solar plane. The combination of planets allowed several habitable bodies to form. When we gained access to the stars, we had a bountiful realm to populate. Only recently have we begun venturing deeper into space, and that came with the help of other species.”
 
                 “Why watch us then?”Arthur pushed off Jerry as the older man tried to quiet him.“To take our drive technology?”
 
                 Mara closed her eyes.“We are curious, like you. When another race arrived on Nangol to share the secrets of the universe, we celebrated. That day is still a holiday for our people, the moment when our world expanded infinitely. Since that day, we’ve sent drones to thousands of locations in search of intelligent life. When we found you, your people amazed us. Still, we had no way to reach out that far, so we watched from a distance. We learned new art forms, heard new music, and fell in love with your devotion to each other. The human race is unique in the galaxy for their compassion. No other alien civilization we’ve encountered would give so much to help out those in need.
 
                 “It was with that knowledge, fleeing from the butchers known as Boxti, that we risked everything to get here. If there was a chance to find help, it would be from humanity.”
 
                 Now it was Alexander’s turn to be incredulous.“You came here without knowing how we’d react? What about the rest of your planet? The rest of your people? What do they think about all this?”
 
                 Mara turned to face the Emperor, her face contorted. 
 
                 Anduin frowned.“I don’t think now is the most appropriate time.”He looked at the humans, emotion rippling across his withered face, before nodding to Mara.“Tell them,”he said.
 
                 “We lost contact with Nangol less than a year after our evacuation.  We had fled across the galaxy, and by this time the armada was larger than what you have seen. Emperor Anduin and the other Elders decided that our mission was to continue forward and seek out help. It was my suggestion that we reach out to you, and I was humbled when the request was approved.”
 
                 “The Boxti caught up with us a few jumps from your home planet,”Anduin said.“Not their invasion force, by Darna Wo, but a raiding party. That was what chased us across the galaxy to your front door.”
 
                 Admiral Walker looked skeptical, but gave the aliens some space nonetheless.“You’ve said their armada is massive. How is it that they’re in so many different systems? How did they find Tallus?”
 
                 “The Boxti are not a single race,”Mara began,“but rather a civilization built on the backs of slaves. We believe the native Boxti have all but died out, but their goals of conquest remain the same. By the time Nangol fell, over a hundred species had surrendered to the Horde. Their fleet may number in the billions, spread across the galaxy.
 
                 “Tallus was located near several gas giants, each rich in valuable chemicals. The Boxti most likely stumbled upon it by accident, and they would not have thought to look for any natives.”
 
                 “Why not?”Jerry asked.
 
                 Mara crossed her arms and looked at the Chief of Staff.“The Boxti are segregated, and only the higher castes are allowed to make contact with alien races.”
 
                 Alexander and his staff stared at the aliens, unsure what to think. The High Chancellor could’t help but be angry, yet the creatures seemed sincere in their empathy. Their story was a sad one, and there was no way to know if any of it were true. But turning on humanity’s newfound ally wouldn’t solve anything. He sighed, somewhat exasperated. 
 
                 “I understand that you must be cautious, but how many lives could have been saved if we’d known ahead of time? I would have put Tallus on alert for evacuation as soon as Boxti were spotted in sector.”
 
                 Anduin nodded.“I agree, High Chancellor. From now on, my people will share intelligence that is vital to the war effort, no matter how small. And, furthermore, Mara shall be attached to you, for use in whatever manner you deem fit. She will share our culture and knowledge, and assist you in research and development.”
 
                 “Thank you,”Alexander said. 
 
                 Mara bowed her head.“I will teach you everything I know about our people.”
 
                 “First,”the High Chancellor said,“I need everything you know about the Boxti.”
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexa’s scouts in the observation posts caught sight of Delta thirty minutes before sunset. A heavily armed section patrol moved through the twisting canyons toward the squad’s position. The soldiers wore the same ballistic uniforms and ceramic plates, but their clothing was red instead of tan, with armor the color of sun-fried bricks. They took their ground carefully, inspecting each turn and choke-point. As the enemy moved closer to the ambush area, a scout sent out a signal, careful not to give away her position. 
 
                 Back in the overhang, Josh heard his radio click twice and moved back to his position in the center of the ambush. He tapped his team leaders on the shoulders, motioning for them to follow. Moving on his stomach, Josh crawled to a spot behind a large boulder. The natural erosion of the stone had created a perfect firing perch. He laid his rifle down, barrel trained at the center of the kill zone, and waited. 
 
                 “Squad, prepare for enemy contact.”His voice was calm and cool. He expected it to shake more. Even though it was only training, this was his first time taking command of a squad in simulated combat. Even the small unit drills he’d learned in basic were nothing compared to this. His pulse raced away, heart beating so loud in his ears that he thought the enemy would surely notice. Minutes dragged on while he waited. When the sound of footsteps reached him, he nearly jumped. 
 
                 Their lead element consisted of three riflemen. The soldiers moved slowly into the trap, their carbines at the ready. Every few steps they would halt and listen. It took them two minutes to cross into the center of the kill zone, and they hadn’t noticed a thing so far. After searching the area with their optics, one of the soldiers dropped to a knee and spoke into his radio. Moments later, the rest of the section walked in. 
 
                 Josh had set his ambush up perfectly. His heavy machine gun team had complete coverage across the engagement area, with blind areas covered by Type 14 Anti-Personnel mines. The rest of the squad, packing Groder-Kelly (GK) Carbines and Monroe Automatic Shotguns, lay trained on the kill zone waiting for the order. There was enough firepower to wreck an armored convoy, let alone a patrol. With surprise on their side, taking on a force twice their size was only slightly less insane. 
 
                 Dax squeezed Josh’s shoulder and pointed to the middle of the group. Lieutenant Mahone, Delta’s XO, was with the unit. They couldn’t have planned it better. Josh waited until the group was centered in the blast area for his Type 14s, gripped the trigger in both hands, and squeezed down hard.
 
                 In an instant, the world exploded in noise and light. The three mines erupted with incredible force, sending simulation shrapnel into the patrol. At the same time, the machine guns opened up, cutting through the soldiers in the kill zone with ease. The weapons roared, sounding like jackhammers as they spat out round after round. The silence broken, the entire squad fired into the area, lobbing grenades and shooting with precision. Each soldier had an area of responsibility, and they made sure nothing survived inside of it. In only twenty seconds, the entire patrol lay down on the ground. The simulators triggered small electric shocks in the training uniforms that kept each person in the dirt, preventing cheating and providing psychological feedback for getting“killed”in action. 
 
                 Josh gave the cease fire, waving his hand palm-outward in front of his face. The steady popping of rifle fire died out, leaving only the quiet aftermath. Careful to move quietly, Josh crept forward with his rifle leading the way. Off the squad leader’s movement, Dax pushed his team forward. When they could see the kill zone, the squad rose and marched forward, weapons trained on the unmoving bodies on the ground. After the support team cleared the area, they set up on the far side and provided security while the assault team repeated the action. The squad kicked weapons away from downed soldiers as they passed, finally setting down on their side of the encircled objective.
 
                 Josh moved to the center of the formation and called out for his specialty teams. While he planned out the next movement, Dax and Alexa checked on their soldiers. Of all the rounds exchanged between the two companies, no one from Josh’s squad had been hit. Two men from Alexa’s fire team ran from body to body, checking for any intelligence on Delta’s location. One popped up suddenly, running over to Josh. 
 
                 “It’s a GPS,”he said, out of breath.“Coordinates are still active.”
 
                 Josh grinned as he flipped open the handheld device. There, glowing red on the screen, was the exact location of the Delta’s patrol base. He got on the radio immediately, calling for the platoon leader. The line crackled for a moment before connecting.
 
                 “White one, this is white two,”Josh said. He waved Dax over while he waited for a response. The big man jogged over and took a knee. His eyes lit up when he saw the object in Josh’s hand.
 
                 “This is white one-romeo, send it.”The voice on the line was Private Norris, the lieutenant’s radioman. Josh could imagine the scrawny kid lugging his rifle with the communications pack strapped to his shoulders, complaining every step of the way. 
 
                 “White two has confirmation of the package. Coordinates ready to transmit.”He pulled out his map, laying it down on the ground and pointing for Dax to mark Delta’s position. Josh took a moment to double-check the grid lines as they intersected near the base, imagining the look of the terrain in his head. He tapped a small plateau, mouthing right here to Dax. 
 
                 “White two, this is white one-six,”the lieutenant said. Something was happening in the background. Josh could make out sporadic machine-gun fire.“Position is overrun. Proceed on mission to new coordinates and execute the package.”
 
                 Shit, Josh thought.“One-six, we can be at your location in twenty minutes.”
 
                 “Negative. Stay on mission.”Another explosion caused the line to burst into static.“Plan C is in effect. I say again, Plan C is in effect. White one-six is out.”
 
                 The connection ended and the net went silent. The lieutenant had pulled the zero switch, erasing the entire codec from his radio. Josh stared at his handset for a moment, his heart thumping in his ears. Dax looked at him, eyes wide. 
 
                 “We’re it, then?”The answer was written on his friend’s face.“Are you OK?”
 
                 Josh nodded.“Get your team ready. We need to move out.”He motioned for Alexa to join him. She jogged over, grinning still from the successful ambush.“We’re getting ready to move. How’s your team?”
 
                 “Pumped the fuck up,”she said.“What are our orders?”
 
                 “The PB was overrun. We’re on our own.”
 
                 Alexa’s face darkened.“Plan C?”
 
                 “It’s in effect,”Josh said. He stood up, stretching his back.“Squad, we’re moving out.”
 
                 “Sergeant,”Alexa started.“The platoon’s gone. The company is gone. What the hell are we going to do with barely a section?”
 
                 Dax ordered his men to lead the movement back to the rally point. All of the squad’s equipment had been laid out under guard for their return several hundred meters away. The squad slowly pushed through the canyon, careful to check for a counterattack. The ambush had gone off without a hitch, but that amount of noise never went unnoticed. Even with Delta operating at half strength, they had plenty of warm bodies to send on an investigation. 
 
                 The two team leaders walked close to Josh on their return, brainstorming ideas for their next move. The squad paused when an enormous explosion shook the ground. Josh looked over the top of the canyon wall and saw a pillar of smoke rising far to the East. Plan C had been a last resort the XO had established after a night raid nearly crippled the company. Mines, mortars and grenades were strung all around the camp, all facing in. Should the unit fall, any enemy caught inside the base would be killed when the failsafe trigger activated. 
 
                 “So what’s the plan, boss?”Dax asked. 
 
                 Josh let out a breath he’d been holding. He looked at his friend, past the bulky composite armor and into the eyes of a young soldier who didn’t know what came next. Alex made a less imposing figure in her scout kit, the lighter ceramic plates framing her small body. Both were lost and looking for guidance. As the squad arrived at the rally point, he shoulder his pack and adjusted the straps to make the load more bearable. 
 
                 “We have three more days,”he said.“In less than a week, this operation is over, and we’re back at Camp Noble hoping the boredom doesn’t kill us. We’ve survived this long by avoiding the big risks. Now it’s time to go big.”
 
                 Dax spoke up.“Delta’s gonna know we’re coming when their section doesn’t report.”
 
                 Josh smiled.“Then let’s not keep them waiting.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The observation platform Seraph Three floated over the battlefield. Powered by seven gravitational disruptors, the disk housed a hundred cameras that monitored and recorded every event in its designated piece of sky. The dozen technicians aboard ensured that no moment went by without significant analysis. It was an exhausting effort that paid off with refined training techniques for the soldiers, and a stronger military in combat. 
 
                 Aside from the myriad of generals and politicians aboard the craft, several contractors and civilian engineers watched the spectacle. In the last decade, watching the games had led to astounding developments in body armor and weaponry. Andrew Manton, the CEO of Manton Industry, stood front and center at the bay window. He drank scotch from his personal reserve while chatting with several prominent generals. His aide, a sultry olive-skinned woman, stood nearby to take down any notes her boss thought up. 
 
                 The atmosphere on Seraph Threewas less professional and more casual. A wet bar in the center of the platform served a modest selection of alcohol, while several television screens displayed the action as seen from the other observation crafts. The presence of the politicians and civilians put the career military men in a friendly state of mind. They gossiped, joked about matters of security, and made gentlemen’s agreements regarding the next weapons development projects. 
 
                 Across the room, seated on one of the plush couches near the bar, Sasha Otravlyatovich rested his eyes. Hours of watching the battles unfold left him weary, but he couldn’t allow even the briefest respite. The scar that ran from his left brow down to his cheek pained him, and the glass of vodka in his hands did little to help. He’d been to a wargame before, years ago, but nothing like this. Back then, you had to walk the dirt with the soldiers, often missing key moments in the fight while hiding from enemy fire. It was a gritty, often terrifying experience, but invaluable in the training and selection of top soldiers. This immense battlefield presented an unmatched opportunity to hone the skills of the Terran Army’s finest. It was last place he’d expected to be invited. 
 
                 Markov Ivanovich sat nearby, smoking a disgusting brown cigarette. How he could stomach them, as a doctor, Sasha would never understand. The elder Martian—no amount of political bullshit would make him accept Terran—scratched at his mustache and watched the young physician with mild interest. Markov was light-skinned and attractive, with jet black hair and amber eyes. To have achieved a doctorate at such an age had left him understandably arrogant. Sasha found his both intriguing and off-putting. Men like that created problems, and Sasha always seemed to find himself at the epicenter. It seemed he was looking for another war to fight. Sasha downed a shot of ice-cold vodka and grimaced.
 
                 “The sergeant from Alpha is certainly worth a look,”Sasha said. He had no idea what Markov was looking for, just that he was there to see...something. 
 
                 The young doctor shook his head, never taking his eyes of the monitor. 
 
                 Sasha rolled his eyes and poured another shot.“Or just ignore me, that is also good.”
 
                 “Always so sour,”a voice said from behind. Sasha turned slowly, feeling his blood temperature rise.“I would think a change of scenery might ease that temper of yours, Sasha. Although this moon is the same color as the last one you were on, right?” 
 
                 The old soldier sneered. Brent Kerrigan, a diplomat from Mars, grinned in response. He played with his expensive silver tie as he talked, showing off the clothing that ill-gotten cash could buy. His jacket was neatly pressed and tailored to fit. His teeth were perfect, a fact he displayed as often as possible. It was possible the shimmering crimson suit cost more than the platform in which they sat.
 
                 “Kerrigan,”Sasha said.“I expected Jonah to send someone to watch the games, but how he managed to remove you from his ass in time eludes me.”
 
                 “Manners, Sasha,”Markov said, joining the conversation. His own crumpled jacket and slacks looked all the more frumpish compared to the diplomat’s attire.“Brent is a guest of Counsellor Fogwell. We must be respectful, no matter how poor the politician’s taste.”He stood and offered a hand.“Dr. Ivanovich. We’ve met before.”
 
                 Brent took the hand and shook hard.“The Red Hammer remembers those who show respect, doctor.”
 
                 Markov squeezed Kerrigan’s hand tight.“And they forget the places they are no longer welcome.”
 
                 “I’m surprised you passed through security,”Sasha said.“The Travelers Administration must be relaxing its standards.”
 
                 Brent’s smile showed a crack.“And I’m impressed they’d let an alcoholic traitor show his face in a civilized system. Especially a face like that.”
 
                 He was up and moving before Brent had a chance to react. Sasha grabbed the man by his lapel and slammed him into the glass window. The young man recoiled as the Martian leaned in closer, his scarred face inches away. 
 
                 “Maybe you forget I earned this mark serving your master, you ungrateful dog,”he spat.“Jonah forgets who trained him in starting a revolution. He wants to keep fighting because it’s the only thing he has anymore, and he doesn’t care who he has to kill to do it.”
 
                 “Jonah just wants what you fought for. Even if all you retired warhawks gave up the chase, he never did.”
 
                 “No,”Sasha said, his grip tightening.“He wants blood. We wanted freedom. And we earned it.”
 
                 Brent struggled against the surprisingly strong older man.“You lost.”
 
                 “And you’re the ones to set things right?”
 
                 A security guard walked over, placing his hand on Sasha’s shoulder.“Is there a problem here?”
 
                 Sasha released Brent’s jacket, letting the smaller man down to the ground. He took a step back, his face still red.“There will come a day when your sins catch up to you, Kerrigan. And I will be there.”
 
                 Brent smoothed out his clothes and flashed his signature smile.“I’m looking forward to it, Sasha. I’ll let Jonah know you send your regards.”He walked away toward the Counsellor, who had missed the entire ordeal. The guard walked back to his post. 
 
                 Markov walked over to his companion, dropping his cigarette in a nearby plant pot.“Are you all right?”
 
                 Sasha rubbed at his graying hair.“Just a veterans reunion.”
 
                 “Wouldn’t he have been a child during the rebellion?”
 
                 The older man nodded.“But he thinks of himself as a revolutionary. They all do. That’s why they are so dangerous. They think the way I once did. That society hates us.”
 
                 “Not everyone,“Markov said.“Just you.”He patted his new friend on the back.“I bring you along to watch the fighting down there, and all you do is start fights up here.”
 
                 “He started that one.”He followed the doctor back to the couches and sat down.“Besides, I don’t even know what you’re looking for.”
 
                 “Not looking.”Markov leaned over and handed Sasha his tablet. On the screen, a young soldier ordered his squad to move toward the enemy base. The powerful camera zoomed closer, until the name RANTZcould be seen stenciled on the back of his armor.“Found.”
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
   November 21, 2236
 
    
 
                 Jerry arched his back and grimaced. His doctor recommended he get at least an hour of exercise a day to stretch out his compressed spine. The problem wasn’t his motivation; he always felt better after taking the time to work out. The main obstacle was a job that required he sit at a desk for sixteen hours and yell at people over the phone. Add to that a forty-minute commute from his house in morning traffic and you had a recipe for chronic back pain. 
 
                 Mara walked over. Jerry found it interesting that the alien was only a little shorter than an average human. His interaction with the Grays had been limited—he winced at the slur; it wasn’t politically correct to use the term. The Historian moved with grace and poise, and Jerry found it strange that he could use the word“seductive”without feeling any revulsion. In what might have to have been the dumbest question asked at that early-morning press conference on the 14th of October, a reporter had asked how anatomically compatible the Nangolani were with human physiology. The answer had surprised many in the room, namely that humans and the aliens shared many physical similarities. No one wanted to contemplate what questions would follow.
 
                 “Are you injured?”Mara asked. 
 
                 “I need a new back.”
 
                 “Oh,”she said, dark eyes wide open.“Do you have that technology?”
 
                 Jerry couldn’t help but smile. In the few weeks he’d dealt with the new species, he’d learned that they were exceptionally observant, but often confused human idioms. They understood sarcasm, but subtler quirks escaped them. 
 
                 “I’m fine, just a little stiff.”
 
                 The alien frowned.“Do you need assistance? I have studied human bone structure, I’m certain I could relieve whatever issue is hurting you.”
 
                 He held up a hand.“That’s all right. I’ll live.”He sat down on a bench against the wall, letting out his breath as a hiss.“It’s remarkable, you know.”
 
                 “What is that?”
 
                 Jerry gestured at her.“That you’re human-shaped.”
 
                 Mara’s eyes widened.“How do you know that you are not Nangolani-shaped?”
 
                 He stared slack-jawed.“Did you just tell a joke?”
 
                 “I hoped you would like that.”She seemed proud to have stunned the Chief of Staff.“In truth, this form is fairly common in our galaxy. There are other paths of evolution, to be sure, but two arms and two legs seems to be quite an efficient design.” 
 
                 Jerry marveled at the alien a moment longer.“How do you think it’s going in there?”
 
                 Mara sat down beside him, resting her hands on her lap. She blinked, thinking hard.“I’m not sure I understand? Are you worried they won’t know where to start?”
 
                 “You studied our language for how long?”She looked hurt at the remark.“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
                 She sighed.“No, you’re right. I spent years learning the nuances of different human languages. English, Mandarin, Arabic, Spanish...but knowing the grammatical structure of a sentence is not the same as knowing a language. There is so much that happens between the words. You call it‘subtext.’It’s...difficult to follow.”
 
                 “You’re right.”
 
                 “It’s so frustrating for me. I thought I was prepared to come in and create the bridge our two civilizations would need. Instead I’m causing unnecessary delays while we figure out what each other are saying.”She rested her head in her hands.“I feel like I’m failing as a diplomat.”
 
                 Jerry went to put his arm around her, but stopped. He still had no idea where the comfort zone started with the aliens.“You were trained as a historian, not a politician.”
 
                 “In my culture, a historian is an ambassador. We are sent to other planets to spread the knowledge of Nangol. To impart on all who will listen the discoveries of our science, the wonders of our art, even the joys of our spiritual beliefs. I have gone to a dozen worlds, spoken in a hundred languages and convinced heads of state and dictators alike to understand what our race can offer in a peaceful alliance. But here, with a culture I understand and a language with which I excel, I am impotent.”
 
                 Jerry couldn’t help but feel for the poor girl. It couldn’t be easy, knowing that her race was as reliant on the humans as they were on hers. He had been in her shoes before, negotiating the final days of the Martian Conflict. And that had been a simple matter, just a few billion miners and scientists in a full-scale galactic rebellion. 
 
                 “Your people don’t often speak of religion,”Jerry said. 
 
                 Mara smiled, relieved to have a new subject to discuss.“There are a few on our world, mostly variations of the Ambra Dowan.”She saw the confusion on Jerry’s face.“It means‘Guiding Light,’and it was taught to us by her Grace, Darna Wo. She wrote a journal in her time describing the building of our world, of giving life to the various creatures and teaching my ancestors how to thrive. Some worship her as a god, others as a prophet. We call her World Maker and Star Child. She guides us in leading a good life, and carries us away to JohGal when we die.”
 
                 Jerry felt breathless.“Mara, I’m at a loss. Do you know much about about humanity’s different beliefs?”
 
                 She nodded.“It is what helped me draw my conclusion that your species would come to our aid. Most of your morality and compassion stems from a religious root. Even the non-believers follow laws that began as dictations from one deity or another.”Suddenly her eyes dropped to the ground.“I know all of this, but it hasn’t helped me reach your High Chancellor. He still sees my people as outsiders, as troublemakers.”
 
                 “Alexander—excuse me, High Chancellor Burton—is a patient man. He’s hurting now because his citizens are dying. We’ve never seen destruction on this scale before. Enter into this the shock of discovering a new species, and a sentient one at that. Do you know how long we’ve been searching the stars for answers?”She shook her head.“If there’s one thing I can promise you, it’s the fact that we want this to work. More than anything in the universe, we want to meet new friends. It’s part of our society, what took us from separate nations in a constant state of war to entire planets governed under one house.”In a constant state of war, he didn’t add. Jerry leaned in closer.“Besides, we’ve only been in there for nine hours. No good negotiation finishes the first day.”
 
                 Mara laughed, a musical sound of rapidly changing tones. Jerry joined in, more happy than he could say that aliens had a sense of humor. He stood and walked over to the meeting room. He held the door open while she walked in, and she gave him a small smile. 
 
                 
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Delta had built their patrol base in the perfect location. Hidden from view on three sides and nearly inaccessible from the fourth, the small plateau allowed observers to spot incoming enemy from kilometers away, and made an easy attack impossible. The rear spanned a sheer cliff face, and only one guard post had been set up to watch the ground below. All the other entrances were manned by heavy-machine-gun teams, each rotated throughout the day to ensure the crews were awake and ready.
 
                 The ambush hadn’t gone unnoticed, and the CO had brought the camp up to fifty percent strength. For every soldier who slept, ate or went to the latrine, another had to be up in position with their rifle ready. Every infantryman moved with a purpose, the tension building with each passing hour. Only four days remained until the siren would sound, signaling the end of the exercise. Delta had to at least eliminate Charlie if they wanted a fair standing in the leader board. Alpha was the clear victor, having taken the abandoned fort from Bravo and decimated the other units with constant raids. Still, second place would earn promotion points for the officers and earn the enlisted men some much needed time off to spend with families. They’d had zero contact outside the moon for months.
 
                 Sitting in his post, watching the light fade, Corporal Hernandez struggled to stay awake. Months of intense combat, combined with a constant lack of sleep, had drained him of any motivation. After mouthing off to one of the lieutenants, he’d earned a permanent post watching the cliffs. It wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened. Private Murphy was still in the stockades after he’d been caught toying with some of the POWs. Still, staring out at vast nothingness for 12 hours a day didn’t make the time pass any faster. He told himself to tough it out, to let the rest of the week run by so he could go back to the barracks and shower off the months of suck. 
 
                 At the base of the sixty-foot cliff, something glinted in the rocks. He barely noticed. The sun burnt so many of the stones into glass that spotting a reflection wasn’t a sign for worry. The other moons of New Eden often reflected light onto Kronos for hours after sunset. Besides, intel still had Alpha holed up in their fort while Charlie attempted to nip at their heels. The game was almost in the bag. He daydreamed about his girlfriend back in Buenos Ares, how she would be waiting for him in their bed when he took his leave.
 
                 Something shifted in the sands below. Juan leaned over the railing of the tower, peering through his scope. He couldn’t make out any shapes. All he saw was the orange sand below. From the middle of a small outcropping of rocks came a flash of yellow. Before he could react, the round smacked his visor just over his right eye. Immediately, electrical charges activated in his suit, bringing him down without a sound. The echo from the shot died out quickly, unheard in the camp. As a mild sedative made its way into Hernandez’s body, he smiled. For him, at least, the games were over. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Josh patted Alexa on the back.“Great shot.”He’d watched the round fly and saw the soldier go down. They’d observed the position for almost three hours to make sure no other guards appeared. If he’d guessed right, Josh figured they wouldn’t change shifts until around midnight. It made for a perfect window of attack. It would take them that long to scale the cliffs and get into position. 
 
                 The rock wall wasn’t exactly vertical. In places, erosion had created natural handholds and steps. While it was far from easy going, the squad could make the plateau in less than an hour. Once at level with Delta’s base, the group would chuck grenades and explode outward in fire teams, wasting the remaining enemy. They were outnumbered two to one, but surprise of this magnitude paid dividends. 
 
                 Josh took lead, climbing hand over hand up the wall. Wind pulled at his arms and legs, threatening to dash his body against the sharp rocks below. He pressed his face against the hot stone, taking each inch with utmost caution. After a few minutes, the dark was so pervasive he had to search for each handhold by feel. He slipped more than once, his foot catching a weak mound of rocks, and ended up hanging by his fingertips. His arms ached all the way to his shoulder blades, and sweat stung his eyes. Every few vertical feet he would stop and sip from his camel back. Dax appeared alongside him, out of breath. 
 
                 “How is this a good idea?”
 
                 Josh paused to suck in a bellyful of air before responding.“I figured you needed to lose the weight. I just didn’t want to say anything in front of the squad.”
 
                 Dax grinned and kept climbing. Despite his size, he moved nimbly up the rock wall, reaching the landing before the rest of the squad. Josh struggled to keep pace. His hands were beyond cramped. Each time he pried his fingers from one rock they refused to work for several seconds. The twin moons Castor and Pollux rose on the horizon as the soldiers made their way higher and higher toward the enemy base. Dax reached down and pulled his friend the rest of the way to the summit. Josh rolled onto his back and carefully slid toward the camp. 
 
                 Sandbags had been placed to protect the watchtower from fire below, and they provided excellent cover as the squad assembled. From his position, Josh could make out several tents and half-shelters, all spreading out from a central point on the plateau. This had evolved over the months into more than a patrol base. Charlie had barely managed to set up functional windbreaks, let alone mess tents and armories. Delta had been busy, which would explain why they’d avoided fighting for so long. 
 
                 Two tents down, Josh could see the armory. A staff sergeant stood outside, his helmet resting on a crate while he smoked a cigarette. Behind him, inside the shelter, were crates of grenades and mines. 
 
                 “I can hit them from here,”Alexa said.“It should take out that half of the base.”
 
                 Josh scanned the area, making a mental note of enemy positions. He looked over his shoulder and caught sight of the sun making its way down to the horizon. Holding up his hand, he counted three fingers between the nearby star and the ground. About forty-five minutes before the light from the twins would expose their position. 
 
                 “We’re going to do this quietly,”Josh said. He pulled Dax and Alexa in. Around them, the squad had taken position in a tight half circle. They watched and listened for any movement around the area.“If we can take their towers, we own the only high ground. Two HMGs would destroy this base, and we can use this position here to pick off any survivors.”
 
                 Dax looked pensive.“I’m with Alexa, Josh. If we hit that armory, we’ll be able to mop up in the confusion. Save us a lot of hassle.”
 
                 “No.”Josh tightened his combat vest, pulling on the straps by the webbing.“We’re going to need the ammo.”
 
                 “For what?”Alexa asked.
 
                 Josh smiled devilishly.“After this, we’re going after Alpha.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 “Our people are not willing to divulge secrets of that nature, Magistrate.”Adeline Quinn, standing in front of the Nangolani delegation, glanced over at her boss. Jerry had been silent for most of the negotiations, chiming in only when needed. He preferred to see how his well-practiced students handled the heavy lifting. 
 
                 The alien began to chant under his breath, his musical language coming out in short bursts. Finally he looked up at Adeline and nodded.“Colorum can then remain an undisclosed location. The Nangolani shall establish our own personal safe haven away from human systems, and in return you will identify areas where we may set up triage and local housing.”
 
                 Adeline smiled. She was gorgeous, having taken her looks entirely from her mother. It was a narrow dodge too; her father had a uniquely repulsive nose. With her light skin and fiery red hair, she turned heads wherever she went. There were days when she wondered why she ever went into politics over vainer pursuits, but this wasn’t one of them. In this room, because of her, humanity had allied with an alien race.
 
                 It took the better part of the evening, but Jerry and his team of silver-tongued diplomats had managed to work out a simple but comprehensive treaty with the Nangolani. Debating in a foreign language was nothing new to the Chief of Staff. He had to admit he’d had doubts at the beginning, but things had gone smoother than expected. The Secretary Counsellor of Defense had only stayed for a short time, citing prior engagements with the military as an excuse to leave early, but Jerry didn’t mind. He preferred to work with his team and few else. 
 
                 Adeline had, once again, separated from the pack early on. The other two members of the group took diligent notes and supplied plenty of ammunition for Quinn to throw at the aliens, but they were otherwise silent. Jerry beamed at his goddaughter, more proud than ever that she’d allowed herself to be dragged into this world. 
 
                 Emperor Anduin had been absent, leaving in place his own version of a Chief of Staff: the Magistrate Intercessor. The surprisingly tall alien wore a scarlet uniform gilded with golden lining. Bronze and silver crescents adorned the fabric, creating a flowing pattern that cascaded from his shoulders to his belt. Crimson fringes hung from his shoulderboards. He spoke with a deep baritone, another oddity after hearing the normally soft voices of the species, and annunciated each syllable. After the pleasantries were over, Jerry had laid down the Terran requests and allowed Adeline to handle the back-and-forth. With Mara helping translate some of the nuances of the language, the treaty was pitched. 
 
                 Jerry had to admit he was having fun. Talking with the Nangolani diplomats afforded him invaluable insight into their government, which differed radically from the human’s. 
 
                 The Colonial Federate was based around the Three Pillars, divvying power of legislation and execution amongst the High Chancellor and his cabinet, the Centurial Council, and the Colonial Delegation. Each position was elected by a majority vote of its subordinates. Countries elected their own representatives, who voted for presidents, who elected governors and Ambassadors. Those then invited the best and brightest to fill any vacant seats in the Chamber of the Hundred, as Council members ruled for life. The High Chancellor was elected after a thorough vetting process and served up to three six-year terms. At least, that was how it was all intended to function. Jerry often reminded himself this was barely their tenth year as a government.
 
                 The Nangol Magistrate was a different game altogether. Emperor Anduin ruled with near-absolute authority. The members of the Magistrate, known as the Elders, advised the head-of-state and executed his orders. Under them were the Domin, commanders of ships. Jerry called it a militant monarchy. In any case, the two species at least could agree that power and responsibility had to be shared. 
 
                 For obvious reasons, Nangolani ships were only allowed in Terran systems with an escort group. Fleet had enough on hand to release a small contingent of cruisers and destroyers for the duty, and the Intercessor accepted the condition. As he put it, were the situations reversed the same would be expected. 
 
                 “One must guard their home, even from supposed friends,”the Intercessor had said.
 
                 The aliens possessed technology that the humans did not understand, namely there proficiency with plasma and laser technology. In the hundreds of years since mankind dropped the shackles of fossil fuels in favor of fusion and fission, they still relied on archaic methods of combat. The Gauss cannons, though modernized and effective, required significant stores of ammunition and limited the effective range of fighters. The Nangolani resisted the idea of sharing their military secrets, but found a compromise. Their own knowledge of hyperspace was limited compared to the Terrans. In exchange for a look at the humans’drive systems, they would release several weapons for study. 
 
                 A more tender point of the discussion focused on the recent anti-Nangolani violence that had plagued every inhabited system. What had started as a few isolated attacks now seemed an almost weekly event. The Intercessor insisted that the humans deploy better security measures around the embassies. More than that, the Council needed to raise awareness among the human populace that the Boxti, not the Nangolani, were responsible for the tragic events at Tallus. Jerry had no objections to that. In fact, steps were already in place to help calm the animosity. 
 
                 Mara seemed to enjoy her time in the room. Jerry imagined it felt a treat to both take an active part in the intense negotiation and observe human interactions up close. Years of study from afar and through recorded video could not hope to capture every detail or nuance. She spoke sparingly, more content to just listen and learn. As she later explained, the Nangolani had formed alliances with over a dozen sentient species, and none had provided such an intellectual sparring match. 
 
                 As the talks came to an end for the day, Jerry rose from his chair and offered a hand to the Magistrate Intercessor. He accepted, though his face showed no emotion. Unlike some of the other aliens, he had no concept of human expression and did not try to fake it. His grip was strong and confident.
 
                 “Naku am do, Marmakan,”Jerry said, his tongue tripping somewhat with the alien language. This produced a reaction, and the Intercessor’s brow raised. For a moment Jerry feared he had inadvertently spoken an insult. 
 
                 “Naku mai sholo.”The delegation bowed their heads.“The honor is mine, Chieftain Ahmad.”The Intercessor and his entourage collected their data pods and left the room. Before he walked through the door, the Intercessor turned to face Jerry.“Your pronunciation was adequate, but try to soften the consonants next time.”He left the human standing dumbfounded.
 
                 Mara and Jerry remained with the staffers and tidied up. Adeline made small talk with some of the alien aides, but the two men simply stood and gawked. Even having just spent the better part of twenty-four hours locked in a room full of Nangolanis, they acted like schoolchildren at a zoo. Mara, for her part, didn’t so much as blush at the attention. Jerry was struck that he didn’t know whether or not they blushed at all. Of all the species discovered thus far, only humans demonstrated that particular expression.
 
                 “Thank you,”he said after they finished setting the chairs back in place.“You were very helpful today.”Jerry grabbed his briefcase, slipping his phone into his pocket and throwing his bottle of water into the recycling bin. 
 
                 Mara nodded, still focused on the task of cleaning the table.“This was different than I expected. You are a skilled negotiator. I don’t think a single concession was made without equal compensation from our side.”
 
                 Adeline spoke up.“The art of building a treaty isn’t about leaving the table happy. You have to be willing to make sacrifices, otherwise you’re not going anywhere.” 
 
                 Jerry pulled his phone out and activated a note from Alexander. He showed Mara.“The High Chancellor provided me with guidelines about where and when to draw the line. All we had to do was start the conversation way above expectations and walk them down into our comfort zone.”He didn’t admit that the entire ordeal had been significantly easier than predicted. In fact, in his fifteen years working for the government, no single table talk had ever ended so amicably. And those were between members of the same species.“I hadn’t expected your species to be able to eat human food. That opened up a few possibilities we hadn’t thought of.”
 
                 Mara patted Jerry’s shoulder. She seemed more comfortable with physical contact than the rest of her kind. Some of the Nangolani were downright skittish about being touched.“In any case, you displayed remarkable poise. I find that every minute spent with your race delivers mountains of observations. It is no wonder you have become such a dominant force in your systems.”
 
                 “That and a lack of anyone else on the food chain,”Adeline said. 
 
                 Mara looked up, suddenly worried.“You have to eat those below your station?”
 
                 For a second she didn’t respond. Then she and Jerry laughed so hard tears streamed from their eyes. A full minute passed before the Chief of Staff was able to speak.“Mara, I think you and I need to have a lesson in modern idioms. Are you tired? Do you need to rest?”
 
                 She smiled.“I’ve been living forty-hour days my whole life. I’d rather spend more time learning with you.”
 
                 Jerry looked over at his team, raising his eyebrows quizzically. 
 
                 “I think we’ll pass,”Adeline said.“I have to get these boys back to the office so we can transcribe the recordings.”She held out a hand which Mara quickly accepted.“I look forward to working with you again, Mara.”
 
                 “Likewise,”the Historian replied. She lingered with Jerry as the diplomats walked down the hall and disappeared behind the corner. Turning to Jerry, she smiled.“Shall we?”
 
                 He walked to the door and gestured for her to lead.“Ladies first.”As they walked out into the hallway together, Jerry put a hand on her back. There was something comfortable about her. She reminded him, in a strange way, of his aide: so eager to learn.“Now I will teach you the wonder drug we call‘coffee.’”
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 The wind rocked the northern tower of Delta’s post. Built out of ammunition crates and excess canvas, it was more an elevated bunker than anything else. Sandbags protected the unlucky guards from incoming fire, but did nothing to break the constant icy gusts that swept up from the canyons below. Delta had secured a strong foothold in the plateau, but it made for a terribly uncomfortable home away from home. 
 
                 The lone sentry squeezed his eyes shut as another blustery current buffeted his lackluster shelter. It was seven hours into his watch and he was ready for relief. To be fair, he’d been ready for relief hours ago, when the sun was still bearing down and the temperature was forty degrees warmer. Ever since the company had pulled from the fighting, each day was just an exercise in the age-old idiom:“Hurry up and wait.”He and his fellow soldiers spent most of the week cleaning their weapons and conducting drills, but even the platoon sergeants were lax now. With the gauntlet ending in a few days, there didn’t seem to be much point in risking an injury. 
 
                 The sentry chanced a peek at his watch, but the numbers were too dim to see. He danced from one foot to another, trying to warm his numb feet. He was a native of New Eden’s tropical paradise the Golden Tooth, where the temperature rarely dipped below eighty. As he was fond of saying, he wasn’t built for Kronos nights. Unwilling to wait for his replacement, the corporal switched on the soft blue light and stared at the ticking hands. He shook his head, disappointed. 
 
                 When he heard the sound, his first thought was that it was his lucky day; that Private Cobert had arrived early to send him back to a warm bunk. Spots danced in front of his face, the ghost images from the watch, obscuring the dark form that climbed into the tower. He smiled.
 
                 “About damn time, man.”The Sentry blew into his hands, teeth chattering.“You ready to take over?”His eyes widened when he saw the face that emerged from the shadows. Delta didn’t have any females left in the exercise. And they’d never had one this pretty.
 
                 “That’s the plan,”Alexa said as she jammed the simulator blade home. Derry barely had time to gasp before his suit shut him down. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Josh waited until he received a double-click on his radio. Upon hearing the signal, he gestured for Dax to send his team members to the southern tower. Two privates, eager to try out their sneaking skills, padded off down the narrow pathway behind the tents. Minutes later, two clicks sounded over their walkies. 
 
                 The plan was relatively simple. Josh figured the guard would change around midnight, as most attacks occurred either just before or just after sunrise or sunset. With the towers under their control, and the perimeter patrol focusing on the ingress route to the east, Josh could set up his squad in a half-moon around the camp. The XO had been battle-tracking the statistics as reported over the Battalion Net week to week, and it was estimated that Delta was down to a platoon and a half in strength. While that was considerably more than Josh’s heavy squad of twelve, it was not an insurmountable number. 
 
                 Once the towers had been immobilized, Josh sent Dax and the rest of the heavy machine gun teams to occupy the positions. With a three-way crossfire—carefully established to avoid fratricide—the squad would tear the camp to pieces while attempting to leave the armory intact. Josh and a few sharpshooters would stay behind by the cliff to eliminate any survivors, and to sweep the base once the firing ceased. 
 
                 Dax and his support gunner moved slowly toward the southern position, while Josh sent two more north. The silence bore down on the squad leader as he squatted there, unwilling to move lest the smallest sound give away his position and compromise the entire operation. The air had cooled significantly, the temperature plummeting. As his adrenaline wore down, Josh shivered. He’d been here before, on other training exercises, and he knew how important the next few minutes would be. Charlie needed all of the Delta soldiers to play a hand they didn’t know they’d been dealt, staying away from the towers and in their tents. The worse the weather became, the better it was for the squad. Cold soldiers tended to stay indoors if possible, and the Delta commander couldn’t possibly imagine that the last squad in a dead company had just scaled a cliff face in an attempt to conduct a suicidal midnight raid. 
 
                 As the moons continued to rise over the plateau, Josh waited for the signal from his teams. 
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Captain Thornton stared at a shadow between two tents, unblinking. It was thirty minutes to midnight, and he was up checking on his recon elements that just returned from the field. It was the first night in two weeks that the entire company slept in one area, and the commanding officer was understandably tense. If their position had been discovered, a single mortar attack could be devastating. 
 
                 Juno, the company First Sergeant, walked beside his commander. He didn’t worry about mortars, as most of the units had expended their rounds in the opening months of the games. Foolish wastes, he thought. The final days were when the munitions would be needed most. He congratulated himself on his foresight once again, smirking in his usual way that often put the soldiers off. The First Sergeant always seemed to be laughing at his own personal joke, and his particular brand of humor involved misery for the rest of the troops. 
 
                 “Sir, is there something wrong?”Juno asked. 
 
                 Thornton remained frozen in place. He could swear he’d seen something moving, but what? His night vision was lamentable, and the lax light discipline wasn’t helping matters. They’d scouted the area for days before moving in, and he knew that no one could spot their glowing chemical lights from anywhere in the surrounding canyons, but the soldier inside growled at the use of such luxury items. 
 
                 “Did you see that, top?”The captain pointed to just behind the mess tents.
 
                 Juno stared, but couldn’t make out anything unusual.“Nothing there now. What did you see?”Even if he didn’t know what the CO was talking about, he’d known Thornton long enough to work with him on his hunches. 
 
                 “There was movement behind the tents,”Thornton said. 
 
                 First Sergeant thought for a moment.“Could have been the relief for the guard towers. Maybe they’re changing out early tonight.”
 
                 “Why early?”
 
                 Juno shrugged.“Only a few days left, kids get excited. It’s hard to sit here and do nothing, so they look for work to do.”Even as he said it, the words felt wrong in his mouth. Something pricked the hairs on the back of his neck.“Sir, maybe we should pull a few more soldiers onto guard.”
 
                 Captain Thornton didn’t respond. Something new had caught his eye. Something in the north tower.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 At five minutes to midnight the team settled into position. The HMG crews sighted their targets and set up small sticks to control their cone of fire. With support gunners standing by holding spare barrels and a rifleman guarding the entrance to the towers, the raid was set. All it needed was a trigger. 
 
                 Josh clicked his radio four times, the signal for the countdown. A moment later, three clicks came from the southern tower. He imagined Dax hulking over, the bipod legs of the three-barreled DaVinci machine gun resting on the guardrail facing the camp and the butt firmly planted in his shoulder. Another three clicks, signaling the north tower set and in position. Alexa’s soldiers would have their ammunition set out in lines beside their feet for easy access on reloading. The support gunner would watch the belt feed through the weapon until only an arm’s length remained before connecting the new line. They trained this way for just this situation, when a single mistake meant the end for everyone around them. 
 
                 Josh gripped his radio, his jaw set, and clicked twice. For five seconds the silence persisted, and then the world erupted. Fire from both towers tore into the tents in the center of the camp. Josh saw two men standing in the center of the base cut down in a single burst, not enough enough time to draw their pistols. Shelters exploded as the sim rounds ripped through them. Soldiers would have been sleeping, completely oblivious to the frenzy around them. He almost felt bad for Delta, but pushed the thought out of his mind. A group of soldiers shouted to attack the towers, and they charged back toward his position to flank the positions. As the riflemen approached, Josh and his team picked them off one by one. 
 
                 Josh let the machine guns work through the camp, saturating the area with fire. There was no reason to hold back. Either they won the fight and secured ammunition from Delta’s stock, or they would run out and be killed. Fortune favors the bold, as his dad would to say. He watched the massacre unfold, firing sporadically at soldiers trying to escape. Even if a few managed to run east out of the camp, they would either wander until the ending siren a few days later, get picked up by the safeties, or get killed by one of Alpha’s sniper teams. 
 
                 When Dax’s tower went silent, Josh knew the fight was over. He called over the radio.“Cease fire, cease fire.”The northern post quieted.“Hold positions, we’re moving in.”He called his small team of shooters together and they formed a line. Weapons at the ready, they marched forward to clear the area. 
 
                 Two soldiers popped up from behind an overturned storage bin. At first they didn’t recognize Josh and his group, then they went for their rifles. The team dropped them quickly and moved on. In the center of the base they found Captain Thornton and Delta’s First Sergeant. Throughout the exercise, Josh had found the simulated“death”soldiers endured slightly unnerving. The sedatives produced a pleasant dream state that lasted two to three hours, in which time the safeties on the course came in to retrieve the soldiers and move them to the staging areas until the exercise ended. The corpses looked peaceful which, combined with a lack of blood, made the scene surreal.
 
                 Josh knelt down by the enemy CO and pulled his dog tags out. He pulled his radio from his shoulder, surveying the damage his squad had caused.“Dax, Alexa. Bring it in. Leave the gunners in position and tell them to watch for anyone coming back our way.”A few minutes later, he had his team leaders with him in the battered command tent while the team policed the bodies. Delta soldiers were laid out under a tent near the front for easier access by the safeties. The rest of the squad went through the camp and retrieved weapons and ammunition. 
 
                 “Damn, that couldn’t have gone better.”Dax slapped Josh on the back hard enough to nearly knock him over. He set his DaVinci on the ground, the barrels still red and smoking.“Picture perfect, better than that ambush.”
 
                 “It takes a talented team to pull it off,”Josh said.“You guys did an amazing job. I don’t think they even knew what him them.”He was feeling good, better than he had in weeks. 
 
                 Alexa took off her helmet, wiping her sweaty forehead clear.“Quick says the armory is stocked. Mortars, mines, grenades—you name it, it’s ours.”
 
                 Josh nodded, making a mental checklist.“We can’t sleep here, but we can’t leave the ammo. Put together a detail and start distributing everything we can carry. We’re moving out as soon as we’re full up, find a place to set down.”
 
                 Dax’s jaw dropped.“Why can’t we stay here? Everyone’s dead.”              
 
                 “We just made a hell of a lot of noise. Even if Alpha doesn’t know where this place is, they know something went down in this direction. It’s not worth waiting around for them to find us just to grab an extra hour’s rack.”
 
                 “He’s right,”Alexa said.“If I were a scout out there, I’d be talking this one up all night. At the very least, they’ll send a team to watch this canyon in the morning.”She took a drink from her pack.“We’d be spotted when we left.”
 
                 The big gunner sat down on the ground with a grunt.“So we find a better place to crash, and then what?”
 
                 Josh pulled out a map and laid it on the ground. He took a pencil from a pocket on his forearm and drew a circle over a small black square symbol in the top right of the grid. As his team leaders watched on, Josh placed a series of symbols around the black square, designating entryways and egress routes. Finished placing his graphics, the squad leader looked up. 
 
                 “What is that?”Dax asked.
 
                 “That,”Josh said,“is Alpha’s fort. Thornton had been monitoring their activity in order to stay out of the way. He never planned to attack, but wanted to know how to take over if they ever left.”He tapped the map.“Sadly, he never found a weakness.”
 
                 Alexa leaned in closer, her excitement growing. She chewed on her lip.“Last I checked, Alpha’s almost at full strength. And we’re just twelve guns.”
 
                 “When the safeties get here, they’ll release a casualty report.”Dax scratched his head.“By 1700, Alpha’s gonna know we’re the last ones standing.”
 
                 Josh held up a finger.“That’s why we have to move fast. It’s thirty klicks to the base, and not on easy terrain. But if we get there before they post the report tomorrow night, we have the advantage.”He shrugged.“Not a big one, but any advantage can work.”
 
                 Dax laughed.“So we’re planning on winning this, now?”
 
                 Josh pushed the map out of the way and began drawing in the sand.“We’re gonna need every mortar we can carry. Tomorrow, we’re gonna rain hell on those poor bastards.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron awoke in Blue Space. Blood covered his right eye, casting the world in shades of purple. Around him, the cockpit vibrated with a steady hum. He looked around, trying to establish some semblance of bearing, but there was nothing to key on to. The Boxti cruiser that had towed him into the void was long gone, having found its exit. He was all alone, somehow still traveling through hyperspace, and without any means of getting out.
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   The Devil You Know
 
    
 
   “Ask any two people on the street and you’ll get three opinions about the Mars Uprising. Nobody won that war, it simply ended. Both sides finally put down their arms not because they were done killing, but because the homefront was almost completely destroyed. We look back now and think our leaders should have known what would happen, what would come out of the cesspool of hate and ignorance. Jonah wasn’t the first monster we created. But he was the most ambitious.”
 
    
 
                                                           Jerry Ahmad
 
                                                           Former Chief of Staff
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   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   November 22, 2236              
 
    
 
                 New York awoke with a roar, spewing traffic into the already congested arteries. The tiered lanes of cars and trucks stacked almost eighty-million people in the tight spaces between the looming skyscrapers. Like all moments preceding a storm, the air seemed charged with electricity. 
 
                 Since its founding, the city had changed flags only a few times. The Union Jack gave way to the Star-Spangled Banner, and the American flag rose anew as the Empire Americana. Under the United Earth Council, the Big Apple served as capital to an entire planet, though that distinction eventually moved to Vienna after political fallout from the Korean Kingdom. Not to be deterred, the great city continued to grow in size and prominence, consuming the surrounding lands under one immense urban sprawl. With a population measured in billions, New York City remained the prime example of a megapolis. 
 
                 High-tech industry flocked to the Americas, and the towering landscape of Earth’s greatest city grew ever larger. Skyscrapers fell into the shadows and monolithic spires sprouted from the city streets to scrape at the stratosphere. In time, several Space Elevators were tethered in orbit overhead, becoming the tallest manmade structures on humanity’s home planet. With the ground left so far below, travel between buildings required the construction of the Sky Rail, a tram system based from tower to tower. 
 
                 Spanning the vertigo-inducing distances between the hundreds of high rises in the downtown area, the Sky Rail carried thousands upon thousands of travelers to and from their places of work and play. On a given day, over twelve million people used the mile-high trains to skip out on the less enjoyable shuttle jumps between towers. New York’s Transit Authority monitored the various stations and the fleet of passenger cars, providing much-needed security. Though the Martian terrorist group Red Hammer had been loathe to attack civilians in the past, recent years had seen the gloves fully removed. 
 
                 At the station hanging over the 5th and Broadway intersection, a young man sat on a bench and ate a sandwich from a paper bag. He was average-looking, barely worth a passing glance. A small backpack bearing the NYU slogan lay on the ground by his feet. Everyday passengers paid no attention to the kid, dismissing him as a student and returning their thoughts to more pressing matters. No one noticed the colorful wires that poked out from between the zipper of his bag, or the way he glanced around fitfully as he ate his food. 
 
                 Two transit officers walked onto the platform, looking around for anything out of the ordinary. One spoke into his walkie-talkie, his eyes alert as he scanned each face. The other walked around the area, hands resting on his gun belt. He would pause every ten feet or so, rocking on his feet as though bored. To an untrained observer, the cops were going through the motions of their job. 
 
                 On his bench, the young man’s phone rang and he immediately grabbed at it, dropping his sandwich onto his lap. He pressed the answer key and held the device to his ear. The nearest officer turned his head slowly, not wanting to seem too interested in the exchange. Without speaking, the policeman glanced over at his partner and tapped the brim of his hat. On the signal, the other officer nodded and moved into a flanking position. 
 
                 “No,”the young man said into the phone.“Everything is fine here. I don’t need you to babysit me.”He leaned over, cupping his hand over his mouth.“Don’t you trust me to take care of something as small as this?”
 
                 The two cops closed the distance, and around them passengers began to clear the area. Just the physicality of the police around the man on the bench spoke volumes. With a nod, one of the officers stepped up and stood directly in front of the suspicious kid. He didn’t draw his weapon, as there was no reason to cause alarm just yet. The cop waited for his presence to be noticed. 
 
                 The boy looked up, eyes growing wider as he saw the uniform and badge on the man in front. The phone dropped down slowly before resting in his lap.“Officer?”
 
                 A train approached the station, vibrating the entire platform as the engineer applied the brakes. Businessmen and students and blue-collar workers moved closer to the boarding area, leaving just enough space for arriving passengers to disembark. A circle formed around the two police officers and the suspicious kid, growing larger by the minute. 
 
                 “Son,”the policeman said.“Would you mind stepping to the side with me?”
 
                 The young man looked at his watch, fretful.“Is there some kind of problem?”
 
                 Leaning down, the officer’s eyes pierced into the boy’s.“Is there going to be?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 The tablet in his lap showed a three-dimensional view of the city, complete with the active traffic patterns. On the screen, the massive Galactic Media Tower was highlighted with a red aura. In a ring around the building, marking each Sky Rail platform, were glowing yellow dots. In the bottom of the screen, a timer counted down from three minutes, sounding a chime every sixty seconds. 
 
                 “We’re about five from touchdown, sir,”the driver said. 
 
                 Sitting in the hot seat, center of the shuttle, Jonah Blightman couldn’t help but smile. He pressed the transmit button on the intercom, checking that his headset was properly connected. He cleared his throat and began. 
 
                 “Ladies and gentlemen of the Red Hammer, I salute you. After years of preparation, and more than a few false starts, our time has come. Today will mark the opening shot to a war I have planned for more than a decade.”He paused, thinking of all he’d sacrificed to get to this point: his family, his life, his birth name.“A great comeuppance is upon the hapless citizens of Earth, though retribution is intended solely for their leaders. Spare anyone who isn’t an immediate threat, and clear the areas around those blast zones. I don’t want unnecessary deaths to tarnish our debut.”
 
                 Voices cried out in support over the radio in a dozen languages. All around the world, Jonah’s soldiers prepared for war.  
 
                 Jonah switched off the radio and settled back in his seat.“Where are the other teams?”he asked, knowing the answer already. 
 
                 His second-in-command, Victor Brock, leaned forward from the back of the shuttle. Around him, twenty armed soldiers of the Red Hammer sat ready to deploy. They wore all black jumpsuits with heavy ceramic armor and full helmets.“The Euro-Asia team is on schedule. Antarctica is a go. The only hiccup was Australia. Bombs have been planted at nineteen of twenty locations.”
 
                 Jonah looked up from his tablet.“Only nineteen?”
 
                 “Lin was caught by a security sweep.”Vic held up his own screen, showing his commander the location of their teams around the globe. On the map, small blue dots denoted cells operating under orders, while red dots represented planted bombs and targeted locations.“Our African cells hit all designated targets, and we think we’re getting a bonus in Cairo.”
 
                 “Why’s that?”
 
                 Victor grinned malevolently.“Counsellor Truman’s conducting an inspection of the grounds at the new facility. We can add a dozen staffers and the Secretary of Energy to the list.”He tapped the screen, bringing up the map of the Americas.“Brazil was a problem, but you already talked to Hans. They’ll go to Plan B for that tanker.”
 
                 Jonah nodded.“It’s regrettable. Kills innocent civilians without the benefit of breaking down the infrastructure.”
 
                 “Necessity, sir. We’ll just have to settle for a good show.”
 
                 He glared at Victor.“Don’t be callous about peoples’lives. If our leaders hadn’t acted that way ten years ago, we wouldn’t need to be here now. Remember that.”
 
                 “Yes, sir.”Victor turned away before scowling. He didn’t like being treated like some green recruit, always receiving the history lectures. He’d been there, fighting next to Jonah in the tunnels on Mars. Hell, he was already running a cell before their new leader even joined the ranks.“Sixty seconds to showtime.”
 
                 Jonah pulled a revolver from his holster, admiring the cool metal. He knew the eight-shooter was an anachronism, something from a bygone era. Still, years of close-quarters fighting made him prefer a weapon that would never jam or misfire. He cracked open the chamber, checking the fragmenting rounds inside. Satisfied, he snapped the weapon closed and placed it back inside his coat. 
 
                 “Here we go,”he said to himself.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Another policeman, a patrol officer from a local precinct, had joined the group around the bench. Now the transit agent had his hand on his pistol, though the weapon remained in the holster. Still seated, the young man had refused to move, stalling for time. He still held the phone in his hand, letting the party on the other side listen in on the interaction. 
 
                 “I don’t understand,”the boy said.“Have I done something wrong?”
 
                 The policeman wasn’t trained in interrogation. He had good instincts, a trait that had kept him alive on the job more than once, but this was an entirely new situation. Something about this kid grated on him, triggering the need to intervene. But he couldn’t place what was wrong about the situation. His blood pressure rose as the seconds ticked by. 
 
                 “I’m not going to ask you again, son.”He snapped open his holster. He knew that, if needed, he could draw and shoot within a split second.“Stand up slowly and come with me, or I’m going to drag you out of here.”It was cold at this altitude, wind whipping around the glass towers at fifty miles an hour. The officer’s hand trembled as it gripped the rubberized handle to his service weapon.
 
                 The young man looked over the policeman’s shoulder at the large digital clock on the platform wall. He lowered his head, resigned to his fate, and started to stand. It wasn’t supposed to go this way. A few more minutes and the platform would have been almost empty. He held up his phone apologetically, miming a request to end the call. The officer relented, taking a step backward. 
 
                 “Dad,”the boy said.“It looks like I’m not coming home for lunch after all.”He snapped the phone shut and dropped it into his pocket. The cop took a step forward, reaching to grab the kid’s arm. Behind them, the train eased to a stop at the platform, and a thousand people entered into a game of musical chairs. 
 
                 A tone sounded overhead, and the automated voice called out the next stop for the tram. On the wall, the digital clock snapped to nine fifty-eight. As the police closed in on the young man, he looked up at the sky and closed his eyes. With a small, unheard chirp, the bomb in his backpack activated. 
 
                 Twelve pounds of high explosive, surrounded by nine packets of nitric acid, exploded in an immense fireball. The boy and the three policemen were immediately vaporized, as were dozens of the surrounding onlookers. Each packet of acid turned into a fiery cloud, growing in every direction to destroy the scaffolding. They were just as effective at disintegrating people. The shockwave shattered three support columns, weakening the structure of the platform. Unable to support its own weight, the station snapped off from the side of the tower, beginning the long descent to the city streets below. The rail line began to crumble under the excess weight. People scrambled toward the tower, trying desperately to reach the safety of the building before the entire area fell. 
 
                 Fire swept across the side of the tower, preventing any escape as the platform continued to break apart. Glass shattered under the intense heat, raining dull cubes down on the panicked mass. With a horrific groan, the metal supports on the rail itself gave way. With the train still attached and thousands aboard, the entire line plummeted down the side of the building. People screamed as the floor beneath their feet simply vanished and they fell into the fog below. Safeties activated along the rail, separating the broken line from the rest of the track and letting it drop free. Emergency rockets activated on the train, sending the screaming passengers toward a rough but survivable landing. 
 
                 For a minute the silence ate away at the men and women inside the media building. Then the clock struck ten. As those inside the tower watched on, every single Sky Rail platform connected to their building exploded. Bombs destroyed the platforms and connecting supports, tearing the rails down and sending fiery debris tumbling to the ground. Smaller explosions rocked the Galactic Media Tower as the access points on the lower floor were hit. Though they didn’t know it yet, everyone inside the building had just been trapped. 
 
                 In his office on the top floor, CEO of Galactic Media Arnold Rothsburg tried in vain to reach the police. At the moment the explosions took out the Sky Rail, all the lines had been cut to the building. From his vantage point on the 200th story, he could see the six armored shuttles approaching. Even with smoke obscuring the view, it was impossible not to notice the blood-red fists painted on the side of the ships. 
 
                 One of the transports touched down on Arnold’s personal landing pad, shoving his own aircraft off the platform. Before the landing skids had even touched down, soldiers began pouring from the sides. They rushed at his office, firing through the glass. One of Arnold’s security guards shoved him to the floor and shot back, trying to halt the attack. A round pierced the guard’s forehead and he collapsed to the ground. The assault lasted only a few seconds. Before the shuttle’s engine had turned off, the CEO’s detail was dead and the room secured. 
 
                 The last thing the executive saw before blacking out was a tall man wearing a long black coat walking into the office, his boots grinding the broken glass into the carpet. He spoke in a calm tone of voice as he ordered his men to secure the rest of the floor, not even sparing a glance at his sudden hostage. One of the soldiers rammed the butt of their rifle into the CEO’s temple, and the lights went out. 
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Josh and Alexa lay on their stomachs on a large flat rock overlooking the small fortress. Alpha had found the perfect location. With only one feasible entrance, the base presented an almost impregnable position. Even with a full company, they would have had an impossible task ahead in trying to take over from the enemy unit. With twelve soldiers trying to attack almost eight times their strength, it seemed beyond imagining. 
 
                 The hike to Alpha’s base had taken almost all of the evening. After securing every last round from the armory, Josh had led the squad down into the pitch-black canyons. At this end of the training area the terrain crushed together into long corridors of red and brown rock. At the largest two soldiers could stand shoulder to shoulder and barely squeeze through. Sometimes Josh had to slip sideways and suck in his chest to scape past a pinched cropping of boulders. Dax had the hardest time of it, often needing his fire team’s help navigating up and over the narrow twists and turns. Had they made this journey months before, Alpha would have seen them coming from miles away using thermal gear. But weeks of fighting had drained all their batteries and, for all intents and purposes, they were fighting with sticks and stones. Josh’s drill sergeant would have been proud to see him. The salty veteran always said a true soldier didn’t need fancy toys. 
 
                 “See the towers?”Alexa asked. She pointed to four tall structures overlooking the main entrance.“They keep two soldiers inside at any given point. The luxury of having enough warm bodies to man the posts.”Her helmet sat off to the side behind a skeletal plant, and her hair was matted down the sides of her face. But even with no sleep and miles of wear and tear across her body, she was all smiles. Even if she didn’t look the part, Alexa had been raised for this. She was the eight generation of her family to enlist. She tapped Josh’s arm and gestured toward the nearest observation post.“They put a heavy gunner down the main road and snipers on his sides.”
 
                 Josh sighed.“Even without those, the walls are too high to scale without grapples or ladders.”He ran a hand over his face. The stubble he’d ignored over the last few days had somehow matured into a full beard. It made him laugh. His former squad leader would burn at the idea of ignoring field hygiene discipline.“Delta’s CO found some dead space once you’re inside the complex, but he had no avenue in. I’m open to suggestions.”
 
                 The small scout considered her options. Even with the amount of firepower they’d carried from Delta’s patrol base, there were no easy options. A direct assault was clearly out of the question, and using what little ComTex they had to open a hole in the walls would only delay the inevitable. Every route had at least four eyes with clear vantage points, and no cover to speak of. She was about to make a suggestion when she noticed Josh staring intently at something inside the fort. 
 
                 The squad leader inched forward, looking through his binoculars.“They have trucks,”he said.“Two soft tops, and only one with a mounted gun. Where in the hell?”He turned to Alexa, suddenly invigorated.“How long until they know about Delta?”
 
                 She bit her lip, trying to remember the briefing they’d received at the beginning of the exercise.“The safeties should have them by now. Figure it will take another hour to finish inputting the information into the system, and then another two to upload to the servers and transmit.”She shrugged.“They’ll know in three to four.”
 
                 “So we have an advantage. They think they know what we don’t have. Even if they’re expecting us to attack, they have to figure we’re low on ammo. Maybe we’d rush in, try to score as many points as possible before dying, but more than likely we wouldn’t risk attacking such a fortified position. So we’d have to try our luck with Delta.”
 
                 “But they had to have heard the attack last night.”
 
                 Josh looked over his shoulder, waving two soldiers up to join them.“And most likely they think that was the end of us, or at least of most of us. Look, they didn’t even send out their truck to see what made all that noise. Delta had been turtling this whole time so Alpha would think they had the last mortars, and they were well out of range for these tubes.”
 
                 Alexa moved closer.“I still don’t understand how any of this helps us.”
 
                 “We don’t have much time. Finish sketching their base and meet me at the rally point. Make sure you get a good grid for their OPs and those towers. I’ve got to get this started.”He edged backward, careful not to scrape the stone with his rifle.“Call me crazy, but I think we can win.”
 
                 “I’ve known you were crazy for a long time, sarge.”
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 Every television in the media room showed the same image. Broadcast from helicopters bearing every news logo, the ring of fire around the Galactic Media Tower continued to burn hours after the initial attack. Generals and cabinet members stood silent and watched the reports, each lost in a world of their own. More than a few knew they had lost friends in those columns of smoke. Three thousand people were dead or missing, and that didn’t include the countless others trapped inside with Hammer soldiers. 
 
                 The High Chancellor sat at the table, a half-emptied glass of bourbon within arm’s reach. Arthur and Jerry paced the room with the other staffers, each yelling at someone on the other end of the phone. Walker had been glued to his line for the entire morning, shouting orders to Admiral Gilroy back at Sol. Special-forces units had been mobilized and the American ground units were loading up for immediate deployment. But the news in New York wasn’t the worst of it. 
 
                 All over the planet, explosions had shocked the most powerful nations of Earth. In Europe, the United Federal Bank headquarters had been completely destroyed by a truck bomb left in the basement. Another device had taken down six satellite receiver towers across Asia. Brazil was reeling from a series of raids on military bases and prison transports. The coordination alone was staggering, as each attack had happened at almost the same precise moment, separated by thousands of miles. Groups—no, armies of soldiers fought brushfire skirmishes across the globe with local military. Each attack was targeted at infrastructure: fuel and natural gas lines, communication, defense services.
 
                 The darkest news came from Cairo, where the Terran Research and Development facility had been bombarded with mortar fire. One of the chemical tanks had taken a direct hit and lit off like a daisy cutter, completely flattening the structure. The far television showed an image of the Egyptian city, a massive crater carved from the eastern side. Counsellor Truman, one of Alexander’s close friends and advisors, had been inside when the attack began. Though the recovery operations were still active, there was little hope of finding the politician alive. 
 
                 Jerry slammed his phone on the table, fuming.“This is going to get worse before it gets better. We’ve lost forty percent of our network on the planet.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”Alexander asked. He was weary from bad news. First Tallus, now this. It seemed like a lifetime ago since he’d felt in control of his path. How could he run the galaxy if it was taken from him? It was more than he was ready to accept. 
 
                 “Jonah has his soldiers taking down transmission towers. He wants to control the media on Earth, to put his own personal spin on all this. They’re blocking news networks, only allowing one signal through. They’re also shutting out receiver satellites. Terra Node is going to lose contact with the planet soon.”Jerry shook his head, running a spotted hand over his stubbly chin. Ever the businessman, he couldn’t help but look for the angles.“Damn smart moves, if he can keep control long enough to capitalize.”
 
                 Colonel Selena, the Secretary of Defense for Luna, stepped closer to the table.“How was he able to pull this off? I mean, we’re talking about a planet of over fifteen billion people. How big has Hammer become, and how could we not see this coming?”
 
                 Arthur was about to start an argument when Jerry stepped in.“Jonah isn’t the first head of a Martian splinter group. After the Coalition fell and the war ended, there were millions of rebels still itching to fight. Only their leaders stood down, and that didn’t sit right with those on the front lines.”He walked over to the monitor, pointing at a report. Jonah’s face stared back from an old photograph. The terrorist leader wore his usual expression of mild distaste, and his thin beard was still jet black. His name was blank; only the alias Jonah Blightmanwas printed.“This is what came out. Not just one fanatic, but millions. All Jonah had to do was convince those with his point of view that he was the biggest dog in the yard. After that, they’d follow him everywhere.”
 
                 “And with a million-man army,”Arthur said,“how were we supposed to keep track of every possible citizen who might be associated with Red Hammer? The intelligence agencies had over forty different groups to watch at any given time, and that’s just between Earth and Mars. Titan still has cells we can’t catch, as does Europa. And outside of Sol we have even more.”
 
                 Selena wasn’t satisfied.“But this level of coordination, you must have heard something. Somewhere, there has to be an analyst who didn’t have their head up their ass.”
 
                 “If Jonah is good at anything,”Alexander said softly,“it’s being anywhere but where you think he is.”He took a sip of his bourbon. The High Chancellor looked up with bloodshot eyes.“He must have been moving people in small groups for years, slowly transferring the entire army to Earth. I’m sure a few loyal grunts stayed behind to rattle sabers and keep our eyes looking the wrong direction. It’s an astounding success for them, and a miserable failure for us.”
 
                 The colonel walked the length of the room to the drink table and filled a cup with coffee.“Earth’s forces are occupied with skirmishes all over the globe. Admiral Gilroy assumed command after General Burnside went missing.”She turned back to the assembled group, fire in her eyes.“I can have bombers in the sky in under an hour. We know he’s inside the GMT. Why not just destroy it? The chance to take down Jonah Blightman comes maybe once in a lifetime.”
 
                 “No,”Alexander said.“I won’t condone an attack on our citizens. No matter who stands behind them. We have to trust Gilroy and the special forces.”
 
                 “The last I checked, sir, there were fifty thousand members of the special-forces units in Sol and about a million men wearing the Red Hammer. The military is still rebuilding, and you are in dire need of boots on the ground.”
 
                 Jerry sat down at the table, resting his head in his hands.“The draft was a good idea, we just didn’t implement it soon enough. It’ll be a year or more before we’re fielding a true ground force.”
 
                 “I wouldn’t have done that just for this. Jesus Christ, we’re in the middle of an intergalactic war and we have rebellion to deal with? Why did he have to pick now?”
 
                 “It’s the perfect moment,”a lithe voice said. All eyes turned to see Adeline entering the room. She handed her boss a cup of coffee and set another on the table in front of Alexander. Her dark blue suit was wrinkled from sleeping on a couch, but otherwise she looked remarkably put together.“We honestly can’t spare the men to fight at home when such a powerful enemy as the Boxti is on our doorstep. Jonah’s always been an opportunist.”
 
                 Jerry smiled ever so briefly, his face resetting at once.“Adeline has a point, sir. With the public already spinning in circles over the Nangolani and Tallus and the draft, this was the perfect moment.”
 
                 Arthur’s phone rang and he stepped out of the room. He could be heard in the hall shouting for a moment. Before anyone could speak, he popped his head back in.“Sir, New Eden has one hundred thousand soldiers stationed on the surrounding moons that can be deployable in the next forty-eight hours. The Black Adders have a battalion that’s just finishing their deployment to Kronos.”
 
                 Alexander blinked to clear his eyes. He felt the room still spinning. Had there been a window in this room, he would have been able to watch the rescue operation continue to fail on Tallus. Only a thousand survivors had been pulled from the various islands of the planet thus far, and few more were projected. In the space of a week, his entire universe had been shattered beyond belief. He shuddered to think what would happen next. In fact, he was finding it hard to think at all. Every new challenge weighed on top of his chest, crushing the air from his lungs. Alexander had been raised to believe in the system, to believe that doing the right thing would lead to the right end. He sneered at the thought. That ideology hadn’t prevented his father’s murder. It hadn’t protected the women and children of Tallus. He downed the rest of his drink. 
 
                 “Tell them to activate every unit in the system. When those soldiers are finished training, I want them ready to deploy.”
 
                 Adeline frowned.“Shouldn’t we pull them all in now, sir? Why the delay?”
 
                 “Because they’re green,”Jerry said.“Most of them haven’t seen a day of real combat. Pulling them out of training now will only shake them up more. Better to let them finish.”
 
                 Admiral Walker, looking much worse for wear, nodded and began to dial his phone.“I can have half of their force mobilized on Earth by the end of the month. The rest we can have standing by.”
 
                 An aide knocked on the door on the opposite end of the room. Jerry waved the young staffer inside. Shouldering past the people in the crowded room, he dropped a printout in front of the Chief of Staff.
 
                 Jerry looked down at the note, rubbing his face with his hands.“Alexander, it’s from the Nangolani.” 
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “They’ve been tracking the group that fled from Tallus. If their trajectory remains the same, they’ll be nearing Eros within the next twenty to seventy hours.”
 
                 The High Chancellor couldn’t help but laugh. He lost control of himself, smacking the table. Tears streamed from his face as he fought to regain composure. The room stared, uncertain how to react. Finally, Alexander let out a breath and shook his head. 
 
                 “Yeah, that sounds about right.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron sat inside his pod, staring out at the vast empty tunnel. Had it been days or months or hours since he’d been sucked into the void? Did it matter?
 
                 He reached into his flight suit, pulling out his silver cross and tossing it into the air. It floated in the zero gravity, but drifted steadily toward the right side of the cockpit. Strange, he thought. It’s like we’re moving at different speeds. He picked the cross out of the air and stuffed it back into his pocket. 
 
                 It was warm inside the cockpit, much warmer than he’d expected. Space was frozen and awful, making the ether a tropical paradise in comparison. Given his oxygen reserves, he figured he would die of starvation before anything else. It wasn’t a terrible way to go. He flipped a few switches, trying to activate the engines for the fiftieth time. The cells shuddered and coughed and remained cold. Still dead. 
 
                 “Okay,”the pilot said, letting out a long breath.“Let’s figure out Plan F then.”
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 Josh and Dax’s team crouched behind boulders just off the road. The intersection behind them was as close to perfect as they could find for a linear ambush. The sharp turn hid their emplaced mines, and the HMG team could face down the road and open fire before the trucks would ever see them. If Alpha responded the way he needed them to, this was the exact spot to take. 
 
                 The plan had been broken down into three phases. Alpha had numbers, so dividing and conquering would have been the easiest approach. But the enemy also had time on their side. All they had to do was survive with more than twelve soldiers and they would win the event. If Josh attacked too brazenly, the guard would come up and they would be unable to wreak any more havoc. Everything had to fall like clockwork. A small mortar attack would seem like a desperate move by Delta to thin the herd. This would prompt a scouting party to go out and harass the team as it tried to leave. Since sending out ground troops would take too long, Josh figured Alpha’s CO would use the trucks to make quick work of the enemy. As this was the only navigable avenue, the squad would lay in ambush and take out the truck party. 
 
                 Their chances of success were beyond marginal, but they had to try. At the very least, they would go out with such a fight as to earn bragging rights for the whole of Charlie. 
 
                 “Mortar team set,”Alexa called in over the radio. Josh tapped Dax on the arm. 
 
                 “Are you ready?”Josh asked. 
 
                 Dax nodded, giving him a thumbs up. His DaVinci lay at his side, ready to be used at a moment’s notice. The rest of his team was divided just off the road, HMGs pointed at the bend and security on the ambush point. Alexa and the rest of the squad was spread around the area, mortars at the ready. Josh pulled his radio to his chest, his hand thumping with the steady beating of his heart. He squeezed the handset and brought it to his lips.
 
                 “Send the thunder.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Staff Sergeant Zev Perez stood outside the commander’s quarters and sulked. The sun had been up for hours and the temperature already topped 116. Sweat poured down from the band in his helmet and dripped into his eyes. It felt as though a burning weight rested on his back, and his fingers blistered when they gripped the hard plastic of his rifle. This wasn’t his first tour on Kronos, but the heat never got any easier. His mouth tasted of sand and foul combat rations. Every time he moved, clouds of red dust billowed off his muscled frame. But now he stood as still as stone.
 
                 With only two days left in the exercise, the Captain had decided to call it quits. No more offensives, no more raids. With Charlie company down to a handful of soldiers and Delta content to hide, there was no real reason to risk a single life—simulated though it may be—in any more missions. The soldier in Zev screamed at the idiocy of it all. Hiding in a fort was no way to finish a training exercise. 
 
                 He’d been to see the commander every day since the order, screaming until his throat was raw. The raid on Charlie had been executed to perfection, and he saw no reason to not use the same tactics on Delta. If their intel was right, they could easily take out what remained of the company. Even if they lost a few soldiers in the attack, it was worth it to ensure Delta was wiped out of the game. Beyond that, it was the right call tactically. Had this been a no bullshit ground war, leaving an enemy to regroup and rearm was the worst call to make. 
 
                 The First Sergeant agreed, but was too spineless to stand up for one of his soldiers. It was not a sentiment the Staff Sergeant shared. Zev stood a head taller than anyone in the unit and didn’t mind using his size as a tool for negotiation. And there was no limit to how far he would go for his joes. 
 
                 As he stood there, Zev’s gaze wandered around the base at the rest of his unit. Soldiers ambled lazily from building to building, or loitered in the courtyard. Some sat at tables playing cards while others rested in the shade. Their weapons hung on their backs, out of easy reach, or remained in their bunks. They looked like men on leave rather than in active combat. An enemy would capitalize on their apathy, but nothing less than an attack would shake them from their state of mind. 
 
                 The door opened and the commander stepped out into the sun. He wore his combat boots and trousers, but only a royal purple undershirt under his combat vest. The officer shielded his eyes with one hand and stifled a yawn with the other. Zev almost spat. How was this the same man who had guided them through the last few months? It was nothing short of a miracle that they had survived at all. Still, respect for rank had to be maintained. Zev came to attention but did not salute. 
 
                 “Sir, Staff Sergeant Perez reporting.”He waited for the commander to put him at rest. 
 
                 Captain Redmond grimaced as he stretched. His muscles were tired, but the expression was actually meant for the troublesome NCO. They’d done this dance almost every day for the last few weeks, and he didn’t see why he had to keep up the charade. He was in command, Zev was supposed to follow. It should have been as simple as that. But the veteran E-6 didn’t know when to let off. 
 
                 “Sergeant,”the Captain said.“Nice to see you this early.”
 
                 Zev remained ramrod straight.“It’s actually near eight, sir.”
 
                 Redmond checked his watch.“So it is. What can I do for you on this fine scorcher of a day?”
 
                 “I thought we could revisit our conversation. Sir.” 
 
                 The CO started walking away. Zev shook his head and fell into step, allowing the commander to be just slightly forward and to the right. As they passed other soldiers, young privates and sergeants openly saluted the captain. He cheerfully returned the gesture. It turned the sergeant’s stomach. No field discipline. And they’d done so well the first month.
 
                 “Sir, we’re less than forty-eight hours from endex. I really think it’s time we sent the scouts out to try and locate Delta’s position.”
 
                 Redmond groaned.“Not this again. Zev, we’re not in combat. This isn’t the war. Why risk losing points unnecessarily when all we need to do to win is stay put and enjoy the end of the hot season?”
 
                 “Because it teaches bad habits to the soldiers.”
 
                 “Does it?”Redmond gestured around.“We have PT every day, classes on tactics and guerrilla warfare. Hell, we even have Specialist Martel teaching the soldiers about local insurgent groups. I think we’re giving the men the training they need to succeed.”
 
                 Zev stepped in front of the officer.“They’re walking around like we’re in the middle of an amusement park. Some of them have leave their helmets on their cots next to their rifles when they head to the mess. It’s a disgrace.”
 
                 “At least they’re leaving their vests on. We wouldn’t want to be accused of cheating.”The commander’s face hardened.“Zev, I’m tired. We’ve been through this again and again. I’m not going to budge now, with only two days left. You’re a good soldier, but this conversation is over. Now head back to your bunk before I lose what’s left of my patience.”
 
                 Zev was about to say something less than respectful when he heard a sound come from far away. A dull thump, followed by several more in rapid succession. At first he wondered if he’d imagined the sound, but several of the guards in the towers were looking somewhat spooked as well. Seconds later a shrill whistle sounded overhead. 
 
                 A guard in the east tower pointed skyward.“Incoming!”
 
                 Zev dove into the captain, dragging the officer down just as the mortars hit. The projectiles exploded above the ground, raining simunition pellets down onto the earth. Four soldiers on their way to the latrines took the brunt of the first attack. Their suits activated on contact with the flechettes, taking them out of the fight. Redmond crawled toward his quarters, but Zev held him fast. 
 
                 “There’s more incoming,”he shouted.“Stay down.”
 
                 The commander shoved away from Zev, running low across the courtyard. He was only a few feet away when the next two rounds came down. The first exploded near the mess hall, killing another soldier as he stood in the doorway. Captain Redmond took the second full force, sending him flying into his bunk. The sedatives had kicked in before he hit the ground. Tents collapsed under the barrage, poles and canvas falling in a heap. Smoke and dust billowed from the impacts, and thousands of small craters ringed each area where the pellets had come down. Bodies lay out on the ground, each grinning in pleasant slumber.
 
                 As the sound of the explosions died out, the first sergeant ran into the yard, rifle in hand. He shouted to the quick reaction force, who were struggling to muster near their trucks. His own uniform was neat and clean, the last set of fatigues he’d brought to the field. First Sergeant had wanted to head home comfortable, not dragging half the desert with him. Now his beet-red face dripped sweat as he charged toward the front gate.
 
                 “Get the fuck out there and find whoever is shooting at us!” 
 
                 The scouts quickly ran to their trucks—soft-topped J10s or“Jackals”—and headed for the gates. Engines roared to life, blowing clouds of sand from the exhausts. Soldiers in the towers quickly opened the metal doors, allowing the trucks to rush out. The rest of camp, the better part of the two remaining platoons, began policing their dead and preparing for a counterattack. Even with adrenaline running high, training beat nerves and allowed the men and women to work swiftly and efficiently. Downed friends were moved into a shaded area to await pick-up by the safeties. No sense in letting a simulated injury turn into a second-degree sunburn. The damaged tents were repaired or simply discarded in a far corner of the base. Others found their weapons and donned their armor, preparing to repel attackers.
 
                 Zev pulled himself off the ground, brushing dust from his uniform. Across the field one of the junior officers had taken charge of the company and was barking orders. The sergeant paid him no attention, but grabbed his rifle and ran back toward his platoon. There was still an enemy to fight, and he was going to be ready for them when they came.
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Jonah admired the CEO’s office as he walked around the room. The man knew how to decorate, or at least whom to pay to do so. Tall oak bookcases—real wood, not imitation—lined the wall by the floor-to-ceiling windows. Thick, leather-bound books filled the shelves, separated sporadically by pictures of Arnold and his family or knickknacks he’d accumulated on his travels. Skulls of monsters the man had hunted on distant worlds hung on massive placards. Many rare paintings sat high above the door, their beauty not lost on the rebel leader.
 
                 The desk was a marvel. Rich mahogany, carved into a modest yet intricate design, and neatly organized from top to bottom. Each section of the furniture had a purpose, and not a single paper or pen was out of place. An LT33 quantum computer sat in the very center, the monitor tilted at a comfortable angle, casting a blue glow over the plush leather chair by the wall. 
 
                 Soldiers of the Red Hammer marched the halls of the Galactic Media Tower, securing hostages in the many meeting halls. The two hundred soldiers Jonah had brought along were finding it hard to manage the near eight thousand men and women left behind when the Sky Rail was attacked. They’d blown the passageways on the thirtieth and fiftieth floors, knocking out any way for the police or military to break in, but that left a lot of civilians to babysit. Ten soldiers were needed on the top floor to man the Anti Air cannons, lest someone try to land on the roof or any of the seven pads around the building. It left precious few bodies to guard the hostages.
 
                 A young soldier hobbled into the room, favoring his right leg. His black armor was scored with lines of white where he’d taken fire. He stopped in front of Jonah and waited to be acknowledged, slinging his carbine over one shoulder. When he took off his helmet, the rebel leader was struck that the boy couldn’t be past eighteen. Jonah held up a hand as his phone rang. 
 
                 “This is Jonah.”The voice on the other end spoke quickly, spitting out a stream of information. The rebel nodded, pulling at his beard.“I understand. Thank you for the effort.”He tossed the cell onto the desk and sighed.“Tallus is a total loss. Burton and the Federate bit off more than they could chew with these xenofucks.”He turned back to the waiting trooper.“Speak, brother,”Jonah said, leaning against the desk. 
 
                 The soldier ran a gloved hand through his sweat-drenched hair. He looked like he’d been through hell and back.“We’ve secured another hundred. It’s getting pretty tense down there.”His right eye was swollen near shut, and a cut on his lip still oozed blood.
 
                 Jonah gestured to the boy’s limp.“How did that happen?”
 
                 The soldier smiled sheepishly.“I was jumped by some rent-a-cops on the hundred and tenth floor. Took a charge to the leg.”
 
                 Jonah smiled.“Zapped you?”He laughed.“You are one tough hombre.”
 
                 “It was nothing, sir. Just thirty thousand volts or so. His buddies were laying into me pretty hard before I caught one with my repeater. He’ll live, but he will need some help pissin’for a while.”He pulled back the plate over his thigh, revealing a spidery network of burnt veins visible through a tear in his trousers.“Left me a nice mark.”
 
                 The rebel leader leaned over and pulled up the pants leg over his right shin. A long, purple scar ran from just under his knee to the top of his ankle.“Bomber dropped its payload over my mine shaft during one of our night raids. Brought down a few tons of rock onto my leg. If it hadn’t been for my sergeant, I wouldn’t be here today. Spent a month laid up in one of our underground clinics, swaddled like a newborn babe.”He sat back upright.“Always good to have a souvenir of places you’ve been. Someone get this hero a drink. He can sit a spell before heading back into the breach.”
 
                 “Thank you, sir.”A guard walked over and helped the young man to a chair, handing him a bottle of water and a protein chip. 
 
                 All eyes turned toward a commotion at the door. Victor came into the room with his entourage of security guards. He dragged a man in an expensive brown suit in front of Jonah and threw him to the floor. The soldiers formed a ring around the prone hostage, keeping their weapons trained on the unarmed man.
 
                 “Found us a real gem,”Victor said. He spat on the ground.“I present to you Gregory Kent, the star reporter of Galactic News America.”
 
                 “Put your weapons away,”Jonah said.“You’re scaring my guest. And Vic, don’t you ever spit on my good carpet again.”He knelt down by Gregory’s face and peered into the man’s eyes.“Do you know who I am?”Gregory nodded.“Good. That’ll make this go a little faster. I want you to know I have no intention of harming you. However, the man who brought you has every intention of throwing you out the window if you misbehave. You won’t misbehave, will you?”Tears in his eyes, Gregory shook his head.“That’s very good, Mr. Kent. You should know, I respect what you do. Freedom of speech is a sacred oath, fought for by every generation for the last few centuries.”He leaned in close, until his breath caused Gregory to blink.“But that doesn’t mean I appreciate the names you’ve been calling me.”
 
                 “Please,”Gregory sobbed.“Don’t kill me. I’m just a reporter. I read lines on the teleprompter.”
 
                 Jonah backhanded him, cracking his nose.“You read the lies put before you without thought, and you began to believe them yourself. I wonder, do you think at all? Is it even worth me sparing your life? I’ll bet there are a hundred men and women downstairs who would jump at the chance to take your place in front of all the citizens of humanity.”
 
                 “This business is all politics.”Gregory nursed his bleeding face.“I had to follow the party line. I was reporting on county fairs and little kiddy pageants before I got this gig.”
 
                 “You’re a dog jumping at scraps,”Victor said. He pulled out his pistol and pressed the barrel against the reporter’s face.“How old were you during the Mars Uprising? Eight? Ten?”He brought his fist back to crack Gregory again, but Jonah held up a hand. Vic sneered and holstered his weapon. 
 
                 Jonah stood straight, looking out the window as he spoke.“We were children too, caught up in a war that had started before we were even born.”He glanced down at Gregory.“You know, they teach now that the war began at the start of the 23rd century. That Marshall Borogrin fired the first shot at the Council blockade. The spark that lit off a planet-sized powder keg. It’s all ridiculous.”He turned to face the room, the vista of New York at his back.“Borogrin was a newborn when this war began, starting with the subjugation of the Martian people by Emperor Norton III. The taxes, the embargoes, and the atrocities brought down by the Imperial Guard all led to a planet rising against tyranny. 
 
                 “You ever read the journal of Calvin McMallen?”
 
                 Gregory shook his head.“You’re talking about the Foundation conspiracy?”
 
                 “He was a soldier when the Empire finalized control of Earth, spent most of his life locked up on the moon. When he was finally paroled, he organized a group of several armies that helped destabilize the Imperial government. They called themselves the Division. After fighting to free their planet, they turned on each other. Even as the Council took its first steps into power, the Emigration War was laying the seeds of its destruction. Mars just ended up on the wrong side of that battle, and the war taxes did the rest. It took fifty years to get the good Marshall and his unions armed and fighting.”
 
                 Gregory held up his hands.“I’m sorry. I don’t know what you want me to do?”
 
                 “I want you to tell the people of Earth and the rest of the galaxy what really happened. I want them to know about the assassination of Mr. McMallen, and how his death fueled the fires of revolution. I want them to know the truth that got hidden away when the UEC became the Colonial Federate. And when they know the facts, we’ll let them decide the fate of the biggest hypocrite of them all.”Jonah smiled as Gregory cowered at the idea.“Not you, you idiot. Alexander Burton, the venerable High Chancellor of the Terran Federate Council.”He leaned in closer to the reporter, pinching the man’s jaw with his hand.“We’ll try him before his people, allow them to make a final judgment. I’ll lay bare all of his most heinous sins. And then, with the galaxy watching, we’re going to execute him.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Josh and Dax finished loading the second truck with explosives just as the sun was beginning to fall toward the horizon. The ambush had gone off without a hitch, and eight more soldiers were chalked off the roster. Alpha was down to two platoons, including their guards in the towers. Still an imposing threat, but the soldiers were driven by their successes to continue forward. Having already done a few impossible things, one more seemed downright simple. With the car bombs set, the squad moved into position just outside direct fire range near the fort. 
 
                 Alexa and her team stood by with their mortars. The trick would be to draw Alpha’s soldiers out into the open. The explosions would do the trick, causing as much confusion as possible while the steel rain came down. Once the towers were dealt with and the soldiers crammed inside the scant few buildings, the real work could begin. With only a few dozen grenades left, the room clearing would be grueling work. Dax handed off his DaVinci for a GK Carbine, rejoicing in the lighter-weight weapon. His team formed behind him, two hundred meters from the towers.
 
                 Dax slid down the ramped ground to where Josh waited, next to their improvised mobile-bomb.“Are you ready?”His thick square jaw was covered in a thin layer of black stubble a shade darker than his skin. 
 
                 The young squad leader had to stare straight up to look at his friend’s eyes.“Shit,”Josh said.“I’ve never been more freaked in my life, but otherwise I’m pretty good.”
 
                 “Don’t worry. Where can it really go wrong?”
 
                 Josh looked at his friend, dumfounded.“The bombs might not go off. Or there won’t be that many soldiers outside. Or they’ll just stay inside and we’ll be trying to clear barracks filled with two platoons of aggravated gunmen. Maybe they’ve set up booby traps. Maybe they don’t even open the gate for us.”
 
                 Dax laughed.“OK, I get it.”
 
                 “Our guns could jam, the grenades could be duds, we may just not be as good as them.”
 
                 “Josh,”Dax said, seriously.“Shut up. This is either going to work or we’re going to go to the rear, take showers, and laugh about this tomorrow night at the closing banquet.”Dax clapped him on the back.“So let’s say‘to hell with the what-ifs’and drive these trucks into the middle of that firestorm.”
 
                 Josh smiled weakly. His friend was right. No matter the outcome of the next few hours, the battle was almost over. Josh was looking forward to some down time after the many months on Kronos. Even if every single soldier in Charlie fell during the fight, they would still take second place. That would earn a weekend of freedom in any port on New Eden. But a part of him continued to hope. Victory in the games meant a full two weeks of rest, away from the drudgery of military life. Josh had enlisted because he’d needed the money. After two years of service he felt just as unsure about his future as before. Any respite from being in uniform would give him time to think about the choices he had ahead, wherever they might lead him. 
 
                 “Sergeant,”Alexa said over the radio.“We’re sighted on the target. They’ve only got a few soldiers in the center, but it looks like they’re getting braver by the minute. I do have more than a few bodies in the windows of that big building against the hill.”
 
                 Dax rubbed his chin.“That’s gonna be a problem.”
 
                 “What a wuss,”Alexa said.“Let’s drop some bombs and get this show started.”
 
                 “Roger, stand by.”Josh turned to Dax and nodded.“It’s time. I’ll see you on the other side.”The big soldier gripped him by the shoulders and grinned. They smacked each other’s helmets and Dax pulled Josh to his feet. 
 
                 Josh and the majority of his squad loaded into the first truck, with Dax and a co-driver in the second. A cup of coffee sat cold and half drunk in between the two seats. Taking a deep breath he twisted the ignition lever and the engine turned over. Josh checked the mirrors, catching site of the payload on Dax’s vehicle. Attached to every surface and directed toward the outside of the vehicle, the remaining T19 mines and Composition H plastique turned the car into a guided missile. Getting inside the gate would actually be easy. From the towers, the trucks would look no different than when they’d left, save the gunners weren’t manning the machine guns. 
 
                 “Dax,”he called out.“Are you sure you can get out in time?”
 
                 The big man leaned out from his seat and flashed his teeth. He revved the engine, speeding past Josh as an answer. They started down the road, wheels kicking up plumes of dust the enemy couldn’t miss. With only minutes before the fireworks went off, they were at the point of no return. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Markov couldn’t take his eyes away from the scene. Sasha found it hard to believe his friend had slept at all the last few weeks. During the first month, they’d stayed behind at the post and watched the games through the monitors in their rooms. But once the doctor had found his muse, he couldn’t stop talking about how they had to be in one of the observation platforms, that he couldn’t do his research anywhere else. For his part, Sasha had played the grateful guest and kept his mouth shut. There was no point in getting worked up because of unwelcome company. 
 
                 The Seraphs were open spaces; there wasn’t a designated or reserved area for any of the VIPs. Markov had snagged a small table and sectional sofa early on, and he had a knack for keeping it secure. Sasha was sure money had exchanged hands once or twice to keep some undesirable from stealing their spot. Dozens of personnel files littered the area, each one a jacket on one of the soldiers from the games. Sergeant Rantz and Corporal Shepard’s faces stared back from their official photographs, along with other men and women from the Black Adders. 
 
                 Markov had opened up some the day before, having waited months to reveal even the slightest detail about his plans. He told Sasha that they were working on a special-forces project, and that the Rangers provided the best candidates. Amongst the vanguard infantrymen, the Black Adders were considered the best. Sasha had asked why they didn’t simply take a few operators from Team Hercules, but the doctor insisted he had a method to his madness. Sasha figured he was on a need-to-know basis and went back to glaring at the diplomat across the room.
 
                 Brent hadn’t spoken to them for the last few days, preferring to spend his time schmoozing with the politicians and bourgeoisie. It was a well known and oft lamented fact that the wealthiest citizens of the galaxy used training exercises like these to poach future security personnel for their estates. The situation with the Boxti hadn’t changed that fact much; in fact, it seemed only to exacerbate the situation. Sasha wondered if there would be any soldiers left after the vultures had their fill. More than that, however, he wondered what an operative of the Red Hammer was doing in a room of businessmen and politicians. 
 
                 The brass had made a bold and unpopular decision to keep the Kronos training area in the dark about the brewing war with an alien race, and the painful attack on Tallus. Those in leadership felt the information would only distract the soldiers during a crucial phase of the games. Others found it completely irresponsible to keep such information from men and women in uniform. Granted, only those still active on the field were oblivious; those“killed in action”had come back to the base to find a dramatically changed universe awaiting them. Brigadier General Casey, Kronos post commander, had considered shutting the entire operation down in lieu of mustering the troops for an eventual deployment. Admiral Walker, now acting as the unofficial Galactic Commander, had all but ordered a swift end to this“pointless training.” Only the urging of the staff kept the Gauntlet running.
 
                 Sasha had been loathe to weigh in his opinion on the matter. War would find them all eventually, of that he was sure. Better those few soldiers on the ground enjoy a day more of thinking all was fine in the universe. Right now, those on the sidelines were playing their own sort of game. The politicians were looking for a way to appear butch in front of the press. The rich dogs were looking for protection. Brent was looking for new toys to steal, or maybe trying to learn tactics. With the Red Hammer, it was hard to tell where the line between cowardice and tactics began. Even the military men seemed out of place. Half were chomping at the bit to get out and find the alien menace, the others were trying to draw out their time behind a desk as long as possible. And then there was Markov. He was the strangest of them all. 
 
                 The infamous Dr. Markov Ivanovich had recruited Sasha from prison. Actually, he had dragged the revolutionary from a holding cell on Phobos after thirteen years of incarceration. Despite having spent the postwar years chained to a wall, the revolutionary was not eager to leave the comfort of a UEC dungeon. To his surprise, Markov told him the old government had been disbanded as part of a treaty with Mars. Not that the Federate sounded like anything more than a new title for the same puppet show, but Sasha couldn’t argue that he was suddenly breathing free air. 
 
                 Sasha hadn’t been one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Phobos had never been known for its hospitality, especially for a rebel officer. For the first year of his incarceration they’d wondered whether he’d even survive his injuries. But he’d never been one to lay down and die. As a soldier he’d been driven by the cause, always looking toward the goal of a free and unified Mars. But now he didn’t know what he stood for. How had he become this scarred old man? And why was he with the irascible synok?
 
                 The young scientist stood at a window, a glass of some hideous concoction in his hand. Every few minutes he would speak into his data recorder at a whisper. Sasha didn’t dare interrupt. It wasn’t that Markov would be annoyed, but the Martian had no intention of being sucked into another intellectual debate. Those turned into one-sided battles rather quickly. 
 
                 Sasha done some research once he’d acclimated to civilian life. Markov had been a genius since childhood, excelling in math and science at an early age. He’d been discovered by the headmaster of a prestigious school for gifted youth by the time he was nine, and entered into Dean Michael’s School of Science. He’d graduated with the class of 2223 and entered into a doctorate program with the Rutherford Group, the military’s top research division. Spending half his time lecturing and the other half inventing fantastic new toys for the men in uniform, Markov quickly earned his stripes as the UEC’s top mind. When Mars revolted, he was chosen to find a swift solution. 
 
                 His idea had been the CROWN armored suit. The Carbon-Reinforced OverWear Network system had been the brainchild of Markov’s mentor Ian Faust. Utilizing simple neural networking, a single soldier controlled a twelve-foot-tall armored battle suit. The technology used was fairly archaic in comparison to the mechanics used  in its design, but the intent had been to create a weapon any soldier could learn to use. Yet even after months of reworking the algorithms that ran the suit, it remained unyielding to the demands of its driver. Several soldiers became stuck inside for hours at a time while the computer forced a reboot. A few experienced mild brain damage from an unexpected feedback loop, which halted the entire experiment and forced Markov to rethink the use of a neural interface versus traditional controls. In the worst case, a test pilot seized during an obstacle course, losing both soldier and suit at the bottom of a lake.
 
                 Finally, after a few billion credits had been wasted on his dream, the government cut funding to CROWN and sent Markov off to work the wastelands on Europa for a few years. He spent his time on the frozen rock looking over notes, trying to determine the fatal flaw that had led to his ruin. That time had hardened him, and affected his psyche more than he cared to admit. Though Sasha had not known the doctor in his youth, he could tell the man was far from all right in the head. 
 
                 In his private corner of the platform, Markov doodled on a tablet while mumbling whatever thought popped into his head. Overwhelmed by curiosity, Sasha moved over and sat down. He looked over the doctor’s shoulder and saw the monitor was still directed at the fledgling guerrilla squad. The entire platform, it seemed, rooted for the underdogs. They had cheered when the ambush on the two trucks went down, and many had fallen silent to watch what would be the final battle of the games. Of course, no one thought the small group of soldiers, determined though they may be, would succeed against Alpha. It wasn’t just a numbers game. Alpha Company had as many well trained combat veterans as anyone, and they had taken their position at the top by planning and reacting intelligently. In any case, it would prove to be entertaining. 
 
                 “Dr. Ivanovich,”Sasha said, breaking the silence. 
 
                 The younger man held up a hand.“Please, Sasha. Call me Markov.”
 
                 “Okay, Markov then.”He poured himself a glass of water and sipped.“I’d like to talk business. You told me we were coming here to start something.”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 Sasha ran his fingers over his mustache again and again, an old nervous tick.“It’s been several months. I’m sure we’re learning a lot about tactics and all, but what exactly are we doing here? I enjoy watching these kids play at war as much as the next old warrior, but I don’t see the point. Team Hercules operators already have the training and experience you’ll need for your candidates.”
 
                 Markov put down his notebook and sighed.“I was always afraid you would leave while we were on Europa.”He stopped Sasha from answering with a raised finger.“I took you out to help me understand how I had failed. I’d like to think you enjoyed your freedom more than you hated the cold.”
 
                 “I’m from Mars, comrade. I revel in the cold.”
 
                 The doctor smiled wearily.“You’ve seen my notes, and I know we’ve talked about my past before. I thought that my time serving the government had come to an end all too soon, that for all my abilities I had failed to become the man I was supposed to be.”He leaned forward.“I know you understand that feeling. No matter the outcome of the war, you wanted to be a part of that grand finale. And you should have been. History has been cruel to us both, but now we have an opportunity to step into a new chapter. One of our choosing.
 
                 “These games were started for our benefit. Sure, the military loves a good war simulation, but the real purpose is observation. We have an opportunity to repair the mistakes I have made, to give the Army a tool that will serve them well in the coming years.”
 
                 Sasha sat up straight on the sofa.“Against the aliens?”
 
                 The doctor laughed.“No, this job was given to me over a year ago. But maybe this will help against those creatures as well.”
 
                 “And what is that job, Markov?”
 
                 The doctor turned back to the monitor. On the screen, the squad leader and his enormous friend were barreling toward the enemy base in the explosive-rigged trucks.“We are going to create the definitive super soldier, one that will never see a worthy opponent. We will train them, equip them, and send them after the enemies of humanity. And we will choose our elite from those below.”
 
                 He was about to continue, but a sudden commotion caught his attention. On the other side of the room, two military policemen, weapons drawn, were approaching Brent. The Red Hammer liaison sputtered as the soldiers grabbed him by either arm and began dragging him toward a waiting shuttle. Counsellor Fogwell stormed toward them, veins bulging from his forehead. 
 
                 “What is the meaning of this?”the politician demanded. 
 
                 One of the MPs stopped and produced a warrant.“Brent Kerrigan is to be placed under arrest with regards to an attack on Earth.”Brent’s eyes went wide. He either had no idea what was going on, or knew exactly how much trouble he was in.“Admiral Walker put out the order that all Red Hammer personnel, no matter their position in the organization, are to be arrested on sight and remanded to the brig.”
 
                 Fogwell stepped in close.“Do you know who I am, boy?”The soldier didn’t flinch. Sasha, watching from the sideline, smirked.“I am a member of the Centurial Council, and I demand you put me in touch with your superior officer. If this warrant doesn’t stand up to the full scrutiny of the law, I will personally ensure that you end up sitting in a jail cell long before Mr. Kerrigan. And you can take that as a personal guarantee.”
 
                 The MP glared right back, his poker face unchanging.“There’s the phone, Counsellor. Ask for General Khushal, because anyone with less than four stars can’t supersede the Admiral’s order.”Fogwell was about to speak when the MP stepped forward, putting his face an inch away from the politician’s.“And if you so much as fart in my direction again, I will beat you senseless and arrest you for obstruction of a lawful order while on a military post.”He turned and walked away, grabbing Kerrigan and taking him toward the door. He called over his shoulder.“And you can take thatas a personal guarantee, sir.”
 
                 Sasha was practically dancing. Markov hit his shoulder, but he was grinning like an idiot himself. The atmosphere of the entire Seraph had changed on the spot. Civilians made calls to their companies to find out more about the situation on Earth, while the politicians blustered about how the Counsellor had been treated. Only the military men seemed unfazed by the ordeal, though a few placed discreet calls back to the post. 
 
                 “Does this change anything for us?”Sasha asked.
 
                 Markov shrugged.“It means we can enjoy the rest of the games in peace, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 The relay system around New Eden was far more complex than any other node array in the Terran galaxy. Surrounded by seven moons, each one populated, the blue and green planet represented the pinnacle of colonization. Though Tallus had been the first, and Colorum remained the most profitable, New Eden was the gem of the Colonial Federate. Almost exactly the size of Earth, and with an atmosphere rich in oxygen and nitrogen, the heavenly body had been the discovery of the century. Now, almost one hundred years since its founding, the“diamond of Eros”was looking to grow even more. 
 
                 Located a perfect distance from the blue star Eros, the planet earned its nickname. Founded by an Israeli Ark Ship, the planet had originally been called Gan Yarok, or the Green Garden, due to endless expanses of land. Rolling plains, sapphire rivers and mountains that seemed lifted from a painter’s canvas, the planet was as aesthetically pleasing as one could possibly imagine. When more and more settlers arrived, the lush landscapes and crystalline waters invoked an image of paradise and the moniker had stuck. New Eden’s tropical climates attracted tourists by the millions. The more temperate areas to the north and south were populated by some of the largest corporations in the galaxy. Scientific research labs on the poles provided incredible opportunities for some of the best minds the Terran academies had to offer. Despite all these amenities, the cost of living was still surprisingly manageable, and New Eden hosted the largest extra-Earth population at almost seven billion inhabitants. 
 
                 Even the native life of New Eden had been amenable to habitation. The largest mammal was a gentle giant called the Monsoon Seal, a two-hundred-foot creature that often rose next to passing boats to meet the traveling humans crossing its waters. Fate had apparently put all the most violent and dangerous creatures on Eden’s moons, most of all on Kronos. Lannisian Spiders were a particular menace, but only to the soldiers who ventured deep into the canyons known as the Lion’s Mouth. In between the heavenly bodies, Celestial Whales often migrated through the system on their lightyear-long journeys to the spawning grounds. The ethereal behemoths continued to be a wonderful mystery for scientists, given their incredible ability to enter Blue Space at will. 
 
                 High in the sky over New Eden, resting in a gentle swell of gravitational pulls, the massive space station began its morning. Aboard the node, the team of civilian technicians monitored a constant flow of traffic. Scientific vessels routinely used Stride drives to travel to the mineral and gas mining operations on the other planets in the system. Civilians, politicians and of course the Federal Fleet jumped in an out of system on varied trips and missions. All of this had to be carefully controlled, lest a miscalculation cause a cruiser to exit Blue Space in the path of a striding chemical hauler. It was not unlike an air traffic control network planetside, if airplanes traveled at seventy thousand miles per hour. The circular command deck was divided into three separate sections, spread like slices of a pie from the central control desk. Standard Drive coordination only required five technicians, while Stride Drive took up the largest footprint.
 
                 At his console near the center of Blue Traffic Control, Charley Bruins watched a small detachment from the Meir Academy disappear into the ether. It was fascinating to see the radio signature simply vanish as the ten-ton scientific research vessel entered Blue Space. He’d only had a chance to watch the event live twice, and each time the site of that eternal maw opening and swallowing a ship whole had left him breathless. He often wondered how a scientist endured it, jumping into the unknown. The statistics attached to hyperspace made it seem so safe, but Charley couldn’t bring himself to enter the void as often as the brainiacs from Meir. 
 
                 “Attention all stations,”the Room Leader shouted.“We’ve got a heavy day planned. FTL traffic is going to pick up, and we should see a lot of unplanned trips pinned on us last minute. New Eden’s centennial is only a week out and the tourist trap is officially set. Be flexible, and remember to wait a full five seconds before confirming coordinates as the numbers are still a little jumpy. Second watch had another close call yesterday.”The overweight woman waved her pillow-shaped arms, the fat flopping around like tired wings.“If you see any unauthorized activity, flag it to my computer. And remember...”She waited for the expected response. 
 
                 As one, the technicians called out.“Announce your arrivals.”
 
                 She smiled, her excessive makeup making her look like an angry clown.“Very good. OK, my lovelies, get back to work. Let’s keep the skies safe.”
 
                 Charley smiled and shook his head. He couldn’t argue with the money, but this new boss was a trip and a half. How she ever managed to get into a leadership position was beyond him. Still, she mostly kept out of the way, and that’s how he liked it. A symbol popped up on his screen and he tapped the monitor to open the message. 
 
                 Commander DeHart’s image popped up on Charley’s console. The silver TN badge from his lapel had been replaced with a golden oval disk, a black VII centered in a seven-point star embossed on the shiny metal. Seventh Section was a designation for a rapid response unit. Charley swallowed hard. He hadn’t expected to have military traffic this early in the day. Life aboard the relay worked on New Eden time, which was the locals’way of saying a relaxed schedule. 
 
                 “Captain, this is New Eden control, how can we assist you?”
 
                 Sam spoke softly, a sign he was in a bad mood.“The Battle Group needs an open coordinate to occupy immediately. We’re going to burn in hot, so clearance space has to accommodate a full carrier group.”
 
                 “Uh, yes. Of course. I’ll see what’s available.”Charley typed rapidly, his pulse running a bit faster than normal. He’d learned long before that the military never moved anywhere on a whim. Taking that large a group through FTL came with risks, such as losing half the ships to a bad exit window. If they were chancing a bull run through Blue Space, something serious was happening.“What is the largest vessel that will be exiting?”
 
                 “TFC Midway is leading the group, and Valley Forgeis flying alongside.”              
 
                 A supercarrier and a supercruiser? It had to be bad news. Charley tapped in the information into his charts and allowed the computer to process the information. By comparing the different flight paths expected over the course of the day, the system could identify a safe plot of space to enter, given the margin of error that accompanied a blue jump. Colored lines appeared on his map, showing projected Stride signatures based on current ship information. Slower-moving vessels would see these lines as well and know to steer clear. FTL exit points were shown as red, yellow or green spheres depending on estimated time of arrival and the size of the vortex needed.
 
                 Charley chanced a question while the data compiled.“Captain, is there something we need to know? Should I alert SP?”
 
                 DeHart clenched his jaw tight, the vein on his right temple swelling.“If there is anything to report, you’ll find out through the proper channels.”It was a polite way of saying none of your goddamn business.
 
                 “Right, sir,”Charley said.“I need a point of origin and expected departure time.”
 
                 Sam looked over his shoulder and reached out of frame. He returned with a small blue tablet and tapped the screen to refresh the numbers.“Orders are to leave no later than 0200 Sol standard. Terra node will be the first relay. Nova Centauri the second. And we should approach from Galleon station.”
 
                 He input the coordinates and waited. Moments later, a plotted course popped up.“Captain, I have a pretty tight corridor near Rhea, a cakewalk past Atlas and a hit-or-miss by True Fall.”
 
                 Sam considered the options.“How far out will the cakewalk put us?” 
 
                 “Atlas is on the far side of our orbit, but right now it will give you the least interference from Eros. Galleon will slow your entrance, that node is using older signals. Figure you’ll arrive 1900 local time. You could stride into New Eden space within an hour of arrival, and the only traffic that way is an observation post for the academies.”
 
                 “Roger, we’ll take the cakewalk. Thank you, New Eden. Transmitting authorization codes. We’ll see you later today.”The line went dead. 
 
                 Charley wiped his forehead. At least the Captain hadn’t pressed for the exit by True Fall. That moon must have some sort of magic metal at its core for all the problems it caused the nearby relay. Still, a ten-hour burn through Blue Space was more than just a need for haste. A pit formed in his stomach, and he considered sending his wife a message. He decided to wait and see what happened next. The situation couldn’t be too bad, or they would know about it already. That was the one perk of working the station. They heard the news of the galaxy before anyone else. New York was a mess but it was being handled, at least according to the media. And the Boxti hadn’t been sighted since Tallus, so the war was on hold for the time being. 
 
                 As his heart rate slowed, Charley remembered to call out his report.“Attention. Large group will enter at Atlas via Galleon at 1900 local, priority red. Keep space around the planet clear.”Satisfied, he settled back into his chair, reassuring his mind that whatever was about to go down, he was surely in the best place to weather the storm. 
 
    
 
                 *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 He awoke to blue light. The void hadn’t changed its appearance once during the past few hours. Cameron longed to know where he was, but just thinking about his situation caused him to panic. A ship this size had never before survived in Blue Space. Sure, probes had been launched into the vortex before, but only when there trips had been carefully mapped out and controlled by larger vessels and nodes. One flight engineer had said that it was like a snowball in hell. There was no chance. 
 
                 Cameron fought to think back to his training on Titan, to the lessons he’d had regarding hyperspace and traveling through it. As it had been explained, wormholes existed of their own accord, and the original proposal for intergalactic travel had been to use the natural superhighways of space to branch out from the Sol System. After losing several unmanned expeditions, the idea had been scrapped. Instead, manmade tunnels would serve to guide humanity out of its home system. 
 
                 There had been a professor, a doctor from some prestigious Siberian university, who had made a controversial theory part of his curriculum. His supposition had been that, given miraculous advances in technology, Mankind could use hyperspace as easily as it used Stride drives. That the vortices would become stable environments for ships to travel through, regardless of size. None of it was proven, and most of the cadets called him out on the ridiculous notions. At the time, FTL travel was still only a dream. 
 
                 Cameron growled and pounded on the console. None of this helped him. He wasn’t a scientist, he was a pilot. Even if he had a working knowledge of Blue Space, he doubted it would help. His Phoenix was a wreck, but even fully functional had no way to navigate hyperspace. Restless, he punched his radio back on. He’d been making calls whenever awake, careful to use as little power as possible. The air filters still showed another twenty hours reserve, but they drained frighteningly fast when other portions of the ship came online. He wondered how much time he’d burned through in those first hours when he’d awoken, as he’d tried to fly around the void in search of an opening. 
 
                 “Mayday, mayday. This is Lieutenant Cameron Davis, whiskey 9212. I am in need of immediate assistance. Can anyone hear me?”Static. Nothing new. 
 
                 He rested his head against the canopy and closed his eyes. This was a hell of a way to die. Not like George. He’d gone out a hero, a blaze of glory that would be retold again and again by young cadets still wearing their training greens. Cameron squeezed his eyes shut, feeling tears burn their way out. He’d cried plenty since he’d woken in the vortex. It still didn’t feel real, that George was gone for good. It had happened so quickly, so unfairly. And now this. There was no way out, no hail Mary play that could save him. His oxygen reserves would fail and he would die. Cameron practiced deep breathing to slow his racing heart, but the sensation of falling was overwhelming. 
 
                 A sudden alarm tore him from his moment of self pity. The air filters were showing a failure in the carbon webbing. The estimated time remaining dropped, down to six hours. Cameron immediately shut off the power to the radio and killed all non-essential functions. The alarm shut off, and the timer climbed to nine. He sat in darkness, the only light the ghostly glow of the in-between.
 
                 “Come on,”Cameron said to no one.“Cut me some fucking slack. Please.”
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Unknown to humans, the Drova system served as a hub of travel for the galaxy’s sentient species long before dinosaurs roamed Earth. The planetoid-sized relay station dwarfed any structure made by the Terrans. It rivaled the moon it orbited, and in fact many who traveled through that sector of space thought the relationship went the other way around. With powerful satellites and a star map that covered almost every known point in the Milky Way, Drova was the key to controlling the galaxy.
 
                 In a point of history no longer remembered by the civilized species, Drova was managed by a collective of sentient beings. No one alien race controlled the powerful station. Its construction as well as its maintenance and operation helped continue a peaceful alliance that bordered on actual friendship between the varied creatures of the galaxy. The success of the monument was so great that it began a period once known as the Enlightened Era. It was thought that the universe would never again know war. But nature, or fate, would not allow that. 
 
                 At a point in time no one can place, one of the early races launched an expedition to the brightest center of the galaxy, where the systems clustered so tight that one could hardly throw a stone without hitting a new species. On this journey, near a magnificent crop of stars, a planet was found. It sat in the perfect center of a gravitational tug of war. Gas giants surrounded the heavenly body, protecting it from the violent scrum caused by the myriad of starts fighting for control of the system. That life could exist in such a state was thought impossible, but the expedition landed to learn more. 
 
                 It was there, on that paradox of existence, that they found the Boxti.
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 The trucks raced forward, nearing the Alpha fort. Immediately, bullets bounced off the road all around them. The lead Jackal weaved back and forth, trying to make his vehicle as small a target as possible. He grabbed the radio from the console and keyed the mic. 
 
                 “Any station this net, we are coming in hot. Hostiles in pursuit. Need that gate open ASAP!”No answer came, just the crackle of static.“Any Alpha unit, we need support now!”
 
                 Once the trucks swung into view, the gates opened immediately. Soldiers came into the courtyard to see what the commotion was, and to learn whether there was still enemy to kill. Zev stood in the doorway to his barracks watching the vehicles come in. Something caught his attention. There were a few soldiers in the first truck, but few in the second. They’re uniforms seemed oddly colored. They were almost tan. He squinted, thinking he simply couldn’t see them in the dying light. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
                 At the last moment, as the trucks passed through the gate, the drivers jerked the wheels to the left and slid to a stop. Men fell off the vehicles and took cover away from the courtyard, and Zev could see why. Mounted on the sides of the Jackals, facing out, were a half-dozen mines.
 
                 Zev tried to call out a warning, but before the words left his mouth the trucks exploded. Smoke and simunition pellets fired out in every direction. The soldiers in the open didn’t stand a chance, falling like playing cards. Those in the towers tried to hide, but were picked off by sniper fire from the ridge. One of the platoon leaders called for his men to grab the wounded. As they emerged from the tents, mortars screamed down from the sky and killed them as well. The ground shook as grenades and explosive rounds fell inside the base, filling the air with smoke and shrapnel. Enemy soldiers, taking cover behind the trucks, fired wild bursts into the crowded troops. 
 
                 “Stay inside,”Zev shouted over the thunder.“Hold your positions.”A chunk of dirt splattered the wall near his face, coating his cheek in red sand. He spat, choking on the thick cloud.
 
                 The platoon listened, at least what was left. Their platoon sergeant lay on the ground in the open, while their platoon leader slumped against the wall inside, a pellet having struck him in the chest. Zev’s arm felt numb and he saw his left bicep had taken a grazing shot. The suit produced a mild current to simulation an injury. 
 
                 “Sarge,”one of the privates said.“What should we do?”
 
                 He thought for a moment, listening to the barrage as it continued outside.“We’re going to hold here, fortify the barracks. If they want to take us, we’re going to make them pay for every inch. Barricade the windows and doors, and find anything we can use for cover. We need to turn this building into a castle.”He pulled a first aid pouch from his vest. It wasn’t a real bandage, though he carried several of those as well, just an electric pad that ended the suit’s“injured”status. As he pressed the pad to his arm, the numbness faded. 
 
                 The mortars ceased, and Zev observed the damage. Another fifteen soldiers lay on the ground, and more were down inside the tents on the far side. He couldn’t tell from where he stood, but he guessed at least half of a platoon was gone. It was startling to think how different the situation had been only a day before. A full third of their strength had simply vanished, and they had themselves to blame. This never would have been possible if they maintained an offensive posture. The soldiers wouldn’t have walked into the open like that, allowing the enemy to capitalize on the attack. 
 
                 Voices shouted outside the gate. The enemy approached. Zev closed the door to the barracks and walked swiftly down the hall. His soldiers had moved cots in front of the doors and prepared defendable positions at key choke points. The cobwebs were shaken off, and the unit stood ready to make this assault too costly for whatever unit had chosen to attack. Zev figured it had to be Delta, which meant a platoon of shooters. It didn’t matter. It could be a battalion out there, the tactics wouldn’t change. 
 
                 “Ready yourselves,”he called out.“No one breaks us. We are Alpha, and we own this house.”
 
                 The soldiers cheered, rallying for the fight. This was it, the end of the road, and they were prepared to make it a night to remember. 
 
    
 
   -                            X                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron had been daydreaming. He thought it might be due to the oxygen deprivation, but he was finding it harder and harder to concentrate as the hours went on. More than once, he looked outside the canopy and saw George’s escape pod on his wing. In those brief moments, he’d believed his friend was still alive. But the mirage only lasted a moment before reality came crashing back in. He would check the filters, make a quick call out on the radio, and then relax back into his stupor. It wasn’t the best way to wait for death, but it would have to do. 
 
                 The collision alarm sounded. Soft at first, as the object in question was far enough away not to warrant immediate action. It was just the computer saying,“hey, you might want to turn at some point in the near future, if you don’t mind me pointing it out.”Cameron checked his radar, forgetting it was powered down. That meant the alarm was from the auxiliary. He couldn’t see behind him, and didn’t want to risk using any more fuel. His air filter read six hours remaining, but he couldn’t use it as an accurate gauge. It fluctuated every few minutes as the system prepared a new guess at Cameron’s time of death. 
 
                 Cameron giggled, a tear running unhindered from his eye. He weighed the options and decided to turn on the radar. He knew he was biding time against the inevitable, but having some active control over the end of the line was keeping him moderately sane, for the time being. He flicked the master power back on and waited while the computer rebooted. It took several seconds longer than normal, and Cameron wistfully imagined he would yell at the Chief on the Berlin when he got back and make him replace the damned thing once and for all. 
 
                 When the radar screen winked to life, the collision alarm sounded in full, lights flashing that the Phoenix was in immediate danger. Cameron watched as a large red dot appeared on the screen, racing toward his ship. Before he could make any decisions, something slammed into his fighter from behind and pushed him forward. He looked up and lost his breath. 
 
                 He was back underneath the Boxti frigate. He could tell from the marks on the underside of the sensor array that this was the very same vessel that had dragged him into Blue Space. It was a medium-sized craft, about five times as big as his Phoenix. From his position, he could see the impact his fighter had made to the alien hull. How is this possible, he thought. The best he could guess was that their ships must be able to travel through the same wormholes at will. Like those space whales near Eros. 
 
                 In any case, Cameron wasn’t about to look at the situation as anything other than a miracle. He took a sip from his water line, draining the last few drops, and strapped back into his seat. If the ship tried to exit without him again, it would be sorely mistaken. No matter where it went, he was riding this fare all the way home. He looked at the filter readout, grinning at the flickering numbers. Two hours and dropping. 
 
                 “Well,”he said aloud to no one.“Wouldn’t be fun if this was easy.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The fort had fallen silent after the last mortar landed. Josh and Dax, hugging a wall just outside the perimeter, listened for any signs of life. More than likely the enemy had gone inside to weather the attack and would hole up now that they figured the rush was imminent. It wasn’t what he would prefer, but it was exactly as he’d planned. Now he had to wait for reinforcements from Alexa. She would remain in her perch with two other sharpshooters and make sure anyone who poked their head out lost it.
 
                 “That went well,”Dax said with sufficient humility. Sweat dripped down his face in thick lines as he slowly caught his breath. He laughed and punched Josh’s shoulder.“How many do you think are inside?”
 
                 “Have to figure at least another platoon, and all of them are gonna be revved up.”He checked his rifle, making sure nothing had been damaged in the jump from the truck.“We’ll lead with grenades, roll in two-by-two. Should make it easier to clear the fatal funnel.”He spoke about the entrance to any confined space, a choke point that always seemed to attract bullets.“We need to breech and clear as quickly as possible. If they can fall back, it’ll just make the last few rooms nearly impossible, and we can’t wait them out if we hope to win.”
 
                 Dax looked off at his soldiers sprinting the last hundred meters.“You really think we can pull this off?” 
 
                 Josh nodded, more to affirm the idea for himself than for his friend.“It’s just crazy enough to happen.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The ride was not an easy one. Cameron’s entire body shook as the frigate dragged him through hyperspace at unfathomable velocity. He could see the exit opening in the distance, a small point of darkness that rapidly expanded. It was an amazing sensation, riding the turbulence in a small fighter. Aboard even the largest carrier, Blue Space could be a rough journey. Cameron couldn’t help but feel some excitement at being the only human to ever survive this. If, he reminded himself, he did end up surviving. It felt like riding huge swells on a surfboard, each break dropping his stomach to his feet. As they neared the slowly opening maw, Cameron saw something round and clear zip passed his port side. Before he could try to find it, the frigate roared forward. 
 
                 Light exploded in front of his eyes and they were out, rapidly decelerating to stride levels as the vortex closed behind. Around their ship, other Boxti vessels appeared. Cameron marveled at the precision of their exit. When Terrans launched an invasion this far out, they had to pick a rally point to meet up after the journey. Cruisers and Carriers often arrived only a few hundred meters off target, but smaller ships could be flung dozens of kilometers away. The aliens seemed to have perfected faster-than-light travel.
 
                 Cameron powered down his ship as low as possible. He had hoped the frigate was traveling alone and that he might escape once they exited. There was no way to prepare for arriving with a full battle group. Ten other frigates fell into rank, engines strumming. As they finished their cool-down sequence, two cruisers exited larger gates, followed by an enormous hive carrier. This close, Cameron could see ornate designs embossed on the armor of each vessel, as individual as the armor of old English knights. A final vortex churned, spewing out a massive warship. The frigate shook like a leaf from the intense wake. Cameron could only stare on in wonder at the monstrous dreadnought, anger burning inside as he remembered the horror of Tallus. With the flagship’s arrival, the fleet moved out toward a cluster of planets far off in the distance. 
 
                 Something stuck in his mind. The formation of the surrounding worlds, the stars, everything looked familiar. Curiosity overcame fear, and Cameron activated his radar. Immediately the chart populated and gave him coordinates. This wasn’t just a another system. Growing far out ahead, he could see the blue fire of Eros. And closer still, a populated planet. 
 
                 New Eden.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   
 
  

              Josh and Dax hugged the side of the first building, weapons at the ready. Two soldiers from Dax’s fire team moved in close, practically stepping in each other’s footprints as they approached the entrance. With only two flashbangs remaining, the room clearing would have to be fast and violent. Specialists Valenzuela and Burko were the fastest shots in the squad. Standing there, an entire platoon of rifles waiting, Josh felt as though his stomach would leap through this throat. 
 
                 “Breech and clear,”he said. 
 
                 Burko stood in front of the door while Dax prepped the flashbang. A mixture of phosphorous and explosives, the grenade created an ear-shattering concussion wave and unbearable light meant to flood the senses. Anyone caught unaware would be completely vulnerable until their vision cleared. Dax nodded and Burko stepped forward, planting all his weight into a thunderous kick aimed at the door. The wood splintered and exploded inward, sending shards in every direction. Burko quickly stepped out of the way as Dax tossed the grenade. 
 
                 Seconds later a massive bang shook the ground. Shouts could be heard from inside as the effect of the grenade took hold. Josh and Dax charged in, flowing through the doorway in opposite directions. They took shots at the enemy soldiers as quickly as they sighted them, dropping three in seconds. Burko and Valenzuela were through the door moments later, covering every inch of the room in fire. A round snapped past Josh’s ear and he jerked his sights over, sending a salvo into the chest of a tall enemy fighter. Simunitions skipped off the floor, peppering the wall and door frame.
 
                 Burko pushed in past the upturned cots, firing at anything that moved. Suddenly a soldier leapt up, planting his knife into Burko’s stomach. The suit activated, and Dax’s support gunner fell to the ground. Valenzuela shouted, firing round after round into the Alpha troop. As quickly as it began, all was silent. Ten soldiers lay on the ground, faces as peaceful as sleeping children. 
 
                 Dax ran over to his downed soldier and checked him, but Burko was already“dead.”
 
                 “Shoot,”Dax said.“We got a little less than a squad. They must be holed up in the rest of the building.”
 
                 “Then let’s keep moving.”Josh stepped over to the next doorway and paused. He touched the handle and looked over his shoulder to see everyone behind him. With his team ready to move, he pushed the door open and stepped inside, rifle already up and firing. 
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 From her perch on the ridge, Alexa could see all of the battlefield and yet nothing. The buildings had been barricaded from the inside, and she could only sit and listen to the popping sound of rifles and the dull crump of grenades as Josh and his team fought through. Two of her soldiers, Gordon and Naren, crouched by the smoking truck and provided cover for the breech team. 
 
                 Something moved in the window on the second story of the barracks. Alexa looked through her sight and spotted an Alpha soldier peering through the boards, looking down at the two riflemen. She waited for him to get bold and place his rifle out the window, opening up his face for a shot. Her finger slid down to the trigger, applying just a small amount of pressure. She took in a breath and held it. Her pulse beat louder in her ears and slowed down. When she felt her heart pause between beats, she fired. The round struck the soldier in the visor, knocking him back into the window. Boards were immediately thrown up to block anything else from getting in. 
 
                 “Target,”Sergeant Felix said, laying on the ground to her right.“Good shot. Do we know what the count is?”
 
                 Alexa shook her head.“Figure at least a platoon left.”More muffled explosions echoed from inside the building.“Hopefully they’re clustered up and they can just smoke them out with grenades.”
 
                 “What’s the plan if the fire-team gets killed?”
 
                 She thought on that for a moment.“We’d wait here. They have to come out eventually. If the game’s still on, we’ll take as many as we can before we’re overrun.”
 
                 Felix laughed.“Hell of a plan, boss.”
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 Charley tapped on his screen, trying to jog it into working properly. There was some sort of glitch in the furthest quadrant of the system. A mass of objects had appeared, started moving, and then disappeared. It didn’t make any sense. He’d flagged the Room Leader almost ten minutes ago, but she wasn’t responding. He bet she’d fallen asleep again. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
                 “Stacey,”he said to the woman in the console to his left.“Can you do me a favor?”
 
                 Stacey popped her head up. She had a bright enough face to be considered attractive, but not too much happening upstairs in Charley’s opinion. Still, she was a more pleasant table companion than some other techies he’d known. 
 
                 “What can I do for ya?”
 
                 He bit his lip.“I’m having a rendering issue in Q949. Can you double-check, see if there’s anything being reported? Maybe an observer malfunction?”She disappeared behind her computer for a minute, and all he could hear was the sound of keys clacking away. 
 
                 “Where’s observer 5172?”
 
                 “Yes,”he said.“That’s the right quadrant. Check what it’s reporting.”
 
                 Stacey looked over her computer at Charley.“No, I mean where is it? The unit isn’t reporting anything anymore.”
 
                 “What?”He tapped in a command to the OCM, but the program confirmed the satellite had simply disappeared.“What the hell is going on,”he said to himself. Charley looked around for his overweight boss, but she was still MIA. Undeterred, he picked up his comm line and phoned SP. 
 
                 “You’re going to get in trouble for skipping the chain of command,”Stacey warned. 
 
                 Charley smiled.“I’m a rebel, what can I say.”The line connected.“This is New Eden Node. We have an anomaly blackout in Q949. Given the situation on Tallus, I figured it was worth reporting.”
 
                 “Thank you for the heads-up,”the woman on the other end replied.“We’ll get a team to investigate. Keep us posted on any changes.”
 
                 Charley hung up the line. He couldn’t shake that feeling, that unease he’d had when speaking to Commander DeHart. He reconnected the line to the operator at Boden Pass near his home.“Operator? Can you connect me to 1311 Norfolk Ave? I need to speak to my wife.”
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The Boxti tore through space at stride speed. They formed a X, the carrier in the center. Leading out in front, charging with engines burning, the dreadnought sought its target. New Eden grew in size as the flotilla drew closer.
 
                 Aboard the Alpha warship, inside a circular command center, the Boxti Warlord sat in his chair and thought. Of all the species he’d fought, there was something unique about these fleshy creatures. The skill they’d shown around the burning planet had been extraordinary. Quite beyond any of the thralls the Horde had amassed. The humans’unexpected aggression had been returned tenfold by the armada, and the honor of the vanguard fell to a worthy champion.
 
                 The Warlord Eruk djun Tolan had been a part of the great Hand of the King battle group since his graduation from training. He was one of the privileged to have been joined with the Parasite and be allowed to retain most of his essence. Though his mind often went over to the Druuma, he was trusted to carry out commands without oversight. It was truly an honor to be on the frontline of the great conquest, seeking out the unknowing and converting them to the cause. Unlike some of the indoctrinated, he was a true believer in the journey. He read the Grol‘Nahja every day, touching his face to the cold glassy floor of his quarters before dressing and leaving the room. If he were ever to allow a moment of pride, it would be to think himself worthy of becoming one of the Clerics when his usefulness on the battlefield ended. The Parasite would laugh whenever that thought entered the warlord’s head. Only the purebred Boxti were allowed such an office.
 
                 He looked down from his perch at the other creatures on the bridge. Built by a race of lizards a generation before, the dreadnought differed from other vessels of the armada. Its walls were textured like the inside of a tree, and the scent of still water permeated the corridors. Of the dozen or so species crewing the ship, none minded the strange atmosphere.
 
                 The navigator, an insect-like creature with ten spindly legs, adjusted their speed as they approached the alien moons. He knew they had not yet been detected; every satellite they’d encountered had been summarily destroyed. It was all according to plan. The planet by the row of gas giants had been used as a message of retribution. Now would come the ultimatum, as had been given to countless civilizations since the first days of the conquest. The Warlord had given thought to allowing one of his subordinates in the armada to be the voice of the Boxti, the Chiefs and Blood Guards of the smaller cruisers perhaps. Perhaps he was allowing himself the sin of pride by taking the responsibility on himself. But who better to spread the message than a Ruall such as himself?
 
                 The main planet was large, perhaps not the best choice for the point of contact, but this order came from the Acolytes’High Command. To question such a decision was unthinkable. So the Warlord relaxed and prayed, not so much to quell doubt as to reinforce his mind for the task ahead. These humans would have a chance to join the Horde, an honor for which he thought them most unworthy. If they did not accept the terms of the fleet, they would be wiped out. It had been so for many others before, and would be for countless others until the final days of the conquest. 
 
                 So said the Clerics. 
 
    
 
   -                            XII                            -
 
    
 
                 Alpha did not want to go quietly. Josh hadn’t expected an easy run, but these soldiers fought as though possessed. A small part of him sympathized. These were, after all, fellow brothers-in-arms defending their home turf. When it was all over, they would be comrades once again. In their shoes he would do the exact same. For now, he forced himself to think of them as the enemy. 
 
                 The last three rooms had been costly. He’d called in Alexa’s reinforcements after a stray round clipped Valenzuela. Gordon and Naren had fallen to a tripmine shortly thereafter, and Alberts had taken a round to the throat before they’d cleared the final room on the floor. With only five soldiers left to take the complex, the odds of success continued to dwindle. They’d used the last of their grenades flushing out a nest of heavy gunners in a hallway, leaving them with only their rifles to take the loft. Eight Alpha troops stood between them and victory. If they could kill four more and hold until the siren, they would be the winners for the game by a hair. 
 
                 “Throw down your arms,”he called out, crouching by the final doorway.“Surrender and you’ll be allowed to live.”It was a bluff he knew they wouldn’t call. Even if he’d had a full squad, they had to know it was Charlie and not Delta in their base. Night had fallen quickly and the casualty report was surely posted. 
 
                 A voice called out.“Come and get us.” 
 
                 Josh couldn’t help but grin. He knew who was inside.“Zev? You still alive?”
 
                 “So far. Is that you, Rantz?”Zev laughed.“I was sure we killed you a month ago. Didn’t I shoot you by the resupply post?”
 
                 Josh looked over at Dax.“That was you? At the cache?”He signaled for Dax to pull his DaVinci out. The big man grumbled, slinging his rifle over his back and lugging out the heavy weapon.“That was some mean shit. I didn’t see the mines until we were sitting on them”
 
                 “Sorry I missed. Why don’t you come in here and I’ll make it up to you?”
 
                 Nicholai and Malcolm, Alexa’s support gunners, hunkered behind a table and reloaded their magazines. Each tapped their ammo pouch and held up a finger, signaling that they had a single magazine remaining. At the far end of the hall, aiming a machine gun at the door, Felix waved his hand that he was ready. Josh and Dax rose up and prepared to breach. 
 
                 “Last chance, Zev.”
 
                 The Alpha sergeant responded with a burst of rifle fire that caused Nicholai to duck down. Josh pulled a small pouch from his thigh pocket. It was a heater from his combat rations. He sucked in a mouthful of water and spit into the sack, sealing it tight. The heater began to boil, gasses building up inside the enclosed bag. When he felt the bubbles reach a breaking point, he tossed the heater inside the room.
 
                 “Frag out!”
 
                 The decoy worked, exploding with a sudden bang and causing the Alpha soldiers to flinch. Josh and Dax charged the room, firing on full auto. They killed two soldiers with their initial burst and drove in, taking cover behind upturned cots. Nicholai and Malcolm rushed in behind them, shooting from the hip. They took down another two before being cut apart by heavy machine gun fire. Dax growled and lunged at the gunner, leaping over the cot and firing at the same time. He hit the man in the sternum, but took a round to the shoulder from Zev. Felix came into the room, but was hit in the face before he could get off a shot. Dax hit the wall, bowling over a young private who had been cowering in the corner. Josh struggled hand-to-hand with a gangly corporal, trying to reach his pistol while fending off a knife.
 
                 The Alpha sergeant continued to fire, putting two more rounds in Dax’s chest before his rifle suddenly locked up. He slapped the magazine, trying to fix the jam. Josh seized the moment. He brought a knee up into the corporal’s stomach, opening a space to draw his pistol and fire two rounds at point blank. The soldier fell back into a cot and slumped to the ground. Josh pivoted and rushed forward, tackling Zev into the corner. The bigger man ripped his rifle away and tossed it aside, drawing his knife. Josh rolled out from under and aimed his sidearm, but Zev was faster. He lashed out with the blade, just barely missing Josh’s throat. 
 
                 Josh fired a round but missed wide, hitting the wall. Zev charged in screaming, driving them both through the window. Boards exploded outward as they fell ten feet to the ground outside, hitting the dirt with a thud that knocked their wind away. Josh scrambled to his feet, fighting to catch his breath as the enemy searched for his knife. The pistol lay in the sand a few feet to the side, just behind the last Alpha soldier. Zev beckoned Josh forward, grinning. 
 
                 “Just you and me now, Josh.”
 
                 Josh pulled his own knife and twirled it in his hand, holding it blade down. His heart pounded in his ears as the hulking sergeant rushed him again. Josh sidestepped and brought his knee up, connecting with Zev’s solar plexus. The impact spun them both around. 
 
                 “Come on, Zev,”Josh shouted.“I don’t have all day.”
 
                 Zev laughed.“No, you don’t.”He lunged with the knife, trying to cut into Josh’s forearms. 
 
                 They struck at the same time, catching each other’s arms at the last moment, blades inches from each other’s faces. Josh knew he was overpowered and allowed the momentum to slip his arm inside his opponent. He countered the spin, using his hips to launch Zev up and over his head. The big man flew in the air and slammed down on the ground. Josh leapt on top, using his knees to pin the soldier’s arms to the dirt. The staff sergeant bucked hard, knocking Josh to the side. He barely was able to keep hold of the knife as they grappled on the ground. Zev grabbed the weapon and threw it to the side. He snatched Josh by the vest and dragged him to his feet. With incredible strength, he threw the smaller soldier into the door of one of the trucks. Zev walked over to the downed man, breathing heavily. 
 
                 “You really thought you could take me?”
 
                 Josh lay on his back, sore as all hell. He looked at up his enemy, eyes burning.“Didn’t have to beat you,”he said.“Just keep you occupied long enough.”Zev’s eyes widened as he realized that he was standing alone on the battlefield.“Take the shot.” 
 
                 On the ridge, Alexa squeezed the trigger a quarter centimeter and loosed a round. The bullet flew straight and true, nailing Zev in the chest and dropping him to the ground. She let out a shout that echoed in the canyon, jumping into the air. 
 
                 Josh crawled to his feet as Alexa ran down the ridge toward the base. He pulled his radio from his belt and twisted the knob to the command channel. He leaned against the J10 for support, his right arm tingling. He felt as though he’d been hit by a truck. Looking at the size of his enemy on the ground, he understood how. Lights snapped on overhead and Josh saw three separate Seraphs floating low over the complex, the glowing windows filled with onlookers. He waved. 
 
                 “Eagle one two, this is Caveman white one. Enemy company has been destroyed, vicinity Foxtrot November 834-213. Requesting immediate evac and class six support.”Alexa and Felix jogged in, sweating from the run. They grinned as Josh waited for the response from the command net. 
 
                 “Caveman, this is Eagle. Endex declared. All suits powering down. Standby for immediate pickup and debrief. Outstanding job. Eagle out.”
 
                 Alexa grabbed Josh in a bearhug, squeezing him so hard his ribs hurt. He laughed out loud, putting his helmet against hers. When Alexa finally let go, Josh walked over to where Zev lay on the ground and waited for his eyes to open. 
 
                 “You dead?”
 
                 Zev’s eyes remained closed.“Feels like.”He blinked, grimacing.“Damn electrodes hurt like a sonofabitch.” 
 
                 Josh held out a hand and helped the big man to his feet.“You know I could have taken you. I’d just let you think you were winning.”
 
                 Zev smirked.“I’d love to have seen that. I threw you into a car.”
 
                 “Yeah, and that’s clearly cheating. If there hadn’t been a car there, I would have been right back at you like a bobcat.”
 
                 The Alpha sergeant hobbled to the vehicle and sat down in the passenger seat, rubbing his legs.“That would have been something.”He took off his helmet, taking a long drink from his camel back.“They coming to pick us up?”
 
                 Josh looked up at the sky, watching as a Seraph platform glided overhead, lights flashing around in a circle.“I hope so. I don’t really know the way back from here.”He leaned against the door near Zev.“That was a good fight. Thanks for not breaking anything important.”
 
                 “Figured you needed your arms, otherwise you’ll be dateless.”
 
                 They shared a laugh as the rest of the soldiers began filing from the tents and buildings. Dax helped an Alpha gunner who’d twisted her ankle during the fighting, easing her down against a wall. A few people pulled out cards and sat to play while they waited for the shuttles to arrive for pickup. 
 
    
 
                 -                            XIII                            -
 
    
 
                 The order came suddenly, in a painful burst. Visions of the planet flashed in front of the Warlord’s eyes, mixed with a message. He slammed his hand down on the crystalline console arm on his chair. Druuma messages were never easy to take, and a direct feed from the Homeworld even worse. The bond between host and Parasite was tenuous, and the override felt like being gutted with a rusty blade. When it was over, the Warlord leaned over and hacked, clearing his throat of phlegm. It took immense strength to recover quickly and dip his six-fingered hand into the conduit gel next to his chair. 
 
                 “This is Warlord Eruk djun Tolan,”his words passed to each ship’s commander through the gel.“Our leader has ordered us to hold beyond the planet’s systems, by the gas giant. We will observe the planet for a time before moving in. All ships must avoid contact with the humans until ordered.”He turned to his Blood Chief, a foul and misshapen thing.“Send one of the frigates closer to observe their movements.”
 
                 As one, the ships began to slow, dropping to standard speed. They veered hard to the left and down the solar plane, moving into the shadow of an immense gas giant. The gravitational disruption hid their signatures, and the opaque atmosphere would provide excellent concealment while they observed their enemy. Only a single frigate continued forward, moving to a better position from which to gather intelligence.
 
                 Aboard the dreadnought, Eruk whispered the evensong of the Drova Waste and closed his four eyes. He was not known for patience, but for now he could endure.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Charley was watching the monitor when the anomaly simply disappeared. One moment the large formation of muffled dots was on a course for New Eden, the next gone. The Room Leader waddled over, munching on a pastry. She spilled crumbs on his desk as she leaned over his shoulder. Her perfume was offensively strong, a flowery mixture of chemicals and compost. 
 
                 “Chucky,”she said, spraying flakes of her dessert onto the back of his neck.“What’s this I hear about you contacting SP? You know it’s my call to make.”Her voice was sickly sweet, but Charley heard the malice underneath.“Are you trying to sneak into my job?”
 
                 Charles sighed.“I’m sorry, ma’am. I saw something that caught my attention and you were indisposed. I had to make a decision.”
 
                 “But that’s not your decision to make. Do you see why that would upset me?”
 
                 He placed his head in his hands.“Look, you were gone. If we didn’t get ahold of SP, the situation could have turned into something ugly. You would have done the same thing.”
 
                 She laughed, a horrid and wet sound.“Oh, I don’t think so. I didn’t get where I am by crying wolf every time an Observer broke down.”She put her face close to his, blood red lipstick glistening as she clucked her tongue.“Honestly, Chucky, I just don’t know what to do with you. You realize this is your second warning for overriding authority?”
 
                 Stacey stuck her head up, eyes wide.“Ma’am, he’s telling the truth. I checked the  satellite myself. It wasn’t reporting anymore.”She handed the room leader a printed out report.“It’s protocol to report any loss to the TSI network. With or without supervisory approval.”
 
                 The fat woman scowled, her beady eyes narrowing.“Is this a fucking democracy? I’m in charge here, and I’d appreciate it if you stopped taking these liberties with your job. If you don’t like it, I’m sure you can find another line of work elsewhere.”She slammed her palm on the console and shuffled away, grumbling under her breath. 
 
                 Charley looked over at Stacey, mouthing“thank you.”She smiled and rolled her eyes, ducking back down to her terminal. When his boss was out of sight, Charley opened up the report on his computer. He couldn’t understand what had happened. The Observer went down after reporting a spacial disturbance akin to a Blue Space exit. Then the dots had appeared on the radar. Everything pointed to an unidentified object, or many objects, traveling through the system. SP hadn’t seemed at all surprised that he’d found something worth looking into. So where had it gone?
 
                 He thought back to the short conversation with his wife, remembering the thoughts that had gone through his head when they’d spoken. Now he felt like a fool, screaming the sky was falling. He shook his head. It was better to be cautious and he knew it. Now, because of his gut, he might be looking for another job. Figured they’d shoot the messenger. 
 
                 Something stuck in his head, a feeling he couldn’t quite shake. Charley opened up the news report regarding Tallus, looking for the report made by the node crew. Somewhere in that file there was a similarity. He was sure of it. He just had to find out what to look for.
 
    
 
   -                            XIV                            -
 
    
 
                 There was no more time to wait. Cameron’s filters were red lined, and he could sense the thinning oxygen in his darkening vision. If he activated the ship, he’d had enough time to make a single maneuver, but the frigate would probably destroy him before he got anywhere. He’d fixed his ejection lever, but the same problem existed.
 
                 It had seemed like the best course of action at the time. To the rest of the alien armada, he must have looked like a piece of debris. When the fleet broke off to hide behind the far orbiting gas giant, Cameron’s frigate had continued on until it was only a few thousand kilometers from the moon Kronos. From his cockpit, Cameron saw the winking lights of different stations and satellites, all within range of his radio. But if he sent a message, the alien ship might detect him and destroy him. It seemed that every choice would lead to him getting shot. 
 
                 The catch-22 lasted until the blinking red warning light became a solid glow on the console. If he waited much longer, he would die anyway. Add to that his damaged wing and slowly overheating fuel rods, and the Phoenix was fast becoming a death trap.  Cameron sat in his canopy, sweat dripping down his face, and planned. 
 
                 A shudder brought his attention to the Boxti frigate. From the far side, something flailed in the dim light of distant Eros. As Cameron watched on, jaw dropped in amazement, a strange creature emerged onto the hull. It crawled in zero gravity on five limbs, each both foot and arm in one. It wore a jumpsuit and mask to protect it from the harsh environment. For a moment, Cameron couldn’t help but sit and stare. He’d only seen the Nangolani on TV, but they at least were humanoid. This was...unreal. 
 
                 It dawned on him that the creature must be conducting a routine inspection of the ship. With only so much ground to cover, it wouldn’t be long before the Boxti crewman saw the human fighter caught up underneath the belly of the frigate. His timeline, it seemed, had just been accelerated. Cameron squeezed his eyes shut, thinking back to a mechanical lesson regarding the Phoenix drive core.
 
                 While larger Terran ships utilized cold fusion systems, fighters operated with compressed hydrogen slush and powered fuel rods. The way these two sources reacted inside the sealed chamber only a few feet from his head could be described as volatile, but only if the word had a tamer meaning. Given the warnings that persisted even in auxiliary power, Cameron figured he didn’t have much time before the entire ship became somewhat less hospitable. And less not-on-fire.
 
                 He worked quickly, flipping switches that deactivated key safety features in the fighter. His fingers hit buttons that he had been expressly told never to touch, causing alarms to activate even in auxiliary power. The entire ship seemed to be asking what exactly he thought he was doing. Cameron paused to wipe sweat from his eyes, knowing how precious each breath was as the air turned warm and sour in his mouth. Finally, figuring he’d done as much damage as possible, Cameron prepared to leave his perch. 
 
                 A fighter pilot comes to see his ship as his home, and Cameron had come to love his battered old Phoenix. She wasn’t his first, but this model had kept him safe for the last few years. It seemed a shame to leave, but the only thing left inside was death. He strapped into his seat, tugging each strap of the five-point harness to test the link. As he looked up and pulled his helmet on tight, the Boxti turned to face him. Its black eyes widened in a comical expression, and it pointed with a three-fingered hand/foot. He waved back and engaged the engine, stomping down on the afterburner. 
 
                 Flames shot out the back of the Phoenix, scorching the alien hull. The journey had practically fused the two ships together, and instead of shooting away the human fighter began to rotate the jumbled vessels. Slowly but surely, the larger frigate began to turn. Holding on for dear life, the Boxti crewman screamed and shook its head. Cameron could only guess what it was saying, but figured it was the same as he would do if their roles had been reversed. The frigate shook violently, fighting the sudden movement caused by the Phoenix.
 
                 Another alarm sounded, this was even more dire than before. The engine compartment had reached a critical temperature. Cam’s neck burned from the intense heat generated behind him, but he kept the afterburners rocking. He gritted his teeth, counting the rotations in his head and watching the moon spin past every fifteen seconds. His timing had to be perfect. He released the afterburner and tapped his foot against the canopy, finding the rhythm in the spin. At the last moment, as the moon began to rise into view, he gripped the yellow handle by his seat and pulled as hard as he could. The canopy exploded outward, rocketing past the frigate and out into space. Centrifugal force shot the pod at breakneck speed, pressing Cameron deep into his seat. 
 
                 Cameron used small bursts of his control jets to spin around just in time to see the Phoenix’s engines go critical. Heat from the fuel rods burnt into the hydrogen chamber, igniting what remained of the accelerant. When the chemicals mixed they sparked, blossoming into a bright white fireball. The explosion tore the frigate to shreds, sending chunks of the alien ship spiraling in all directions. He braced himself for the shockwave, which hit like a jackhammer moments later. Shoved by the force of the fireball, Cameron’s escape pod shot toward Kronos, trailing smoke. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 If he hadn’t been waiting for the shuttle, he might have missed it. Overhead, clear in the night sky, a brilliant star appeared and disappeared in moments. Josh and Dax looked up and shouted, pointing to the other soldiers around them. Zev, who had been resting in the truck, peeked his head out and glared. But his face softened when he saw the brilliant display. 
 
                 “What the heck was that?”Dax asked. 
 
                 Josh shrugged.“Maybe a satellite?”
 
                 Zev shook his head, pulling himself from the vehicle. He still favored one leg as he hopped over to the two men.“Couldn’t be. They don’t carry enough fuel to make that big a boom.”He pulled out his night-vision goggles and turned them on, staring up into the dark.“There’s a lot of debris. Jesus, must have been a collision or something.”
 
                 Josh frowned. Something had suddenly caught his eye that was significantly closer to home. A burning light, growing brighter every second. At first he thought he was imagining it, but there was definitely a sound as well. A roar that became louder and louder. By the time he realized what it was, he was already shouting.“Incoming!”
 
                 The burning ball of light roared just overhead before crashing down in the canyon nearby with a momentous BOOM. Soldiers struggled to hold their ground as the earth shook from the impact. Josh was moving before anyone even registered the sound, racing toward the smoking crater. Dax and Zev were right behind him, with Alexa sprinting to catch up. 
 
                 “What the hell,”Dax called out.“Where are you going?”
 
                 Josh, leading the pack, ran as fast as he could, the wind rushing past his head. 
 
   “It was a ship,”he yelled back. 
 
                 They arrived at the impact area a moment later, out of breath and panting hard. Josh was the only one standing tall, his heart racing but his face bright with excitement. He leapt into the crater, moving quickly but cautiously toward the smoldering wreckage. From this close, it was obviously Terran, and most likely a smaller craft. The glass canopy had held up remarkably well, and the impact-absorbing polymaterial had deployed as designed, completely engulfing the pilot inside. Josh stepped in closer, donning his gloves and pulling at the canopy to break it apart. 
 
                 “Come on,”he said.“The pilot can’t last forever in this stuff.”He waved for his friends to join him.“Put on protection, this shit will get under your skin and stay there.”
 
                 “It sounded like a bomb going off,”Dax said.“You think anything will be left?”
 
                 Josh looked up at his friend.“Deceleration rockets. Look at the crater.”He pointed at the three large black circles around the crater.“These pods touch down gentler than a Valkyrie.”
 
                 Dax jumped in, lending his strength to the task. He ripped the hull apart, chucking huge pieces over his shoulder. Zev took the other side, and together the three pried the escape pod loose, leaving just the white, spongy foam. Josh reached into the substance, rooting around for something to grab. He grunted with effort, finding what felt like an arm and pulling hard. Slowly, a hand emerged. Zev grabbed the arm under the elbow and they removed the pilot, carefully laying him on the ground next to the wreckage. 
 
                 “Careful with his neck.”Alexa shouted from the edge of the crater.“He might be injured. I called for a medic already.”
 
                 Josh unstrapped the pilot’s helmet but left it on. He loosened the man’s suit and unlaced his boots. Dax popped the snaps on the pressure cuffs that looped around the pilot’s arms and legs. The man’s uniform identified him as an SP pilot from Luna wing. Underneath the crescent patch was another, a small broken wall over a raised fist. Josh shared a look of confusion between the other soldiers. They threw sand on the flames to douse them, allowing the cool night air back into the pit. Josh wrinkled his nose at the acrid stink that permeated the crash site. Dax slumped down against the ramped earth, grunting with the effort. He took off his vest, sweat shining on his bulging arms. 
 
                 “Damn, Josh. I need a month off after this.”
 
                 The pilot groaned, hands reaching for his helmet. Josh grabbed him by the arms and firmly held them in place. 
 
                 “Don’t move,”Josh said.“You may be injured.”
 
                 The pilot struggled for a moment but settled down quickly.“Where am I?”
 
                 “Kronos. You crashed our little victory party.”
 
                 “Yeah, that’s the sort of thing I do,”the pilot said. 
 
                 Dax and Zev laughed. Josh eased the ballistic visor back on the man’s helmet, revealing a pair of bloodshot blue eyes. The pilot lifted his hand weakly, which Josh took in his own. 
 
                 “Name’s Cameron. Cameron Davis.”
 
                 “Joshua Rantz.”Josh grinned.“It’s nice to meet you, Cameron. Any particular reason you decided to crash yourself on this sorry piece of rock?”
 
                 Cam’s gaze drifted toward the sky.“Better than what’s out there.”His eyes rolled back in his head and he passed out. 
 
                 Alexa popped a flare and waved down a medical shuttle as it neared the training area. Behind the craft, several transports appeared, headed toward a clearing near the fort. Dax stood, stretching his limbs. He helped Zev up and they walked over to Josh and the injured pilot. 
 
                 “Picked a pretty good place to land,”Zev said. 
 
                 Dax nodded.“Lucky. Must have a whole squadron of angels on his shoulders.” 
 
                 He looked up as two combat medics slid down the ramp into the crater, dragging a litter between them. They pushed Josh aside and gently moved Cameron onto the stretcher, strapping him onto the board with nylon belts. With a silent countdown, they lifted the pilot up and onto their shoulders and began to climb up and out. Zev and Dax moved alongside, spotting them from falling. Josh followed behind, but glanced over his shoulder at the last remnants of flames. 
 
                 What was going on up there, he wondered. And how the hell had a pilot from Sol made it all the way out here?
 
    
 
   -                            XV                            -
 
    
 
   November 25, 2236
 
    
 
                 Josh never felt comfortable in his dress grays. The uniform looked great, no doubt about that, but he’d never seen the military as a career. He’d enlisted looking for money to pay for university, a decision he never regretted but often thought about. It certainly had thrown a curve in his ten-year plan. But without the Army, there’d be no way his family could have afforded to send him to school. The Colonial Military Education bill was his only hope at higher education, and he had loftier goals than working at some nine-to-five the rest of his life. 
 
                 The banquet wall was elaborately decorated. Round tables filled the floor space, surrounded by comfortable chairs. Each setting had a full assortment of silverware, giving the whole affair a more elegant air than just a military ball. Josh had to admit, he found it more interesting than gaudy. He’d grown up in a working-class family and never seen a truly elegant dinner before. In his class-A uniform, Josh made an impressive figure. Dax, on the other hand, couldn’t have looked more out of place. The man was simply a mountain, even without eighty pounds of gear. 
 
                 They walked into the room, Dax towering over the other soldiers, and looked for their table. Alexa waved at them from across the room, holding out two chairs. She looked stunning in her formal wear, and her hair was neatly tied in a Martian braid. The two men crossed the floor briskly, not wanting to get sucked into conversation with any of the brass. Josh knew it shouldn’t bother him, but talking with officers always seemed somewhat forced. Most of the lieutenants were his age or younger, and the field grades just seemed out of touch with the soldiers. 
 
                 “Can you guys believe this?”Alexa asked. She gave Josh a short hug and squeezed Dax’s arm.“I mean, I’ve been to some swanky dining-ins, but this is amazing.”
 
                 “Definitely not what I excepted,”Josh said. His voice was distant. 
 
                 Dax leaned over.“Are you OK?”
 
                 “I’m still dealing with everything else that’s going on.” 
 
                 It had been quite a shock, coming home from the games only to find that something unimaginable had been taking place. The battle at Sol, the attack in New York, the loss of Tallus. The universe seemed to have gone crazy during the few months they were on Kronos. He didn’t understand why they didn’t let them know. Why the games continued during these awful weeks. Surely the Army could have used a few more troops to secure government sites, or to help retake the Galactic Media Tower. Many of the soldiers had family on Tallus, or at the very least friends and relatives. And even more knew those in New York.
 
                 There had been a mini-riot when they’d first come home. Mailboxes were full of letters from mothers and fathers, husbands and wives all wanting to know if their loved one was still alive. Some of the senior NCOs had gone to the command board demanding answers for the media blackout. Why had so much been kept from the soldiers? Even the officers were up in arms, defending their Company’s right to know. Almost a third of the Battalion had lost someone in the last few months, and to find out this way had been heartbreaking. Every soldier wore an orange ribbon on their lapel, in memory of those lost on Tallus.
 
                 Alexa sipped on her glass of white wine.“It’s surreal,”she said.“I mean, we’re actually becoming friends with aliens. Real live aliens.”Alexa had been lucky. Her family lived on Earth in a small town in the Americas. Aside from a hilarious message from her father, she was untouched by the chaos. 
 
                 “They look so strange,”Dax said.“I mean, they look human. Well, not human, but they have arms and legs and everything.”
 
                 “Humanoid,”Josh said, detached.“I wonder what they’re like. Whether we can actually trust them.”
 
                 Sergeant Felix sat down at the table, nearly spilling his two beers.“Good evening, bitches.”He belched. His face was bright red.“Did you guys see the open bar? This is great. And Alpha’s buying the shots.”
 
                 “They’re free, Felix.”Josh smiled weakly.
 
                 Felix gave a toothy grin.“But Alpha has to wait by the bar for us.”He collapsed into a chair and nursed his drinks.
 
                 “This is awful fancy for an end-of-training banquet,”Alexa said.“You think they’re going to cancel the leave passes? I bet they do. Wouldn’t make sense to let everyone go off and play when we’ve got an intergalactic war to fight.”She teetered precariously for a moment, only to be steadied by Dax’s huge hand on her shoulder. Her cheeks were flushed from the alcohol.
 
                 Josh didn’t answer. He was watching the main table at the front of the room. General Casey had taken his seat, along with a few other senior staff. The Post Commander stared out at the sea of gray uniforms with one clear blue eye. His cybernetic patch covered the business end of a scar that ran from temple to jaw across his face. The old man seemed weighed down by the sheer volume of medals and ribbons and cords lashed to his uniform. At 70, he was a veteran of more battles than anyone had a right to survive. Down the table, a wiry young man with slick hair and glasses sat near the end. Brigadier General Hennesy, the post XO, took to the podium and tapped on the microphone, silencing the room. 
 
                 “Good evening, Black Adders,”Hennesy said. The crowd roared.“Congratulations on what has to have been the best war game we’ve seen since Kronos training camp was founded back in 2158. The assembled generals, politicians and civilian consultants would have me thank each and every one of you for a masterful performance. You all executed your missions with audacity, with tactical proficiency, and with a hell of a lot of style. You officers and enlisted men should be proud of everything you’ve accomplished.
 
                 “By now, all of you know the dire state the universe had come into over the last few months. An alien race has declared open war on humanity. The fight is young, and has already claimed more lives than any battle before. From this moment on, our role in the future of mankind is pivotal. Without warriors such as yourselves, our great civilization will be but another footnote in the ageless history of the universe. We must accept upon ourselves the responsibility such a position demands, and give our all for the safety of our families, our loved ones, and our citizens.”
 
                 The crowd beat their mugs on the tables and cheered. It wasn’t hard to excite a group of soldiers, especially when the wheels had already been greased with sufficient free booze. Hennesy held up his hands until the commotion died out. He looked to the table, where a battered and bruised Cameron sat and drank a glass of water. 
 
                 “The last few days haven’t been without small but significant victories. In New York, the terrorists inside the Galactic Media Tower have begun releasing hostages. Admiral Gilroy has assured the Council as well as the rest of the galaxy that a swift resolution is imminent. The rescue operation on Tallus has recovered some five thousand survivors of the horrific attacks. And here on Kronos, our resident fallen angel Lieutenant Davis is expected to make a full recovery. We look forward to learning how exactly he ended up out here. For his bravery at the battle over Tallus, and for his efforts to return to us with such pertinent intelligence, Lieutenant Davis has been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.”
 
                 More applause, this time as much from the main table as the floor.               
 
                 The XO continued.“But I’m sure you all didn’t come here to listen to me speak. In fact, I’m betting you are all still eager to hear the results of the games.”A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd.“Well, I don’t want to waste any more of the evening. We have in our midst an honored guest. A man whose accomplishments I shouldn’t even need to extoll. He is one of the brightest minds of our time, and the most brilliant scientist in all of the Federate. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome our speaker tonight, Dr. Markov Ivanovich.”
 
                 As one, the soldiers stood and clapped, welcoming the thin Martian to the podium. Markov waved and smiled, clearly enjoying his return to celebrity status. He didn’t fully understand the change in tone regarding his name, but he didn’t want to waste the moment. The noise died out quickly and the audience took its seat, continuing to eat their first courses as he began his speech. 
 
                 “Thank you, General Hennesy, for that introduction. I am truly humbled.”He reached underneath the lectern and took a sip from the provided bottle of water.“Officers and soldiers of the Terran Federal Council, I am honored to have a chance to speak before you. For those of you who don’t subscribe to a scientific periodical, allow me to introduce myself further. Many of you are probably familiar with the name CROWN. Either through anecdote or perhaps in study during your military training, the half-trillion-dollar project lives in infamy as a painful waste of resources during the height of the Martian conflict. There were many scientists and generals attached to that failure, but I personally take responsibility.”The crowd whispered in wonder.“I was young then, only a few years before having achieved my masters. I was cocky and made a terrible error in judgement.”
 
                 In the back of the room, leaning against the wall, Sasha watched in awe. He didn’t know exactly where his new friend was going with this particular line, but the reaction of the crowd was interesting enough that he didn’t give it much thought. A waiter passed by with a tray of drinks and the old soldier lifted a tumbler without taking his eyes off the stage.
 
                 “I wanted to take the average warrior and give him a tool with which to become the greatest weapon on the battlefield.”Markov looked down at his notes, allowing a moment of reflection.“I admit, I thought I was looking out for what was best for the troops. Now I know better. Years of analyzing and agonizing over the project have left me with some much needed hindsight. CROWN failed because I wanted to improve the soldier. I thought, incorrectly, that you needed my help. A failing, I must admit, that came from a lack of interaction with you all. But my ten years of research since that flawed endeavor have led to a new directive. I don’t want to make you a weapon, nor do I want to try and affect the way you perform your duties. Instead, I seek to simply enhance what you are all already proficient in doing. I want to make you better warriors.
 
                 “Over the last few years, I have been creating a new and exciting training program for the special forces of the Federal military. Through these simple exercises, soldiers found their combat efficiency increased dramatically. It was through the application of physical sciences rather than theoretical experiments that I regained my faith among the military brass. And it is because of that faith that we sit here today after months of grueling tests. With the permission of the Kronos training staff, the last few months have been a part of a grand selection, one that concluded only nights ago. 
 
                 “Your successes and challenges were mapped and regarded, and seven names have come from the midst of thousands.”Markov’s voice rose, his excitement growing and building within the crowd.“For those of you selected for this new training program, you will travel immediately with me to a secure location on New Eden. From there, at a remote facility, you will train with the most elite of the elite and become a new breed of special forces. For those of you who remain, you will also receive new and powerful training tools for use within your units. And, as an added benefit, you will all receive two weeks of leave on New Eden to spend as you choose, once the immediate hostilities are ended.”He paused, allowing the stunned crowd to roar and pound the tables. Soldiers, he thought with a smile. So easy to please. He raised his hands and attempted to quiet the men and women.“Please. You deserve the time to remember what you’re fighting for. I want you all to know that in my eyes, you are each winners in this competition. In my years working with the military, I have never seen such skill and prowess in the application of violence. But our selection process is extremely restrictive. There are seven of you in the crowd tonight who will be afforded an opportunity to train with special services. If you prove yourselves, you may even get an opportunity to join their ranks.”This drew even more conversation from the crowd. 
 
                 Markov smiled, looking over at General Casey. The elder officer wore a sour expression. He clearly didn’t approve of the doctor’s choices. But, such were the privileges to having support in the government for the project. He turned back to the soldiers.“For now, please enjoy your meal. We’ll announce the candidates after dessert. Thank you all once again.”He walked back to his seat, accompanied by applause. He sat down in the chair next to Casey, waving a final time to the crowd. 
 
                 “I want weekly updates on these soldiers,”Casey said.“You’re taking some promising men and women away from me.” 
 
                 “I’m giving them a chance to make a difference to the war,”Markov answered.“They’re not just going to be cannon fodder, against the Boxti or Blightman or anyone else. I don’t understand why you can’t appreciate that.”
 
                 Casey leaned in close, the sweet smell of pipe smoke ripe on his breath.“I’ve spent my life in uniform, Doctor. These soldiers are my family, and you want to take them away for your little science project. You’re not the first brainiac with a new way to‘make war easier’on the troops.”He tipped back his glass, swallowing a mouthful of scotch.“We had a young kid just like you when I was a captain. Wanted to mess around with our brains, fix whatever causes a man to stress out about fighting. Only took a few dozen men losing their minds before they figured that was something best left untampered.”
 
                 “General, I don’t think—”
 
                 “No,”Casey snapped.“You don’t. You want to imagine the world a better place, fine. But do it with your own guinea pigs. The rest of of us live in reality, where a soldier is fine just the way Christ made him. We don’t need supermen, doc. We need infantry.”
 
                 Markov raised his hands in surrender. He knew it was better than to argue with the General, especially with the booze rolling off him. He lifted his own glass and grinned.“To the infantry, then.”
 
                 Casey mimicked the toast, but his eyes never left Markov. He drained the tumbler, savoring the burn.“If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen. I have to make a call.”He walked away from the table and out the side door, his medals jangling with each step.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron awoke with a start, his eyes adjusting to the dimly lit room. As his mind cleared, he began to relax. The familiar sounds of the infirmary eased his nerves and heartbeat. He’d been coming and going the last few days, never conscious for more than a minute. The doctors had pumped him full of antibiotics and enzymes and other nasty medicines. He felt awful, but that was still an improvement from before. 
 
                 A young nurse walked over from outside the room carrying a chart in her thin arms. She smiled, obviously exhausted but still showing warmth.“I think you might stay with us this time.”
 
                 “What day is it?”His throat was raw and dry. He reached out with a trembling hand and brought a nearby cup of water to his parched lips. The lid was capped off, but a square sponge stuck out from a straw, allowing him to moisten his mouth. Nothing had ever tasted so good. 
 
                 The nurse yawned.“Friday. The 25th.”
 
                 “And where am I again?”
 
                 She placed a hand against his forehead, her skin warm against him.“Ever Night, tactical operations for Kronos.”
 
                 Kronos?Cameron’s pulse quickened. How did he get out here? Where was the rest of the flight group from Tallus? What had happened? Oh my god. He gripped the bed, veins bulging from his arms in effort. His skin went sheet white and a cold sweat ran down his face. The nurse moved toward him, gripping his shoulders. 
 
                 “What? What is it? Lieutenant, can you hear me?”
 
                 Cameron shook, unable to breath. It took a minute for his body to hand over the reins. He turned his head toward the nurse, eyes wide.“They’re here. Get me an officer.”
 
                 She furrowed her brow.“Who’s here?”
 
                 He snatched her wrist, squeezing so hard she winced.“Get me a fucking officer, NOW!”
 
    
 
   -                            XVI                            -
 
    
 
                 Eruk paced the bridge, clenching and unclenching his fists. His jaws clicked together as he ground his teeth. The loss of the frigate had been unexpected, but the orders that followed were more infuriating. The Druuma whispered its message again, as though he hadn’t understood the first time. He wondered if he could reach inside his chest and pull the wriggling thing out. Would it speak before he crushed it beneath his feet? The thought was followed by a sharp pain in his neck. The Parasite loved to remind Eruk that it was able to read his thoughts. 
 
                 “There is to be no retaliation. Har Wuna’s loss was an accident. Maintain position until the time is right.”              
 
                 Eruk seethed.“We are outnumbered now,”he said. Indeed, only hours after the frigate’s last transmission, a battle group had exited hyperspace a few hundred thousand kilometers away. The humans had moved to occupy the space around their planet, but several groups seemed to be looking for the Boxti fleet in a search pattern.“Had we struck when we first arrived, I could have assured our Lord total victory.”
 
                 “He has plans for the humans,”said the Druuma.“You will not take any action unsanctioned by the King. Withdraw to the Wastes and leave a beacon. We will come back in greater number.”
 
                 The Warlord slammed a fist into the bulkhead. The Worak navigator, Shix, jumped in his seat at the noise. He cowered as the commander stared down from the catwalk. Eruk was a Cthanul, a fierce creature whose civilization had gone over to the Boxti during the earliest years of the Conquest. As such, his race was afforded the privileges of the ruling class. And the Druuma, the Parasite of the Boxti, had amplified what was already a terrifying species into a monstrosity. Eruk’s four arms bulged with muscle that stretched his carapace, and sharp bone spurs jutted out from his skin, forming a natural layer of protection. 
 
                 The urchin-like Worak had only recently been conquered, and not all were indoctrinated. Unlike the Cthanul, the planet Fum had resisted the call for assimilation until the bitter end. Billions of the navigator’s kin had perished in the firebombing, the history of the creatures utterly erased in a campaign of destruction and genocide. When all that was left of their Homeworld were burning embers, the species surrendered and entered slavery. Shix had risen far beyond his station, a fact often reminded of him by the commander. 
 
                 “Has there been any change in the humans’course?”Eruk asked.
 
                 Shix looked over at the radar operator. Warlord Eruk did not speak Pono, the sing-song language of the Quom, so he often had Shix translate. Having spent the last few years aboard the dreadnought, the Worak had picked up several new languages, many belonging to civilizations long since dead. He allowed his furry head to raise up on his stalk neck. His two yellow eyes locked onto the tiny beaked creature. He whistled. 
 
                 “What?”the Quom chimed back.
 
                 Shix scuttled closer.“The commander asked you a question.”
 
                 The bird-faced alien sighed.“No change. Just like the last fourteen times he’s asked.”It laughed.“You shouldn’t say it like that.”
 
                 “No,”Shix said.“I don’t believe I should. He may pull off a limb that won’t grow back.”Eruk had a sick fascination with Worak anatomy, namely the traumatic removal of Shix’s spindly legs whenever he was in a bad mood. They would sprout again hours later, raw and red until the coarse black fur grew. But each amputation was pure torture. The navigator turned to face the commander.“No change, Warlord.”
 
                 Eruk didn’t reply. He simply stormed back to his seat and collapsed into it. Shix looked at the Warlord’s chest, imaging he could see the Druuma moving underneath the battle dress. The thought of the Parasite both thrilled and disgusted him, but he was careful not to think about it too hard. He didn’t know if the creature could sense his thoughts from across the room, but didn’t want to risk it. 
 
                 Finally, the warlord spoke.“Issue a command to the armada. We are returning to Drova to regroup. Leave a beacon behind so we can find our way.”His words were dripping with malice, but the Cthanul knew he had no choice. This was a command of the Clerics, and only one voice rose above theirs. Settling down in his chair, Eruk consoled himself with thoughts of war.
 
                 Less than an hour later, the Boxti ships began tearing into the blue void, leaping off toward the far side of the galaxy. The last vessel out, a worn and battered destroyer, opened a hatch and released a small and spiky pod. As the warship jumped away, the relay buoy began to sing its song. 
 
                 Khuum...khuum...khuum...khuum.
 
    
 
   -                            XVII                            -
 
    
 
                 Berlinhadn’t left dry dock since Tallus. Attached to the repair station Irwin Cove, the carrier underwent a massive overhaul. Floating far on the outskirts of the Colorum Belt, the Cove serviced ships from all over the galaxy. It had been placed in the remote region of space as a mining depot, but grew in function and size over the course of five decades. One of the largest man-made structures in the galaxy, the station had a surprisingly small crew. Only ten thousand engineers worked aboard, servicing hundreds of frigates, cruisers and carriers over the course of a year. This left more than enough room for the pilots and soldiers of the broken vessels to live. 
 
                 The infirmary, easily the nicest section of the floating base, was state-of-the-art and fully stocked. Irwin Cove often took ships fresh from battle, when the crew was as in need of attention as the crafts themselves. The chief medical officer, Doctor Patel, made his rounds down the hallway, stopping at each room to check on patients. Near the far end, he stepped inside a curtained-off area, closing the cloth behind him. 
 
                 “And how are we feeling today?”he asked. He was an Earthling, a true-born son of India, and his melodic pronunciation betrayed his lineage. 
 
                 Kaileen put down the book she’d been reading and glared at him.“I’m still stuck here, so not great.”
 
                 Dr. Patel smiled, though there was little warmth in the expression. He’d been working with the military too long, and his bedside manner had all but vanished.“Still working on that Miss Congeniality award, Lt. Nuvarian?”He picked up her chart with a manicured, caramel hand and read.“I’m impressed, you’ve gone through almost every nurse on staff.”
 
                 “Just spreading the love around,”she said sweetly.“Come on, doc. I’m fine. Whatever head injury I had clearly wasn’t that serious. I need to get back to work. In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a war going on.”
 
                 “Oh?”Patel walked around her bed, checking the IV bag over her head.“I must have missed that report. I get so busy here, and then there’s my stories. Don’t want to miss them. Gosh, I can hardly find time to read a news reel anymore. I guess the war will just have to get along without me.”
 
                 Kaileen scrunched her face and groaned.“Come on, I’m a pilot. There has to be a ship out there that needs flying.”
 
                 The doctor lifted the sheet covering the woman’s feet. He was only half-surprised that she had, again, removed her cast.“You know, broken legs don’t heal very well when you continue to aggravate them.”He squeezed her calf gently, feeling for lumps.“I trust you’ve stayed off of this foot when you wander the halls?”
 
                 “Only when I’m heading to my kickboxing class.”She stuck out her tongue.“It’s been months. My leg is fine. And my head is fine. I’m fine. So let me the hell out of here before I start a riot with the other prisoners.”
 
                 “Patients.”
 
                 She screamed.“I’ve had it up to here with you and your fucking patience.”
 
                 Patel smiled.“Not...never mind. You’re in my care until I say otherwise. I’m going to recommend you get time in the exercise room. Supervised, of course. You need to train yourself back into health, and then we can talk about you flying again.”He scribbled on the clipboard before attaching it to the bed.“For now, get some rest. I’ll have a nurse escort you to the gym in an hour.” 
 
                 “I don’t need a personal trainer.”
 
                 Patel chewed on the inside of his cheek.“It takes sixty pounds of pressure to hit the afterburner on a Seed. Eighty for a Griffin. I doubt you’re up to thirty yet. So let a professional get you there faster. Then you can go annoy someone else.”He didn’t wait for the inevitable outburst before walking away. 
 
                 Kaileen sulked in her small quarters. She’d spent the better part of the year in infirmaries. First aboard the Gettysburg after the accident. Then Berlin. Now here. It was becoming a nasty habit. She had to admit, the food was better on the station, but the boredom the same. With the doc gone, she picked up her book, stuck the placeholder a few chapters back, and continued to read.
 
    
 
   -                            XIX                            -
 
    
 
                 “Sergeant Alexa Haines.”
 
                 The crowd roared, cheering on the spry team leader as she stood and danced in place. Already four soldiers had been called out, most from Alpha company. Alexa was the first female named and screamed to show her appreciation. Josh remained seated, half hoping to walk away unmentioned. Dax had been the first named announced. The big man walked over to Alexa, picking her up in a big hug. The jumped in a circle, surrounded by Charlie Company comrades.
 
                 “We’re down to our last two candidates.”Hennesy stood at the microphone, his face shiny and red. He’d been enjoying a few drinks with the good doctor at the head table.“This next soldier demonstrated an ability to think on her feet during the early days of the event. Though she was taken out before the end, her personal score rivals entire platoons. The best shot in all of Kronos. Adders, congratulate Specialist Liane Lu.” 
 
                 Across the room, a petite asian woman stood and shouted. Her table rose with her, cheering and stomping on the floor. The Delta soldiers cheered her on, clapping their hands and whistling. Josh asked how well she had done. Felix told him she had 48 confirmed kills during the exercise. She had practically taken out Bravo singlehandedly before an Alpha mortar round knocked her out. Josh joined in the applause, duly impressed. It took five minutes for everyone to calm enough for the last announcement. 
 
                 “Our final candidate led his unit to the very end, taking the fight to the enemy without fear. No situation seemed too dire, no foe too daunting for him to tackle. Our last soldier exemplifies what we look for in a leader.”
 
                 Josh looked across the floor at Zev. The two soldiers locked gaze, neither one breaking contact. 
 
                 “In fact, this soldier’s ability to read a combat situation was so impressive, that he will not only join his brothers and sisters in arms in this experiment, but will receive a battlefield commission to second lieutenant.”
 
                 This caught Josh’s attention. He turned toward Hennesy, his eyes wide in disbelief. A battlefield commission? The idea of taking the rank of officer, without the mess of OCS, was quite tempting. Suddenly the contest seemed more interesting. 
 
                 “Ladies and gentlemen, let us shake the very roof as we welcome our final candidate into this program. From the number-one company in the number-one platoon in the top-ranked squad for the entireevent, Sergeant Joshua Rantz.”
 
                 The room erupted as the soldiers, officers and guests shouted and cheered for Josh. They pounded the tables as he stood from his chair and waived, somewhat taken aback by the whole affair. Dax clapped him on the back and nearly knocked him over. The two friends hugged and toasted their beers. Across the room, Zev smiled and lifted his own glass. Alexa kissed her squad leader’s cheeks, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
                 Josh looked around the room, unable to comprehend the meaning of this win. The entire day had been one big blur, and this was just another mass of crazy to deal with. Still, he wouldn’t begrudge himself another drink for being named top dog. 
 
                 “Yeah!”He shouted.“Go me!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “I’m not sure I understand.”
 
                 “You don’t have to,”Cameron said.“Just get a destroyer group to those coordinates.”He’d had to scream himself hoarse before the nursing staff took his warnings seriously. They’d dragged one of the operation center’s field-grade officers out of bed to listen to the pilot rant. The Major was half-dressed and had heavy bags under his eyes. Throughout Cameron’s story, the officer hadn’t said a word. From the look on the older man’s face, he was anything but impressed. 
 
                 “Lieutenant, you’ve had quite an ordeal over the last week. It’s understandable to be a little upset.”
 
                 Cameron had to bite his tongue to keep from screaming.“How the hell do you think I got here, sir? They must have followed one of our relays from Tallus, and I got dragged along for the ride.”
 
                 The Major yawned, bringing a hand to his mouth.“Davis, I’m tired. We’re all tired. Sector Patrol is already out searching for your phantom armada, so why don’t we just let them do their job?”
 
                 “Christ, sir. We don’t have time for waiting around.”
 
                 A young corporal walked into the room carrying a small projector. He snapped to attention at the sight of the Major.“Sir. I brought the Comms.”
 
                 The elder officer frowned, deep lines bunching on his forehead.“I didn’t ask for any communication devices.”
 
                 “No,”Cameron said, swinging his legs off the bed.“I did. We locked on their signal?”
 
                 The Major’s face reddened.“Lieutenant, you are way out of line.”
 
                 “Then court martial me tomorrow. I’m trying to save your ass. Sir.”He stood, pulling his hospital gown tight as he walked toward the corporal.“Send it,”he said. 
 
                 With a chirp, the small box came to life. A holographic image faded into view, glowing against the soft lighting. A moment later, a wizened face moved into frame. Everyone in the room, with the exception of Cameron, snapped to attention. At the other end of the call, Commodore Osaka gave the faintest of smiles. 
 
                 “Lieutenant Davis,”Hiro said.“It is good to see you alive and well.”His eyes lowered.“I was sad to learn about your wingman, George. I regret that I only met him briefly. He seemed like a good man.”
 
                 Cameron nodded, his jaw set.“Thank you, sir. And thank you for taking this call, I know I’m jumping about a dozen rungs in the ladder.”To his right, the Major sneered. 
 
                 “Your note said this was high priority. Given the circumstances, I’m extending you some leniency. But make this fast, Lieutenant.”Hiro sat back in his chair, fingers steepled in front of his face. 
 
                 Cameron dove in, describing his journey in detail. He told the Commodore about being sucked into Blue Space, about the Boxti frigate and the Tallus armada. He told coordinates and tactics and everything else he could remember about the enemy invaders. When he was done, no one spoke. Even the Major seemed cowed. 
 
                 Hiro let out a sigh, tapping a finger to his lips.“You’re sure about what you’ve seen?”
 
                 “You know I am, sir. We have to warn the system.”
 
                 The Commodore nodded.“I’ll get word to FleetCom. Major, mobilize every unit on that moon and have them deploy to major areas around the planet. We need to be ready to evacuate billions of people at a moment’s notice.”
 
                 “Commodore,”the Major said.“With all due respect, we’re an Army installation, not Fleet. I’ll need to hear that order from General Casey.”
 
                 Hiro’s eyes narrowed.“You’ll hear that order read back from the captain of a firing squad if you delay one more second, Major. Do I make myself clear?”
 
                 “Yes, sir.”He saluted awkwardly and ran from the room, polished shoes slapping against the tiled floor. 
 
                 “And Davis,”Hiro said.“I’m sending a shuttle to take you to Colorum. You can finish your recovery there and rejoin your unit.”He gestured offscreen to an unseen officer.“Get me Admiral Walker.”
 
                 Cameron shook his head.“Sir, I’m fine. Just get me a fighter and I’ll help out here.”
 
                 Hiro stared into the young pilot’s eyes.“I know you want to be a part of this, and I am confident you will. But right now, I need you to be debriefed and checked out. You’re no use to me trapped on a besieged world.”
 
                 Even though he hated to admit it, Cameron knew the Commodore was right. He was still weak from days in bed, and certainly in no shape to fly. He lowered his head and let out a terse breath.“Understood, sir. I’ll be ready.”
 
                 
 
                 *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The celebration in the hall was well underway when the Major arrived. General Hennesy and the other staff officers were watching video from the games and drinking. Soldiers were joking and eating and throwing back cases of beer. It was a moment to savor, but it had to end. The Major grabbed Hennesy by the shoulder, spinning him around. 
 
                 “Major?”Hennesy listened as the officer explained everything that had just happened. The smile faded off the XO’s face, and the color drained from his skin. He rose, pushing the Major to the side as he crossed to the podium. At first his voice was drowned out by the noise of the dining hall, but company commanders gradually gained control of their troops. 
 
                 In the back of the room, seated with the men and women of the winner’s circle, Josh watched with interest as the one-star general held up his hands for silence. Dax and Alexa moved closer to their squad leader. 
 
                 “Black Adders, I’ve just received an order from FleetCom.”The collective mood of the room sank.“A Boxti invasion force has been reported in Eros System. All Ranger units are to prepare for immediate deployment to New Eden to secure major cities and prepare for attack. All companies must return to their barracks and get some rest. Shuttles will leave at 0700 tomorrow.”He stepped down from the lectern, and this time no applause followed. Stunned silence covered the hall as each soldier digested the new situation. 
 
                 Markov, however, was not so easily distracted. He ran to the XO, stopping the older man mid-step.“General, how will this affect my candidates?”
 
                 Hennesy looked down at the scientist as if he were a bug.“I think this development trumps any school project you had planned.”He started to walk back toward the table, to a waiting drink that he now desperately needed. 
 
                 Markov persisted.“General, I have permission from FLINT and Army Command to take these soldiers to my training facility, and that is exactly what I intend.”
 
                 “Did you hear a word I said?”Hennesy asked.“There is an armada bearing down on New Eden even as we speak. Your training site is in just as much danger as anything else on the planet. You’ve got the names of the candidates, I’m sure you can collect them after this is done.”
 
                 “No!”The outburst seemed to shock Markov as much as the General.“I mean...General, my research is intended to help in exactly this situation. If I can get these soldiers somewhere safe, I can begin their training immediately.”He leaned in close.“You’ll need them in the end.”
 
                 Hennesy groaned. A major headache was building between his temples.“Fine. There’s a shuttle coming to take that pilot to Irwin Cove. You can hitch a ride, but there aren’t many Army facilities out in Colorum.”
 
                 Markov smiled knowingly.“That works better than you could ever know.”He ran off to find Sasha, leaving the General to wonder what exactly he had just set in motion.
 
    
 
   -                            XX                            -
 
    
 
                 The broadcast went perfectly. It had been his best work, easily the sharpest writing of any report he’d ever witnessed. And none of the sheep watching on their TVs would know the difference. That was the problem with this world. People believed whatever was fed to them, as though the events of the universe filled neat, hour-long segments. He wondered how many citizens had ever thought about Mars and the struggles the miners had gone through. Had any? Probably not. Under the soft but constant pressure of the Council’s boot, no Earthling dared raise a fuss over a few million deaths. It had been different back home. Martian men and women were nothing like the shits on the Homeworld. They were harder, more realistic about the harsh truths of life.
 
                 It made him angry to think like this, and he knew he had to keep in control. Mr. Kent had managed not to look scared or threatened during the whole ordeal, but he was a fragile specimen. If Jonah wasn’t careful, he’d make the poor fool snap on camera, and they needed the people on their side. This was just the first stage of a series of events that would change the world. Because that was what it was all about, right? Making the universe a better place? Jonah ran a hand through his hair. He knew it wasn’t right, hearing voices the way he did. But they provided much needed context. They kept him thinking, and that was what kept him alive. 
 
                 Victor walked over, careful to remain silent during the broadcast.“Sir, the next group is ready to go.”They’d been releasing hostages in steady increments for the past week and a half. It bought time for more broadcasts, and that was all that mattered. They had plenty of warm bodies to send out.“Is this really helping?”
 
                 Jonah’s lips curled into a smile.“We’re getting to them. The polls are showing a dramatic shift in our favor. I told you before, the body count worked in our favor. Kill a few people and you’re a murder. Kill thousands, you’re a rebel.”He chuckled.“We move on to phase three in a few days. Let the stories sit with the masses a little longer. Make sure they can see how we’re treating our guests, too.” 
 
                 It was a campaign to win over Earth’s support. Every few hours, a new broadcast went out detailing the truth about the Mars Uprising. Along with the passages from Jonah’s personal account, video of the hostages enjoying lavish meals and luxurious accommodations helped build Red Hammer’s image within the media and with the populous. No one minded the prolonged“crisis”because it seemed already over. Sure, there had been blood shed and a sizable death toll, but in the scheme of things it all evened out. The Martian Council had decried the attack, only to warmly applaud its brethren for their peaceful protest a week later. Jonah wasn’t at all surprised by how quickly popular opinion shifted. He’d seen it before on Mars, when the world went from loving his fight to hating his people. Before it had ended, the miners couldn’t even find friends on their own planet. 
 
                 It had taken years to plan, and there were still months of struggle ahead, but they had already won a key battle. He could see that from his room on the top of the tower. Having attacks all over the globe thinned out the Federate’s infantry reserves. Where only days before the ground had been swarming with soldiers, now civilians formed a protective barrier, witnesses to what they had been assured could become a“silencing operation.”Alexander wouldn’t dare fire the first shot, not with the world watching. In effect, the very people that had condemned so many of his rebels to die would now become their bulletproof vests. 
 
                 And, with a little help, Jonah would accomplish the unthinkable. He would steal Earth from under Alexander Burton’s nose.
 
    
 
   -                            XXI                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron was still awake when Josh entered the room. He looked up, not entirely surprised to see the soldier standing in the hall. Though he’d been in and out of consciousness, the pilot often awoke to find his rescuer sitting in a chair reading, or just walking into the room. In his brief lucid moments, they’d shared a quick joke or two. It hurt to think about, but Josh was the closest thing Cameron had to a friend. The last few times, Cameron had been able to talk a little about Tallus. 
 
                 “Don’t you have a girlfriend or something?”Cameron asked.
 
                 Josh rolled his eyes as he entered.“You clearly haven’t seen Army women before.”He pulled two beers from behind his back.“I brought some medicine from the doctor. He said you should take it quick, before the nurse comes back.”
 
                 “You are a king among men.”Cameron twisted the top off and took a swig. The boch was a little warm but tasted amazing. “That’s right, tonight was your big ceremony. And you left it for me? All that free booze is just going to waste.”
 
                 Josh laughed, spinning a stool around to take a seat.“Don’t worry. Delta Company took whatever was left for the after party.”He stopped, his smile fading.“Well, now it’ll have to be for the road. They’re deploying the battalion tomorrow.”
 
                 The pilot’s face became serious.“Shouldn’t you be with your friends?”
 
                 “Nah,”he said.“I see them every day. Besides, I just found out I’m leaving with you tomorrow, so I figured we should get better acquainted.”He held out his bottle until Cameron clinked the glass.“You didn’t finish your story.”He took a pull on his drink. 
 
                 “Yes I did.”
 
                 Josh took a swig of beer, his eyes never breaking contact.“You need to say it out loud.”
 
                 Cameron looked away.“It doesn’t get better from where we left off.”
 
                 “I know.”
 
                 “A lot of people died there. Everyone I’ve ever served with...”
 
                 Josh held up a hand.“Cameron, I’ve been shot at maybe five times in my life. I was patrolling the streets of Mars six years after the action had stopped. You’ve been through more circles of Hell than anyone should have to endure.”He put his drink down and leaned in.“What I’m saying is that I can’t put myself in your shoes. I don’t know what it’s like. But I’m here, and I think you need to get it off your chest.”
 
                 Cameron wiped his face, ashamed of the tears that fell on his cheeks.“He was my best friend for ten years. We’d taken on everything the universe had every thrown at us. He saved my life a dozen times. And I couldn’t even tow him a kilometer to safety. I let him down. I got him killed.”
 
                 “Stop it,”Josh said sternly.“It wasn’t your fault. Some alien with a dozen sticks up its asshole pulled the trigger, and he’s living on borrowed time now. This is war, Cameron. This is what happens. And we keep fighting until it’s over.”He rocked back and retrieved his beer. 
 
                 “He’s right, you know.” 
 
                 They both turned and hid their drinks. Josh stood at attention, his jaw clenched tight.“Sir.”
 
                 General Casey took a step into the room. He was still in uniform, still the spitting image of a war hero. He walked over to Cameron and placed a wrinkled but strong hand on his shoulder.“War is the worst thing any of us can live through. The honest truth is that we envy the dead for their peace.”He turned to Josh.“Are you going to offer me a drink, or do I have to make it an order?”
 
                 Josh quickly pulled a beer from his coat and handed it to the general. Casey twisted off the top, taking a long swig.“You want to hear the first time I lost a soldier?”The two men nodded.“Twenty-two years ago. I was here. Well, on New Eden. Some warlord in Foster’s Glen started lopping the heads off anyone he didn’t deem worthy to live in his neck of the woods. We rolled in hot, firing up the neighboring area and straight murdering anyone who looked at us for too long.
 
                 “My platoon ended up walking the long road in, hiking through jungle so thick you couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction. I had a battle buddy back then, short little grunt named Mosley. He couldn’t have been more than five three. He always had the other joes ragging on him. Called him‘short shit.’”He smiled, remembering the tiny man’s beady eyes and sharp grin.“Mosley was fearless. He once went off to take a piss, came back with five prisoners. Said they’d tried to jump him, but he’d beaten their leader to death with his dick and wrestled the others down.”Cameron and Josh busted out laughing at that.“I’m serious, he was fucking crazy.”
 
                 “What really happened?”Cameron asked. 
 
                 Casey shrugged.“We found another insurgent back where he said. But he wasn’t beaten to death. Gunshot through the eye. Mosley wasn’t the best fighter, but he was scary with his pistol. Must have put away one piece and pulled out another. In any case, no one made fun of him for a while after.”His voice softened.“So there we were, crossing that bush and trying to be as quiet as we could. And then we heard it. A click.”His green eyes burned and watered.“They’d set up minefields all over that area. Hell, the ground was fat with explosives. We always joked that if anyone would set off something it would be tiny little Mosley.”He wiped his mouth.“He didn’t make a scene. Just told us to keep going, that he was gonna work it out. He gave me his pistol, said I’d need it more than him. Then he started whistling. We left him there, walked away while he smiled and waved at us, as though we were just headed out for a smoke and would be back soon. I can still remember hearing the soft whump as he lifted his foot.”
 
                 Josh didn’t speak for a few minutes. He sat there, silently drinking his beer and staring at the wall. Cameron could barely move. It was an entirely different world of fighting, going from the sky to the ground. Cameron never had to look his enemies in the eye as he killed them. Or watch his friends bleed and cry for their mothers. The horror of it all affected him in a way he hadn’t expected. His stomach was still in knots, but the general’s story had done the trick. He realized he wasn’t the first to feel this way.
 
                 “I’m sorry,”he said softly.“And thank you.”
 
                 Casey looked up, eyes red.“You’re welcome. It’s a hard business we’re in, Lieutenant. But I’ve met the best people in the universe while in uniform.”He punched the pilot’s arm.“And more women than I can remember.”He stood up, stretching.“Oh, to be thirty years younger. You boys stay safe. The war may need you now, but the galaxy will need you later.”He lumbered out into the hall, yawning wide. His heavy footsteps followed him down the corridor to the elevator.
 
                 Cameron looked at Josh quizzically.“I thought you said Army women weren’t cute?”              
 
                 Josh raised an eyebrow.“They’re not, but Fleet gals?”He whistled.“Hot damn. Can’t get enough of that.”
 
                 “Playing in my backyard are we?”
 
                 The soldier lifted his hands in surrender.“Show me a woman as fine as a naval pilot on this base and I’ll amend my ways.”
 
                 “Corporal Haines was pretty cute.”Cameron downed the rest of his beer.
 
                 Josh finished his drink, setting it aside.“And practically like my sister. Nope, not gonna happen.”
 
                 “I dunno,”Cameron started.“What part of Earth did you say you were from? I’m sure they don’t mind familial relations, if you know what I’m saying.”He stopped suddenly.“Where’s your rank?”
 
                 Josh looked down at his shoulders, brushing them as if for dirt.“Oh yeah. I was honorably discharged tonight.”
 
                 “What!”
 
                 He laughed.“Part of the bargain. I’m moving to a new unit, and I’m earning a gold bar along the way.”
 
                 “Lieutenant Josh Rantz,”Cameron said.“I think that works.”
 
                 “And, now I don’t have to feel so weird hanging around with an officer all night.”
 
                 Cameron swung out a fist, but Josh dodged with a laugh.“Do you have any cards, smart ass?” 
 
                 Josh shook his head.“But, I do have these.”He pulled two more beers from his jacket pockets and they drank. It felt good, having something to be happy about. They stayed up late, talking about sports and women and booze. They left politics and the war behind. There’d be plenty of time for that in the morning. 
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter five
 
   Finding Paradise
 
    
 
   “Where is the prince who can afford so to cover his country with troops for its defense as that 10,000 men descending from the clouds might not in many places do an infinite deal of mischief before a force could be brought together to repel them?”
 
    
 
                                                           Benjamin Franklin
 
                                                           Founder of Old America
 
                                                           1776 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   December 10, 2236
 
    
 
                 “Rise and shine, candidates.”Sasha walked the space between the bunks, his shiny black boots clicking with each step. He enjoyed wearing a military uniform again. It reminded him of who he used to be. Granted, the last time he’d dressed like this his belt hadn’t seemed so tight, and the cloth had been decidedly more of a red color. Alas, age had taken his beauty and his figure all in one swoop. Not that he complained. In fact, his wound had already earned him the delightful moniker“Sergeant Scar”among the troops. He ran his tongue over his teeth, tasting the remnants of his morning coffee. It was a bad habit he’d picked up from the doctor during their long voyage out of Martian space, though one he had no intention of kicking. 
 
                 The ride from Kronos to the Colorum Belt had been dull, aside from the momentary excitement when the soldiers realized they weren’tjust going to another boring base planetside. That pilot, the“fallen angel,”had kept interest with his war stories the entire trip. The brief stopover at Irwin Cove provided the soldiers a last chance to talk to friends and loved ones before going into blackout. It had been this particular detail that General Casey had opposed, taking the men and women so far away from their units for the“training.”Markov had explained the plan for the next few months, leaving out crucial steps of course. Until the soldiers had been trained and prepared, the final phases of the project needed to be known by a favored few. 
 
                 Markov was especially thrilled by the facility. He’d only seen vids; never had a chance to visit before taking on the position. Blackstar represented the best training location for the project. Known only to a handful of scientists and top military officials, the site incorporated state-of-the-art equipment and laboratories with a staff of well paid, brilliant minds. The team had been hard at work for almost a year, working on some of the new designs Markov had sent along. All in all, it was the perfect base of operations. 
 
                 Unlike many asteroid belts, Colorum was tightly packed. Early in the systems development, a rogue planet had smashed through a large gas giant, breaking up into a cluster of Earth-sized chunks. One such piece of rock collected enough material to become a terraformable moon. Circling very close to the brown dwarf Hathor, and hidden by the remains of its parent, this planetoid was a lucky find for humanity. Designated“Omega”by the founders from the UEC, it had become a legend for conspiracy theorists around the galaxy. Common knowledge placed most covert operations at the Top Secret labs on nearby Irwin Cove, but an elite few knew the truth. Blackstar, built only seventy years before, was the primary research and development station for humanity.
 
                 Discovered over a hundred fifty years before, Colorum was the richest reserve of metals in the known universe. Mining operations ran day and night, based out of the funnel-shaped Green River Station, the sister to the military post Irwin Cove. Given the immense size of the asteroid chain—over nine hundred million kilometers—detection of Omega was statistically impossible. The various dampening equipment staged on and around the moon prevented any electronic surveillance, and the orbiting chunks of rock and metal prevented unwanted neighbors from sneaking a peek. It was as though nature had designed the perfect hiding spot.
 
                 The facility was built near one of the many lakes on Omega. Terraforming had created enough atmosphere to allow humans to breathe on the surface without the need of a respirator, and the lake was often used as a running path for those training at the complex. Laid out like a giant cross, the building and surrounding housing units marked the only major structures on the entire surface. Large science facilities were buried underground around the moon, barely staffed for most of the year. 
 
                 Inside the barracks at the far end of one of the facility’s four arms, Sasha waited impatiently for his soldiers to muster. Josh, as usual, was the first one dressed and ready. He’d taken quickly to his role as officer, though he flinched whenever any of the soldiers referred to him as“sir.”His time as an NCO had done him well, making him quick to lead the soldiers into every test chamber without hesitation. Markov was proud of his choice, indeed of all his selections. Not one candidate stood as anything other than exceptional. 
 
                 The test chambers were a marvel in their own rights. Designed by the team of lab rats Markov had hand-picked for the project, each room contained a puzzle that needed complete cooperation to solve. Some were combat environments, others merely mind games that bordered on the ridiculous. Even with the soldiers coming from different Companies in the Battalion, they had thus far been able to navigate each challenge. The lectures were another story. In the two short weeks since arriving at Blackstar, Josh and the candidates had gone through a crash course on xenobiology, alien tactics and a complete background on the ranks of the Red Hammer. It made for an exhausting course load.
 
                 Josh stood in front of Sasha as the rest of the soldiers took positions in front of their bunks.“Sergeant, the squad is ready.”
 
                 Sasha looked at his watch and frowned. He’d been hoping they would be late. Oh well. To be burdened with good troops.“Lieutenant, Mr. Draper is leading physical fitness in the training area. Afterward, breakfast will be served in the mess hall. We have classes and a physical today, but no chambers. Overall, a pretty light load. Do you have any questions?”
 
                 “No, sergeant.”Josh turned to his soldiers, smiling. He dreaded the workout Draper had planned; the man had inhuman stamina and expected the same from them. Still, a leader always put on a brave face.“Another day in paradise, folks.”
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Aboard Irwin Cove, Cameron had quickly become restless. It wasn’t that there was nothing fun to do, it was that there was a plethora of boring tasks to be done. Repairing and refitting the Fleet was a painstaking process, and as a veteran pilot he was needed on the front lines. Until his paperwork cleared, however, he was still assigned to the Berlin. And since the carrier was destined to become a permanent resident of the station, he was stuck. He’d spent his first week tracking down each and every airman from the carrier to see who had survived. Most nights he’d had at least two beers bought for him, which he humbly accepted. During the days he made himself useful in the dry docks and hangars helping with repairs, and at the same time learning the basics of aerospacial engineering. At night, he would message different Wing Commanders operating in Eros in search up updates and, he hoped, an opening on the line he could take. Each time he was surprised that no sighting of the Boxti had been made.
 
                 There were perks, of course. After teaching a few classes to new fighter pilots and getting in his daily workout, he had more than enough time to himself. The physical therapy was more fun than he’d expected, mainly because of his classmate. He’d recognized Kaileen as soon as she’d been dragged into the recreation room. Two male nurses had to monitor her, lest she try a daring escape. The pilots had become kindred spirits, both longing to flee the droll existence they’d lucked into. It made the time pass more quickly, and more enjoyably. She’d often accompany him to the flight deck to chip in on repairing the dozens of shattered fighters and bombers. Other times they’d steal pudding from the nurses station and hand it out in the children’s ward.
 
                 Today they walked the hall together, heading toward the dining area. The food had been surprisingly good for the military, and it was one of the few places they could interact without being monitored by doctors, so long as they sent in their meal receipts. The recovery diet was, in Cameron’s opinion, the worst form of torture. Cameron picked up two trays as they entered the room, handing Kaileen one and letting her step ahead in the line. He eyed the menu, the aroma of spiced eggs, hash browns and crisp bacon filling his nostrils. With a sigh he scooped a tray of oatmeal and dried fruit. Once they’d filled their plates, they took a seat by one of the expansive windows. The view was impressive, with nebulae lighting up the horizon billions of kilometers away, and the endless expanse of shimmering rocks. 
 
                 “Any word from Fleet yet?”Kaileen asked. She shoveled a forkful of vegetable mush into her mouth. She avoided the greasy foods as much as possible after a nasty bout of food poisoning a month before.
 
                 Cameron prodded his watery oats.“Still no sightings. On the plus side, they’re sending me orders to see a shrink.”He took a tentative bite. No matter how often the cooks got it right, he was always wary around mess halls.“Maybe I should just play along until they ship me out. I’d be surprised if I didn’t head right back to New Eden.”
 
                 “Why’s that?”
 
                 “Midwaywas out there. My standing orders are for Sector, but my Squadron’s been rolled up into Seventh Fleet.”He bit into a bread roll, savoring the taste of processed wheat. 
 
                 “Might as well enjoy your time here while you can, then.”
 
                 “I guess,”Cameron said. He looked at her, smiling.“It’s either that or they’ll send me back to Luna to train more pilots, at least until a ship opens up with an Ace slot.”
 
                 Kaileen rolled her eyes.“Oh yeah, I keep forgetting you’re a big bad ace.”
 
                 “That’s why I keep reminding you. It’s important you know. What if a groupie comes up to me?”He pointed his fork at her.“It’d be up to you to have my back, be my wingman.”
 
                 “Wingman?”She raised her eyebrows.
 
                 Cameron dropped his fork dramatically.“Exactly. That kind of reaction could get us both killed. Or at the very least, keep me from getting laid. That’s why these drills are so key.”
 
                 “You’re an idiot,”she said with a smile.“Why do I still hang out with you?”
 
                 He made a face.“Um, saved your life? And I’m ridiculously good-looking.”He turned his head.“Seriously, look at these cheekbones. Like a Greek god.”
 
                 That made her laugh. She put a napkin to her mouth, turning red.“You want to catch a movie after this? I saw the theater got something new in.”
 
                 “New? Well, then we should conduct a recon, make sure it doesn’t have any of that foul language or smut. It wouldn’t be right to leave that to an impressionable cadet.”He stood, striking a heroic pose.“We’ll watch it, so they won’t have to.”
 
                 Kaileen tugged on his shirt.“Sit down, Superman. I’m still eating.”
 
                 He dropped back into his chair.“I know.”He popped another forkful of dry melon into his mouth.“I was just making a wildly ridiculous point.”
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 The day had gone to schedule, and now the candidates all sat in the small auditorium they had set up for lectures. Josh took his place on the side of the hall, his phone on his desk. Sasha stood near the door, smoking a cigarette. Dax settled into the seat next to his new LT, sighing deeply. 
 
                 “I don’t think I’ve ever been this sore.”
 
                 Josh rolled his eyes.“This is worse than grudgeball?”
 
                 Dax nodded.“I never had to have endurance like this. Or pull three-a-days. I’m exhausted.”He drank from a bottle of water.“At least the weather is pretty mild. If we were running ourselves like this on Kronos, my lungs would explode.”
 
                 “That would have been something to see. And from what I hear, winter can be a bitch.”Josh tapped on his phone, opening the note taking application.“What do you think this class is going to be? More tactics?”
 
                 The big man shrugged.“Honestly, this whole thing has been weird from day one. I was expecting...well, I don’t know what I was expecting. Just not this. The workouts, sure, but hours of class every day? The chambers? And we haven’t even been to the field yet.”
 
                 “And why only take seven soldiers? Aren’t they expecting some sort of attrition?”
 
                 Dax made a face.“I’m going to start charging you for all these big words. You’ve been a louie for two weeks and already I can’t understand you.”
 
                 “I’m serious, Dax. This doesn’t add up. We’ve been here a few days and we still don’t know why we were chosen and not the rest of the battalion. Our individual scores were good, but not the best. I wasn’t even in the top ten.”              
 
                 Alexa moved from her chair across the room to sit next to her squadmates.“I think I know why.”Josh looked at her quizzically.“Because we’re awesome. I mean, to go from losing the entire unit to taking down every other soldier?”
 
                 “Actually,”Josh said.“We missed two scouts from Delta who were lost in the field. They basically spent the last week wandering around the training area.”
 
                 Alexa hit his shoulder.“Doesn’t matter. We won, so we get the prize.”
 
                 “I’m just not sure this is a prize we want.”
 
                 Markov walked into the room and the soldiers stood. He motioned for them to be seated and took his position at the lectern. His usual exuberance was replaced with a somber and distant face. He’d been dreading this particular speech since the beginning of his stay on Kronos, but it couldn’t be put off any longer. Now, staring at these seven warriors, he regretted what had to come next. 
 
                 “All right, candidates.”He smiled, but there was nothing behind it.“Today is the first step in your new training program. Everything you’ve done over the last two weeks was part of orientation. The physical fitness will of course continue, and will become progressively more difficult as time goes on.”The group groaned as one.“Don’t worry, you will become hardened warriors. We just don’t want to take the challenge away yet.
 
                 “I know that we didn’t get off on the best foot. I had to tell your commanders some white lies to bring you all the way out here. And, as I’m sure most of you can guess from the surroundings, there aren’t any more special-forces soldiers here to train you. In fact, almost all of your combat classes are civilian led. Granted, each one of my staff has more combat experience than you all combined, but I digress. Ten years ago, I made the mistake of trying to build a suit that required a super soldier to operate. Now, with your help, we are going to make super soldiers.”
 
                 Josh looked around, suddenly worried. He didn’t see any guards materialize out of the walls, nor any men in white lab coats rushing toward him with a syringe.“Doc, what does that mean?”
 
                 Markov smiled at his favorite student.“There will be no surgeries, if that’s what you’re wondering. Nor any biological modifications. In fact, you will remain yourselves in every way. I don’t want to take anything from you. I’m going to add something to you.”He held up a small glass vial containing a silver and blue liquid.“My failure was trying to incorporate a SQUID interface on soldiers who had never had to use their brains in such a way. Thankfully, a new solution has presented itself, and in an antiquated technology. Does anyone know what this is?”
 
                 Pierre Roman raised his hand. He’d been born in rural Jon du Range—a French colony on New Eden—and his thick accent hadn’t faded with age.“That is a sample of nanomachines.”
 
                 “Correct,”Markov said.“Old-school, as they say. But nanomachines are the perfect tool to allow you, organic creatures, to interact with the final design. And we won’t just use them for communicating with equipment. These robots are programmed to replicate your cells if they are damaged, enabling them to instantly repair cuts, bruises, broken bones and even gunshots wounds. In fact, it may even be possible for them to regrow lost limbs.”
 
                 Josh didn’t like the sound of that. Something about a robot trying to build an arm out of nothing disturbed him. 
 
                 “Your muscles will grow faster, and your synapsis will react to data almost instantly. No one will ever sneak up on you again, as your senses will be heightened dramatically. All of this is based off of enhancing abilities you already posses, rather than trying to redesign your bodies like some aftermarket Frankenstein creation.”He paused, gauging the soldiers’reactions. Thus far, no one had called him a monster and run away, so things were going better than planned.“I’m sure you all are full of questions. I intend to answer most today, though there are still secrets that must be kept. I will say up front that there is a reason we chose only seven of you. The power that will come with these suits is extraordinary, and of the hundreds of soldiers we tested, you were among the top scorers in our psychological exams. Only you seemed capable of taking on such a daunting responsibility. Also, despite how old this technology may seem, each dose is remarkably expensive.
 
                 “However,”he said, his face sympathetic,“I cannot force someone to subject themselves to this kind of treatment. Therefore I am offering you an out. Thus far has been a test for you, to show you the level of dedication needed to succeed. The implantation process is not painless, and the road to recovery will require you to relearn how your limbs function. And once the nanomachines are inside of you, there is no going back. Removal is almost impossible, and there are inherent risks in every step. I promise you, though. If you stay here, you will become the greatest assets the Colonial Federate has ever known.”
 
                 Alexa raised her hand first. Josh smiled. She was always the first to volunteer, and the first to question. 
 
                 “What is the procedure like?”
 
                 Markov looked off into the distance, weighing his response.“You will all be taken to the medical ward of this facility. You’ll need to fast for 24 hours and take six full programs of antibiotics followed by immunosuppressants. We will introduce the nanomachines over the course of seven to ten hours, depending on your body size, and then wait for the results.”
 
                 “What about the Master Controller?”Pierre asked. Of the candidates he was the oldest, and the only one with a P.H.D. 
 
                 The doc didn’t miss a beat. In fact he looked pleased that someone understood the process.“Each of you will be assigned an MCU. For those of you unfamiliar with modern cyber-organics, the MCU acts as the liaison between your mind and the trillions of machines inside you. The masters are loaded with unique AI personalities matched by psychology.”
 
                 Liane raised her tiny hand.“Is that safe?”
 
                 “Perfectly,”Markov answered.“They use MCUs on children with autism, and to great success. The neurological bond allows the AI to connect synapses that fire incorrectly based on a given situation.”              
 
                 Josh wrinkled his brow. So the machine will make the decisions for me?He didn’t like that one bit.“Doctor Ivanovich, I thought the problem with CROWN was a physical impasse. The human body couldn’t keep up with what the machines asked of it. How is this any different?”
 
                 Here was the elephant in the room. Markov’s face betrayed him for a fraction of a second, then he smiled.“The nanomachines will make it work.”And he would say no more. 
 
                 The room went silent. No one knew what to say. That this had been more than a simple training camp had been obvious from the start. But this was something else. To rewire their systems from within, what would they have to give up? Would they still be themselves when the process was over? Would they still be human? Josh looked over at Dax, but his friend was in deep thought. Each soldier went into their own heads, seeking the answer to the great riddle. What were they willing sacrifice for the greater good?
 
                 And what were they willing to become?
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
   January 2, 2237
 
    
 
                 The time passed without notice, and Cameron found himself caring less and less about leaving the station. The lack of a Boxti armada in Eros had backfired on him, and it seemed he’d been relegated to the bench. His last foray into the personnel office had been a waste of six hours. Fleet continued to promise that a new assignment was just around the corner, but he no longer cared. Irwin Cove needed trained pilots to work the newer flyers through their kinks, and he was more than willing to do so. Cameron had to admit, there was another reason he enjoyed the teacher’s life: he was too scared to fly. 
 
                 For a week after his arrival at the Cove, Cameron had plead with Fleet officers to reinstate his flight status. A few days later, the nightmares began. It was the same every time. He would come to in the blue void, trapped inside his ship. Alarms would sound as each system went offline, until finally the air snuffed out. Suffocating, he would scream and pound the glass. That’s usually when he would bolt awake. 
 
                 On bad days, the shakes would last long after breakfast. This was definitely a bad day. 
 
                 “You should talk to the shrink.”
 
                 Cameron jerked away from his daydream, momentarily lost. He looked around the small room, catching his reflection in the wall of mirrors by the door. Thick mats covered the floor and the smell of sweat and disinfectant filled the air. He looked to his right and saw Kaileen staring at him, worry-lines marring her face. 
 
                 “Sorry,”he said.“Was I out there again?”
 
                 She nodded.“You should talk to Dr. Chong. She’s not bad with this sort of thing.”
 
                 “I’m fine. I just need to work some things out.”
 
                 Kaileen stretched, her shirt pulling up enough so that Cameron could see her navel. His gaze lingered, until the bomber pilot’s palm smacked him at the temple. 
 
                 “No perving out, ace.”She smiled, though.“Look, when I first got here, I was kind of a bitch to everyone I met.”
 
                 Cameron cocked his head to the side.“Wait, you were worse?”
 
                 She hit him again. 
 
                 Kaileen got to her feet, picking up light weights and starting her lunges.“Dr. Chong told me that humans aren’t supposed to experience this level of stress. It breaks us at a primal level.”She went down to her right knee, wincing.“You’ve been through more than anyone I’ve ever met, Cam. There’s no need to try and pretend it will go away.”
 
                 “Losing George hurt, but he wouldn’t want me to get declared section eight because of him.”
 
                 Kaileen paused her workout, letting out a long breath.“It’s not George. I can see you’re mourning, but at least in a healthy way. I’m talking about the days you spent inside the void.”
 
                 “It was only ten hours,”Cameron said. 
 
                 “Not for the rest of the world. Do you ever think about that? You travelled through time, although not very far.”She set down her weights, placing her fingertips on his arm.“Cameron, like it or not, you’ve become something of a friend to me. I’m not very likeable, so I appreciate that.”
 
                 “No problem.”
 
                 “But that also means that I care about you. I don’t want this PTSD thing to ruin your career. I don’t want to see you hurt anymore.”
 
                 Cameron lowered his eyes, breathing out slowly through his nostrils. He looked back at Kaileen, admiring her. She seemed so different from the angry pilot he’d found a month before.“You care about me?”
 
                 “Don’t make a big deal out of it, flyboy.”
 
                 Cameron laughed, and was surprised at good it felt. Has it really been that long since I’ve been happy?“I’ll talk to the doc.”Kaileen smiled at that.“But only if you’ll come with me.”
 
                 “I will,”Kaileen said.“Now stop jabbering, ace. You’re looking a little flabby.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The holiday season brought new and unwelcome guests at Irwin Cove. Against all protests, alien ships had begun to dock for repairs. Groups of Nangolani pilots and soldiers wandered the halls of the station and lounged in the recreational areas. The issue of how to fix unknown technology notwithstanding, many Terrans had begun to take the position that the only good alien was a dead one. The gray-skinned creatures had brought nothing but pain and destruction, and their silent party line had run through its welcome very quickly. As far as the men and woman of the Cove were concerned, they weren’t worth the effort. A few fistfights had broken out so far, thankfully without creating a serious political incident. 
 
                 It was already the end of the lunch schedule when Cameron managed to work his way down to the dining room. Classes were taking more and more of his time, at least what hours he didn’t spend in the bays with the chief engineers. The physical therapy was over, at least. He’d managed to convince the doctors that he wasn’t going to fall to pieces any time soon. Every week still brought a mandatory briefing session with one agent or another from the FAID, though they’d started to figure out he really had no idea how he’d survived the trip to Blue Space. The head doctors, an army of them each week, were another issue. Even though Commodore Osaka continued to search for a Boxti presence in Eros, the rest of the Squadron seemed to think him nuts. Part of his rehab included almost daily sessions with one shrink or another.
 
                 The air was heavy with the thick scent of beef and gravy. Most of the food served this deep in space was frozen or dehydrated protein mix, but with the right spices it really could come alive. Sadly, Irwin Cove rarely had the right spices and they were still rated the best chow on any military outpost. A few of the higher ranking officers would fly over to Green River every day, picking up some choice civilian meals, but Cameron had yet to receive an invitation. After grabbing his tray, he dumped spoonfuls of meat and vegetables onto his plate and walked to an open table. He’d no more that sat down when two cadets leapt onto the bench opposite him. 
 
                 “Lieutenant Davis,”one said. She was young, much younger than he remembered being as a new cadet.“We had a question regarding the Gauss cannons on the Sparrow.”
 
                 He sighed. He never got to just eat anymore.“The Sparrow doesn’t carry the Gauss, remember? Sparrows are song birds, so they carry...”He trailed off, waiting for them to finish the sentence. 
 
                 The second cadet, a chunky kid in his last year as a teenager, spoke up.“Tuners.”He looked to his friend, excited to have remembered something important.“They’re actually just standard DaVinci machine guns, but they mount two on each side, so they look like tuning forks.”
 
                 “They jam religiously,”Cameron said, shoving a spoonful of broccoli mush into his mouth.“That’s why a Sparrow pilot who doesn’t maintain their weapons is one who‘can’t carry a tune.’Every time you start your maintenance checks, you need to begin with the guns, then the bird, then the comm equipment. Shoot, move, communicate.”He sipped his glass of water.“What really brought you guys here?”
 
                 The girl blushed.“We’re nervous about tomorrow.”
 
                 “First flight,”he said, remembering the moment he’d sat down in the command seat as a young cadet.“You know there will be an instructor literally a foot behind you. There is almost no way to mess up.”
 
                 Chunk chewed on his tongue. Cameron stared at him until he spoke.“It’s just, I mean, we’ve never been out before.”
 
                 “Of course you have.”Cameron had gone through the same motions with other pilots during his career. Even veterans could get the shakes sometimes.“I assume neither of you are space-born. You at least took a shuttle to get to this station. That means the hard part is over. You’ve done the boring bus ride. Now it’s time to really get into the hot seat.”
 
                 The girl pulled on a lock of her red hair.“But we’ll be in such a small ship. If something goes wrong...”
 
                 “Then you die.”There was no reason in beating around the bush. Fleet fighters had to decide early on whether or not they were cut out for being in a spacecraft. Cameron could tell he’d struck a chord.“Big bad Murphy has a mean streak with regards to pilots.”
 
                 “Murphy?”Chunk asked.
 
                 “Murphy’s Law,”Cameron said.“Anything that can go wrong will, and at the worst possible moment. Guns will jam with the enemy in your sights, control jets will fire off during a risky carrier landing, and gremlins will find their way into every single electronic toy inside the cockpit. You get in a fighter, it’s a suicide pact, just one you hope to walk away from. But without the nerve to risk it there isn’t a point in even getting behind the stick.”
 
                 Chunk looked close to tears. Cameron couldn’t help but feel bad for these kids. They didn’t have anyone to turn to, no friend with years of experience. He’d been in their shoes not too long before, but he’d had an ace in the hole. An irascible vet with a knack for finding trouble. And he’d had a best friend. He couldn’t imagine what it would have been like going it alone through the academy. 
 
                 “Look,”Cameron said.“Think of this as your last trial run. If you get out there and it’s not the best feeling you’ve ever imagined, then I won’t make you go again. We’ll find you a branch that will suit your talents and you can make your career somewhere else. This doesn’t have to be your only choice. If you still love the birds then become engineers. Or maybe you need to work the logistical side.”He looked down at his food. It was already congealing.“Listen, I’ve been where you are. And my first flight was over Earth, the dirtiest skies in the whole universe. You guys get an easy little skip around a station in the middle of nowhere. I’d be surprised if the canopy gets smudged while we’re out here. And you’re not flying songbirds.”That seemed to cheer them up some.“Come early to the locker room tomorrow. I’ll take you guys to the flight deck and you can talk to the Chief some more. He can show you every little thing on the Phoenix that keeps it flying. You know why they call it the Phoenix?”They shook their heads.“Because no matter how many ways it seems to blow up, you still come out alive on the other end.”
 
                 “Thanks, LT.”The girl stood, pulling her fellow cadet up by the arm and walking quickly away from the table. Cameron felt a little sad, having to lie to the kids. Truth was, the flight was a washout special, something to show the staff who had the stomach for taking control of a flying deathtrap and who didn’t. And the Phoenix hadn’t been named for its mythical durability. The first iteration of the Phoenix had been a spectacular failure, almost ridden right out of the Fleet. But after an amazing crash demonstrated the potential for it becoming a superiority-fighter, the program regained new support. Rising from the ashes, the project had been renamed Phoenix and the fighter constructed. But he’d let them have their fairy tales. Those helped. 
 
                 He picked up his tray and headed toward the trash line. There was still plenty left to do in the day. Eating would just have to take a backseat for now. His phone buzzed. Cameron pulled out the small device, reading the text message displayed on the screen. It was a note from Kaileen asking him to meet her near the arms room. He smiled as he dumped his food into the compactor and pocketed the comm device, walking off to meet his friend. He made a mental note to stop by the chapel later that night for a late mass and confession. 
 
                 Cameron intended on getting some sinning done.
 
                 
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Eruk knelt inside his quarters, face pressed against the cold, grated floor. He whispered to himself and closed his eyes tight. Each passage of prayer invigorated him. He knew he was a vessel of the King, born and bred to fight for the Great Conquest. Though he knew he was guilty of pride, at least chief among his sins, he felt himself worthy of the title Warlord. He never asked for movement toward a greater station, to become one of the holy warriors of the Hund Anai. 
 
                 His naked flesh pulsated with the movement of the Druuma. It responded to his prayers, releasing chemicals that eased the pain of the transformation. As a Cthanul, he’d never been particularly partial to his body. It had merely been an extension of his mind, a tool to be used for a single purpose. Throughout his long, uneventful life, Eruk had considered his journey toward death a pointless toil. To die in a way worthy of earning a totem on the glass fields of Khatan was the only wish of his people. With the arrival of the Boxti, he found his purpose. As one of the first converts to the new order, he had been awarded a position in the reclamation army, taking the fight to his own people in service of a new master. He’d felt nothing then, cutting down his own species. It had been his zealous approach to war that had earned him the right to bond with the Druuma.
 
                 He remembered the ritual in detail. It had been seared into his memory by the most intense pain he had ever experienced. The Parasite was not a small creature, even at the young larval stage. The fist-sized wriggling mass of tendrils and teeth had been placed, ever so gently, onto a small cut on his back. Almost immediately, the creature had burrowed inside, nesting near his spinal column and latching on. It pumped chemicals into his body, enzymes that catalyzed a slow and excruciating metamorphosis within. Eruk’s limbs swelled and stretched, his fingers grew long and sharp. Even his face took on a more gaunt and haunting appearance. The Boxti priest had told him then that he was no longer a simple Cthanul, but was Xoktan Cthanulor“Improvement on the Cthanul.”The elder Cleric had been a pureblood, one of the native Boxti from the Homeworld. It was the only time Eruk had met a member of the master race.
 
                 That was his first lesson about the Horde. Their home planet, Boxt, existed in a crevice between seven rival stars. Its very existence seemed to defy nature. Only a short distance away, the massive black hole of the Galactic Core beckoned. The Clerics said it was why their people grew up with a fascination for death and destruction. To live so close to the end of all things, too see into the abyss, had a lasting effect. Although a variety of life developed in this antithesis of creation, only two sentient forms emerged, separated on two broken planets: The Boxti, and the Druuma. They were cosmic neighbors, but were unaware of each other’s existence. Segregated from the rest of the universe for millennia, until chance found them a ride to a new home. Their symbiotic relationship was evident by the names they gave themselves. In the tongue of the Horde, Druuma meant“Parasite,”and Boxti meant“Host.”
 
                 The Boxti language proved easier to learn, with the Druuma serving as both teacher and companion. It enhanced Eruk’s mental faculties, even if only to better serve its purpose. Other members of his clan received Parasites of their own. But these unions were not symbiotic. The Druuma completely took over his brethren, turning them to myuk, or empty vessels. Myuk made up the majority of the Horde’s army, cannon fodder for the fighting to come. The leadership were entirely comprised of Ruall, the“joined.”Each of the Blood Guards, Legionnaires and Warlords had bonded with a Druuma to better serve the Great King. 
 
                 He finished his prayers by striking his chest with each arm, his fists hitting hard enough to rattle his jaw. Eruk rose and dressed. The Druuma had enjoyed the session and would give him a peaceful day, at least he hoped. It seemed that the long wait in the Drova Wastes had wracked its nerves as well. Not that the Parasite would ever speak ill of the Clerics’word, but Eruk could sense it. They shared a common mind.
 
                 The Warlord left his quarters and walked down the black metal halls, boots clanging with each step. He used his longer lower arms to move forward faster, his knuckles acting as extra feet along the way. Soldiers passed by, mainly myuk of one brood or another, or simple slaves. As Eruk shouldered by a fellow Cthanul, the creature bowed its head respectfully. 
 
                 “Honor of the Horde,”it said.
 
                 Eruk nodded.“The King’s will be done.”He continued toward the bridge. Something stirred in his gut, a feeling that persisted as he entered the dimly lit room and greeted his crew with bone-chilling stares. Today was different. Perhaps the Druuma sensed it as well, for it started to churn. 
 
                 Soon, Eruk thought, we shall officially greet the new thralls of the Horde.
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 “You have got to be fucking kidding me!” 
 
                 A glass flew across the room and exploded next to a large flat screen TV. Images of New York City, narrated by a news anchor for one of the local channels, sent a blue glow around the room. The Galactic Media Tower stood forefront in the picture, and enormous banners were unfurling down the sides of the buildings. The blue cloth bore a white circle in the center, and a red fist punching outward. Alexander, sitting on his bed, groaned.
 
                 Jerry winced. It had been like this for the last few weeks. Alexander’s mood had turned darker and darker as the siege in New York deteriorated to almost asinine levels. The crowd of supporters had grown steadily at first, pushing the military blockade further and further back lest they accidentally injure a bystander. Now, only two months after the attack, the Red Hammer was being hailed as slandered warriors seeking atonement. Jonah had somehow convinced the entirety of the Americas to side with the rebels of Mars. It was ten years too late to help the red planet, but it could have a profound impact on the big blue. 
 
                 Alexander had made a dozen press conferences, each one more sternly demonizing the terrorist and war criminal known as Jonah Blightman. The rebel leader, for his part, hadn’t made a single public appearance, allowing the puppet Kent to speak for the group. The anchor had lost his nervous tics after only a few days. Now it looked like he enjoyed running his own show, even if it was just baseless propaganda. The hostages had almost all been released, but there was no way to bring in ground troops to try and seize the tower. The ring of human shields grew larger every day. Already it pushed the general’s line back nearly six blocks. What was worse, Red Hammer had allowed those who wished to stay, or even come into the building, courteous passage. Business at GMT had resumed once the damaged floors had been cleared. To most of Earth, the incident was over. There were more pressing issues to worry over, such as which celebrity scandal would ruin a career this year. Even the Boxti had fallen to the back burner, given their absence after the burning of Tallus. Admiral Walker and Commodore Osaka were constantly fighting over whether or not to redeploy Seventh Fleet back to Earth.
 
                 The High Chancellor sat in his room, still wearing his robe from waking an hour before. His face wasn’t yet shaven, and gray stubble covered his cheeks. He’d lost weight, which would have been considered something to celebrate only months before. Now Jerry just worried his friend was losing his grip. Staffers and advisors crowded the space, all trying very hard not to be noticed. Adeline hung back by the Chief of Staff, her vibrant green eyes wide in alarm.
 
                 “Alexander,”Jerry said.“We need to discuss options. They’ve started calling for an emergency parliamentary session on Earth. Jonah has planted the idea that there needs to be regime change.”
 
                 Alexander ground his teeth.“I’m sad to say it, but I agree.”Jerry seemed shocked.“How can I trust Ambassador Jordan if all this is still going on under his watch? And what the hell is Gilroy thinking?”
 
                 “He’s worried about the thousands of innocent bystanders between him and Jonah.”
 
                 Alexander scoffed.“He’s worried about his job.”
 
                 “Actually,”a voice said from behind.“I’m worried about yours.”Admiral Gilroy entered the room, shutting the door behind. He looked tired more than anything. His face was drawn and black bags hung under his eyes.“We should have struck first, sir. Now Jonah has popular support. Killing him would embolden their cause and only speed up the inevitable.”
 
                 “And what is that?”Alexander spat out.
 
                 Gilroy didn’t mind the attitude.“He wants to depose Jordan. Put up some stooge of his own. Kerrigan, most likely.”He sat down on the couch, grabbing the decanter of scotch from the coffee table and pouring a glass.“He wants to take Earth without firing a shot. Or at least any more shots.”
 
                 That stopped Alexander’s thought process cold. The idea of losing the Homeworld in a peaceful election had never even crossed his mind. How could the people fall for it? Why didn’t they see Jonah for who he really was?“But how can he hope to pull it off?”
 
                 Jerry paced the room.“He wouldn’t have to put up much of a fight. All he needs are the right pieces in place.”He turned, his hands moving frantically as he talked through the possibilities.“A few senators here, an under counsellor there. The armies wouldn’t know whom to swear loyalty to. By the end, the majority control will be in his favor, and anyone who resists will have the might of the Earth military against them.”He laughed.“It’s the Imperial War all over again.”
 
                 Adeline gasped.“It can’t really be that easy, can it?”She withered under a sudden glare from both her boss and the High Chancellor.“I’m sorry to speak out of turn, but this seems at the edge of possibility.”
 
                 “It happened before,”Jerry replied.“And history has a funny way of coming back around.”
 
                 “The commanders should know better,”Gilroy said.“Soldiers are under orders of the Federate.”He downed his scotch.“We could stage a coup, put the planet under military control.”
 
                 “And risk another world-wide rebellion?”Alexander rose, a sheen of sweat on his face.“He doesn’t even have to win. He just has to make sure we cause enough collateral damage to bring more people to his side. We’ll have the citizens of Earth wearing the red fist.”He squeezed his eyes shut and swore. Damn it. Stop thinking like a politician, asshole.“We need to take him out before he gains control of the American continent. Get him out of that tower and run our own smear campaign.”
 
                 Jerry frowned at the comment.“Controlling America is not the same as controlling the planet. And even if he takes Earth, that’s only one chunk of one pillar of government.”
 
                 The chief executive shook his head.“If we lose Earth, even for a moment, the sharks will smell blood. There will be a hundred groups like the Hammer trying to take control. We don’t have the military presence we used to, during the war. Not yet. By the time the dust settles, we’ll be looking at taking back the planet one continent at a time, with civilian deaths in the billions.”
 
                 Adeline shifted on her feet, fighting the urge to speak up. Her resolved quickly gave away.“Sir, the Ambassador of Earth is just one man. He doesn’t rule with impunity any more than you do. We’ll still control the Planetary Congress, and Jonah hasn’t made any moves against the courts.”
 
                 Admiral Gilroy rolled his eyes.“We lose the Ambassador slot, we lose Earth.”
 
                 Alexander looked at the young woman as though seeing her for the first time.“Miss Quinn, how old are you?”
 
                 “Twenty-six, sir.” 
 
                 The High Chancellor nodded knowingly.“Then don’t try to listen first. Each person in this room has decades of experience over you.”He placed his hands on her shoulders.“Jerry told me you were smart, and I can see that. But smart people often ignore one of life’s harsh truths.”
 
                 Adeline trembled, her voice faint as she spoke.“And what is that, sir?”
 
                 Alexander’s eyes burned with a sudden fire.“Monsters like Jonah don’t obey the laws we set. If he has control of one Pillar on Earth, he controls Earth. Simple as that. Within a few weeks, every judge and council member will be dead.”
 
                 “Tell me,”Jerry said.“How could he hold on to it? We would take Earth back within a few years, and with far fewer lives lost.”He watched the High Chancellor cross the room, oblivious to his words.“Damn it, Alexander. We don’t have to think of this as all or nothing. We can give him a little slack and then reel him in.”
 
                 “A fractured civilization will invite its own ruin,”Alexander said, turning to face the room. No one spoke for a long while as those words resonated. 
 
                 “Who said that?”Gilroy asked.
 
                 “Norton.”Alexander walked to the TV and turned up the volume.“The first Emperor of America.”
 
                 The anchor, a square-jawed man with tightly combed hair, continued reading from the teleprompter.“No word yet on Ambassador Jordan’s take on the proposed meeting, but rumor has it that Arnold Rothsburg, CEO of Galactic Media and Chairman of the Earth Defense Committee might call for a vote of no confidence in the two term counsellor.”
 
                 Alexander shut off the set. He turned to face the two men, his face no longer weak but determined.“Jonah wants a fight. No matter how he starts this, he’ll look for blood before its finished.”He turned to Jerry.“I need to know how that crazy doctor-friend of yours is doing.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Josh opened his eyes and immediately regretted the decision. Pain racked his body, keeping him locked to the bed. He moved his head slowly in each direction, every inch accompanied by painful clicks. The lights were dimmed in the room, but seemed unbearable all the same. Even his skin hurt, as though it were suddenly too tight or too sensitive to the air around it. His mouth tasted of metal and cotton.
 
                 He could hear groaning coming from the beds around him, but didn’t dare try to sit up. When he went to speak, his parched lips burned and his throat seized. He coughed, and it felt like his lungs were bursting. A nurse appeared suddenly, putting gentle pressure on his chest that nonetheless felt like fire. Tears streamed down his face, running toward the back of his head. Something must have gone wrong, he thought. The procedure backfired, or a complication from the injection. Maybe he was having an allergic reaction. 
 
                 “Please,”a voice said.“Don’t try to move.”Markov’s face materialized a foot away, his mouth covered by a mask.“You have been in recovery for some time, and your body needs to rest. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”He pulled a sponge from a cup by the bed and stuck the corner in Josh’s mouth, letting the soldier sip eagerly.
 
                 Josh swallowed enough water to wet his tongue.“How long have I been out?”Josh asked.
 
                 Markov shrugged.“Almost five weeks.” 
 
                 Josh struggled to move, his heart suddenly pounding in his chest, but pain and the steady hands of the nursing staff kept him on the table. A needle jabbed into his arm, and he could feel the chemicals surge into his body. Almost immediately the pain eased, replaced by a sensation of warmth and peace.
 
                 “I know it must be a shock,”Markov said. He sounded truly sympathetic.“There were some necessary adjustments that needed to be made during the operation. The nanomachines needed to...restructure things so that you would be a more durable host. The process was intense and painful. We had most of you in medically-induced comas for the duration. The others came to after 72 hours.”
 
                 Josh fought through a wave of fatigue, his words slurring together.“What did you do to me?”
 
                 “Nothing,”Markov said, though he sounded like he was trying to convince himself.“We injected the nanomachines. They reacted differently than we had expected, attacking your bone structure and white blood cells. It was amazing to watch.”A nurse glared at the doctor.“What I mean is, we allowed the machines to make small but significant changes to your anatomy. Your bones were covered in a diamond whisker formation using the carbon from your own body. We pumped in nutrients as fast as they were used.
 
                 “Also your organic tissue was covered in a webbing, some sort of bio-mechanical membrane the robots designed. We were as surprised as anyone by the development, but it seems designed to protect your organs from traumatic rupture. That, combined with a similar process done to your dermal layer, will make you sufficiently harder to kill.”He touched Josh’s arm with a gloved hand, causing the soldier to wince.“It feels normal, Lieutenant. Like regular skin.”
 
                 “Why do my eyes hurt so much?”              
 
                 Markov motioned for a nurse to dim the lights more.“Your retinas and lenses were shaved and altered. Your vision should be remarkably improved, though we won’t know to what extent until the tests are finished.”
 
                 Josh found it harder to stay awake. He drifted, feeling the sedatives pull him down into the soft bed.“What do I do now?”
 
                 “Rest,”Markov said.“It will be a few days before you’re up on your feet. After that, we’ll start training you to walk again.”
 
                 “And after that?”
 
                 Markov pulled down his mask and grinned.“We’ll see if you can fly.”
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 The Marvos Void lived up to its name. It lacked a functioning star, so it couldn’t be considered a true system. It had no major heavenly bodies, and the largest object inside its radius barely crossed the threshold into being a real asteroid. With only a vast, dark nebulae and an endless ion storm coursing through the gravitational well, the Void was the perfect hiding place for those who did not wish to be found. For almost a thousand years, since the first sentient creature discovered the disparate zone, Marvos was just the spawning grounds of the Celestial Whales. Now, in what was known to the Nangolani as the Great Dying Age, the hidden passage was their only refuge. 
 
                 Sitting at his terminal, Domin Hanweh Shodon read the report. Pain gripped his chest as each word echoed in his mind. He didn’t want to believe it could be true. With each sentence, he begged for another solution to present itself. Some other reality in which he could exist. His strong hands nearly shattered the information block before he finally set it on his desk. Rising to his full height, he crossed his large room. 
 
                 Commanding the capital cruiser Barennon had its perks. He was afforded a luxurious suite, attentive aides, and a handsome compensation. None of that mattered, however, when your entire species existed on a few hundred flying cities. Their economy was a sad joke, crippled by inflation and a thriving black market. Most of the refugee fleet was in horrific disrepair, with vessels towing derelicts in long chains at the back of the pack. These broken civilian vessels had become floating homes for the lucky few to have survived the invasion. 
 
                 It had been a short fight, when the Boxti had darkened the skies over Nangol. But even before then it could not have been said that the Nangolani were at peace. A trade dispute between two different planets had caused a small skirmish to break out between private security firms. Growing unrest between the Nangol Embassy and the visiting Furlish species had led to a stalemate in a week-long negotiation. A new religious movement had begun to eat away at the followers of the Ambra Dowan, which in turn meant increasing pressure on the Imperial Court to impose restrictions on the spread of the breakaway cult. Had the invasion been postponed only a few more years, the Nangolani may have completed the Boxti’s work themselves. 
 
                 Nangoli lifespans were almost four times that of humans, so Hanweh and most members of the armada remembered the arrival of the alien race. It had not seemed to be a day out of the ordinary. Nangol sat in the center of a highly populated sector of the Milky Way, and the arrival of foreign dignitaries was only regarded with mild interest by the peaceful people of the emerald planet. Anduin na’Lanus had been a Baron of the Flight Line, overseer for the entire Nangolani fleet. He served as a trusted advisor to the then-Emperor Kor Branan. For almost three hundred years, Branan had struggled to unite the Nangolani after a vicious war against the Cthanul. The sudden cessation of hostilities had been treated as fortune and never truly investigated. Such an oversight was just one of the many that ended in the destruction of their home planet. 
 
                 Within moments of arrival, the Boxti began a massive deployment of forces. Cities were bombed into submission, some destroyed outright as object lessons for the survivors. Ground troops—shock soldiers from the conquered species, and mostly thralls at that—stormed the capitals of the ten continents and executed all leadership. It took four weeks, but the entirety of Nangol succumbed to the relentless onslaught. With the Boxti boot firmly placed on their throats, the gray men and women had no choice but surrender. 
 
                 But Anduin rose to the occasion. With Branan’s head on a spike and most of the ruling class either underground or interred, the Baron gathered a small group of dedicated soldiers and took the fight to the Boxti. Using guerrilla tactics, Anduin and his followers destroyed key Boxti fortresses and bought valuable time for a daring escape. Thousands of ships snuck out during the conflict, saving millions of lives and building an army hell bent on vengeance. The armada, sufficiently supplied, fled the system with the Boxti close behind. Their planet was lost, but they might stand a chance at taking it back with the help of the other allied species. When the Nangolani reached their neighbors, however, they found the burning embers of civilizations in place of friends. 
 
                 Hanweh had been a young Maminoduring the evacuation; just a fighter pilot trying to protect escaping ships. The gravity of the situation hadn’t dawned on him until the refugee fleet left JohGal thousands of lightyears behind. Now, standing in his room, he thought back to the night the Baron had become an Emperor. The elder Nangol touched his right to his throat, remembering the oath he’d sworn so long ago. As the memories flooded in, his hand began to shake. Hanweh realized that, in the course of their retreat, his leader had changed. 
 
                 Years on the run had made Anduin cold and calculating. Only a year into the pursuit, the Emperor began making dire sacrifices in the name of preserving the whole. If a ship failed to join the armada before the scheduled time of a jump, it was left behind for the Boxti. Worse still, they found no help on their journey. Only the burning wreckages of civilizations long destroyed. Each planet they encountered, each smoldering system, dashed their hopes further and further. And so, with the eyes of his people upon him, Anduin thought of a way to save the Nangolani. No matter the cost. 
 
                 Looking at the report from the Historian, the Emperor had found a way.
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Ray couldn’t help but stare. After all, sitting next to him at the console was a real live alien. It was one thing to see them on TV, but up close they were something else entirely. He knew it was a girl, even without being told. The long black hair clued him in, as did the feminine curve to her body. It was a curiosity, the similarities she bore with a human. He’d seen the X-rays done after first contact; they’d been posted live on the Net. Their skeletal structure was nearly identical. Sitting this close, Ray could make out the lithe swell of her hips and the slightly larger mounds on her chest. The anatomical similarities baffled the science team. Even her face was almost a normal size, compared at least to her male counterparts. Ray had, of course, received a firm and blunt briefing on how to conduct himself during the course of his work with the Nangolani. He’d found it funny when the officer in charge had mentioned the strict fraternization policy. Now, seated only feet away from another species, he was somewhat put off by the thoughts that danced in his head. 
 
                 The appointment had been unexpected, to say the least. After all, it had been the OCM, not Ray, that had identified the threat over Luna and alerted the fleet. TSI had been grateful nonetheless and promoted Ray to full Associate. Now he helped research the Boxti threat, starting by going through the hours of video taken during the initial assault at the moon, multiplied by hundreds of different ships and cameras. Several Nangolani scientists had been attached to the team to aid in the investigation. After much cajoling, the human administration had lent the senior alien liaison, Mara, to the group. 
 
                 She’d been welcomed in immediately. Unlike the other Nangolani, Mara enjoyed the attention she received from the scientists and researchers. She fielded questions with ease, asking more than a few of her own in return. After a few days, she’d adopted human clothing—carefully tailored—so as to better fit in with the rest of the associates. The alien scientist went out of her way to blend, and succeeded at each turn. Most importantly, her grasp of English was second-to-none. Many of the aliens relied on her for translation, and no one from TSI had mastered any of the forty-one Nangoli dialects.
 
                 Mara also enjoyed the security. As of late, being a Nangolani in public was asking for trouble. More and more demonstrations against“the Grays”cropped up every day. Dozens of her brethren had been beaten or killed out of baseless hatred. And that monster the news called Hans Von Braun held public and violent executions in South America daily. At least in Europe, more specifically in England, xenophobia was at a minimum.
 
                 Ray leaned on his hand, watching the screen. It was already into the fourth hour of his shift, and his eyes were dry and bloodshot. It reminded him of orientation with TSI, when he’d watched almost ten hours of training videos before ever getting a chance to enter the lab. Granted he’d been allowed to drink himself stupid after each session, a luxury not afforded in the dry government facility. This particular image came from one of the gun cameras mounted on the Valley Forge. The long range optic had an unobstructed view of the battlefield, and the footage was remarkable. Already Ray and his team had begun to deconstruct the tactics of the alien Navy. 
 
                 Or at least, they had been. When they’d added the reels taken from the battle over Tallus, several glaring inconsistencies arose. First and foremost, the alien shields were not present once during the initial contact. Their tactics were almost completely different in the two engagements. At Luna, there had been a swarm mentality, with the ships focusing in one direction at a time. At Tallus, squadrons took up sectors of fire and obliterated with extreme prejudice. The weapon systems used in each battle seemed vastly different in strength. 
 
                 Even the ship design varied so much that most of the team had initially worried they had encountered a new alien race altogether. Lunar Y-Fighters—”Hornets,”as the pilots called them—had smooth curves at each intersection of metal, whereas at Tallus the ships were more angular and the material more dense. The carriers present in the first battle seemed hollow and frail, a stark contrast to the devastating capital ship from the month after.
 
                 Mara scribbled down notes in her small tablet. The stylus traced glowing yellow lines on the screen. Ray marveled at the intricate script. It was unlike any written language he’d ever seen, a fantastic collage of spirals and geometric shapes. She must have noticed him staring, because she suddenly stopped and looked up. 
 
                 “Is something wrong, doctor?”Her voice was light compared to the rest of the Nangolani in the room. She smiled, taking the time to form the expression correctly. 
 
                 Ray stammered.“No. No, I’m sorry. I was just,”he struggled to find his words.“I was admiring your penmanship.”
 
                 Mara looked down at the device in her hand. She frowned.“I’m not holding a pen.”
 
                 “Your use of a stylus then.” 
 
                 She laughed.“Your people seem incapable of holding a single thought for more than a few minutes. You realize we have at least another sixty-four hours left to watch?”
 
                 “Sixty-four hours and nineteen minutes,”Ray said.“I’m used to boredom. I was an observatory babysitter for two years.”
 
                 “Then shouldn’t you want to speed up the process?”              
 
                 He sighed.“Doesn’t matter how fast we go. We keep getting more data. And the more they give us, the more questions we’re going to be able to ask.”
 
                 “And the more questions,”a voice said,“the longer it will take to find all the answers.” 
 
                 Ray looked up at Director Chavez. The tall, gaunt man placed a hand on each scientists’shoulder. He noticeably jerked his fingers when they touched the alien’s skin. Mara, for her part, didn’t show any reaction. 
 
                 “Sorry, director,”Ray said.“We were just talking.”
 
                 “Raymond, you were brought on this project to help us learn more about our enemy.”Chavez paced around their table.“We have so much to learn about the Boxti before we’ll be ready to truly fight them. As it is, we’re still finding out new and exciting things about the Grays.”He stressed the last word, his throat tight, as he looked at the alien.“Needless to say, we have our work cut out for us. I need you to stay on task. Save the talking for after your shift ends.”              
 
                 Ray’s face grew red.“Yes, sir.”
 
                 “Good sport. Now, let me know if you find anything useful.”Chavez looked at Mara, a flash of distaste passing over his face. He turned toward the far end of the room and strode off, greeting the other groups as he passed. 
 
                 Ray faced Mara.“I’m sorry, he shouldn’t have said that.”
 
                 “It’s fine,”she said, waving her hand.“It takes more than being called a color to offend me.”
 
                 “Even so, it’s not right of him.”
 
                 She put a small hand on his wrist.“Ray, you’re a very sensitive man. And I do appreciate the gesture. But honestly, If I don’t concentrate I often miss what people are saying. If they’re using some sort of subliminal hate speech, it never enters my head.”She grinned.“I guess I’m lucky in that respect.”
 
                 “So it doesn’t bother you?” 
 
                 “Not as much as it worries me.”She looked at Chavez as he exited the room.“I don’t understand the trust issues your people have with mine. It’s been months, and we’ve been nothing but cooperative.”
 
                 Ray shrugged.“We’re human. It’s part of our nature to be curious. Makes it hard for us to take anything at face value.”He wiped his face with his hands.“Jesus, this is boring.”
 
                 Mara pushed her tablet over toward him. She had drawn a fairly accurate caricature of Chavez. The director’s face was pinched in the middle, making him look like an angry mole. Ray laughed. 
 
                 “That’s really good. I didn’t know you could draw.”
 
                 She blushed, her cheeks turning a darker shade of gray.“We’re not supposed to. It’s against the teachings of the Ambra Dowan.”She quickly erased the display.“Emperor Anduin wouldn’t approve.”
 
                 Ray cocked his head to the side, admiring the alien scientist.“What is your religion like?”
 
                 Mara sighed, her brow pulled in a decidedly human expression.“While most Nangolani follow the Ambra Dowan, we try to keep our personal beliefs to ourselves. Every species has an opinion about faith and the gods and how it all fits together. In our collective experience, we found that religious debate never ends well.”
 
                 “Please,”Ray said.“I’m not much for church talk, but I’d love to learn more about you.”
 
                 She looked at him, her large eyes warm and hopeful.“I’ll tell you a story, but that’s all.”She collected herself, pushing her notes aside so she could illustrate the tale on her tablet.“Back in the Second Era, long before my birth, her Eminence Darna Wo walked the silver lakes of Nai’Lanei with a group of the smartest minds of her time. Scientists and doctors, emperors and scholars all walked alongside the Star Child and asked questions about the path of Guiding Light. 
 
                 “Now most of the people who met Darna Wo treated her as royalty. In the first pages of her journal, she often wrote about the other worlds she had visited. In each case, emissaries would rush to bring her gifts, to welcome her to their homes. She was never treated ill or in any danger along her travels. 
 
                 “But on this day, the pride of the Nangolani caused them to forgo manners in search of answers. They pestered her for hours, trying to trick her into admitting she was a fraud. Even though she had already proven so much to the people of our world, the leaders of that ancient civilization refused to believe that a higher power could exist. But Darna Wo, in her grace and patience, took each insult without pause. After enduring their pestering all morning, Darna Wo asked the King of the Ten Continents to deliver his final request before she would retire for the noon meal. The King was considered by many to the wisest leader to ever have lived. He thought for a long time before asking his question:‘How can you prove any of what you have taught?’
 
                 “Darna Wo answered immediately.‘Belief is a gamble you will always win. The path of the Guiding Light asks not for money or power. It asks that you treat others with respect, that you love your fellow, and that you seek peace and understanding above all. If you live your life this way, and in the end come to dust alone, have you lost anything? If you walk the righteous path and find light at the end, haven’t you gained all? So you see,’she said.‘It is not for me to prove to you, but for you to wager for yourself.’”
 
                 Ray let out a breath.“That was beautiful.”He checked over his shoulder, making sure no one was sneaking up on them.“I guess we’re not too different in that either. Humans, at least in the last hundred or so years, have started to separate religion from everything else. It wasn’t always like that. Some of the worst acts ever committed were in the name of one god or another. I think, once we started getting more and more people into space, they realized just how small and insignificant our planet really was.”
 
                 “Why do you think that mattered?”
 
                 “If there is a God, and he created all of this, then he couldn’t possibly want you to kill each other over something as silly as how you organize your prayers. He’d be too busy running the universe.”
 
                 “What do you believe?”she asked.
 
                 Ray shrugged.“I was raised Baptist, but our preacher was a little more forward thinking. I always remember something he told me a few years before I graduated. He said that using religion to build a box around knowledge keeps us ignorant and cruel. As the universe is ever expanding, so must our understanding of God continuously grow. The point of our lives isn’t to find God and pin him down. It’s to find our path to him, and have the courage to walk it.”
 
                 “Thank you, Ray.”Mara brushed aside a lock of hair, pulling her scattered notes back together. Their eyes locked and, for a brief moment, lingered. Then Mara turned away quickly and switched her monitor to a new feed.“We should get back to work.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 “And then you destroyed their world.”It was not a question, but an accusation. With each syllable, the words of the Cleric grew more and more intense. Their meeting was only just beginning, but was off to a terrible start. Standing at attention before the tribunal, Eruk djun Tolan put on a brave face. 
 
                 They were aboard the Ma’Arak’s vessel, the flagship of the entire armada. Though his high commander was not present, Eruk still felt a sense of dread at being summoned before the Enclave. As a Cthanul, he was used to towering over the heads of his subordinates. Yet here, in the presence of the true Boxti, he could only stare up into the faces of his former conquerers. 
 
                 Like all natives of Boxt, the elder Cleric looked chiseled from stone. Having evolved under intense radiation, all members of the race borne of the Homeworld grew thick carapaces that covered their bodies from head to toe. Even though the ceiling stood ten feet overhead, the Boxti had to stoop as it paced before the warlord. Under its flowing multicolored robe, three sets of hands clasped behind a thin and spiny back. 
 
                 “You were given orders, were you not?”The Cleric’s questions seemed rhetorical.“I can assume you understood the Enclaves intent?”It blinked, its six sets of eyes going through the motion one after another.
 
                 Eruk stood his ground, though he sensed the Druuma trembling.“A mining vessel was attacked by a new species. They found a nearby world inhabited by the creatures and reported it to me.”He swallowed, trying in vain to moisten his pallet.“The Lord King’s decree on such an attack is well known. An example had to be made.”
 
                 “And it was,”the Cleric said. One seven-fingered hand appeared, fingers tapping the side of its face. Eruk knew that all Cleric’s were without gender, having sacrificed such wonton things in their purification rituals. He wondered if this specimen had been born male or female. The Druuma chastised him for such thoughts. 
 
                 The Boxti continued.“Narakoffwas dispatched, along with a flight of destroyers and frigates. The planet was to be bombarded and used as an initial point-of-contact.”
 
                 “They outnumbered us,”Eruk started.“We had no choice.”
 
                 The Cleric spat.“You were reckless and endangered the Horde.”It turned away, clucking impatiently.“No matter. Your fate is not to be decided today.”
 
                 “No?”Eruk asked. He clenched his jaw. 
 
                 “We are sending you back to the human system. Our presence is known to them now, for good or not. We will proceed with the introduction in the usual way.”
 
                 The warlord could hardly believe his luck. No punishment, and a chance at redemption.“And what message shall I bring to them?”
 
                 With a groan, the Cleric settled into a tall chair at the center of the wall.“Peace, young warlord. Let them know we come in peace.”
 
   
 
  

 
 
   -                            X                            -
 
    
 
   January 31, 2237
 
    
 
                 Jonah stood at the edge of the landing pad, looking straight down toward the ground. The fog completely blocked any sign of the streets below. From everything the news reported, one would think no one still lived down there. Crime had increased to an astronomical level, and pollution had raised the risk of lung disease by one hundred percent. But he had been in the ghettos with the other forgotten of society. He had smelled the raw sewage that oozed up from the overfilled waste lines under the massive towers. He’d seen the emaciated bodies of women and children, no longer starving but just waiting for death. He’d been a part of that grimy, unwanted life and relished in every moment. Those were his people. 
 
                 Mars had been a chance to change the hand fate had laid out. That had been the slogan written in bold letters on the posters they’d plastered all over the slums. The walls of buildings became bulletin boards for the different unions. No experience necessary, just a willingness to work hard and accept a challenge. The learning curve wasn’t so steep that it precluded any particular person. Even the age limit had been lowered to allow younger and younger citizens to sign up for mining or tower jumping or line duty. If you had a sense for danger and wanted better pay, positions at the poles paid triple. 
 
                 Jonah had been a child then, not yet fifteen, when he’d put down his name on the charter form. He closed his eyes and remembered the day. The sun had barely been able to trickle down to the ground, even with the array of mirrors the city government had emplaced. He’d stood there with his best friend, waiting patiently for the line to move forward, and listened to the sales pitch be delivered again and again as more people arrived. When his turn had come, he’d put down his mark without hesitation. Anything had to be better. 
 
                 “Sir?”The sound stole Jonah from his reverie. He looked up and saw a young soldier standing at the edge of the platform. From his wavering stance and wide eyes, it was plain to see the boy wasn’t a fan of heights. The ride over must have been hell for him. Jonah smiled. Just to be here, the young man had overcome fear.
 
                 “What is it?”Jonah asked, stepping away from the ledge.
 
                 The soldier peered over the edge, swallowing back a wave of vertigo.“It’s the reporter, sir. He wants an audience.”
 
                 “Oh, does he, now?”
 
                 He nodded.“Yes, sir. He said he needed to speak with you right away.”
 
                 Jonah pursed his lips, mulling over the request.“Send him in. And call Victor.”He walked to the center of the platform and clasped his hands behind his back. Jonah heard the reporter walk up from behind, shoes clacking on the concrete. Greg had on the same suit he wore to the New Year’s party. Jonah grimaced. The outfit was intentionally gaudy and struck him as being in poor taste. 
 
                 “Mr. Kent, to what do I owe the pleasure?”              
 
                 The reporter stormed forward, coming within a half foot of the rebel leader.“Cut the bullshit, Blightman. I’m not in the fucking mood.”
 
                 Jonah’s eyes grew wide and his face flushed red.“Oh really? Well then, straight to business.”
 
                 “I thought we had an arrangement, Jonah. What the fuck?”
 
                 “Calm down, Kent,”Jonah warned.“What seems to be the problem?”
 
                 Greg paced around the pad. Droplets of water began falling from the sky, starting a drum beat that grew faster and faster as the storm swelled. The overcast clouds sent down a chilling rain that bit through clothing. Jonah barely felt the change in weather, so focused was he on the other man. 
 
                 Greg grinned, but there was no humor behind it.“You’ve got a lot of nerve.”
 
                 “I was thinking the same thing.”
 
                 “You asked me to tell the truth to the people of Earth. Your truth,”he said, pointing his finger.“And they believe it. They believe me, and that’s because they trust me. I’m your ace-in-the-hole, Jonah.”
 
                 “I’m still not hearing a point, Kent.”Jonah looked back toward the office and saw Victor standing at the window. The rain bore down in thicker sheets as thunder clapped overhead. 
 
                 Greg stopped near the edge a few paces from Jonah.“Where would you be without me? Huh? I made this all possible for you. The siege ended because of me. Earth is on your side now because of me. Hell, if I wanted I could make you the next Governor of America. I could make you the fucking Ambassador of Earth. I have this planet eating out of my hand.”He turned to face the rebel.“And you have me treated like I’m still a fucking hostage. I can’t leave the tower. Your fucking goons have every exit blocked off, even though the rest of these peons come and go as they please.”
 
                 “If you wanted to get out, all you had to do was ask.” 
 
                 Greg scoffed.“Like it’s that easy. You’d just let me go.”
 
                 Jonah kept his voice metered, but inside he urged to lash out.“You’ve become very useful to me, a resource I would never let go of easily. I needed to make sure you were on the same page before letting you out into the world with only your word that you were coming back.”
 
                 The reporter placed his face an inch from Jonah’s.“So how about some fucking respect for a change?”
 
                 He moved so quickly Greg never saw it coming. In one instant Jonah grabbed the man by the collar and spun him around, throwing him toward the edge of the pad. At the last second he caught Kent’s tie. The reporter’s heels dug into the concrete lip as he hung precariously over the unfathomable drop. The knot closed in around his throat like a noose, choking him. 
 
                 “No,”he coughed out.“Please!”Greg held his tie with both hands, his knuckles white.
 
                 Victor appeared at Jonah’s side in an instant. His face was stoic. He took the tie from his leader’s hands, keeping Greg a second from death. Jonah paced around the two men, his face dark and angry. 
 
                 “I think we’ve reached a turning point in our relationship,”he said.“You seem to have forgotten the path that led us here. Allow me, then, to remind you of our terms.”He stepped forward, placing a finger on Greg’s chest. The reporter whimpered.“I run this planet not because of your silver tongue, not because I have truth on my side, but because I possess the will to do so. I used you because you were in the building. If it had been your day off, I would have found some other idiot in a nice suit to sit down and read what I gave him. You owe me everything that you’ve become.”
 
                 Victor smiled malevolently.“It takes a seriously stupid man to piss off Jonah Blightman, Kent. Not that I’m that surprised at you.”
 
                 “Please, you can’t kill me.”Greg struggled to breathe.“You need me.”
 
                 Jonah shook his head.“Not anymore. I can get anyone to be the voice of Galactic Media. This was only one phase of the operation, and we’re just about done.”
 
                 Tears streamed down his face, mixing with the pouring rain.“But you said you wouldn’t hurt me.”
 
                 Now Jonah laughed, a terrifying sound to the reporter.“No. I said I wouldn’t let you go easily.”He could almost hear the reporter’s pounding heart as he leaned in from the side, close enough to feel the man’s breath on his face.“But Victor will.” 
 
                 Victor released his grip on the necktie and Greg fell backward. He seemed to move in slow motion, tipping further and further toward the edge without his feet ever moving. Then gravity took hold and pulled him down toward the ground. Jonah and Victor leaned over the platform and stared into the man’s eyes as the fog swallowed him. Satisfied, Jonah clapped Victor on the shoulder. 
 
                 “We should have done that weeks ago,”Victor said. He took a step and spat over the edge.“Dos ve’danya, asshole.”
 
                 Jonah walked toward the office, shivering from the cold.“He could have had a few months more. A shame, really.”
 
                 “We don’t need him.”
 
                 “Earth isn’t ours yet, Victor. That prick Gilroy is still keeping Africa in check, and the Asians are busy fighting amongst themselves. And let us not forget the shitstorm Hans created down south.”He dropped his jacket into the arms of a waiting guard and moved quickly to the bathroom. Jonah pulled a towel off the rack and dried his long hair.“The elections are in a few months. If we can keep growing support until then, we can start to relax. Once Kerrigan is installed, we move to the next phase.”
 
                 Victor didn’t speak, but looked sullen as he stared out into the now torrential downpour. Jonah sighed as he saw his lieutenant sulking. 
 
                 “Not every battle is fought with violence, Victor. Our leaders taught us that.”
 
                 “Your leaders,”Victor responded.“The old man filled your head with that Art of War crap. I was always told that a strong action was the most powerful argument.”
 
                 “Things were different on Mars.”
 
                 The younger man pointed out the window to the empty platform.“That felt decidedly familiar. You planned on killing him the moment he opened his mouth, but you wanted to toy with him first. No one else was here for the speech, Jonah. Just me. And I don’t need any convincing.”
 
                 Jonah shrugged.“Maybe I did enjoy letting the old me out for a change.”
 
                 “I don’t see why you need to hide him. We have the strength to take this city by force. Hell, we could put this whole planet under arms. The orbital guns have been in our control for weeks, but we don’t knock out the node. Mars has already committed its forces to our cause, but still we do nothing. Damn it, Jonah. I grow tired of this game. Where is our war?”
 
                 Jonah didn’t bother standing there for the argument. Victor never had been able to see the big picture. It was a small flaw, but one that kept him away from his own position of leadership. No matter how high he rose in Jonah’s army, he had always been under someone else’s watch. For his own safety, as well as the mission’s.
 
                 “Give me three months, Victor.”Jonah threw his towel into a hamper and started toward the door.“I’ll give you something better than a planet.”He opened the door to the hall wide, pausing dramatically as he loved to do.“I’ll give you the Republic.”
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 The order to move came at last. The flotilla, unchanged in position for several months, suddenly powered its engines and began the steady drive toward the enemy. Inside his ship, watching the blue void on the monitor, Eruk savored the moment. Pacifying the Druuma for the last few weeks had become increasingly painful. It was his own fault. As the days grew quieter and quieter, his own patience had dissolved to the point of psychosis. Only by increasing the length and intensity of his prayer sessions had the Warlord been able to resist defying the King of the Horde. 
 
                 His meetings with the Clerics had grown shorter and shorter, until they finally dismissed him altogether. Now, with a full battle group under his control, the warlord was ready to redeem his honor. There would be no cowardly hiding this time. The sheer number of cruisers, destroyers and frigates created an energy signature that would be visible the instant they entered human space. Eruk actually preferred this method of opening the engagement. A sneak attack was only to be used if the enemy was thought to be more much more powerful. 
 
                 It still irked him that the humans were being considered for entry into the Ruall. He had watched them from afar, seen images of their archaic tactics on the ground. They were tenacious, but not true warriors. He would prove that to the Clerics so that all of the Horde would see the truth. The aliens were just another stepping stone on the great conquest, and one to be passed quickly. 
 
                 The dreadnought gained speed and began to take the lead of the pack. Eruk ordered all weapons be primed and sent out the order to the rest of the armada. 
 
                 “This is Warlord Eruk djun Tolan,”he spoke into the ether.“Prepare your ships for exit. Carrier command, ready your troops.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Charley barely had time to register the contact before alarms sounded across the board. The entire station screamed to life as an energy contact the size of an asteroid appeared just outside visual range. Stacey shouted something to him, but it was lost in the cacophony.
 
                 On his screen, a blur of white began separating into smaller dots, each continuing in a single formation toward New Eden. He had the phone to his ear before the thought came into his head.“I need a message relayed to SP and Fleet immediately.”The line hissed for a moment, then clicked as the channels connected.“This is Eden Node, we have incoming from quadrant seventeen by quadrant four one two. Massive energy response.”Another flash message materialized on the monitor from one of the Observers.“It’s the Boxti. I have confirmed engine comparisons from two—no, five satellites. We need a defensive force up here now!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 With the sun on the far side of the planet, New Eden hung in space with quiet reservation. Lights winked on the surface, clustered around the large cities. Most of the surface was devoted to the impressive tourist trade, with luxury getaways and beach getaways. The endless blue oceans teemed with cruise liners and yachts. This time of year the majority of the population was out-of-town guests and vacationers. And of the natives, only a small portion worked in other industries. With night fallen, the resorts would be bustling with activity. Clubs and lounges outnumbered the restaurants down on the shoreline, and they were always packed. Even with the major cities garrisoned with troops from Kronos, the atmosphere had barely changed. 
 
                 Admiral Walker had originally tried to evacuate the entire planet, but that had fallen on deaf ears. Ambassador Gutierrez had actually sided with the military, agreeing that safety had to be the primary concern for her citizens. That order had been overthrown by the Centurial Council. A panic, especially with the political circus happening on Earth, would only weaken the High Chancellor’s tenuous hold on the galaxy. Behind the scenes of Fleet’s build up, a political chess game unfolded. 
 
                 None of that mattered much to the naval men and women in Carrier Battle Group Eden. Now representing the second-largest fleet launched by humanity, CBG Eden packed almost one hundred ships-of-the-line into the space surrounding the Federate’s gem planet. They had been at high alert for months, searching every corner of the sky for a phantom armada. When the Boxti finally arrived, it was almost cathartic. Aboard the flagship, standing in the center of his famously silent bridge, Commodore Osaka took it all in. 
 
                 Midway sat in the center of the blockade, surrounded on all sides by the most powerful warships in the galaxy. Valley Forgedominated the space directly to the carrier’s stern, the power of the Seventh at her fingertips. Newly refitted with twin Particle Accelerator Cannons, the cruiser was easily the deadliest craft in the sky. Each PAC, colloquially known as Thunder and Lightning, fired heavy slugs at near-stride speed. The kinetic energy made them devastating at any range. As a trade-off, the power expended often left the cruiser drained and vulnerable for up to three minutes after firing. 
 
                 Even from their removed position from the front lines, the crew of Midwaycould see the approaching force. Though only a third their number, the alien flotilla inspired dread in the humans. Hiro clearly saw the vessel he’d encountered at Tallus; the ship that had wiped out a planet. It was clearly a dreadnought class warship, both larger and stronger than a cruiser in every way. The sharp, angular hull deflected their long range scans and prevented the radar operator from learning anything about its capabilities. Behind it, lumbering on monstrous engines, was an enormous carrier. It was four times larger than any they’d run across before, and had become the focus of attention.
 
                 “Still nothing,”the ensign said in disgust.“Whoever built that thing knew more about radar than I do.”Still, he kept sending out pings waiting for a solid return. His screen continued to fill with red dots as the computer tagged each incoming vessel. The radar officer turned in his seat to look at his commander.“She’ll be the X factor today, sir.”
 
                 Hiro nodded.“Then we shouldn’t worry any more about it. We’ll find out soon enough what it can do.”He turned to his fire control officer.“Ready all forward tubes and guns. And send the order to the bays. I want all squadrons on the rails in ten minutes.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 A short distance away, another battle group prepared to meet the enemy. Their ships were smaller but no less powerful. The roxium-core engines emanated a melodic hum as they charged to full capacity, energizing the intense shield system around the cruisers. Sailors ran through the brightly lit corridors, guided by glowing green lines drawn on the ground toward their stations. A total of fourteen Nangolani vessels had committed to the Terran strike force making it the largest combined unit since the treaty. 
 
                 The most powerful ship in the attached group was unquestionably the Barrenon. Like most of the alien cruisers, its sleek curves belied its awesome power. The glowing outer skin shone silver even in the shadow of the planet. Flowing white energy swirled around the central ridge that ran the circumference of the large disk. Inside the Barrenon, the crewmembers ignored the constant vibrations from the heavy weapon and dutifully manned their stations. 
 
                 “Steady, guidance. We hold our position until the humans make their move.”Hanweh, in command of the Nangolani flagship, stared down the approaching force. Though it was too soon to identify the enemy by their markers, he knew which of the monstrous dreadnoughts had been sent.“It has been too long,”he whispered, moving closer to the glowing screen.“Your master must be truly interested to have sent you.”He shivered inside his blue coat, fingers fiddling nervously with the buttons.
 
                 “Domin?”the guidance officer said.“Is everything alright?”
 
                 Hanweh shook his head to clear away his distracting thoughts.“I am fine, Kal. Mind your station.”He bowed his head and the subordinate repeated the action respectfully. The commander took his position at the back of the room, watching over the activity of the crew. Regardless of how this fight began—and there was no doubt in his mind that a fight was coming—the crew of Barrenon would be ready.
 
                 The communication pin on Hanweh’s tunic buzzed lightly. He tapped the emerald device and closed his eyes, feeling the thrum in his head as the crystal connected him to the domins in the other ships. For a moment he existed in a black void, absent of sound or thought. Then he felt the others arrive.
 
                 “Fah rosha lanen,”Hanweh said once he had connected.“How are you, my brethren?”
 
                 The Domin of Tradeh, the adjacent destroyer, spoke first.“May the words of the Ambra guide us today. They send so few for such a large system. I wonder if they mean to attack at all.”
 
                 “Of course they will attack,”another commander spoke. Domin Surlo was a heavyset miner-turned-soldier from the civilian ship Quomidey. Raised around farmers, his accent was thick and unrefined compared to the rest of the commanders.“Their goal is not diplomacy. It never has been nor will it ever be. I say we attack first and try to disable that dreadnought.”
 
                 Hanweh frowned and the feeling reached his fellow officers.“Eruk djun Tolan is more than just a competent Domin. He has an innate ability to sense an attack, and the presence of mind to react swiftly and brutally. We promised our new allies that we would offer support and make no move before ordered to do so.”
 
                 Tradeh laughed.“How are you so sure that this ship is the same one from Quom?”
 
                 Hanweh’s voice softened.“I will never forget watching that planet fall.”
 
                 A female voice said,“We shouldn’t make any rash decisions. The humans are wary of the Boxti threat and will act before the danger is too great. Then we will be free to attack and destroy Eruk and his ilk.”Domin Lei Talzora punctuated her comment with a hiss.
 
                 “And what of the other matter, Hanweh?”Tradeh’s voice grated the commander’s nerves. 
 
                 “Leave it,”Lei said.“Focus on the enemy at our throat, not the one at our feet.”
 
                 Hanweh wanted to argue, but resigned to accept the decision of the whole. He could feel the opinion lean more toward waiting than taking immediate action.“Barrenonwill stand by. May Darna Wo shine upon us. And should we fall, let her guide us home to JohGal.”
 
    
 
   -                            XII                            -
 
    
 
                 Joshua awoke in pain again. His bones pushed and pulled against his skin as he rotated out of the sweat-soaked cot. His evenings had been this way ever since waking from the surgery.  The doctor said his body was still accepting the strange new cells inside, and that with such a change came some growing pains, but it did little to ease his suffering. He hadn’t slept a full night in weeks.
 
                 Not that he was alone in that area. All of the candidates were dealing with their recoveries in different ways. Dax was in physical therapy nearly every day, learning how to control his newly enhanced body. Pierre suffered from intense migraines, compounded by his heightened sensitivity to light. Only the girls seemed unaffected. Liane and Alexa spent most of their days racing on the track or goofing off in the barracks.
 
                 Something buzzed nearby. Josh snatched his phone from the night table moments before it vibrated off the side. He saw the face on the screen and smiled, earning a twinge of pain across his jaw. 
 
                 “Hey there, stranger.” 
 
                 Josh suppressed a yawn.“How’s it going, Cam?”
 
                 “I wanted to see how things were going planetside?”
 
                 It took Josh a minute to remember that Cameron didn’t know about Omega. He struggled to recall which lie the doctor had given him for this situation.“We don’t get out much.”It was true enough.“How’s the Cove?”
 
                 Cameron shrugged.“I’m keeping them in check, though I’m pretty sure I’m not long for this station.”
 
                 “What happened? You finally get caught for spiking the station commander’s soup?”              
 
                 Cameron laughed.“No, they’re still blaming the rats. I figured you would’ve heard by now, but I guess they’re keeping you in blackout again. You won’t get in trouble talking to me, will you?”
 
                 “Nah,”Josh said, though he was pretty sure this was very much against the rules.“Besides, I’m a trained killer now. They’re more afraid of me than anything else.”
 
                 “Nice.”Cameron looked off to the side, unwilling to speak for a moment.“They’re back.”
 
                 Josh made a face. He almost made a joke, but could tell something serious was happening.“Who?”
 
                 “The Boxti.”
 
                 “Shit.”Josh had been under so long, he had almost hoped the whole alien invasion had been a terrible dream. His stomach turned.“Is it at New Eden?”
 
                 Cameron nodded.“They’ve already called to let me know I’m off the no-fly list. Should be getting an all-clear any day now, and then it’s back to the fight.”Concern crossed his face.
 
                 “You don’t seem all that thrilled,”Josh said. 
 
                 Cameron look away from the camera.“Doctor Chong’s been helping, but I’m still anxious. Shit, I’m supposed to be the ace of a squadron, and I can barely keep my damn hands from shaking.”
 
                 “Are you keeping up with the exercises?”
 
                 Cameron grinned.“As boring as they are, yes. I’m very studious.”He held up his hand and mimicked flipping switches.“Turn the machine on, turn it off. Over and over.”
 
                 Jose snickered.“And is it working?”
 
                 “I guess.”The pilot squinted, cocking his head to the side.“Are you okay, Josh? You look like crap.”
 
                 “I’ll live. Just recovering from some training.”Josh looked down at his table, at the battery of pills left to take for the morning.“I should probably get back to it.”
 
                 “I’m boring you with all this doom and gloom crap?”
 
                 Josh shook his head.“No, it’s not that. It’s really good to hear from you. Sucks that you’ll be back in the shit soon, but I know you’ll just kick ass and take names.”He stretched, cracking his back and neck.“You still seeing that girl?”
 
                 “Kaileen?”Cameron’s grin grew immediately.“Yup. She’s great. You have to meet her. Get yourself some leave and get up to Eden or Primus. I’ll be at one of them soon enough.”
 
                 “It’s a deal, brother.”
 
                 “Glad you’re doing okay,”Cameron said.“I’ll let you rest. We’ll talk soon.”He signed off and the line went dead. 
 
                 Josh fell back on his cot, letting out a deep breath. He stared up at the bulb over his bunk, watching it flicker. A face appeared suddenly overhead, blocking out the light. It took Josh a moment to recognize Dr. Markov.“Are you feeling better, Josh?”
 
                 “Peachy.”His heart jumped in his throat. How had Markov snuck up like that?
 
                 The doctor smiled.“A sense of humor is an invaluable trait in this situation. The treatment is nearly done. You should feel much stronger tomorrow.”
 
                 “I feel pretty good once the drugs kick in.”
 
                 “We’d prefer you not need drugs to get going.”Markov placed a hand on the boy’s head.“All of the soldiers survived the transition. Most of them are back to half strength and recovering quickly. Rest now, lieutenant. More physical training tomorrow.”
 
                 “You know,”Josh said weakly.“If you’d told me about this part up front, I might have made a different choice.”
 
                 Markov laughed.“And if I knew you were going to be such a baby about it, I would have picked a different soldier to lead this group.”He squeezed Josh’s shoulder, feeling the tensile pull of the weave underneath the skin.“I’ll see you in the morning.”He stood and walked from the room, closing the door behind.
 
                 Sasha was waiting on the other side, clipboard in hand. His sour expression immediately dampened the doctor’s mood. 
 
                 “What is it, Sasha? Another city fall to your old comrade-in-arms?” 
 
                 The sergeant took the jab without response.“New Eden just went to DefCon 1. Boxti war party spotted on approach.”He handed over the transcript pulled from a coded military channel. Being able to spy on any system at will made his job infinitely more interesting. The computer set up at Omega was something out of a fiction novel, or a spy movie.“That Admiral sent word that the HC wants to send in the soldiers.”
 
                 Markov’s face contorted to disgust.“Well they’re clearly not ready yet. Most can barely run, and Josh is still pulling himself together. We just need more time for the candidates to recover.”
 
                 “Why was the reaction so severe?”Sasha asked.“Did the little robots really do so much damage?”
 
                 The doctor shook his head. He pulled his friend in close and whispered.“The control programs linked last night. All the soldiers’control units are talking to one another, giving advice on how to properly maintain a human body. It’s working better than I could have dreamed. If the armor is done in time, we’ll be unstoppable.”
 
                 “And if it’s not? New Eden can’t wait forever.”
 
                 Markov shrugged.“Soldiers are cheap, my nanomachines are not. We don’t go until I say we’re ready.”
 
    
 
   -                            XIII                            -
 
    
 
                 It was a stand-off. On an unprecedented scale, for sure, but there was little else that felt as similar. Hiro looked at the battle projector, admiring the tight formation in which the Boxti were arrayed. Their coordinated appearance indicated an incredible professional attitude toward their Navy, one Commodore Osaka couldn’t help but marvel at. The dreadnought had taken position at the center of the group, the largest vessel in that area of space by a hefty margin. Even compared to Midway, the warship dominated the sky. Every inch of the glossy black hull bristled with cannons and missile tubes. Along the sides and at the very front, red orbs shimmered and swirled with energy. Starting from the aft and running forward the length of the ship, two massive dorsal fins curved into jagged points. 
 
                 “Do we have anything new?”the Commodore asked. 
 
                 A Chief Petty Officer typed commands into his computer, reading and reviewing the information for any details.“Negative, sir. It’s the same as the long range scans. We’re blind to whatever they’ve got going on inside.”He repositioned the linear radar toward the carriers.“Those capital ships are still moving. Looks like they’re getting in position to breach the line.”
 
                 “All stations, prepare for contact.”Hiro took his seat and attached the tether line to his belt. He checked his command board and saw green lights winking back, confirmation signals from the rest of the fleet. The Nangolani ships sent their own acknowledgment. 
 
                 “Commodore,”Ensign Suffra said.“I’ve got an incoming request from the Boxti ship.”
 
                 Hiro stared into the monitor, the hairs on his neck tingling.“Video or audio?”
 
                 “It’s a direct line, sir.”Nari pulled her headset off.“I can’t tell what they’re saying, but they keep repeating the message.”She connected the line and the bridge echoed with the voice of the alien ship. It sounded unlike any language the humans had heard before. Guttural but musical, sharp but flowing. Every pause was punctuated by a repeated clicking sound, like sea shells tapping together.
 
                 Hiro thought for a moment.“Patch in the Barrenon. Maybe they can translate.” 
 
                 Nari contacted the alien commander and they listened to the Boxti message. Hanweh’s image popped up on the monitor, his face contorted in what must be anger. 
 
                 “Commodore,”the alien said.
 
                 Hiro stood and bowed his head.“Domin Shodon, thank you for your assistance.”
 
                 “I think we should wait for this battle to be over before you offer gratitude.”
 
                 “I’d prefer we settle this without bloodshed, Domin.”Hiro sat back down in his chair. He gestured for Nari to play the file.“Do you know what the message is saying?”He waited patiently while the Nangolani formed his words. English was not coming easy to the aging commander.
 
                 Hanweh nodded.“It is a language based on the Furlish tongue, and a message with which I am all too familiar. The same words were used against countless civilizations long before this disease reached your worlds. It is an empty speech filled with false promises of peace and understanding.”The commander shouted something to his fellow officers.“We recommend that you open with a full volley on their fleet. Only the complete destruction of this armada will guard the lives of your citizens.”
 
                 Hiro shook his head.“I cannot make such a decision, Domin. They have yet to fire a shot. Lord knows I wouldn’t mind wiping them out of my sky, but my hands are tied. Can you just send us a translation of this message so I can advise my leaders on how to respond.”
 
                 There was a long pause as the alien considered the Commodore’s words. He didn’t know human expressions, but wore a sneer without even trying.“I am sorry, Commodore. We fear that if you heard the actual phrasing, your resolve might weaken. I speak for the Empire here. We are not willing to watch another planet burn.”
 
                 “That’s not your call to make, Shodon.”Hiro didn’t shout, but the fire in his words came through.“We allowed you to join our battle group with explicit orders. Orders, which I may add, came directly from Anduin himself. Do I have to report you to your own command, or are you willing to work with us on a diplomatic solution?”
 
                 Hanweh closed his eyes and hummed as he communed with the other Domins. Finally, after several minutes, he looked back up at Hiro.“As you wish, Commodore.”
 
                 The message streamed across the console, for all the ships to see. It wasn’t long, but the meaning was clear. 
 
                 “We represent the Boxti, host of the Great Lord and King of the Universe. Though our journey is one of conquest, you have proven worthy of a private dialogue. We wish to land only one of our capital ships on your planet, under your full guard, so there can be a peaceful parlay.”
 
                 Nari looked back at her commander.“Sir? What should we do?”
 
                 “We’ll transmit to Earth. We need Fleet to advise us.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Zev counted to ten and opened his eyes. It hadn’t worked. He was still pissed off and the source of his frustration was still standing in front of him. The MP handed him the electronic tablet and pointed to a small square for Zev’s imprint. The infantry NCO pressed his thumb onto the screen and waited for the scan. After a chime the military police soldier holstered his device and smirked.
 
                 “Thank you for your cooperation, Sergeant.” 
 
                 Zev put on a fake smile and nodded.“Of course, corporal.”He waited while the junior NCO walked over to his vehicle and started entering in the information. It was just perfect. The day needed another dip like a speeding ticket. And to have it delivered by the most arrogant and privileged of assholes was icing on the cake. 
 
                 His transfer to the New Eden base Fort Metts had been somewhat unexpected, as had the promotion to Sergeant First Class. After the bittersweet ending to the games he’d half expected to be sent back home for a reprimand from his commanding officer, or to the front lines to defend against the phantom Boxti forces. Instead, he’d been given a bump in pay and grade and relocation to a dream post. Metts had all the amenities of living at home, and the best mess hall of any system. Taking over the specialty platoon for the leader company had also been a major perk. Captain Collin Grahams ran a tight ship, and was regarded highly in the Federate military. His combined arms company took on the biggest missions around the galaxy, and had the highest success record of any unit. Running the Scout platoon was a large responsibility, and one that Zev looked forward to. 
 
                 A horn honked from behind and Zev looked in his rearview mirror. A black sedan flashed its lights behind the MP’s cruiser. Someone stepped out from the driver’s seat, walking toward the cop. 
 
                 “Sir,”the MP said,“I need you to get back in your car.”
 
                 “What seems to be the problem here?”Zev didn’t recognize the voice. He leaned out his window to look, but could only make out a little salt and pepper hair under a black beret.
 
                 The MP put his hands on his hips.“Sir, this is a routine speeding incident.”
 
                 “No, this is pissing contest with Captain Mackrel. And I intend to win.”
 
                 Zev stepped out of his truck, shielding his eyes from the bright sun. Standing by the cruiser wearing a weathered combat uniform, Captain Grahams stared straight through the corporal. The twin silver bars on his beret glinted in the afternoon light. Standing a head taller than the subordinate, Grahams held his ground and glared. 
 
                 “Sir, you’re interfering with military police business. I’m going to have to ask you to step aside.”
 
                 Grahams stepped in closer.“And I’m telling you to call your superior officer before I start playing‘rock, paper, rank.’” 
 
                 For a few seconds no one moved, but the corporal knew how the standoff would end eventually. He backed off and pulled the handset from his cruiser.“Dispatch, this is Victor five five. I need the boss on the line.”
 
                 Zev walked over to the captain.“Sir?”The officer shook his hand and grinned. 
 
                 “You just can’t stay out of trouble, can you sergeant?”
 
                 He laughed.“In his defense, I was actually speeding.”
 
                 “That’s neither here nor there.”Grahams paced around Zev’s truck.“First the bar, then that little issue with my engineers. Now this.”He stopped and faced the sergeant.“I think my decision to pick you was the right one.”
 
                 “How’s that,”Zev asked. 
 
                 The captain smiled.“Metts hasn’t been this fun in years.”He looked over as the MP stood up from his cruiser, holding the handset to the side.“Is that Captain Mackrel?”
 
                 “Yes, sir. He says to let Sergeant Perez on his way.”
 
                 Grahams grinned.“Well, then it seems we worked out that little misunderstanding. Sergeant, I’ll see you at the officer’s call tonight?”
 
                 Zev was about to respond when something caught his eye overhead. A dark shape descended from the sky, flames and debris spilling off the side as it tore down through the atmosphere. As it neared the ground it unfolded, angular spires spreading out like a blossoming flower. A roar followed, thundering engines slowing the fall of the object. Before the soldiers had a chance to react, the base siren sounded. Zev shared a look with his commanding officer, then both tore off to their vehicles. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 It all happened too fast to react. A message came to all the Terran ships, simple but dark and ominous.“We are landing.”Immediately the Boxti fleet engaged powerful disruption fields around the immense carrier as the hive-shaped ship began a ponderous descent toward the planet. The humans were a step behind in reacting, sending frigates to try and cut off the aliens. By the time the air-denial forces arrived, the carrier was inside the atmosphere. 
 
                 Commodore Osaka sent a series of warnings to the Boxti dreadnought, but none were heeded. There wasn’t time to wait for a response from the High Chancellor. He gave the fleet permission to use force to halt the enormous hive. Missiles left crisscrossed trails of smoke as destroyers fired on the enemy. Heavy slugs impacted the shields generated by the black vessels, bouncing harmlessly to the side before falling into the atmosphere. The Nangolani fired white-hot beams of energy into the Boxti formation, carving through the hulls of several frigates. The Barrenon circled around the sortie, lances of green light lashing out and slicing into the black-hulled ships. 
 
                 “Stop them from landing,”Hiro shouted. He ran to the battle projector, watching the trajectory of the alien carriers and pinpointing their landing targets.“Alert ground units. Incoming enemy forces.”No red dots appeared from the hive. They weren’t launching fighters to support their journey. Only larger ships were beginning to engage the fleet. The carrier shuddered as long range guns fired on the Boxti line.
 
                 “Commodore,”Nari called out.“The Barrenonis attacking the dreadnought. It needs reinforcements.”
 
                 Hiro waved his hand over the 3D display, pulling and stretching to close in the view on the massive Boxti warship. He circled the dreadnought with his finger and held the digit there until a red box appeared.“Direct all missile frigates to unload on the flagship. Launch all fighters and engage.”
 
                 
 
   -                            XIV                            -
 
    
 
                 Zev jerked the wheel to the right, putting his truck into a controlled slide that carried him into the armory parking lot. He leapt from the vehicle, tossing his keys to a bewildered private near the gate. Legs pumping, he sprinted into the ready room and dropped his jacket on the ground. He jammed his military ID into his locker and pulled out his combat webbing and helmet. Keys, phone and wallet went into storage for safe keeping, exchanged for his combat ID tags. Holding the small metal disks in his hand, Zev felt a chill run up his spine. With all the advances in technology over the last few centuries, nothing could replace the iconic dog tag. He thought back to boot, to his one-eyed drill sergeant explaining the different parts of the uniform. If you’re in the shit and think you’re done for, check your tags. Got two? Good, you’re still alive. Now nut up and get in the fight. Donning the gear, he jogged to the caged weapons area. 
 
                 “Sergeant First Class Zev Perez, 10029.”He waited impatiently, drumming his fingers on the table, while the armorer pulled his GK Modular Assault Rifle Kit and handed it over. A specialist dropped ten loaded magazines into the bag and pushed it through the opening. 
 
                 “The company is mustering at the motor pool, sergeant.”
 
                 Zev grabbed his equipment, slinging the rifle across his back.“Thanks.”He walked briskly, stuffing the polymer banana clips into pouches on his combat vest. His heart pounded in his ears, adding a beat to the raging noise around him. Engines roared to life as trucks and five-ton transports moved out from the bay, heading toward the barracks to collect the waiting troops. Zev saw his platoon leader standing near the tanks and ran over. 
 
                 First Lieutenant Gabriel grinned as his platoon sergeant joined him and the rest of the soldiers. The joes had been at the barracks and were already assembled and checking their gear. Part of being Scout Platoon for the most active company meant maintaining an alert posture at all times. Checking the young faces, the platoon sergeant saw the usual wide eyes and clenched jaws. Most of the scouts were combat veterans, but at least ten were in for their first taste of battle. Zev didn’t have time to feel pride in his adopted group. Something big was going down, and New Eden needed boots on the ground immediately. 
 
                 “Fall in,”he called out, taking his position at the front of the rectangular formation. He waited for his four squad leaders to check their ten-man teams before performing an about-face and saluting the officer.“Scout Platoon is accounted for, sir.”
 
                 Gabriel nodded.“Thank you, sergeant.”He returned the salute and stepped forward, taking a spot next to the NCO.“At ease, gentlemen. I’m sure you already know why you’re here. There’s a Boxti invasion force two hundred klicks over our heads. That’s Fleet’s problem. The carrier landing in our backyard is ours. Camp Peterson is taking lead on evacuating civilians. Our job is to close in and start gathering intelligence. If any baddies decide to step outside the hatches, then we make sure they get a warm welcome.
 
                 “Captain Grahams is going to position the company in a blocking formation around the main landing zone, but these things are pretty big. Another two tank companies are picking up the far areas, each taking about a third of the perimeter. We need to make sure that they know what’s coming early so they can react appropriately.”He stopped as a hand went up in the back.“Garcia? Are you really raising your hand right now?”              
 
                 The buck sergeant grinned as the soldiers around him laughed.“I have a question, sir.”
 
                 “This isn’t a classroom, Garcia.”The officer shook his head.“Go on.”
 
                 Garcia looked around and asked the question he knew his brothers were thinking.“Is this an invasion? Like a‘no-shit’alien invasion?”
 
                 Gabriel chewed on his lip.“The best answer I’ve got is that I don’t know. But the Boxti haven’t tried a diplomatic approach before, so we have to prepare for the worst. As of now, rules of engagement remains the same. Once they open fire, we are clear to rip them apart. I’d like to say I’m hopeful diplomacy will win the day, but these bug-eyed freaks don’t exactly follow the Federate Accords.”He paced in front of his platoon.“We’ve never seen the Boxti on the ground, but you’ve all received the briefings. Expect heavy infantry with light armored support. The Nangolani say that their forces are mostly slave labor or indoctrinated creatures from other planets. Suffice to say, we’re about to meet a whole lot of new faces. But anyone coming out of these carriers is to be treated as hostile unless proven otherwise.”
 
                 “Can we trust the Grays on this?”
 
                 The lieutenant scowled.“Sergeant, the Nangolanihave been forthcoming at every turn. We owe them the benefit of a little trust. And I’ve told you, I don’t like that term.”
 
                 Garcia rolled his eyes, but straightened up when he saw Zev staring daggers in his direction. It wasn’t anything personal, he just didn’t trust the newcomers that every politician fell over to promote. But it wasn’t something he was willing to piss off the new PSG for.“Sorry, sir,”he said. 
 
                 “Head to your trucks. We’re rolling out in ten minutes.”
 
                 The platoon dispersed, each soldier moving with a purpose toward their vehicles while the tank crews prepped their vehicles in front. At fifteen feet tall, the M225 A3 Shiva Main Battle Tank exuded power and dominance. Twin 205mm smooth bore cannons stuck out from the angled turret. The sleek hull was speckled with anti-slip paint to help crews move about the monstrous machine. Fifty caliber M11s slaved to the main guns provided inescapable fields of fire against infantry, and enabled the four-person crew to take on just about any foe.
 
                 Captain Grahams appeared from inside the bay dressed in his fire-resistant coveralls and carrying his helmet. He climbed onto his tank, stowing his gear in the sponson box before crawling inside. Within minutes, the massive machine rumbled to life. Twin Helios engines thundered behind the crew compartment, spitting up small jets of blue flame from the exhaust panels on the back plate. The loader for each vehicle marched in front, guiding the ninety-ton tracks out of the bay. Even though the Shiva utilized an autoloader system, a human still had to be inside to service any issues and, of course, walk the tank out the gate. Metal groaned as the emergency brakes released and the war-machine lumbered forward.
 
                 Inside his truck, Zev activated the small tablet on the dashboard. A topographical map appeared with every friendly force displayed in blue. The unknown object was marked with a red X. Already a perimeter of blue dots had formed around the landing zone. Messages popped up at the bottom of the screen; reports from the advance party. The carriers still hadn’t landed yet, but were firing incredibly powerful rockets to slow their descent and allow a safe touchdown. 
 
                 The convoy moved out without fanfare. Heavy armor took the dirt path to the north while the trucks and support vehicles stuck to the hardball road. As the lead element, Zev could see the fight brewing up ahead. The strange dot he’d seen before had grown into a gigantic battlement. Hovering hundreds of feet in the air, the carrier was a floating mountain. Rockets roared, easing the behemoth toward the clearing while burning black scorch marks in the green field. It had no escort fighters, but Fleet wasn’t taking advantage of the easy target. 
 
                 He’d seen the carriers in videos and on reports, but looking at one from the ground was awe inspiring. The sheer size of the ship dominated the horizon. Its body had changed shape during the descent, though the hive structure remained intact. Eight spires had risen around the craft, and it appeared that the vessel had become wider. It no longer qualified as a naval ship. It was a fortress. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The silver saucer tore across the sky, engines firing so hot they dragged a glowing trail in the ship’s wake. Every few moments a lance of green energy struck out for the dreadnought and peeled away at its armor. In return, the Boxti vessel fired a wall of flak into the air. A crescent-shaped Nangol strike vessel flew into the deadly cloud of shrapnel and erupted into fragments. Fighters finally joined the fray, spreading out from their host ships and charging at the enemy. Boxti Hornets screamed across space launching salvos of missiles at the Terran fleet.
 
                 Phoenix and Sparrow squadrons joined the battle from Midway. The sky above New Eden became a dazzling display of color as each side loosed thousands of missiles and fiery projectiles. Frigates exploded in beautiful blossoms of orange and yellow and red. A Terran destroyer, the Luxembourg, took a handful of gut buster rockets to the magazine and blasted in half. As more and more ships fell, their shattered hulls drifted down into the atmosphere in slow death spirals. A shower of metal and fire fell over the landscape as naval personnel desperately raced for the escape pods. 
 
                 Aboard Midway, Hiro gripped his chair for support as another volley from the dreadnought rocked the entire carrier. The Boxti’s main gun passed right through the supercarrier’s kinetic shield without slowing. Huge sections of the ship were locked down to prevent violent decompression after the charged slugs had torn straight through the hull. The honeycombed design of the interior was all that had saved the ship from being destroyed outright. 
 
                 “Damage report,”Hiro called out. Another hit nearly threw him from his seat. 
 
   Alarms sounded throughout the ship. The air filters worked overtime to scrub the smoke that billowed in from shattered sections of hull. Crew members choked back tears as they continued to man their posts and fight the carrier. In each room, at least one officer worked setting triage for wounded or dying soldiers. Bodies piled in corners and nooks, covered by blankets or canvas or coats.
 
                 Chief Warner, the engineering NCO, held onto two poles near his station to remain on his feet. Sweat poured down his face as he read the report from the master control system. A chunk of metal the size of a small building had caved in the port-side hangar, and oxygen was venting rapidly from those sections.“Hull integrity is sixty percent but holding. They’re doing a lot of surface damage, but the structure can take it.”A resounding boom deafened the room for a few seconds. The carrier groaned as compartments buckled and gave way across the ship.“Primary power is failing. Secondary generators are gone. Tertiary is warming up, but there was a delay in the command. If we lose our power supply, there’s going to be a gap before we’re back online.”
 
                 Commodore Osaka felt his blood chill.“How long of a gap?”
 
                 Warner looked up.“About five minutes, sir.”
 
                 That quieted the room. Five minutes without the ability to fight back would be bad. It gave the enemy a dramatic advantage. Midwaywould be helpless, at the mercy of the dreadnought. But that wouldn’t matter if life support died as well. Hiro doubted his men could hold their breaths for five minutes. The crew redoubled their efforts, coaxing every ounce of power from the immense ship. Midwaywas the symbol of the Fleet. It just wouldn’t do to let it fall in such an unworthy way. 
 
                 “Commodore,”Nari shouted.“Valley Forgeis on line. They’ve cleared away three destroyers and are moving to support. Barrenonjust took a major hit.”A blast panel had scorched her face an hour before, leaving a superficial burn across her right jaw. She hadn't complained once.
 
                 Despite the fear gnawing at his gut, Hiro smiled. This was a moment he’d prepared for his entire career. Miles below, billions of his fellow citizens depended on his strength for their very survival. Around him, his brothers and sisters in uniform proved their worth. A calm descended over him, and his breathing slowed. This would not be his final stand. Not here, over a colony. Friends had been lost, but the fight was far from over. The Boxti would pay for their arrogance today. 
 
                 “Valley Forge,”Hiro said into the comm.“Let’s drive these bastards out. Bring the thunder.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Another volley slammed into the side of the dreadnought, piercing the kinetic barrier and shearing a chunk of hull clear off. Eruk gripped a bar overhead to keep his balance, riding the rolling floor like a wave. He roared, feeling more and more the warrior. This was what he was supposed to do. Cthanul weren’t meant to watch a battle from the rear; they needed to be in the front lines, blood spraying on their faces. 
 
                 A message came in from the carrier, a short burst transmission. Eruk listened intently to the chittering sounds of the Custodians, the insect-like creatures that ran the hives. He nodded grimly, not envying the task ahead. This was all a part of the Enclave’s plan, the doctrine of an invasion. It was the one aspect Eruk didn’t enjoy. 
 
                 “Give the order,”the warlord said.“Send them our welcoming party.”
 
    
 
   -                            XV                            -
 
    
 
                 Zev had been mistaken. The Hive wasn’t large. It was gargantuan. It defied logic in its magnitude. Towering two thousand feet over the terrain, the Boxti carrier billowed steam as the engines quieted down. From the ground, the Terrans could see small creatures climbing at the top of the central spire. Strange sounds emanated from within the ship: gurgling liquid and the sound of grinding metal. Even after touchdown the transformation had continued. Walls expanded and rotated to create instant palisades. Gates formed and locked down. Castle Boxti, the unofficial name for the new site, grew before their eyes.
 
                 “Sergeant,”a voice whispered. Zev looked over and saw Lieutenant Gabriel crawling over. The trucks were back a ways, patrolling the company’s small section of the perimeter while the rest of the scouts closed in for a better look. Zev had chosen a spot behind a bland patch of tall grass and shrubs; No major terrain features or plant life to call attention to him. With his digitized camouflage uniform and the thick vegetation, he was effectively invisible. The burning sun kept the ground hot enough to mask his thermal signature as well, though he had no way of knowing just how sophisticated a counter surveillance team the enemy had.
 
                 “Sir, they’re doing something at the top.”He pointed a gloved finger skyward. A large purple funnel had emerged from a growing spire.“Any word from the other side?”
 
                 Gabriel shook his head.“Nothing yet. They didn’t land hard. Maybe they can’t breathe our air." 
 
   "I don't think we're that lucky, sir." Zev gestured to the creatures working the walls. "Those things aren't wearing any tanks or respirators."
 
                 The radio squawked.“Shadow one-one, this is Caveman six, over.”
 
                 Gabriel brought his hand to his hear and pressed the transmit button on his headset.“This is Shadow one-one. Send it.”
 
                 Captain Grahams spoke on the other end of the line.“Shadow one-one, we’ve been ordered to send a welcome letter. What’s your position, over?”
 
                 Zev looked up, eyes wide.“We’re danger close, sir. If they call in anything bigger than a mortar, it’s gonna hit us just as hard.”He watched as the lieutenant pulled out his map—a standard paper layout—and plotted the platoon’s position. The NCO couldn’t help but double-check the numbers to make sure they were right. His platoon leader was good. 
 
                 “Caveman six, we’re based along phase line Ginger. If they fire top-down center mass, we’re in the kill zone. Recommend Shadow falls back to phase line Sage. How copy, over?”
 
                 There wasn’t time to respond. A sudden flurry of activity drew all attention to the mammoth hive. With a sound like a volcano erupting, the central spire exploded outward. But instead of raining fire, a red and black cloud shot into the sky. The billowing pillar spread in every direction, slowly blotting out the sky. It spread out like a thunderhead, darkening the landscape and engulfing nearby camps. Tiny particles rained down across the plains, coloring the landscape a hellish crimson. Soldiers couldn’t help but stare at the ominous but beautiful display. As the cloud rose, the wind pulled and pushed it around until it stretched across the entire continent.
 
                 Zev could do nothing but gawk, his mind racing. He watched as a tiny speck drifted down and landed on the grass in front of his eyes. As soon as it touched down, the color on the blade darkened and the plant began to die. He was on his radio before the grass wilted.
 
                 “All stations this net, all stations this net. Gas gas gas. I say again. Gas gas gas.”
 
                 Around each hive, soldiers scrambled to don their protective masks and gear. The spores, spreading like a swarm of locusts, began to attack the humans. A few unlucky scouts failed to hear the warning and breathed in the deadly particles. The tiny organisms began to consume them from the inside out, shredding their lungs and puncturing their organs. The men died screaming, pink froth spraying out from their mouths. 
 
                 With the armies distracted, few noticed the towering doors of the hive creaking open, the eyes of the enemy staring out from within. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Timothy Madison left his apartment a few minutes after three to pick up his daughter from school. Normally she was fine to walk home, but ever since the tragedy at Tallus he'd been feeling somewhat protective. His wife, Zoe, had always said there was nothing to worry about with the base so close to town, but Timothy couldn't shake the feeling of unease. He wasn't used to this amount of stress. Living in one of the safest areas of  New Eden had softened him. 
 
   As he walked down the street toward Roslin Elementary, Timothy noticed fewer people on the road than the day before. Everyone stayed inside, waiting for the governor or one of the generals to say it was safe to come out again. The news had reported the reappearance of the Boxti only an hour before, but the reaction had been swift. Stores were boarded over with signs that read "closed due to invasion." Soldiers from the nearby Kronos base had begun pulling people out of the major cities. Timothy hoped it was all fuss over nothing, but some part of him knew the winds of change were blowing. He was a software designer. He'd only ever known a life of peace and quiet. When the new species arrived over Luna, he'd been able to keep a level head by remembering how far away Earth was from his home planet. But now the monsters were on his front step and he had no way to cope with that.
 
   His daughter, on the other hand, was doing just fine. Kids were resilient, able to deal with concepts like intergalactic war in a way adults wouldn't fathom. While Timothy and his neighbors argued over what to do, Mary was content to color in her books or watch cartoons. The looming threat of intergalactic war meant little in the scheme of her world. 
 
   Timothy arrived at the school just as kids began to pour out. Parents lined up on the sidewalk, grabbing their children and throwing them into waiting cars, or just dragging them quickly back home. No one wanted to linger long outdoors. Mary arrived with the second wave, pigtails bouncing as she skipped down the stairs. Tim scooped her up into a big hug, kissing her cheeks.
 
   "How was your day, sweetie?"
 
   Mary squirmed until her father set her down. "Lena Carter says they're going to close down the school because of the aliens." She started walking back toward the apartment, pulling Timothy by the hand. "Mrs. Potter says that's silly, but Lena's dad is with the army and she says he told her they were shutting down lots of places."
 
   She continued her story, but Tim was no longer paying attention. The sky had darkened suddenly, and when he looked up the clouds were thick and black, with angry red veins flowing within. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Mary was still talking when he heard the first scream.
 
   Down the street a woman howled in pain and clawed desperately at her skin. Her nails had torn strips of flesh from her arm and blood sprayed the ground as she writhed in agony. As Tim stared, confusion overpowering his fear, two more bystanders fell to the sidewalk. Something was raining down from the clouds, affected anyone it touched. As the downpour drew closer, more and more people cried out and threw themselves around trying to escape the invisible attackers. There was no time to run to the apartment. 
 
   Burt pulled his daughter's backpack from her shoulders and dumped it onto the sidewalk. Mary protested, trying to gather her belongings into a pile as her father sorted through the mess. He grabbed her lunchbox, popped it open and pulled out her thermos. It was metal, designed to keep her soup hot throughout the day, and had a solid heft. Holding the cylinder in his right hand, Tim ran to the closest store and smashed the window again and again. Glass cracked and splintered, sending slivers flying through the air. 
 
   The storm closed in around them, and now the screams of children joined the adults. Some cried out of fear, others from unimaginable pain. Tim punched he window harder, his hands cut to ribbons from the sharp edges. Finally, with a tremendous blow, the glass shattered and fell away. Tim grabbed his daughter, ignoring the searing lacerations on his arms, and carried her into the dark store. 
 
   Outside, the deadly rain consumed the small town. Bodies filled the streets and the cries of the dying echoed from building to building. As father and daughter watched from the broken window, a silence fell. The voices stopped pleading for help, replaced by the sound of wind blowing the disease down toward the next city. Tim chanced a peek down the road and immediately regretted it. His friends and neighbors lay dead in the street, bloodied and broken. Worse still were the smaller forms, little hands curled into fists, backpacks spilt to the side.
 
   Tim was about to turn away when he saw something move. About twenty feet from his store, face-down on the street, a woman groaned and squirmed. He ducked back inside, searching the room for some form of protection. In his haste he'd broken into a pharmacy. The racks were mostly filled with vitamins or over-the-counter medications, nothing that could be of much use. He almost gave up when he saw an overcoat hanging over a chair by the register. Tim grabbed the jacket and ran to his daughter. 
 
   "Mary, I need you to stay here while I check outside."
 
   Her eyes were bloodshot from crying, and her cheeks were still wet. We pulled at his sleeves. "Daddy, don't go. Please don't leave me."
 
   Tim brought her close, held her head against his chest. Her sobs came in waves and she shook in his arms. "I'll come back. I promise. Just stay inside. Stay safe, and I'll be back before you know it." He kissed her forehead and stood, donning the overcoat. He zipped it up until it covered his chin. Wondering the aisles he found a mask, goggles and latex gloves. Completely covered, he stepped out through the window into the falling poison. 
 
   Black and red spores floated in the air, drifting lazily to the ground. It was only five but the sky was pitch black. Street lights wouldn't come on for another few hours and the path was lost in darkness. Tim's shoes crunched with each step. A fine layer of powder covered the pavement. He inched closer and closer to the woman on the ground. She was still moving, still moaning. Her face was turned away, but he could see thick black veins bulging from her hands and neck. Her fingernails were raw and red from scratching.
 
   "Miss? Are you OK?" He took another step closer. Each breath fogged the glasses, blinding him for a few feet until the cold air cleared them again. His heart pounded in his chest, echoing in his ears. "Can you hear me?"
 
   The woman shuddered suddenly, her body convulsing. Her limbs flailed as though possessed, and Tim thought he hear bones breaking. He pushed his fear aside and dropped down to his knees, grabbing ahold of the injured woman by her shoulders. He tried to roll her over, taking care not to get near her mouth. Some part of him remembered hearing that epileptics could bite off their tongues, and he didn’t want to add his own digits to the menu. 
 
   As she flopped onto her back, it was all Tim could do to keep his lunch down. Her face was a spiderweb of black veins bulging and throbbing in time with her racing pulse. Masses roiled underneath the skin, inching their way around her neck and cheeks. But her eyes were the worst: oil black and wide open, with thin red lines streaking up from the lids. She gurgled and pink foam bubbled out between her lips. 
 
   “Jesus,”Tim moaned.“What is happening?”He moved to sit up, to drag her out of the street and into his half hazard shelter, when her hand clamped down like a vice on his wrist. He yelped in surprise and pain, dropping down onto his ass hard enough to send shocks up his spine. 
 
   The woman turned her head to face him, bones popping and grinding beneath the mottled flesh. Blood and saliva poured from her slackened mouth, dribbling between teeth that had grown longer and sharper than normal. She squeezed harder and Tim felt her nails biting into his arm. If he hadn’t worn the overcoat, she might have torn right through the skin. She growled, a rumbling terrible sound that hit him in the stomach. Then, without warning, she was on him. 
 
   Fists came down like hammers, pounding at his face and chest. She clawed and bit, never finding much of a target in the heavily bundled man. Tim cried out, his arms crossed over his head trying to ward off the worst of the blows. She caught him across the jaw and stars exploded in front of his eyes. Nails dug into his neck as she brought her drooling mouth down toward his face to take a bite. Tim squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the end. 
 
   Suddenly the weight lifted. He heard a wet crack, like a melon hitting the ground. When he opened his eyes the woman lay face down in the street, black blood pooling from her head. Standing over him, victorious, was Mary. She had wrapped herself in layers of gauze and tape to protect her skin, and held a brick in her right hand. As Tim leapt up and grabbed his daughter, he heard the screeches echoing through the town. More and more people were rising from where they’d fallen, driven by some unknown force.
 
   Back inside the shop, Mary and Tim barricaded the doors and windows as best they could. The dreadful silence had been replaced with something worse. Screams sounded every few minutes as the horde of infected found another victim. For now, the two survivors settled in for the night, praying they might make it through this living nightmare. 
 
   Outside, the thralls brayed and hissed and began their hunt.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Hiro could only watch the horror unfold on his screen. As the spores fell from the skies, they burrowed into the flesh of any hapless fools left outside. Most died quickly, after suffering through minutes of unimaginable agony. Some, however, refused to go so quietly. The parasitic cloud infected their bodies, mutating and deranging them. As his crew watched the scene unfold, bodies began to rise and run at the survivors, clawing and biting and hitting. It was a nightmare. And, looking at his weary shipmates, Hiro knew it was only beginning.
 
                 “They’re pulling back!”The voice cracked over the net, breaking up in bursts of static. Hiro’s crew jumped on the signal, amplifying until they had a solid lock.“This is Jerusalem, calling all stations. The Boxti forces are pulling back.”
 
                 Hiro couldn’t speak. He looked over to the right, to where his executive officer stood. Earl had taken a beating during the worst of the fight, dislocating his shoulder. The war-weary captain smiled at his commander.“We made it,”he said. 
 
                 “Commodore,”the communications officer called out.“It’s the Boxti. They’re sending another message.”
 
                 Hiro eased himself into his chair, careful not to show any visible signs of pain.“Get Domin Shodon on the line to translate.”
 
                 “No need, sir. It’s in English.”
 
                 What in God’s name?Hiro motioned for the young officer to play the audio. The voice that came next was anything but human. It’s inflection was all wrong, and it sounded like metal spikes grinding in dirt. But the words were terrifyingly clear. 
 
                 “Now that we have your attention...” 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Learn to Fly
 
    
 
   “When the history books are written, they will mock us. Our children will lament our mistakes as they will be the ones who pay for them. For when our species needed us the most, we were too busy fighting one another to face our true enemy. That is, of course, if we survive to write them.”
 
    
 
                                                           Gordon Holst
 
                                                           Professor of History, 
 
                                                           London University
 
                                                           2240              
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   February 15, 2237
 
    
 
                 Josh woke up suspended in mid-air. Wind roared in his ears as he plummeted down toward the ground at terminal velocity. Something small and cold tapped against his wrist in time with his heartbeat. He tried to look down, but the force of the air around his head kept it locked in place. Squinting against the blazing sun, Josh watched the brown swamp below race at him like a freight train. A shrill whistle sounded, growing louder and louder with each passing moment. 
 
                 He sat up in his bed, drenched in sweat, heart pounding so loud it felt as though it shook the room. The empty sky had vanished, replaced with the cool blank walls of the barracks. Rows of bunks lined up along the wall alongside lockers and storage chests. Aside from a few posters and the bulletin board, no decorations gave life to the space. 
 
                 Like all Army facilities, the barracks were unisex. With such a small group there was little risk for any of the usual sexual issues that plagued the rest of the military. Peer monitoring, combined with more than a few visible cameras, kept the hormones in check. Fraternization amongst the troops was an inevitability, one the military had taken centuries to accept. Surprisingly, this has led to units working better in the field rather than worse. 
 
                 Josh swung his legs out from beneath his sheets and let his feet find the slippers under the bed. He stood and stretched out his sore arms and legs. Physical training had never been this hard. Even with the billions of tiny machines working his muscles and tissues, he hurt every day. Dr. Markov said this was normal and that the pain would continue to ebb over the coming months. So far he’d been right about the recovery process. Once he'd started walking again, his body had healed almost immediately. He imagined he could feel the nano bots flowing through his veins, checking his vitals and keeping him in shape.
 
                 The days had run together. Laying in bed for months hadn’t done any favors for Josh’s internal clock. Following that with weeks of the most strenuous physical therapy and strength training he’d ever performed left the young soldier in a constant state of recovery. Not that he would complain, nor any of his soldiers. Along with the new and unique regiment came the realization that they no longer fit into the usual mold of Army grunts. 
 
                 Josh’s first few days had gone predictably terrible. His legs didn’t respond to his commands, seeming to act of their own accord. Walking was nearly impossible, let alone conducting a simple two-mile jog. Dax had the most trouble adapting and spent his first training sessions with some of the lab coats in a water tank. However, after many a miserable hour on the field, the soldiers’bodies began to comply. In fact, they each noticed improvements. Liane had been the fastest runner in the battalion before the operation, but now sprinted flat out without ever showing signs of fatigue. Dax could move a truck without aid before, and now seemed able to move a tank. 
 
                 As Dr. Markov explained it, the nanomachines in their bodies amplified natural abilities. Liane was running faster, but also moved at near perfect efficiency through the space around her. Though each of the soldiers shot with uncanny accuracy, Alexa’s talents outshone the entire squad. In every way, the experiment was proving a success. And since the nanomachines worked as extensions to their own neurology, the learning curve was thankfully low. 
 
                 In order to capitalize on the technology, Dr. Markov and Sasha put the soldiers through rigorous physical and mental training. Each learned to be masters with small arms, heavy weapons and explosives. They trained in hand-to-hand combat, practicing Shi-Ze-Nah Karate with Grandmaster Morris three days a week. Sasha even had them learn Kendo and advanced sword-fighting techniques, though few could understand why. Whenever they questioned the archaic weapons, the Mars veteran would put on his angry face—indistinguishable from his other expressions—and remind them that swords never had to be reloaded. They left each class bruised and exhausted, with more than a few welts.
 
                 The classroom was as difficult as the training field, and Josh’s team went through university-level courses in physics, chemistry, anatomy and biology. They learned how to use advanced quantum computers and the ins and outs of classified Naval technology. Sasha often remarked that it was like spraying a fire hose at a sponge and hoping it stuck, but the soldiers succeeded at every turn. In the short two weeks since the training resumed, the program was already making strides forward. Pierre in particular took to xenobiology like a fish to water.
 
   There were downsides. The Master Control Unit was the most unusual part of the transition. Acting as a liaison between the soldier and the machines, the MCU had an infused Artificial Intelligence that allowed it to make choices independently of the host. Josh found this somewhat troubling, as its first call had been to build a diamond shell for his bones and a carbon weave for his skin. Nothing felt particularly out of place, but it unnerved him. 
 
                 Josh left the barracks and stepped out into the cool night air. He still had another few hours if he wanted more sleep, but his body felt refreshed. An unseen side effect of the operation was the near incurable insomnia, but it didn’t faze him any more. He checked his phone and saw a new message from Cameron. Markov insisted on a media blackout, including all contact with outside sources. That rule had been broken early and often. Josh tapped the icon on his phone and the video played.
 
                 Cameron’s face popped up on the screen.“Hey there, buddy. I figure you’ll be opening this at some ungodly hour, so I’ll skip the pleasantries. I’m already missing Irwin Cove, but the war needs me out here. Primus was hurting for a good ace, and a hero has to oblige the people.”He laughed. The camera shifted as the pilot moved to a different vantage by a window. Behind him, small motes of yellow light flashed in the distance near a gold and blue planet.“That’s the clean-up. We have to blast most of the derelicts out of the sky. The Boxti let their broken ships drift around and they're falling over population centers. It’s like they don’t care at all about survivors. We spend most of our days in recovery, but it’s been two weeks. We all know we’re in a body count now. At least the fighting is stopped, but who knows how long this little cease-fire is going to last.
 
                 “I’ve done a few bombing runs down there, trying to buy the troops more time. I'm not even targeting the aliens, it's mostly the monsters they made.”He looked worn out. Dark circles hung under his eyes.“It's been hell out there. So much flak left from the fighting. If you don't watch your path you'll shred your ship. I’ve watched a lot of good people die, Josh. A lot of friends. It’s hard to climb into that cockpit anymore. I feel like I’m just waiting to punch my ticket out. If it weren’t for Kaileen, I don’t know how I’d do it.”His face brightened at the thought.“She tells me to focus on the positive.”
 
                 “Hi, Josh,”Kaileen said offscreen. She popped her head in, smiling wryly. Her hair was wrapped in a towel and she wore her flight uniform. The blue jumpsuit was only half-on, the sleeves from the top wrapped around her waist. A tight gray tank top clung to her torso.“Guess who’s back on duty?”              
 
                 Cameron smiled genuinely.“I don’t know who she had to sleep with to get back in a Seed, but she’s on the line. I know, Lord have mercy, right?”Kaileen leaned in and punched Cameron hard on the shoulder.“Ow, this is abuse, woman!”
 
                 Josh laughed, his breath fogging in the cool morning air. 
 
                 “Listen,”Cameron said.“I’m about to head back out into it. Command keeps talking about a parlay with the aliens, and we’re needed to make a safe area.”He paused suddenly, taking on a conspiratorial look.“Speaking of aliens, have you seen any grays down on Eden? There are a a dozen ships out here with us, and they’ve started acting strange. Yesterday I saw two cruisers flashing their weapons back and forth, like a show of force. Weird, right?
 
                 “Anyway, drop me a line when you’re free. Let me know if that spore cloud has reached you guys yet. You’ve been lucky so far, so let’s hope it skips you altogether. Stay safe, Josh.”A tone sounded, signaling the end of the transmission. Josh tucked the phone back into his pocket. He regretted the lies he told his friend almost as much as he worried about his comrades on New Eden. The planet held one of the largest military bases in Terran space, but it had been remarkably vulnerable to attack. Against an enemy like the Boxti, it was hard to imagine the Army was making any headway. 
 
                 “Can’t sleep?” 
 
                 Josh turned around and smiled as Dax emerged from the building, donning a long-sleeved shirt and pulling a thick jacket around his shoulders. He was a native of warmer climates and didn’t enjoy the bitter winter of Omega. As he looked at his friend, a digital display appeared to his left. Dax’s military folder, as well as a recent picture, displayed in mid-air by the hulking soldier. Josh found it disconcerting, but was slowly getting used to the automated features of a mechanically enhanced brain. He thought hard for a moment and the images disappeared. 
 
                 “I’m getting better,”Josh said. 
 
                 Dax laughed, rubbing his arms against the cold.“I am sore today. I swear, this is worse than any PT we did back on Kronos.”
 
                 “It was warmer there.”
 
                 “Don’t I know it.”Dax breathed on his hands to heat them.“‘Mild winter,’they said. I’m freezing.”He shivered.“Was that Cameron? How’s he doing?”
 
                 Josh looked off to the far side of the parade field.“The message is a few hours old. I figure he’s out in the middle of the shit right now.”He bit his lip, looking over his shoulder at his friend.“It doesn’t sound good. He sends me muster reports. They've emptied the reserves from Kronos. Everyone is on New Eden trying to take back the ground. That bioweapon the aliens used caused some pretty freaky mutations.”
 
                 Dax nodded.“The videos Pierre found were horrible. All those people turned into...whatever the hell they were.”
 
                 “Division isn't making a move on those hives yet. Some political bullshit.”He turned toward Dax, biting his lip.“A lot of the casualties are Black Adders.”
 
                 Dax let out a breath. He closed his eyes, putting a huge mitt on Josh’s back.“Lord, we ask that you look after our brothers and sisters in arms. That you welcome them into your warm embrace and grant them peace at last. In Jesus’s name we pray. Amen.”
 
                 “Amen,”Josh said softly. 
 
                 The door opened and three more soldiers walked outside. Liane led the group, with Pierre and Cho behind her. Cho rubbed sleep from his eyes with his right hand, as his left arm was still in a sling from the day before. Dax had been a little overzealous during combat training. 
 
                 “Can you two keep it down?”Liane asked.“Some of us were trying to sleep.”
 
                 Pierre grumbled.“Not that we’d get much anyway. They’re slave drivers here.”
 
                 Josh looked at his watch and sighed.“It’s only three, guys. Let’s get what little rest is available.”
 
                 “Once I’m up, there’s no going back down.”Dax began to stretch his legs.“What’s on today’s schedule? More class?”
 
                 “Advanced modular avionics theory,”Josh said. 
 
                 Cho laughed.“And that means what exactly?”
 
                 “Shit if I know.”The lieutenant shrugged.“Something boring that we have to know for whatever reason.” 
 
                 “Are we going to New Eden yet?”Alexa asked, jogging over to join the group.“I’m losing my mind with the waiting.”
 
                 Josh shook his head.“Doc says we aren’t ready to deploy. In our condition, we’d hurt more than help. Another few days, I’ll bet.”
 
                 A strange sound caused them to look toward the sky. A spark flared high overhead, followed by a small pop. It took them a moment to realize it was a ship entering the atmosphere. As they watched, the object began to grow in size and conduct  a figure-eight landing pattern. The maneuver burnt off excess speed and allowed the surface engines to take over. Each soldier, without realizing, guessed that this was a fuel hauler on a routine drop-off. The tankers came and went every few days on what appeared to be a randomized schedule, but the candidates had become experts at pattern recognition. 
 
                 Josh figured, based off the angle of descent and the low vibration over the hull, that this was a Type-X227 Linebacker. He almost imagined that if he squinted he could verify his thought. His eyesight had become sharper as of late. It seemed the machines inside had yet to reveal all their secrets. 
 
                 Looking around, the squad leader realized he couldn’t get these soldiers back in their bunks. It was better they spent their time planning tactics and reading up on their subjects.“Uniform is Black and Red today. Get changed and form up by 0345. We’ll work on our drills in the classroom until the instructors show up.”
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexander hated the makeup. It made his face feel thick and hot, and it smelled like burnt plastic. Arthur insisted he wear it during interviews, and even Jerry admitted it was necessary. Alexander fought back, saying the artists always messed up his skin color. He’d end up looking like coffee with too much cream. It made him feel like a clown. Given the state of things, the High Chancellor was remiss to allow any mistakes. 
 
                 Election season began with a shock, though not terribly unexpected. Brent Kerrigan received the nomination for Attachéof Earth by Counsellor Fogwell. Despite Alexander’s adamant and heated warnings, the rest of the local Council had approved the appointment. Now, if the incumbent Doreen Paylok failed to win her seat again, the ownership of the Human Homeworld would be a heartbeat away from a terrorist agent. And the people of Earth seemed content to let it happen. 
 
                 It didn’t help that Doreen had never been a particularly good replacement for the fallen AttachéRogan. She didn’t have the charisma needed for such an important post, nor the political wherewithal to gain and hold her constituency. Alexander had tried, with Jerry’s careful guidance, to build her reputation among the other politicians. But she managed to step on herself every time. It was honestly embarrassing. Ambassador Jordan had separated himself from the spiraling diplomat on various occasions, which only bolstered Red Hammer’s campaign. 
 
                 Staring into the face of some airhead reporter did nothing to ease Alexander’s blood pressure. He felt his fake smile waning, his jaw aching from the effort. The stuffed suit wore his makeup with much more ease and comfort, and his hair was combed to shining perfection. Even his teeth were just right, not too shiny to seem fake but set just in place. There is an occupying force on one of the colonies, but I still have to play court jester and dance for the crowd. Fucking insufferable. He took a breath and found his train of thought.
 
                 “So, Mr. Burton, the nominee for Attachéis a criminal?”
 
                 “That’s correct, John,”Alexander said. He made sure to make eye contact with the camera.“Many citizens are unaware of Brent Kerrigan’s ties to the terrorist group Red Hammer. He has been a part of their network for almost five years, working to legitimize them to the rest of the galaxy. He was arrested on Kronos only a few months ago after the bloody attack on the Galactic Media Tower.”
 
                 “Though he was released only hours later,”John said quickly.“In fact, the military said that the evidence presented to them that led to his arrest had been mostly fabricated. Evidence, it should be said, that seemed to originate from one of your staffers, Mr. Burton.”
 
                 It stung to be called“Mister.”Few reporters liked Alexander, and fewer still used his title when addressing him.“Be that as it may, John, it doesn’t change the fact that Brent Kerrigan is an admitted member of several Martian separatist groups. There are videos of him speaking treason against the Centurial Council. Red Hammer is turning the most important election in the galaxy into a circus, and we’re all lining up to see the show.” 
 
                 “That is true, Mr. Burton. The Red Hammer has certainly been promoting this election in an unusual way.”The reporter turned to address the camera directly.“For those of you just tuning in, we are live with High Chancellor Alexander Burton, as he defends his position on the revolution that is sweeping planet Earth.”
 
                 “Rebellion,”Alexander growled.“This is a terrorist insurrection.”
 
                 “Please, Mr. Burton. We don’t like to use such invective on this network. We’re trying to see this objectively.”
 
                 The politician was momentarily at a loss for words.“How can you be so blind? Jonah and his thugs already took credit for the bombings in New York and Cairo and two dozen other cities. Thousands died because of Red Hammer’s attack. And now, because they’re putting on a nice face and saying‘democratic elections,’you’re giving them a pass?”His face reddened.“Kerrigan is at the very least a terrorist sympathizer, and no fit for the highest office on our most important world.”
 
                 The reporter smiled. Alexander was easy to rile up, and those at this level of the media knew the buttons and when to push.“AttachéPaylok hasn’t matched your indignation in condemning her challenger, Mr. Burton. In fact, this may mark the first time she has opted to refrain from making some form of commentary about an election. Perhaps she is finally learning a little tact and restraint in her old age?”
 
                 It was a shameless ploy, but Alexander bit.“She is a sitting diplomat, you arrogant little twerp. Have a little respect for the people above you. Politicians can’t be concerned with making friends or winning congeniality contests. The fate of planets rest in the decisions we make daily. The average citizen wouldn’t last a day under that kind of pressure. Of course they’ll get their foot in their mouth every once in a while. Put a microphone in anyone’s face twenty-four hours a day and you’ll catch them saying something or other that will annoy the general public. People are so easy to offend these days. You can't fart without starting a goddamn global scandal.
 
                 “New Eden is under martial law, did you know that? Have you eve reported that? We have a goddamn Boxti invasion force in a stalemate with Fleet, a biological weapon that we can’t seem to control, and the entire Nangolani navy urging us to blast those bastards off the planet. Do you have a camera crew filming the quarantine at Ciudad Mapache? Have you seen what the alien spores do to one-tenth the population? No. Because an intergalactic war was last year’s news. You’ve moved on to something better: the fall of the infant government.
 
   "It's fine for the media to speak their minds and have opinions, but we'reexpected to act like goddamn saints. Hell, Rogan had his share of skeletons in the closet, and he was one of the most beloved Attachés in history. But since Paylok doesn't subscribe to your particular point of view, she has to be demonized for every flaw and misstep. Kerrigan, on the other hand, says all the right things to keep the drooling masses happy, so they'll ignore the fact that he is a noted terrorist and rebel sympathizer. Christ, it's easy to understand why Norton started an empire rather than continue that farce of a republic."
 
                 Backstage, Jerry practically fell out of his chair.“Jesus,”he exclaimed.“Did he really just say that?”
 
                 “On live television,”Arthur said smugly.“Now we’re in for it.”
 
                 Jerry stared at the monitor, head aching as he watched the leader of the free world be walked around the conversation like a dog in a show. Still, he couldn’t help but notice, out of the corner of his eye, the cocksure look Arthur wore. It was almost as if he enjoyed the spectacle. 
 
                 In the studio, the reporter looked nonplussed and continued to wear his cheap smile while telling the viewers they were taking a quick commercial break. The lights dimmed and a stage director signaled a two-minute break. John leaned in, his cologne reeking, and grinned maliciously. 
 
                 “You were saying something about putting your foot in your mouth, sir?”
 
                 Alexander’s blood boiled. 
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 It was quiet, and in combat that was never a good sign. 
 
                 Sitting on the roof of the commander's tank, Zev surveyed the battlefield. The minutes after the spores were released remained a blur in his mind. He remembered donning his protective gear and sprinting back toward the trucks so fast his lung burned. By the time he’d reached the vehicle and they’d activated the air filtration system, the word had gone out over the net. At the time, Zev had called it a chemical attack. The truth was far more horrifying. Inside the red mist were microscopic creatures, an alien biological agent that consumed whatever it touched. It didn’t take much to keep it out. If someone wore nothing but plastic wrap they would survive. But if it touched skin, nothing could save them. Only a few particles were needed to completely takeover the body. 
 
                 He’d heard the fight start in the sky. The explosions carried down from miles overhead, visible even in the bright day. It was a short lived skirmish, but the damage was immense. Five frigates, three destroyers and a dozen fighters were lost in the battle. Midway was shattered but still floating, and Valley Forge limped on. Ten more ships had to be scuttled after engineers discovered extensive core fractures. Everything froze after Admiral Walker sent out a cease fire. A Boxti message had arrived shortly after, announcing that they would send an emissary to meet with human leadership to negotiate an end to hostilities. No one, save the politicians who demanded the cease fire, believed a word of it. 
 
                 Zev didn’t have any time to debate, as his shit storm had just started. The spores didn’t always kill what they contacted. Once the microscopic creatures inside the cloud latched on, they mutated their new host. While the Boxti creatures started building fortifications and walls to surround their citadel, the Terrans were attacked by what had been, until moments earlier, wild animals. 
 
                 Dogs appeared, charging the line of infantry like crazed beasts. The spores had caused gross mutations. Muscles burst through their skin, spilling frothy pink ooze down their flanks. Their jaws had expanded to accommodate larger rows of spiny teeth. They brayed and roared as they closed ranks and leapt into the air, hungry for blood. It took three men’s dying screams before the rest of the battalion opened fire. 
 
                 Other creatures appeared: Horses, birds, wild cats and the enormous metasloths indigenous to the region. Each had been twisted into perverse abominations, tumbling toward the frontline in a churning mass of limbs and antlers and fangs. Had it not been for incredible discipline, the line would have simply turned into a battle charge to clear the planet’s surface of any alien presence. 
 
                 Zev looked over his shoulder at the pile of the otherbodies. It hadn’t just been animals affected by the cloud. While most humans died within minutes of contact with the spores, around one-in-ten survived long enough for the parasites to take hold. His friends, his brother soldiers, had risen from their painful seizures and attacked. Driven mad by the alien virus, and reformed into lumbering monsters, the infected drove a nail deep into the psyche of the combat force. It wasn’t enough to have the planet seemingly rebel against them, but their own kind as well. After laying their brethren to rest, the soldiers gathered them in lines. 
 
                 A pyro unit marched along the field, scorching the earth with flamethrowers. Even now, just covering the ground like a morning dew, the spores were deadly. Scientists had collected many to study, but considered their eradication a necessity. The soldiers remained in full MOPP gear, or Mission Oriented Protective Posture. The suits added weight to an already hefty load, and turned to ovens under the blazing sun. It was like being back on Kronos all over again. 
 
                 Holding the ground wasn’t difficult. The Boxti made no attempt at spreading further than the reach of their battlements. And it wasn’t as though there weren’t more important tasks to accomplish. The plague had spread far beyond the initial landing zones. Much of Fort Metts lay in ruin, the streets crawling with marauding bands of things borne from nightmares. Most of the remaining forces on post conducted search-and-destroy missions. Special Forces units from the elite Team Hercules patrolled the area with another task, attempting to capture one of the infected for study. Beyond the fortified walls of the base, the nearby suburban sprawl was ablaze as panicked citizens attempted to flee their mutated neighbors. Many of the early victims ducked into their homes after coming in contact with the cloud, some spreading it to other members of the household. Now these buildings were time bombs waiting to unleash their hostile payload. No one awaited that chore eagerly. 
 
                 General Casey, acting as commander of all ground troops on the planet, coordinated the rescue efforts with the civilian government. While some of the other units had broken during the biological attack, the Black Adders had rallied. They formed squad-sized rescue units and drove deep into quarantine zones in search of survivors. It was slow and bloody work, and each infected human killed felt more like defeat than victory. Across the planet, the military waited for the go ahead to turn their weapons around toward the true enemy.
 
                 “Sergeant,”Captain Grahams called out.“A word.”
 
                 Zev shook from his thoughts, setting the binoculars down on the turret roof. He watched the mirrors in the gunner’s sight casing, known as the“dog house,”twitch and jerk around. No doubt the sergeant inside was searching for a target amidst the activity on the ground. If only the order to open fire would come, the line of Shivas would unleash a wall of flame and death upon the enemy. The thought warmed Zev as he dropped down the side of the tank to meet his commander. 
 
                 “Yes, sir,”Zev said, brushing dirt off his MOPP leggings. The area had been scrubbed ten times over, but spores continued to crop up. It had become second nature to check every time he touched a surface. 
 
                 Grahams sucked on the water line inside his mask, scrunching his face in disgust at the taste.“These filters are old as shit. I think I have carbon in my teeth.”He rolled his eyes.“Can’t wait to get out of this suit.”
 
                 “You wanted to see me, sir?”
 
                 “Right.”The captain walked to the front of the tank, motioning for Zev to follow. A map had been rolled out on the front slope of the hull armor. Scans of the Boxti Hive had led to a series of blueprints. Sections of the structure were divided off and color-coded to match particular units. Grahams pointed to a wedge of honeycombed infrastructure circled in red.“Command is drawing up the plans for assault, when it comes. Our unit is being tasked with the main gate. We want to blow a hole in their fort big enough to fly a cruiser through.”
 
                 Zev looked unconvinced.“Fleet has enough trouble putting holes in their carriers. How are we going to do that with a barrage of 205s?”
 
                 “That’s the beauty part,”Grahams said.“Valley Forgeis going to knock on the door with Thunder and Lightning.”
 
                 Now that got his attention.“An orbital bombardment? This close to friendly lines?”He shook his head.“That’s batshit crazy, sir. Some Admiral with a hard-on for the big guns who’s too young to remember how many soldiers died from friendly fire back on Mars.”
 
                 “Those were sectional fire solutions from frigates and destroyers. Not cruisers, sergeant, and not one with PACs. The rounds don’t have time to stray off target, and they can be guided in by LDAG.” 
 
                 Zev had to concede the point. Laser Directed Arms Guidance packages made orbital bombardments marginally safer for those on the ground. Not that it was much comfort when the kill zone for a single PAC consumed almost the entire battlefield. Still, better odds than trying to open up that ship by knocking lightly on the front door. 
 
                 “How are things at Metts?”
 
                 The commander’s shoulders dropped.“Bad. Best estimate is sixty percent of the population infected, with most of that comprising the civilians on post. It’s harder to sanitize the area when it includes people's wives and children.”
 
                 “Have the lab coats had any luck with their specimens?”
 
                 “Mostly no.”Grahams rolled up the blueprints and stuffed them into his bag.“The spores are something unlike any species we’ve ever seen. They figure it would take years to figure out how they even work, let alone find a cure.”
 
                 “What about the Grays?”Zev asked. He didn’t even realize he’d used the slur, and the captain made no note of it.
 
                 “No help. Too busy bitching that we shouldn’t wait to talk to these bastards. I have to agree with them there.”He leaned closer, conspiratorially.“Something’s going on with them. A few of their ships have bugged out during refueling. Cranked up to Stride and sped away, like they know something we don’t.”
 
                 Zev nodded. He looked high overhead, the sky still streaking white lines of smoke as debris continued to rain down from the long quiet battleground.“Maybe they know a way to fix this. To clean up the spores.”
 
                 Captain Grahams shrugged.“If they do, they’re not telling. Look, whatever the Boxti are planning doesn’t matter now. Keep your men clear off the carpet and make sure they’re following containment protocol. We’ll have a formal briefing once this plan comes together. Just make sure they’re ready to knock that ugly brick back into space.”
 
                 “Roger, sir.”He turned and jogged off toward the decontaminated area. Huge white domes marked the only truly clean space left on the planet. Whether they were shooting the real bad guys or not, the invasion had begun. Now it was just a matter making a plan to take it back, and executing. Captain Graham stared at the Boxti stronghold, anger burning inside his chest. New Eden was more his home than the broke town in Colorado where he'd been born. It would take more than a little virus to move him. If the Boxti wanted this planet so bad, they’d have to go through the Cavemen first. 
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 Eruk had never felt so proud. The plan was unfolding as designed down to the last detail. The humans’weakness was in their obsessive pursuit of peace over conflict. Rather than meet a hostile opponent on the field of battle, they sought out opportunities to parlay, even at the detriment of their own planet. They had allowed the carrier to land without so much as a single nuclear exchange, and barely reacted to the release of the Druumatan. Hardly sentient when compared to the host parasite inside his own body, the young creatures had served their purpose in distracting the alien’s military while the citadel completed deployment. 
 
                 His ship had taken minor damage during the exchange with the large cruiser and equally massive carrier. Their technology wasn’t as far advanced as those of the species that designed his dreadnought, but it packed a mean punch. The Qom slaves were wasting precious hours completing repairs. It infuriated the Cthanul, though he knew his anger would solve nothing. He walked the halls of the great dreadnought, delivering an impatient swat to any workers foolish enough to come close. 
 
                 “Patience is the virtue of the wise, and the crutch of a coward.”The Druuma’s voice tickled Eruk’s mind.“How fair’s your grand conquest of the humans, oh great and powerful Warlord? Have you successfully tamed them with your almighty threats of peace?”
 
                 “Why am I blamed for following orders? I should rip you from my chest and boil your flesh in oil, creature.”That earned him a painful spasm. Lightning coursed through his ribcage, but he fought back a scream into a low growl.“Does my obedience to the Horde King anger you, great worm?”And another jolt. Smoke burned in his nostrils. 
 
                 The Druuma spat angrily.“Mind your tongue, Ruall. Your gift of free will is an honor, not a right. It can be taken away as easily as it was given. And do not think your words escape the ears of That which holds the Great Seat. My link remains forever unbroken, no matter your attempts to the otherwise.”
 
                 “I could bury this planet in the ashes of its inhabitants, yet I am ordered to play games with these creatures.”
 
                 “That you could see beyond the boundaries of your ship, you might show the promise of a Cleric.”The Druuma laughed.“But you are still a warrior at heart, seeking only blood and violence as a means to an end. That is why the Cthanul were so easy to destroy. They sought out the fight, and we responded in kind.”
 
                 Eruk gripped the edge of his blade, the pronged Gonali knife taken from the still dying king of some forgotten civilization. He thought that he had long ago forsaken the concept of honor, but the constant bombardment of insults demanded response. Yet to strike down the parasite would mean a painful end to them both, and Eruk was not ready to die. 
 
                 “When did they take your kind, worm?”He gritted his teeth for the surge of anguish, but it never came. Before he knew it, his feet had carried him to the bridge.“Are you there?”              
 
                 “I am always here,”came the lethargic reply.“Our planet exists in the same system as Boxt, so we were among the first. On our home we were nothing, pathetic creatures at the bottom of a very large food chain. Our sentience was a curse. With effort, we could attach to one of the mindless predators on the surface, but it was a short life. When Boxti came for us, we welcomed the call to arms. It was our guidance to the Great King that led to the conquest of worlds far beyond the scope of a few systems. In essence, we were the catalysts to the fall of the Great Civilizations. It is an honor that led to our placement near the Lord, as his closest advisors and confidants.”
 
                 Eruk didn’t have an insult or retort. For once in this miserable relationship, he felt a strange respect for the parasite. It had lived inside him so long, he barely conceived of it as a separate species.“Have you been with other hosts?”
 
                 The Druuma laughed.“Are you jealous? Yes, I have been hosted by many others during the great conquest. My life is measured in ages beyond your own conception. A benefit to a slow and uncomplicated evolution. I rode in the back of a continent-sized Brotillias whale for centuries, destroying that water world stone by stone. I whispered in the minds of the Yorek elder god until they prostrated before the true King. I lived the conquest.”
 
                 “Can you show me?”He felt a strange elation. In his readings of the Grol‘Nahja, the stories of the Great Civilizations always fascinated him. To have brought down empires that lasted hundreds of thousands of years must have been such an honor. To a warrior caste, it was the greatest of dreams to drop an entire race to its knees. For a moment, there was nothing as the Druuma considered the request, and then a flash of images so intense they felled the giant Cthanul. He lay on the ground, watched by the crew on the bridge with unease, as the lifespan of the worm played out in all its glory. 
 
                 He saw the bright center of the galaxy, the black and green planet from which the Druuma came. Far from the system’s sun, the rock bordered on a frozen wasteland. Immense pockets of bubbling white pitch allowed life to flourish around a natural oasis. The life age flashed by, and Eruk watched the Druuma burrow deep to avoid the hideous beasts on the surface. Then, one day, something amazing happened. Strange ships landed and lithe, many-limbed creatures filed out walking unsteadily on four legs. Their eyes bore the crimson glint of the Drovan, and Eruk knew that these were Boxti slaves. They were the first, the explorers of some forgotten species that rescued the King’s army from their prison world. These gangly servants scoured the landscape, searching for the sentient life they had detected from above. Then, emerging at last from the golden ship, a Boxti Acolyte. If the scriptures were correct, this was Kumarat, the first Blood King and brother to the King of Hosts.
 
                 The warlord thrilled at what he was seeing. This was the first chapter of the Grol‘Nahja played out before his eyes. Using stolen technology, the Boxti escaped their Homeworld and rescued the Druuma from a neighboring world. It was the union that began the Great Conquest.
 
                 Eruk watched as the alien explorers marched deeper and deeper into the planet’s crust, past huddled masses of pale and glistening worms. While the Druuma were sentient, they had not advanced their civilization beyond an underground kingdom. Evolution had not been kind, leaving the creatures pitifully unprepared for the dangers of surface life. But that did not make them completely vulnerable. As the spindly scouts ventured further down, a curious animal followed their path down from above. Kabra were docile mammals that ate what little vegetation grew on the barren planet, and most predators left them be. They didn’t have much meat on their brittle bones anyway. But an intruder was an intruder. As soon as the furry white pup entered the cavern, the Druuma struck out. 
 
                 From a hollowed out nook in the wall, the parasites spat out gobs of pink froth that stuck and sizzled on the small quadruped's back. The dog-like creature howled in pain, trying desperately to rip the burning mass from its skin. After only seconds it collapsed to the ground, dead. The attack had not gone unseen. Guided by Kumarat, the slaves recorded the violent display. Eager to make contact with Druuma leadership, they followed the path down into the heart of the cavern. 
 
                 As Eruk lay on the floor, his mind completely given to his unwanted companion, he stared out with unseeing eyes and witnessed the second most important moment in the history of the Enlightened Race. The sickly green glow emanating from the inside of the Druuma Homeworld beckoned him, inviting him further into their world. As the vision continued, the alien creatures rounded a tall pillar of stone into the throne room of the Druuma king, a creature of unimaginable size. The cavern must have stretched for miles in all direction, but each dark corner was plugged off by one of the beast’s many limbs. It was unrecognizable as the progenitor of the parasites, this great and terrible consumer of worlds. The last of its kind, the Druumakan. It turned its many eyes and seem to stare deep into the Cthanul, its voice a tremor inside his chest.
 
                 Back on his ship, Eruk opened his mouth and began to scream.
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Jerry refused to speak on the long ride home. Watching his boss, his friend, crash and burn on live television had been a sobering experience. It wasn’t shame he felt. In fact, he hardly felt anything. To say that the interview had been a disaster would be letting them off lightly. Unless they had grossly overestimated their opponent, the election was all but lost. Hell, Alexander might have just cost the Federate its home planet. They rode mostly in silence, rain drumming the roof of the limo. 
 
                 Adeline and Arthur sat on the opposite side of the limousine, arguing animatedly. Arthur insisted that an aggressive media blitz would win back the favor the High Chancellor had so spectacularly lost. Adeline wanted to work on qualifying Alexander’s words, spinning them to a more favorable meaning. The two aides had been at each other’s throats since leaving the studio. 
 
                 “You’re being petty,”Adeline said scathingly.“The public won’t respond to more attacks. This will only push his numbers further down.”
 
                 Arthur rolled his eyes.“Can they get any lower? This interview is going to be replayed a millions times and on every network. Before the end of the day, the entire galaxy will hear the High Chancellor pardon a war criminal.”
 
                 “That’s utterly ridiculous, Arthur. He said nothing of the sort.”
 
                 “No one says a kind word about Norton and gets away with it,”Arthur shouted.“No one.”
 
                 Adeline shook her head and chewed on her lip.“We need to clarify that he wasn’t excusing the late Emperor. Maybe he was implying that the Red Hammer intends to revive the Empire Americana.”
 
                 Arthur groaned.“You cannot be that stupid.”He ignored her hurt expression and continued.“Public opinion is the only fuel this administration has ever had. We came in with a big boost; the first freely elected head of this new and strange government. And within a year we had already squandered that resource. 
 
                 “People are rooting for us to fail, and this sound-bite is demonstrating that fact. It’s not enough to salvage when there is nothing out there to find. We need to be aggressive, take on our opponents on even ground before they prepare an attack ad that will cost us Earth.”He took a second to regain his composure.“I know you’re new at this, Adeline, but are you seriously this clueless.”
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 Arthur scooted closer, placing a hand on the seat between them.“You got a nice boost in support from your work with the grays, but other than that, what have you added to this administration? You’ve been here barely a year and already have a seat in the High Chancellor’s personal motorcade? Your understanding of politics is shaky at best, and your kittenish behavior has earned you the respect of absolutely no one. I mean, you’re either related to a member of the Council or spreading it for a judge to have made it this far. Do you really think you belong here?” 
 
                 Adeline sneered.“Listen to me, you little shit.”
 
                 “I can’t hear you. Spread your legs a hair more.”
 
                 “ENOUGH!”Jerry bellowed. His nostrils flared and his face flushed beet red.“Another word and I will kick you both out of this car and you can walk back to the fucking hotel.”He turned to Arthur, pointing a finger under the aide’s chin.“And if I hear you call her that again, I will personally ensure you spend the next decade as the personal butler to the Governor of Pluto. Am I making myself clear?”
 
                 “Yes, Jerry,”Arthur said bitterly. 
 
                 Adeline wiped at her eyes, quickly settling her nerves.“Understood, sir.”
 
                 Jerry sat back in his seat, turning on the television and finding a news program. He poured a drink from the minibar and took a long sip. His mouth twisted into a frown.“Goddamnit. They know I hate vodka.”He looked over at his boss and friend, but Alexander hadn’t moved the entire time. 
 
                 The small screen played a spread of local channels. Brent Kerrigan had responded with passion and, more importantly, restraint in his approach to delegitimizing the Burton regime. The media, never a friend to Alexander, had been quick to jump all over his various slips and replay them again and again on the Net. His poll numbers had already slipped, causing a cascade effect for AttachéPaylok. Jerry tried his best to hold back his anger, but he couldn’t deny the fact that Arthur was right: Alexander was handing control of Earth to the Red Hammer without even trying. But there was no need to chastise the politician. 
 
                 For the rest of the trip, Jerry and Adeline tried to put a finger in the dam. They called in favors from every major news network. So far, their luck had been poor. Most of the media hated the High Chancellor and took no small pleasure in dragging his name through the mud. The entire Council seemed to have disappeared, leaving him on his own to defend the position. Looking out the window, Jerry had to think that even the public were out for blood. The security escort since their landing at London the day before had been nothing short of excessive. Hundreds of Secret Service agents surrounded them at all times, including the unflappable Donald Groves. The old guard dog’s eyes never stayed still, and Jerry could see the effect the stress was having. 
 
                 “Adeline,”Adeline said, snapping her phone shut as the motorcade arrived.“African Media is going to ease off replaying the interview. They’ll give equal air time to the advertisement we knocked out, the one with Kerrigan at that rally in Des Moines.”
 
                 Jerry scoffed.“Doesn’t matter how many shots we have of him shaking hands with the Devil. People don’t fear Red Hammer the way they used to.”He looked over at Alexander, but the man was focusing out the window into the steady downpour.“New York got spun around so fast you’d think people wanted to blame you to begin with. Jonah turned the whole thing into a PR bonanza, and we let it happen.”He swore.“We should have let Gilroy have those troops from Kronos, instead of sending them all to New Eden.”
 
                 Alexander stewed in his seat. He wiped absently at his cheek, convinced he’d missed a spot of greasy makeup.“We should have let them bomb the tower the moment Jonah stepped inside.”
 
                 “New York is practically under Red Hammer control already,”Arthur said.“We had a few reports of dissenters disappearing in the night, and now we barely have anyone inside willing to talk. The Nangolani had to flee the planet, they were dying in such numbers. Red Hammer’s recruitment is up two hundred percent, and that butcher Victor is running the show. They could be executing people in the street, but Jonah walks away clean.” 
 
                 “And Kerrigan with him.”Jerry felt his anger rising, watching Alexander just sit there and take the hits. He’d never seen the man so broken.“Do you have a plan? Alexander?”              
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Jerry leaned forward.“Do you have a plan? Any idea how we’re going to salvage this mess? We can’t just let Red Hammer take over Earth. You do understand that, right?”
 
                 “Of course I do,”he said, though his voice was weak and distant.“We just need time.”
 
                 Jerry slammed a fist against the window.“We’re out of fucking time! If we had six years instead of six months, I’d say we had a chance, but you’ve really stuck your foot in it, Alexander.”
 
                 “Jerry,”Alexander said, full of warning. 
 
                 Donald, seated between the two, straightened up. He wouldn’t harm the Chief of Staff, should it come to that. He was simply making his presence known.
 
                 “I asked you if you could handle it,”Jerry said. The vein in his forehead throbbed.“I told you that the reporter would bait you, and you still bit that goddamn line like a guppy staffer. And you wouldn’t stop. You must have given him ten good sound bites with which to ream you until election day. To call that interview anything but an unmitigated disaster would be generous.”
 
                 “Christ, Jerry,”Alexander said.“I got a little heated. We can fix this. We’re not about to let Jonah Blightman and his little band of misfits take over the most important seat in the Colonial Delegation.”
 
                 That did it for the Chief of Staff.“Are you out of your fucking mind? Jonah Blightman doesn’t need to win a popularity contest here. The Federate is a young government. We have little more than a decade under our belt since the UEC crashed and burned, and all we did was put a little window dressing on the system and hope people didn’t notice. I know you remember how that conference went, Alexander. You were standing right next to me.”
 
                 Arthur looked interested.“The Disbandment Conference?”
 
                 “Two hundred leaders from around the galaxy,”Jerry said.“All of us picking up the pieces after the Mars shitstorm. All of us standing on top of twenty million dead and trying to keep a civil war from spreading to every planet in every system. And it was closer than we thought. Colorum had skirmishes throughout the war, and New Eden had that sonofabitch German defector. We weren’t looking at just losing the government, we were looking at the entire idea of united planets falling apart. Humanity slipping down the drain over a debate on fucking salary caps.”
 
                 “It was more than that,”Arthur said, suddenly animated.“Those miners had legitimate grievances that the Martian government wasn’t doing anything to fix.”
 
                 Jerry stared wide-eyed at the aide.“Are you serious? Since when do you buy into that propaganda bullshit?”
 
                 The young man sneered.“The guild leaders had been protesting for years before the first shot was fired. Unsafe work conditions, the use of underage workers and a whole slew of deaths written off as understandable expenses. And it wasn’t just Mars. Colorum had worse conditions, with all those poor men drifting off into space when their tethers broke.”
 
                 Adeline scoffed.“That’s textbook Red Hammer bullshit.”
 
                 Alexander groaned.“Christ on a fucking cross, are you two going to argue the whole trip home?”His eyes were bloodshot as he glared at his two trusted advisors.“Ask two people about Mars and you’ll get four reasons the war started. I know all of them. Borogrin and his Miner’s Rights movement. The garrison’s crimes against the slums. Warden Ludvig and Emperor Norton’s campaign against the lower class. All of it bullshit of the lowest grade.”He turned back to the window, resting his head against the bulletproof glass.“And now the citizens of Earth are starting to believe it. Those damned broadcasts, the polls...he’s planned this out very well, I’ll give him that.”
 
                 “And haven’t we played into his hands?”Jerry asked.“We need to consider a different tactic.”
 
                 “Gilroy,”Alexander said, spitting out the words as though the taste of them offended him.“He’ll destroy half of the city if it means killing Jonah.”
 
                 Jerry paced across the room.“We could turn over control to Admiral Knight.”
 
                 “You’d be better off trusting Gilroy,”Donald said, breaking his silence.“I served with Knight during the New Eden expansion. He got his post puckering up to the right people. That Gilroy earned his stars by being better than anyone else.”
 
                 Arthur shook his head.“The man’s a lunatic. It will do more to polarize the people of Earth than it will help. If we want to fix this, we need to consider more diplomatic options?”
 
                 Jerry couldn’t believe his ears.“Are you suggesting we actually sit down with Blightman? Go on a live broadcast and talk to a mass murderer?”
 
                 “It may end up being our only choice,”Arthur said.“We’re behind in the polls by a significant margin. The best we can hope for now is a peaceful resolution to the election. If we resort to violence, we’ll start a civil war. And this time it won’t be a few million miles from Earth. The colonies will rebel, without a doubt. But the strongest support will be right at home. And then, there won’t be a home to go back to.”
 
                 Alexander opened the minibar and poured himself three fingers of scotch, downing the glass and starting the second pour before swallowing.“I’ve got an intergalactic war to fight, a planet being invaded by an alien virus, and xenophobic demonstrations against our only allies. I just don’t need this right now.”He sipped the amber liquor, savoring the smoky taste.“Send word to Gilroy. I want to know our options for a quiet intervention.”He turned and stared hard into Jerry’s eyes.“But don’t rule out a loud one.”
 
                 “Sir,”Arthur began.“We need to think about this politically.”
 
                 “Fuck politics,”Alexander said, slamming his glass down.“We’ve gotten to this point playing bullshit games and trying to please the masses. It’s time to think about the end game. We can’t all come out smelling like roses. Sometimes you have to get a little dirty.”He turned to Jerry.“Get me those options.”
 
                 Jerry nodded and pulled out his phone.“There’s still the matter of the banquet.”
 
                 Adeline perked up, pulling out her tablet and accessing a large file.“Most of the Centurial Council will be available, but only a majority of the Colonial Delegation. Still, it will be a very large affair. We do still need a few guests from the military.”
 
                 “I don’t want to talk about that right now.”
 
                 Arthur sighed.“We won’t have much of a chance if we can’t pull the Pillars together on some key issues. We need to gain support for the Alien Rights Act if we hope to curb this spread of violence. If the Nangolani don’t think they’re safe, they’ll run. Then we’ll get the Boxti all to ourselves, and so far that hasn’t worked out so well. If our gray friends can be believed, no civilization has ever stood up to them and won.”
 
                 Alexander knew he wasn’t going to win anything today. He closed his eyes and waved a hand to ward them off.“Make it happen. Just wake me when we get home.”
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
   February 17, 2237
 
    
 
                 Josh took his usual spot in the class, posted on the far left side of the room. It wasn’t a large space, but he felt more comfortable with a wall at his back. He massaged his temple, fighting a headache. There’d been a lot since he’d awoken. Dax dropped down in the chair to his right, rubbing his shoulder. Pierre had managed to land a pretty hard takedown during combatives, and the big oaf was still feeling the impact. The soldiers stood as Dr. Markov and a pretty young assistant walked into the room. Sasha entered last, closing the door. 
 
                 “Good morning,”Markov said with a smile.“I trust Mr. Morris wasn’t too rough?”The soldiers groaned in response.“Excellent, then we can begin. Today begins phase three of our great experiment. You have all recovered from the nanomachine fusion better than we had expected. As I’m sure many of you have noticed, the union has brought some advantages. Mr. Cho can attest to that.”He pointed at the young soldier, whose broken arm was already healed enough to lose the sling.“The bone enhancements are due to continue. We’ve monitored the MCUs’commands inside each of you, and it looks like they have decided to continue reinforcing all of your vital areas. Something you probably haven’t noticed is the webbing the little bugs built around your organs. Or the increase in adrenal gland production.”
 
                 Dax raised his hand and waited for the doctor’s acknowledgement.“My gingivitis is gone.”He grinned as the room laughed.“Hell, I’ll take the extra help. My dentists have always complained I don’t floss enough.”
 
                 Markov nodded.“The machines are going to continue their housekeeping duties without your input. Today, we are going to start using them for their designed purpose. To that end, I have brought one of our lead engineers, Dr. Claudia Cheney.”
 
                 Claudia stepped up to the podium. She wore small reading glasses, despite only being in her late twenties. Her red hair shimmered in the bright light of the classroom. She coughed into her hand before beginning. 
 
                 “Thank you, Dr. Markov. My name is Claudia Cheney, but you can all call me CC. Everyone does. I’m the lead designer of the Phantom Mark III.”She pointed a wand at the wall behind her and the screen changed to an image of a backpack worn by a computer generated soldier.“The Marks I and II were based on the Drop Kite glider packs used by airborne forces during the late twenty-second century. They were designed for short term use over difficult terrain, or for insertion from Tricoptors.”The shot changed to video from a special forces unit during the First Eden War. Guerrilla forces had captured an embassy and were threatening the hostages inside. An enormous Tricoptor, a super-sized transport supported by three evenly displaced fans, hovered just outside of small arms range while soldiers leapt down to attack. Their gliders allowed them to safely and accurately land on the rooftop and begin a quiet takedown of the insurgents. 
 
                 “As you can see,”Claudia said after the video ended,“the old tech did offer some control for direction and speed. Still, it was cumbersome and didn’t allow for orbital deployment.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,”Cho said.“Orbital?”
 
                 Markov stepped forward.“Most special forces units deploy using HALO jumps, or high altitude low orbit. It’s a traditional way to insert soldiers without being detected. Or it was, until the latter part of the twenty-first century. Radar can pick up the gliders and provide reasonably accurate firing solutions for anti-air. The Drop Kites allowed faster evasion, but didn’t allow for actual orbital deployment from outside the atmosphere. Essentially, it lost the element of surprise.”
 
                 “The heat shields broke down,”Claudia said.“Didn’t last more than a few minutes. Dozens of volunteers died during the testing. The Phantom Project was started to fix that problem.”
 
                 Dax squirmed in his seat.“It took a hundred years to come up with something better than the DKs?”
 
                 “Not exactly.”Claudia typed onto the podium’s computer and the image changed to images of military parachutes.“The Imperial Army used the Phantom’s predecessor, the FoxTail. It was little more than a parachute with guidance wings. That turned into the wingsuit, which gave way to the Sky Rat. Each generation took a decade to complete or more. By the time Phantom Mark I was designed, enough research had been done to return to a more traditional glider look. And the ability to store the package in a pack rather than a separate jump bag saved each soldier from having to carry another forty pounds.” 
 
                 Markov motioned to Sasha who opened the door. A scientist walked in wearing a small kit on his back. Pads covered his elbows and knees, and he carried a helmet under his arm. The man took up a position in front of the podium facing the soldiers. 
 
                 Claudia continued.“Our Mark III is vastly different from the Mark II, while maintaining its simplicity. The wings are polymylar over carbon ring, making them light and durable. The pack is reinforced carbon-carbon with diamond whiskers, enabling it to handle the rigors and temperatures of an orbital drop. Folded ceramic bars deploy out to a total wingspan of fourteen feet, which allows for extreme maneuverability. But what makes it even better are some of the more elaborate enhancements.”
 
                 She motioned for the test pilot to begin. He stepped forward, pressing a button on a device strapped to his wrist. Instantly, two wings snapped out from the pack. They spread seven feet in either direction, but didn’t seem to weigh the scientist down at all. He donned his helmet, gave a thumbs-up, and pressed a second button. Suddenly he was airborne, hovering several feet above the ground. Two small jets on the bottom of the pack fired low-powered bursts of air. 
 
                 “Based on micro-scram designs from Fleet, the Phantom Mark III allows the user to actually control their flight in or out of atmosphere.”Claudia had to speak up to be heard over the roar of the jets.“The engine is a microcell low heat vibram, which means you won’t burn your legs off if you go full-speed. The wings have flaps built in that link to your neural interface to allow easy movement in all directions. And the specially designed boots provide aileron control.”The test pilot moved to the left and right, small flaps popping out from the wings and boots with just a thought.“We won’t demonstrate flaring here, but trust that the Mark III can stop a free fall in only thirty feet.” 
 
                 The engines cut off and the pilot landed softly on the stage. After a moment of silence the room exploded in applause. Dax hollered and shouted. Josh couldn’t help but marvel at the incredible technology. He had seen and experienced a lot in the past few months, but it seemed every day he found something new to blow his mind.
 
                 Markov took back the podium.“The Mark III is only a small part of the arsenal you are privileged to call your own. I must admit, we cheated on this test a little. Simon, our pilot, is actually using a SQUID interface to control the suit. You should all find it even easier to manipulate once we have you fitted. As I said before, today is the beginning of the next phase of your training. We’ll start with the theoretical, let you learn the physics behind the Phantom and everything you’ll need to stay alive while using one. This afternoon, however, you’re going to begin earning your wings.”
 
                 The soldiers talked eagerly amongst one another, imaging the fun they could have flying over a battlefield. Josh wanted more than anything to lose himself in the discussion, but something nagged at the back of his mind. He raised an arm and waited for the Doctor to calm the room. 
 
                 “Yes, Josh?”
 
                 He stood, crossing his arms.“Doc, what’s the story with New Eden? It sounds like they need us out there to help.”A few of the candidates nodded and murmured their agreement.“Hell, Earth might turn to shit in a few months. How much more training can we really need?”
 
                 Markov shared a look with Sasha.“I don’t know why we even bother attempting a media blackout.”He smiled at his soldiers.“You are all clearly healed enough to enter combat, I agree. And New Eden is degrading in a manner that, sadly, I saw coming weeks ago. This negotiation, when it finally does get off the ground, is going to end poorly. Frankly, I’m surprised the powers that be are even entertaining the idea of peace with the Boxti. That said, there is still one more piece of the puzzle left before we deploy.”
 
                 “What?”Josh asked.“What else could you have up your sleeve?”
 
                 Markov bared his teeth in an expression that wasn’t entirely warm.“Trust me. You’ll want to keep this one a surprise.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron eased his foot off the brakes and let the Phoenix roll forward onto the track. He felt the lock snap down over the wheel and the entire ship moved toward the rear of the hangar. After a moment he shut off the radio and reveled in the momentary silence. Then he ripped his helmet off and begin sucking in huge gulps of air. His heart beat furiously in his chest and all his muscles spasmed. Sweat dripped down his face, burning his eyes and filling his mouth with salt.
 
                 Doctor Chong said the the attacks would subside, but they never got any easier. Sometimes Cameron could go a whole week without issue. Other times the shakes came while donning his flight suit. Like always, the panic ebbed after a few seconds. Cameron did a quick look around to make sure no one was watching, then flipped his radio back on.
 
                 All around him, the Eros Interceptor Wing buzzed with activity. Phoenix III fighters, Sparrows and Seed bombers packed on heavy armaments and launched out to provide a constant display of power to the enemy armada. Griffin bombers, normally considered too large for orbital platforms, occupied the floor below and launched every hour. The sky was filled with pilots aching for a chance to earn payback for New Eden. 
 
                 Primus, the Fleet Deployment Center, shared an orbit with New Eden Nodes. Designed much like Irwin Cove, the funnel-shaped station supported all operations in the system. Even TSI had a few hangars for their scientific expeditions. Living quarters were as bare-bones as possible, saving room and power for the vital functions of the structure. Even more unlike the Colorum station, Primus was built as a defensive platform. Each level housed several gun batteries arrayed in sets of two every hundred feet. The FDC could serve as an area denial platform should the need arise. Most of the full-timers agreed that had the battle been a few hundred kilometers closer, Primus would have stopped the Boxti invasion before it started. 
 
                 Cameron and Kaileen had transferred with the newly pinned pilots of Colorum after the invasion. It had been a bittersweet return to action, though the only real fighting they’d seen happened during a drunken brawl at the station’s pub. The standoff had reached far beyond mere tension. Every day it was expected that the order to attack would come, and every night the crews bedded down disappointed. The brass had their work cut out trying to maintain order among the wings, and each morning at muster fewer faces remained. The Boxti had taken so much from the humans in under a year, and yet were afforded every opportunity to rest and rebuild. And it wasn’t just the enemy that earned the Terran’s hatred.
 
                 At first, there had been a contingent of Nangolani pilots and crew working side-by-side aboard the station. But after several violent attacks and a death, the aliens had withdrawn to their ships and left. No one received any punishment for the outbreaks. There was too much happening, and too few who truly cared about the allied race. As it was, most of the security resources on the platform had been shipped down to the surface to quell the growing riots within the quarantined zones. Those that remained held the stone-colored creatures as only slightly better than pests. 
 
                 The plague weighed heavily on the minds of the pilots. Long after the red bruise had dissolved from the planet’s atmosphere and settled on the ground, the memory of their failure lingered. Had strike force been able to stop the carrier’s descent, none of the lives on the ground would have been lost. It had been a surprise attack, no one could argue, but they had let the enemy get a foothold on a prime colony. It was the lowest point in the history of the Federal Fleet. But from the monumental mistake came resolve, and through that determination the crews of the various ships and shuttles set out to right the terrible wrong. 
 
                 Rescue missions were as standard for the wing as recon and support. Valkyrie shuttles raced down through the atmosphere, engines glowing, and pushed through the clouds of toxic spores to find pockets of life hidden in the relentless pink fog. The military had their front line well established after only a few weeks, fighting back the tide of mutated creatures and scorching the ground after. Civilian population centers had no such infrastructure, and the going was more than tough. The spores had grown unchecked in the cities, thriving in the chaotic aftermath of the invasion. Wherever they took hold in enough numbers, they dispensed a cloud of vapor that clung to the ground as an opaque mist. 
 
                 Inside the haze, twisted creatures roamed in small packs. There seemed to be intelligence in their behavior, as though the spores had a collective mind. The mutated animals and people weren’t trying to spread the disease or even feed. They launched coordinated attacks against the flimsy defenses erected by the civilians, slaughtering anyone they came across. During sweeps of the area, the Valkyrie pilots had witnessed entire buildings be massacred without a prayer. It was hard on the crews of the shuttles, having to watch time and again as the same story played out. Often they would arrive to find little left but bits of clothing and rivers of blood.
 
                 For Cameron and the fighters it was a little easier. Their missions were tied to the fire party, scorching the ground around the cities to make clean-up easier. The scientists hadn’t figured out a better way of removing the spores, so flamethrowers and napalm became the salves to put on the wounds of the planet. Inside the cities, the fight had to be on the ground and street to street. Governor Myers wasn’t yet resigned to wipe out decades of growth with a tactical strike, not while there was a chance of gaining control again. It meant hell for the soldiers, but it was the only way to find every surviving citizen. 
 
                 A crew chief grabbed the tow line on Cam’s fighter and connected it to a one-seater. The small truck pulled the Phoenix into its designated place in the hangar, back away from the launch rails. Cameron popped the canopy and waited for the chief to pull the rungs out from the side of the nose. Once he saw the thumbs-up he climbed down to the deck, the cool air chilling his sweaty face. 
 
                 “Another hot one, sir?”the chief asked. 
 
                 “Napalm ain’t getting any cooler.”He wiped his forehead with his sleeve, making a face.“We mopped up another five square kilometers around Basil Ridge. Figure it’ll be another few days to clear the rest of the Metts area. How did the rest of Olympia go?”
 
                 The NCO lit a cigarette and took a long drag. It was beyond against regulations to smoke on the flight deck, but no one dared challenge the twenty-seven-year veteran.“Like shit in a handbag. We lost another drone to the those big birds over Rodburry, Chuck’s team broke three Vals trying to haul a goddamn train out, and I just learned we’re losing four of our best pilots to a goddamn press event.”
 
                 Cameron raised his eyebrow at that.“Chief, I never knew you cared so much. I’m flattered.”
 
                 “He means you break your ships less than the others,”Kaileen said, walking back from her bomber.“You’re still only barely capable.”She gave the old crew head a hug and kiss as she walked past, punching Cameron hard on the shoulder.“You need a shower.”
 
                 “And a sling. Why do you always hit me?”
 
                 Kaileen stopped and thought for a moment.“I don’t know. You’re just unbelievably hittable.”
 
                 “I’ll never understand the officer courting ritual,”chief said.“They need you at deck four A in an hour for your briefing, sir.”
 
                 Cameron nodded. He looked at Kaileen.“Walk you to the elevator?”
 
                 “If you know the way.”She smiled and fell into step beside him. Her hand danced against his, brushing knuckles as they walked toward the far side of the hangar. Sparrows launched off the rails in pairs, roaring as they slipped through the field into space. Dozens of orange-suited crewmembers ran from ship to ship conducting preflight inspections, while those in blue coveralls covered post-operation rundowns. The men in brown clothing drove the fueler in a lazy circle, topping off each craft in turn. Red armorers moved the missiles and ammunition racks through the large room on self-propelled trucks. The ordered chaos ran smoothly thanks to the experienced leadership in each field, all dominated by the Master Chief standing on the platform over the room. Every so often the ancient-looking NCO would shout down an obscenity or bark an order, but mostly he spoke softly into his radio and watched the ballet unfold. 
 
                 Kaileen and Cameron reached the metal-plated elevators along the wall. He pressed the call button and leaned against the door, unzipping his flight jacket further to let out more heat. The deck was maintained at a cool sixty degrees so as to maintain the slush hydrogen used in the fighters, as well as the crystal coils in the Griffins and Sparrows. Still, after gliding low over napalm plumes, it was hard to feel anything other than the radiant heat. And he smelled like a barbecue.
 
                 “How long are you going to be gone for?”Kaileen asked. 
 
                 Cameron shrugged, running a hand through his sweat-slicked hair.“They said it was only a few days. A week tops. They need a couple of younger officers to lower the average age of the party. Besides, it’ll be good to see how everyone’s faring over there. Kinda miss the Cove.”
 
                 “I got a message from some of the cadets,”she said with a grin.“The new flight leader tried to break your speed run again.”
 
                 Cameron laughed.“And how did it work out this time?”
 
                 “A melted fusion core and three shattered cells, not to mention the Cove has a new scorch mark clear across Hammer Bay.”She watched him wipe tears from his eyes. It made her feel good, having him smile. It had been too long since she’d seen him do that genuinely.“Have you heard from Josh yet?”
 
                 He wiped his eyes, still feeling the fluttering in his chest.“Just a short note. He still can’t say much, but he looks a lot better. Those last few weeks he was getting pretty thin. Glad to see they’re at least feeding him.”
 
                 The elevator opened and they stepped inside. Two ensigns leaned against the back, chatting quietly about some personal matter. The pilots ignored them. Cameron hit the button for the fourth deck while Kaileen selected the living area. A tone sounded and the lift began to rise, magnets humming along the way. 
 
                 “You should try to see him, when this is over.”She brushed at a loose hair on his face, pushing the strand away from his eyes.“They have to give him leave at least once.”
 
                 Cameron took her hand, massaging her palm between his thumb and forefinger.“We’ll see. I figure he’ll be down there, fighting in the mists with the rest of them. Hell, by the time I get back, we’ll probably be at it with the Boxti.”He flinched at the strain in his voice. Kaileen had made him meet with the station’s counsellor after his third night without sleep. Cameron had been doing fine at the Cove, but returning to a combat rotation played havoc on his nerves. 
 
                 “Admiral Walker seemed pretty sure about the negotiations,”a tiny voice offered. The young ensign stared wide-eyed at Cameron. She was young, only twenty if he had to guess. Still thinking the top brass had all the answers.“Maybe it’s like they say, this was just a shot across the bow.”
 
                 “I was at Tallus,”he said coldly.“They don’t make mistakes when it comes to genocide. They don’t see us as anything other than vermin, and we should treat them the same.”
 
                 “They sent a message to the Admirals.”She looked to her friend for confirmation, but the young man knew better than to join in.“It was a misunderstanding.”
 
                 That set Cameron’s head burning. He glared at the little girl, his eyes piercing.“Then it’s going to turn out to be a fairly costly one for them. We’ve had to burn down whole blocks of housing, people’s homes, to keep this disease from spreading. New Eden is under a thirty-percent quarantine while we try to figure out how to fight off this infection. This was biological warfare, pure and simple.”
 
                 The elevator chimed and came to a stop. Cameron stepped out into the hall, still fuming. Kaileen caught his wrist. 
 
                 “She’s just young.”
 
                 “That’s not an excuse anymore,”he said loud enough for the ensign to hear.
 
                 Kaileen rolled her eyes.“I’ll hit you again, you know?”She pulled him close and kissed his lips.“Take a shower, cool off, and go to your briefing. Talk to Doc Mercer if you need, or the chaplain. I’ll be in my room when you’re done. We’ll see if Josh is available and you can complain about stupid people together. You two always seem to enjoy that.”He mumbled something under his breath.“What was that?”
 
                 He looked up, his tired eyes red from lack of sleep.“The stars haven’t faded yet.”
 
                 She squeezed his hand.“I’ll be here when you get back.”
 
                 Cameron gave her a weak smile, but bobbed his head nonetheless. He knew when she was right, which he hated to admit was almost always. She kissed him again and pushed him away as the door to the elevator shut. He watched the numbers climb higher for a moment before turning and walking down the bright hallway.
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 “What do you mean, treaty?”
 
                 The young Nangolani didn’t dare raise his eyes to the Emperor. Anduin’s temper was well known amongst the refugees. Even if he was just the messenger, there was no point in risking unneeded suffering.“The humans are sending the Ambassador of the planet to discuss an end to the fight.”
 
                 “Ambassador?”Anduin had heard the word used by the High Chancellor. They were the leaders of the planets, heads of the Colonial Pillar.“They allow politicians to play at war with the Horde. That will end very poorly.”
 
                 A tall and emaciated Nangolani walked toward the Emperor, emerging from the shadows at the edge of the throne room. At this late hour, there were very few awake in the mammoth Imperial ship. Dressed in simple clothes, the Royal Magister was hardly noticed.“The humans may not have the resolve we’d hoped for.”
 
                 “Why do you say that?”Anduin asked. 
 
                 The Magister walked softly in a large circle around the elder Nangolani.“We came to them for their compassion, and their sense of right and wrong. We’d hoped that, upon witnessing the brutality of the Boxti, they would become bent on destroying the alien menace.”He paused, gesturing for the messenger to leave.“What we didn’t count on is how that compassion might allow them to fall for the Horde’s trickery.”
 
                 “You believe they will surrender? Choose servitude over annihilation?”
 
                 “Perhaps,”the Magister said.“Not all species have the will to put freedom over all else.”
 
                 Anduin weighed the man’s words. The Magistrate was known for attracting the brightest minds of the Nangolani. Unfortunately, there was a fine line between a cunning mind and a conniving one.“We have come so far, nearly lost all so many times. I bear the burden of our sins alone.”
 
                 “Then maybe you need to show the humans just that. Show them exactly what you have done, what you will do, to keep your people from falling to the Boxti.”He locked eyes with the Emperor.“That may be the only way to keep their attention. That may the only way to save our people.”
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Markov sat in his study looking over the files. To a man, the soldiers had demonstrated remarkable growth in their physical and mental abilities. It was better than he could have ever hoped for, and they hadn’t even reached the true testing stages. Once the suits were ready, he could find out if his team was everything he’d paid for. In a week they could start field trials. Maybe a month before their first mission. And then, once the brass saw his handiwork, more candidates would be sent to Omega. But he was letting his mind get ahead again. Still so much to do, so much work before the payoff. 
 
                 A knock at the door startled him. He found he zoned out more and more often nowadays. It was easy to do; there was so much happening that he couldn’t be bothered to focus on the little things. Thank god for Sasha. The man was sent from Heaven to make sure the program ran smoothly from start to finish, even if he had little idea what the project actually was doing. Markov pressed a button on his intercom and the door slid open. 
 
                 “Speak of the Devil,”Markov said as Sasha walked in.
 
                 The months of hard training showed more on the veteran than his soldiers. Dark circles hung under each eye, and his scar flared red from exertion. Sasha looked around the office, marveling at the rich wood paneling and vast library of medical journals, physics textbooks and tomes on quantum theory. Markov had amassed nothing short of a masterful collection of literature covering every aspect of the program. Most of the journals he’d written himself, while others came from the best minds in the galaxy. There was even a translation of a Nangolani armorer’s guide, though the Martian had little idea what use it would serve. 
 
                 “There’s no one else here,”Sasha said. Markov made a face.“You said‘speak of the Devil,’but you aren’t talking to anyone.”
 
                 “Think of the Devil, then.”He flash that impish, child-like grin he was so fond of wearing. Sasha had become used to the expression, even finding it somewhat endearing. In a way, it reminded him of his old student. Just thinking about himsent chills down the old bear’s spine. Markov made a show of shuffling papers.“What brings you to my humble mess today? Have the candidates spread their wings yet?”
 
                 Sasha shook his head.“The flight isn’t for another hour. They’re in the lab, getting used to those infernal jets. It’s going to take them a few weeks before they’ll be deployable. Sooner if we use older kits.”He lifted a small model from the desk: a four-engined Valkyrie painted a frightful red and black.“We received another call for Dax.”
 
                 Markov squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. He groaned through gritted teeth.“How much longer can we stall?”
 
                 “We can’t. The Governor is involved. That was his office on the line asking for a waiver from training. The situation on Earth is deteriorating faster than expected.”
 
                 Markov looked at his second-in-command, incredulous.“That’s impossible. We can’t stop now, we’ve just started to make progress. Real progress. If we let him go...”
 
                 Sasha shook his head.“We’ll probably be arrested and put in a deep, dark hole for the rest of our lives. I’m not too familiar with the rules of the Grudge, but I’m pretty sure nanomachines fall under‘performance enhancing.’But if we don’t release him, we violate the Treaty of Vegas and end up in a deeper, darker hole. We’d be better off dead than exposed, at least this early.”He paced around the room, twirling a half-chewed cigar in his fingers.“I told you Dax would be a problem. It was only a matter of time before one of the bigger countries called for a ringer. And who else could they want than the Wall of New Freeman?”
 
                 Markov said nothing. He hadn’t heard a word since Sasha had said“better off dead.”A smile formed on his face as he pushed away from his desk and stood.“Sasha, I always knew you were a genius.”He leapt toward a tablet his far wall: a glowing screen with various ideas and equations scratched onto the surface. The doctor picked up a stylus and began to write.“It wouldn’t do to have our project jeopardized because of some political squabble. But we can’t refuse the right of the Grudge without a Colonial court sending a few hundred angry officers our way.”
 
                 Something in his friend’s demeanor scared the elder Martian. He’d seen Markov this way only once before—the same fervor and focus—and it had not ended well for either man.“Markov,”he said.“What is it you are thinking? We have to convince them that Dax is unfit to play. It would not be hard to fake a training accident.”
 
                 “You think too small,”Markov said. His eyes were red from weeks without sleep, and his face was gaunt from skipping meals.“We can’t pretend Dax is hurt every time the draft comes out. We need something more permanent. Something they cannot dispute.”
 
                 Sasha knew better than to interfere now. No objection he made, no matter how sound, would faze the obsessed scientist. He figured he could always talk him down later, after the initial excitement had settled.“What do you need.”
 
                 The smaller man turned, smiling like a child with a new toy.“I need bodies.”He didn’t wait for a response, but turned from his shocked companion and resumed writing on the board. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Josh had never felt more alive. The wind tugged at his jumpsuit, roaring in his ears and stretching the skin on his face. His heart pounded loud enough to be heard as much as felt. Below, the ground raced toward him, reaching up to snatch him from the sky. He turned his head slightly, as he’d been instructed, and let his peripheral vision take over. Dax and Liane fell to his right, while Pierre and Cho dropped above and to the left. 
 
                 The training had been surprisingly simple. Although the Mark III was far removed from the original design, it wasn’t altogether different from other gliders the military utilized. Josh and Alexa both had their Airborne pins, and the rest of the soldiers were eager to earn their own. Dax had been a different story. He’d never been a fan of heights, and the idea of dropping from a reasonably safe shuttle to ride a sheet of mystery material to the ground didn’t make a lot of sense. Still, he’d suited up with the rest and prepared to jump. 
 
                 An overwhelming sense of deja vu struck Josh. The altimeter, a strap running around his wrist, began to warn of the approaching height limit. A small metal prong tapped on the inside of his wrist, growing steadily faster as the numbers ran down. At the same time, the wind picked up a high pitch, whistling as he tore down through the clouds. He panicked, his chest heaving in and out but not drawing in air. Tumbling toward the ground at terminal velocity, Josh struggled to breathe. In his flailing, he pressed in the release plate on his chest, deploying the suit. 
 
                 Wings shot out of either side of the pack as the engines rotated down. With the sudden resistance, Josh jolted to the side and began to spiral. The turn became tighter and tighter, the g-force squeezing his head until he thought it would burst. His vision burned red, then began to darken. A tunnel formed and the world shrank smaller and smaller. Using his legs he tried to break the turn, but the wind pushed back too hard. He barely had the strength to grit his teeth as the ground rushed forward. 
 
                 A sudden weight took his breath away, knocking him hard to the right, and Josh fell straight again. He looked to the side as Dax raced past, his wings vibrating. Back in control, activated his jets to gain speed and felt his fall turn into a glide. He eased his ankles back and suddenly he was flying. He soared through the sky, joining his fellow soldiers in a tight formation. It felt natural, just thinking and letting the wireless interface link with his nanomachines. He barely had to look to the left and his body would bank in a perfect arch until he decided to be righted. A sound caught his attention, and it took him a moment to realize he was laughing. 
 
                 Alexa drifted up alongside smiling from ear to ear. Her hair had been pulled tight when they’d left the shuttle, but wind and her own acrobatics had pulled the strands loose. She rolled completely around Josh, graceful as a falcon. It became clear to all the soldiers the power such maneuverability allowed. They practiced their formations, using hand and arm signals to communicate. Even with sound-dampening equipment in their helmets, it was difficult to speak. Josh crossed his wrists to form an X, the symbol to break to avoid incoming fire. Each soldier went in a different direction and zipped away to safety. 
 
                 A chime alerted Josh to an automated message. The sound of rushing air died out.“All units, flight training is complete for the day.”Groans echoed over the net.“Land at field Helo Two and prepare for debrief.”
 
                 As one, the soldiers angled down toward the ground. Cho seemed to be having the most trouble controlling his suit, though he was still managing. Alexa was the clear leader of the pack, though Liane and Pierre were close behind. Josh understood why the nanomachines were necessary for the equipment. Without the Mark III reacting to his impulses, it would take months of training to achieve what they had in a day. And the MCUs provided that extra layer of control over the finicky wings. There was clearly much to learn, and actually utilizing the suits in combat would be a completely different story, but it was motivating to finally see a glimpse of the future for which they had been chosen. 
 
                 The simulation ended with a rush of air as the gliders flared out above the ground. Josh and his fellow soldiers awoke seated in comfortable chairs, their faces damp with sweat despite the cool room. Doctors removed VR pads from their foreheads, coiling the wires and hanging the devices in leather harnesses. It took a long, disoriented minute before the vertigo ebbed. Josh closed his eyes and waited for the spinning to slow down before trying to sit up.
 
                 Alexa couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. If reality was half as amazing as the sims, she couldn’t wait. Dax hobbled over, woozy on his feet. Alexa and Pierre supported him under each arm, though they were hardly better off. Liane and Cho remained in their seats and chatted. Fares bin Sharif, the quiet combat medic, remained in deep thought. 
 
                 “That went better than last time,”Dax said, breathing heavy.“Didn’t think sims could ever get me this worked up.”
 
                 Josh smiled, wiping his face down with a hand towel.“I swear, the longer I know you the less I can believe you were ever a star athlete.”A technician handed out water bottles full of sweet-tasting liquid and Josh gulped it down eagerly. 
 
                 “I never said I was a star athlete. They paid me to be big and scary.”
 
                 Liane squeezed Dax’s bicep.“The great Wall of New Freeman. It had a nice ring to it.”He flexed and she giggled.
 
                 Josh eased himself up and out of the chair, standing slowly so the blood wouldn’t rush to his head. His face contorted and he wavered, losing his balance. Alexa slipped out from underneath Dax and caught her lieutenant, steadying him with a hand on his chest. She placed a palm against his temple, feeling the heat coming off his face. 
 
                 “You’re hot,”she said. 
 
                 Josh grinned wide.“Thanks for noticing.”
 
                 She pushed him into his chair, and Dax and Pierre joined him in laughing. Alexa blushed red, but she let out a little smile. Fares appeared behind them with Cho and Pierre at his side. He pushed into the center of the group, eyes bright. 
 
                 “I’ve come up with a name,”he said. 
 
                 Josh managed to calm down enough to ask,“for what?”
 
                 “Us. Who we are, as a team.”Fares paused for effect.“We are the hidden hand of Allah, the chosen few to smite down evil before they can spread their filth to the rest of the world. We are Alkul Areysi.”
 
                 “What does that mean?”Liane asked. 
 
                 Fares looked around at his fellow soldiers, his expression breaking into an excited grin.“Archangels.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
   February 19, 2237
 
    
 
                 The moons rose low over the hills, illuminating the city of the dead. Paradise Point had days before been written off as a lost cause, too overrun with infected humans and animals to be gainfully retaken by armed forces. Without help, the surviving citizens had no chance against the ever-growing population of monsters. By luck or design, the creatures preferred to remain out of sight during the day and hunt at night, which afforded the civilians precious hours to attempt an escape. So far, however, no one had made it out alive. 
 
                 Inside their own little fortress, Timothy and Mary scraped at the last bits of food from the pharmacy. There hadn’t been much; a few cans of vegetables left from some charity drive days before, and candy bars. Mary hadn’t eaten the chocolate at first, telling her father she didn’t want to ruin her dinner. He had laughed then, like it was all a game. That had been at the beginning, when help was just around the corner and this was all just a short-lived nightmare. 
 
                 Now the real food was all gone. Mary picked at an empty can of cat food she’d discovered in a back office, and Timothy tightened his belt and drank more water. At least the screams had stopped a few days before. There had been dozens of voices at first, calling out of help or asking if anyone was still alive. The monster found them easily. Then there had been raiding parties banging around in adjacent shops. After a bloody fight they were gone as well. All the while, father and daughter remained silent and hidden. 
 
                 “Do you want the rest, daddy?”She held out the tin, pointing to the final sliver of meat and grease tucked into the folded metal. Her eyes were red, from sleep depravation more than tears. 
 
                 Timothy waved her off.“I’m not hungry, sweetie. You go ahead.”
 
                 “When did you eat?”She knew the answer. In that moment she sounded like her mother.“You have to stay strong, dad. I need you to.”
 
                 “I know. I just thought...”He stopped at a sudden noise. At first he shrank back from the boarded window, thinking it was another group of them. But the high-pitched whine grew in intensity until he could make out the chop of rotors underneath. His pulse raced. A rescue!
 
                 “Anyone who can hear this message,”a voice blasted down from unseen speakers.“This is Sergeant First Class Zev Perez. Your city is overrun. If you’re in shelter and safe, stay put. Don’t try to escape the city.” 
 
                 Timothy sat down and pulled Mary close, kissing her forehead. He had prayed for help to arrive, but days of this horror had withered his hope. 
 
                 “In two days, elements from the Fort Metts strategic reserve will deploy into Paradise Point. We’re going to bring out survivors. Hang something yellow from a window or rooftop so we can find you, and stay in one place. I say again, put out something yellow and we will find you. Just a little longer, please. Give us two more nights. We are coming.”Engines roared and the voice was gone, letting silence fall.
 
                 Timothy looked at his daughter, smiling for the first time that week. His strength was back, fueled by adrenaline and the promise of finally leaving this hell. He ran around the store, sorting through piles of junk until he found a bright yellow raincoat. Ripping open the packaging, he went to the window and push the material through, careful not to let it slip out. He turned to his daughter, bristly face breaking into another grin.
 
                 “Two days. We’re leaving in two days.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Hive Mind
 
    
 
   “Personally, I don’t think anyone has the right to criticize the general’s decision. I was there, I was on the ground with those things every day. There wasn’t a choice in the matter. It was fight or flight, and enough people had died by that point. I’m only mad he didn’t make the call sooner. Might have saved a few million more lives.”
 
    
 
                                                           SFC Zev Perez
 
                                                           Platoon Sergeant
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   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   February 21, 2237
 
    
 
                 “It’s not stupid,”Cameron said.“It’s a huge honor.”He shifted in his chair, running a hand over his face. Josh stared back at him from the monitor, barely stifling a laugh. The pilot frowned, but he could hardly blame his friend. He was holding his phone out in one hand, the camera faced to show the room in the background. The Executive Ballroom of Imperion One was a monstrously extravagant amphitheater in the center of the top deck. Huge windows looked out on the stars surrounding the Colorum Belt. Though the green and blue nebulae outside of Eros would have provided a more spectacular view, safety concerns brought the official party to the secured sector. 
 
                 As Cameron panned around the room, past the sea of politicians, several members of the crowd stood out. At each door, dressed in the flowery colors of the long-dead Empire, were soldiers of the Guard. Actually, Cameron thought, they’re more like male models playing members of the Guard. The traditional dress uniform of the Imperial Guard was a ridiculously pompous affair. Scarlet and purple cloth covered the models from head to foot, with bright gold buttons and fringed shoulder boards. A long silver or bronze stripe ran down the top of the coat from the collar to both arms, designating rank. Blood red boots of polished leather reflected the lights overhead. Unlike the Dress Grays Cameron wore, the uniform of the Guard had no awards or medals; not that these actors had earned any to wear.               
 
                 During the latter years of the Empire Americana, when the entirety of Earth began to rebel and the mighty Legion fell, the Purple and Red were the last true line of defense against the coming armies. All were men of incredible character and value, with a record to rival any nation’s best. When the Imperial military surrendered arms at Vienna, only the Guard remained in place around the Emperor’s Estate. Numbering at exactly one thousand, they held off the Seven Divisions for almost a week of nonstop fighting. They laid down their lives to a man, buying precious moments for the Emperor’s family to escape in a shuttle for Luna. The last Guard, a sergeant named Alberto Nova, managed to single-handedly stop the pressing forces for an hour before succumbing to multiple gunshot wounds. Only minutes later, the Emperor conceded the fight and surrendered himself to the authority of the Seven Divisions and the judgement of the people of Earth. 
 
                 After the trial, but before the public execution, the Emperor made a final request of the tribunal. His family was to be left alone, to live out their lives free of the burden and shame of his name. And, Sergeant Nova’s sacrifice was to be honored by future generations. Much to the surprise of the citizens of Earth, the requests were accepted. It became the one legacy Norton left behind that wasn’t reviled. For years, soldiers who demonstrated unflinching courage in the face of battle or unchallenged fortitude against overwhelming odds received the Nova Cross.
 
                 But the military ceased using the medal after only thirty years. It was true that Sergeant Nova had served above and beyond the call of duty and was an exemplary soldier, but that didn’t forgive the atrocities committed by the Imperial Guard. Over the course of Emperor Norton’s thirty years running the constantly growing Americas, millions of citizens had been starved, oppressed or killed under the crimson boots of the“Emperor’s Chosen.”As the Seven Divisions became the United Earth Council, most people found the thought of honoring the tyrannical regime somewhere between mildly amusing and outright insulting. The armies of the galaxy summarily dropped usage of the medal. In fact, the only members of any organization still utilizing the award were politicians. 
 
                 Josh marveled at the absurdity of the event.“So they honor their most prestigious members by comparing them to stormtroopers?”He shook his head.“I don’t think I’ll ever get politics.”
 
                 “It’s not even politics,”Cameron said.“It’s a pageant. They strut around in their expensive suits and look sharp for the cameras. Then someone asks them how they feel about the war or the Nangolani, and depending on which side of the fence pays the bills they’ll take one side or another.”
 
                 “That’s some bullshit.”
 
                 Cameron nodded vigorously.“I know, right?”He wasn’t watching where he walked and bumped into a short, fat man in a rather bland blue suit. The pilot apologized, walking away quickly before he could be entangled in one of the many boring conversations that dotted the room. Waiters crisscrossed the chattering masses carrying trays of posh pre-dinner treats, each harder to pronounce than the last. Cameron snatched a pastry filled with spiced meat and popped it into his mouth.“One thing I can say, these guys know how to eat.”
 
                 “How’s Kaileen?”Josh asked. 
 
                 Cameron shrugged.“She’s lonely back on the station. They have her running the bomber ops now. She’s gonna make captain before me. But that’s fine, I’ve always had a thing for a hot superior officer.”
 
                 Josh nodded.“It should be on everyone’s list, right after sexy librarian and pirate.”
 
                 The pilot looked off camera as someone called out his name.“I guess that’s my cue. I’m supposed to be walking with the color guard to open the event. I’ll get to meet the High Chancellor.”
 
                 “Is he worth meeting?”
 
                 “I don’t know. You ask anyone about the HC and they either hate him or love him. There’s no middle ground. If he’s like the rest of these guys, he’ll just be boring. But boring about reallyimportant stuff.”
 
                 Josh shook his head.“And now you’re surrounded by the sycophants and leeches this type of business spawns. I don’t know, I couldn’t take the detail and not lose it. I’d end up getting drunk and mouthing off to a governor or councilor and getting duty off of Titan or something.”
 
                 “That’s right,”Cameron said.“You’ve never been to Titan. Sector has a special post there for new pilots. If the cold doesn’t get to you, the finicky gravity generators will.”
 
                 “Just another reason I prefer active duty, and on the ground.”
 
                 Bells rang out over the loudspeaker and a pleasant female voice asked patrons to leave their drinks on the tables and enter the room. Cameron looked into his phone and grinned wide.“Looks like I’m on.”
 
                 “Don’t go native on me, Cam. I can’t be friends with a staffer.”
 
                 Cameron laughed.“They couldn’t afford me.”He held up a hand to someone off screen.“Hey, after this I should have some leave worked up. If your sector is clear of the quarantine, meet me on the station for some R&R. Kaileen has a friend she thinks you’ll like.”
 
                 “I’m in. I’ll find out soon about leave.”He looked over his shoulder and grinned as Dax entered the screen.“Dude, say hi to Cam.”
 
                 Dax smiled until all his teeth were visible.“Cam, man. I haven’t seen you in months. You gotta my boy Josh up with some of those smokin’flygirls. And save one for me.”
 
                 “They don’t grow pilots that can handle you, D.”A hand grabbed his shoulder.“All right, I gotta run.  Stay safe, buddy.”
 
                 “Stop crashing, flyboy.” 
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Ray and Mara stood out on the balcony, watching the intense traffic flow that surrounded the building. Eight tiered lanes of hovering trucks, cars and haulers ran bumper to bumper in every direction. The glowing trails stretched endlessly into the distance, the reflections casting flickering patterns off the windows of the surrounding buildings. Night in London hadn’t changed much in the last two centuries. The wind blew in off the Thames cold and smelling of saltwater. The streets were still mostly paved, though high-speed magnetic freeways were finally in production. Governor McCalahan wanted to protect the culture of the city as much as possible, but often conceded to the needs of the still-growing metropolis. 
 
                 The TSI Advanced Development Program was a deceptively named group based out of the British isle. In the public’s eye,the ADP was a research team for the scientific branch of the Initiative. Trillions of dollars disappeared into experimental programs that launched countless satellites into the sky, each destined for new and exciting discoveries. In reality, the advertisement for the satellites cost more than the combined parts of the rockets. The rest of the money filtered through dozens of front corporations, ending at a bank account known as the Discretionary Fund. From there, TSI and several governmental agencies used the collateral to begin wildly imaginative and top secret projects, as well as conduct research that needed to be kept from prying eyes. 
 
                 Chavez had driven his team hard, but the results spoke volumes. In just a few short months they had discovered battle strategies, unit designators and carrier groupings. The Boxti, though incredibly advanced and ruthlessly efficient, were not very different from any other Navy. They ran on their stomachs, as the adage went, and supporting elements followed them in packs toward the rear of the formations. They cared little for their dead, allowing derelicts to drift free until they succumbed to the nearest gravitational force. In each engagement they focused on mid-level frigates first before moving on to capital ships. Terrans trained to use frigates to support both fighter movement and capital ship offensives, and having their middlemen cut out severely hampered the defendability of the group. That the aliens had adapted so quickly to a new enemy was remarkable, and somewhat telling about their military prowess. In each engagement witnessed, the doctrine was sound. All except one. 
 
                 Ray ran his fingers through his thick hair, noting absently that he needed a haircut when he had a day off. His heart wouldn’t stop pounding. Not after tonight. A light drizzle began to fall, but neither scientist made any move to go inside. The sounds of the city floated around them, all of it just white noise. 
 
                 “What will you do?”Mara asked.
 
                 Ray sighed, longing for a cigarette. He’d never gotten into the habit, having grown up in a house stained gray with smoke. But at times like this he remembered how relaxed his father seemed after a puff or two.“I have to report it. They need to know.”
 
                 She nodded, but clearly loathed the inevitability.“I can’t stay if you do. None of us should. It won’t be safe.”Rain matted her hair across her face, and she brushed the damp strands aside.“Not that we deserve any better.”              
 
                 “If it’s true,”Ray said.“This is raw data, it could mean anything.” 
 
                 Mara turned to face him. He’d found it easier to read her expressions, having worked so closely with the alien during the project. Or maybe she’d just adopted human quirks. Her eyes were narrow, eyebrows raised and spread. It wasn’t regret, but horror and despair. 
 
                 “They fought as one mind at Tallus and New Eden. In every battle with my people it has been the same overwhelming swarm. But here, above your planet, they were in disarray.”Her hand went to her eyes, wiping more than rain away.“Unless we were pursued by the worst elements of their Navy, those were not Boxti warships in your skies. It was a trick.”
 
                 That’s not the worst of it, Ray thought. When Mara had made the sickening proposition, had suggested that the Nangolani faked the battle over Earth, he had immediately dismissed it. How else could the Boxti have found the humans at Tallus? Or New Eden? 
 
                 There had been a signal recorded at Luna and Tallus, a relay buoy that called in the invading forces. For months, it was the only known trace of the Boxti communication band. Then, after the invasion of New Eden, Ray had compared the two signals listening for a match. His hope had been to break into the aliens’communications. What he’d found was something else entirely. Boxti traffic operated on a low power, long distance FTL broadcast tuned to a specific frequency. In playback, it gave off a distinct Khuum. But the sounds heard over Luna and Tallus had been much higher in pitch, and a short band. Tim.
 
                 Ray pushed away from the railing and paced the balcony. He couldn’t look at her, not feeling the way he did. Wretched, he thought. I never understood that word until now.“Would they do it?”He bit his lip, trying to control the burning sensation in his chest.“Your leaders, would they sign off on it?”
 
                 “They had to,”she said.“Anduin knows all and sees all.”
 
                 Ray couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t said Emperor Anduin. There came a knock at the glass door behind them, and a young intern poked his head out. Ray motioned for him to speak, as the young man seemed starstruck by the Nangolani. It sometimes seemed hard to remember that aliens had been real to humans for less than a year. 
 
                 “Dr. Chavez is ready for your report, sir.”The intern’s eyes darted back and forth between the human and the alien. Mara, for her part, made no reaction.“He’s waiting for you in his office.”
 
                 Ray nodded and the intern disappeared back inside.“I can buy you time,”he said.“Let you get in touch with your government. Maybe there’s another explanation.”
 
                 She shook her head.“You’ve never experienced life as a refugee. No home, no concept of safety. Every day we woke up thinking the enemy would finally close in, finally destroy us. I was born onto the Gomatta. I’d never seen the sky from a planet’s surface until coming to Earth. Imagine being Anduin and living that nightmare, with the pain of your failure to save Nangol eating at you every day. What would you do to secure the future of your people? There is no doubt in my mind that he would stage such a battle, coax you into taking our side. I was the one who made the initial report on contacting Humanity. It wasn’t as an ally in war, not back then, but I remember the words I used.”She looked out at the lines of traffic, the rain soaking her clothing and running down her face.“‘Humanity is an honorable race, one that longs to see justice in all aspects of life. They will rush to defend the downtrodden, taking on incredible odds but always overcoming adversity.’Could Anduin have found a better target for his farce?”
 
                 Ray couldn’t find his tongue. He lowered his head and walked back inside, leaving the glass door half open. He stopped just past the threshold and turned to face Mara.“They’ll say terrible things.”Her head raised, confusion spread across her face.“When this gets out, the politicians and talking heads on TV will make you out to be monsters. I want you to know that I’m here, if you need me.”
 
                 She smiled, her teeth white against her black lips. Stress was written across her face in deep lines, but she put on a brave front.“Thank you, Ray. I hope to be strong enough to weather what is coming.”She faced the rain, putting her hands against the chilled railing.“I pray we can all be strong.”
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 The event began with as much fanfare as possible, down to the orchestra playing a rousing rendition of the Rise of the Sea, the oft-neglected prelude to the Federate’s Anthem. Dozens of well-dressed wait staff ensured no glass remained uncharged long enough for the patrons to sober. Even with delegates from every major political party bumping elbows and spilling drinks, the atmosphere was too enjoyable to fight. It was everything Alexander had needed, and everything he hated. His argument with Jerry the day before left him raw, and a part of him itched for a fight. More than anything, he wanted to go to New Eden to parlay with the aliens. The entire cabinet agreed that was a terrible idea, and locked the High Chancellor in his own ship. 
 
                 Planning for the gala started not long after contact with the Nangolani, but hadn’t reached full swing until the attacks in New York. Now, with the future of the Earth government in such dire straits, the High Chancellor’s advisors felt that the celebration was the only card left to play. If Alexander couldn’t get the rest of the Council to see the lack of sense in the citizenry of their home planet, it wouldn’t matter if Kerrigan took the office. There wouldn’t be a point in saving a species that so willingly allowed tyrants to take the throne. 
 
                 Jerry had to remind him that there was another side to the dinner. Tensions between the humans and Nangolani were beyond a breaking point. On Earth, the aliens needed armed escorts to walk the streets, even in Vienna. Violent demonstrations plagued the few embassies that remained, and what had started as silent protests had escalated to a number of executions. The Net was filled with ghastly videos of scientists and physicians captured from their dormitories and murdered, often after hours of sadistic torture. It was worse than xenophobia; there was true malice in the acts. With Arthur’s help, Jerry hoped the event would help build a better rapport between the aliens and the general public, at least in a top-down way. 
 
                 And the Nangolani royalty were represented in a big way. Magistrates Kadrine, Botont and Flur, as well as their extensive entourages, marched up and down the event floor, shaking hands and chatting away. The dignitaries seemed old hat at chumming with human politicians, and made quick headway at building better relations. Just talking to one of the aliens in such a comfortable if formal event held great sway over the mayors and governors and councilors. Near the head table, chatting with Admiral Gilroy and Vice Chancellor Kristoff, Emperor Anduin stood straight and proud. Even at his diminutive height, his presence demanded attention. He wore a beautifully cut suit with an ankle-length overcoat. Gold lining covered the black fabric, and multicolored medals and icons hung from his collar to his waist. Strangely absent from the Emperor’s side was the Royal Magister, the second-in-command of the alien race.
 
                 Nearby, Fleet brass grouped together to attack the buffet. Admiral Gilroy’s uniform was impeccably pressed and clean, with each brass button catching the light at just the right angle. The left side of his jacket bore his military history in row after row of campaign ribbons. On the right half, citations and awards hung down toward his belt. The most impressive, however, was the medal around his neck. Held in place with triple-corded gray fabric laced with crimson threads was a golden coin bearing the soaring falcon of the Colonial Federate. The Medallion of the Unchallenged had been the highest honor a soldier could earn for almost one hundred and fifty years. Gilroy wore the only one in the room.
 
                 The Admiral drained the last drop from his third glass of bourbon, placing the drink down on a nearby table with a loud thud. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and ran a hand down his sweaty, red face. He wandered toward the alien Emperor, a sour expression growing.“I hope you at least appreciate the trouble we went to throwing this event.”Gilroy surveyed the room for another drink. He sneered as his eyes fell on a costumed member of the Guard.“Such a disgrace.”
 
                 “What is that, Admiral?”Anduin asked. The elder Nangolani had barely spoken a word since boarding Imperion One. He seemed ill at ease, lost in a thought that never ended. His weathered face was stoic, barely creasing into a smile when approached by members of the press.
 
                 Gilroy scoffed.“All these blue-blooded pricks dressing up to impress each other, then handing out awards like they’ve earned any of them. Always turns my stomach.”
 
                 “Then why attend such a function?”
 
                 “As if I have a choice.”He looked down at the alien, eyes glazed.“When you put on this many stars, you have to learn to play the game. It becomes as much politics as knowing how to fight a war. And they’re not even letting me do that. I should be back in Africa dragging that arrogant fuck Von Braun behind my truck.”He caught a passing flute of champagne and threw it back. The glass was back on the waiter’s tray a second later.
 
                 Anduin’s lips tightened into a thin smile.“And how does one balance fighting a war with playing a game?”              
 
                 “Not well.”Gilroy turned as a young woman approached with a new tumbler of scotch. He nodded in appreciation, already bringing the drink to his mouth.“Nowadays it’s the generals and rear admirals running most of the show. Takes the fun out of getting promoted, if you ask me.”
 
                 Anduin didn’t answer. He had found a more interesting subject across the room. Jerry and Arthur, lacking their boss, entered the gallery. Gilroy continued his tirade, but the alien paid no attention. He worked through the evening’s schedule in his mind, preparing for what would be the most important speech he would ever deliver. His race had never taken an affection to oration like the humans, but Anduin studied the art. Like all things in his life, he focused his attention on what was important until he had it perfected. Now it was time to test his mettle. 
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 Zev found it hard to stand still. Everything about his situation made him extremely uncomfortable. They stood inside a large tent, centered between the Boxti fortress and the siege line. Captain Grahams stood at parade rest, his hands clasped tight behind his back. To his right was General of the Armies Casey, acting strategic commander for New Eden. Seated at the table in the center of the room, her hair just right, sat Ambassador Maria Gutierrez. The rest of their contingent, armed security details, guarded the entrance and hovered in the shadows. 
 
                 Then there was the other side. Zev knew somewhere in his mind that this was an historic occasion; the first real contact with the Boxti. But all he could feel was fear. Aside from the four-armed giant lumbering in the center of the group, the entire squad seemed comprised of abominations from the darkest nightmares of a horror writer. Two of the creatures, armed with thorn-covered clubs, resembled skinned wolves walking upright. Long, greasy spines covered their backs, trailing down to their legs. Near the door were the heavy muscle, three-eyed ogres with bifurcated jaws and thin sharp teeth. Standing directly behind their leader, and acting as skittish as Zev felt, was an urchin-like being with a furry one-eyed face extending from a veined stalk. It shifted from side to side on its many legs, chittering to itself.
 
                 Then there was the smell. Something underneath the layers of sweat and dirt, beyond the reek of gasoline and fire and death that permeated the air. A putrid penetrating aroma drifted out from the alien commander. Zev found it hard to place, but figured it was in the same family as ammonia. He fought to keep his eyes from watering. 
 
                 “Can we begin?”Maria asked. The soldier had to admit, the politician had stones. She had hardly blinked when the monstrous creatures entered the parlay tent. It had been their request that led to the meeting, but tensions were high nonetheless. 
 
                 The four-armed creature spoke, its voice a rough baritone. The urchin creature clicked in response and walked to the side of the table, near Maria’s young aide. It raised a long thin arm and wrapped it around the boy’s neck. He seized up, gripping at the appendage. Immediately the soldiers drew their weapons and shouted. 
 
                 Zev pulled his pistol and pointed it at the alien leader.“Let him go!”
 
                 “Do you wish to speak or not,”the aide said in a low whisper.“I do not know your language, and this process could be very lengthy.”The alien whistled and its eye dropped down into the furry body.“I promise, the boy will not be harmed by this process.”
 
                 All eyes turned to the Ambassador as the weapons stayed trained on the arrayed host of beasts. No one moved. Zev concentrated on his breathing, trying to keep his pistol steady as his heart pounded in his ribcage. Sweat poured down his face and into his eyes, stinging and burning. Across from him, a lizard-faced alien shifted uneasily. Its golden eyes darted between Zev and the other humans, while its three-fingered hands flexed around a stubby machine pistol. For a moment, Zev shared a look with the creature and felt a strange connection. We both don’t want to be here.
 
                 The sergeant felt a hand on his shoulder. Captain Grahams motioned for the soldiers to back off.“OK,”the captain said.“Let’s all just calm down.”He eased his finger off the trigger, raising his pistol toward the ceiling.“You asked us here to talk. So talk.”
 
                 “Call me Shix,”the aide said.“I am translator and navigator for the esteemed Warlord Eruk djun Tolan.”At this, the four-armed creature stood and grunted. Its plated skin crackled with each movement.“Our leader does not learn new languages, so it is up to me to communicate with you. Please lower your weapons and we can begin.”
 
                 The humans safetied their rifles and backed down, though not without a good amount of posturing and sneering. Maria put a hand over her chest to slow the pounding of her heart, casting a wary eye toward her repurposed assistant. Eruk, the Boxti Warlord, crossed both sets of arms in a familiar fashion, but his face revealed nothing. 
 
                 “Shix,”Maria said.“What are your demands?”
 
                 The aide laughed, the sound so sudden and out of place that half the room jumped.“I want nothing more than a warm pond and an endless supply of drachni. I want to see my sun-spawn, to know the name of my youngest. I want that my sky had never seen the shadow of the Boxti. But that is not what you meant. You ask what Eruk djun Tolan would demand of you, or rather, what our Lord King commands. I will allow him to speak, but understand that this is considered a great honor for an unknown species. Please, for your own sake, do not interrupt.”
 
                 Eruk straightened, towering over the humans with his head just inches from the roof of the tent. His face was unreadable, a mask of muscle and bone spurs. To Zev it was the most alien face he had ever seen, despite vague humanoid characteristics. The room went silent as the Warlord began to speak in the Cthanul language, a sound like axes chopping at trees. Shix translated after every few sentences. 
 
                 “By right of the Ruall, and in accordance with the wishes of our great Lord King, I begin this ritual. I am Eruk djun Tolan, Vanguard of the Tralank Vol, Warlord of the Boxti and honored disciple of His will. I am the right hand of the Horde, ordained by the Cleric Fulk to speak with the voice of the Druuma and carry out the commands of the Sovereign.”He stopped suddenly, looking down at Maria with interest. 
 
                 Taking her cue, Maria stood and spoke. Shix translated back into the alien dialect.“My name is Maria Gutierrez, Ambassador and keeper of the planet New Eden. I am chair to the Council of Eros, and I speak with the voice of the Human race. I demand to know what brought you to our skies and by what right you seek a war.”
 
                 Eruk absorbed the information, seething at the woman’s words. Spines bristled along his muscular back.“The human race chose to accelerate its advancement into the Boxti horde. You had not been contacted by an Acolyte, nor even selected for observation. There is little your species has to offer the Great Conquest, other than planets to use as garrison. But in its infinite wisdom, the Lord King has decided to offer a chance to settle the dispute with little more bloodshed.”
 
                 The humans visibly relaxed at hearing this. Maria smiled and sat back down in her chair.“I am more than willing to hear your terms, Eruk djun Tolan. Please, tell me how we can bring this conflict to a peaceful resolution.”
 
                 Shix seemed to deflate, shrinking even further into his furry body.“You are given the same choice as thousands of civilizations before you. The recent fighting has proven your warriors worthy of honor. It is therefore offered that you accept conversion to the great conquest, allowing your warriors the right of the thrall, and joining the horde as an Initiate race. In time, if you prove your devotion to the Lord King, you will be afforded the chance to submit candidates to the Clerics to become Ruall.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,”Maria said.“I don’t understand.”
 
                 The aide spoke, and by the shaking timber of his voice Zev could tell that Shix was speaking freely.“It is the Ultimatum, the command given over to every civilization that has come before, and all that will come after. Join the Boxti, or face complete destruction.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Sparks flew as metal hit metal. Josh dodged an overhand strike, narrowly avoiding the thin blade aimed at his shoulder. He countered with a low swing and tagged his opponent’s leg. A buzzer sounded as the contact armor activated and Pierre fell to the ground clutching his shin. The assembled crowd roared and cheered. Another foe bested. 
 
                 They had all questioned the training. Swords did not belong on a modern battlefield. Most warfare took place in the skies over the planet, and ground forces relied on tried and true gun-and-run fighting. Sasha, a veteran of the Martian mines, had persisted and slowly they were all coming around. The swords were light and fast, folded carbonite with a titanium alloy and diamond whiskers. A nearly indestructible weapon, the katanas were now seen as extensions of their fighting tactics. Rifles jam. Ammunition is finite. But in close combat, nothing compared to a trained soldier with a powerful blade. 
 
                 Josh was the savant of the group, knocking down the competition as quickly as it came up. Sasha often told them that it was a talent he could enforce but not give over and it had proven true. Alexa was fast and capable, but lacked the confidence to overtake her enemy. Fares had agility, but no power. Even Dax struggled, trying too often to muscle past his partner instead of using the techniques they had been taught. All of the Archangels had made definite progress. 
 
                 “The match goes to the lieutenant,”Sasha said.“That’s it for today. You all need to keep practicing, work through the katas and find your centers of balance. I promise you, this will save your life one day.”
 
                 Cho groaned. He was the holdout of the group.“I’m still not getting it, sergeant.”
 
                 “You’re just mad because you lost to a girl,”Liane shot back. She had nearly taken his head off with a perfect cross strike, and it didn’t look like she would let that go easily. Fares clapped her on the shoulder and smiled. 
 
                 “You have the rest of the day to practice. There will be no more formal training until PT tomorrow morning.”Sasha turned to Josh and grinned.“They’re all yours, sir.”He saluted and started back toward the facility. 
 
                 Winter was ebbing, or at least that’s what the members of the scientific team were saying. It was hard to believe as the temperature only wanted to dip lower and lower, below twenty most mornings. The soldiers huddled together for warmth, blowing into their frozen hands to generate the smallest amount of heat. Dax wore his fleece jacket over his training uniform and still shivered, each shaky breath frosting in front of his face. He jogged over to his friend, his face red from the cold. 
 
                 “It’s like you were born with one of those grafted to your arm.”
 
                 Josh laughed.“I don’t know, it’s just natural. Maybe I was a ninja in a past life.”He twirled the training blade around his wrist.“Joshua-san, the Jewish ninja warrior.”
 
                 “You were an idiot in a past life,”Alexa said, skipping over to join them.“Sir.”
 
                 Dax nudged Josh’s shoulder. He motioned for him to follow and led his former squad members into the hall. 
 
                 “What is it?”Josh asked. 
 
                 Dax and Alexa snickered.“Trust us,”Alexa said.“You’re going to want to be a part of this.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Well that went well,”the Ambassador said. She had led the small parlay party back to a secluded tent in the forward operating base. Once security had been posted, the politician kicked off her shoes and collapsed onto a cot, staring up at the canvas ceiling. She’d been silent the entire ride, immersed in her own thoughts. 
 
                 On the other hand, Captain Grahams and General Casey hadn’t stopped talking since the meeting ended with an ultimatum. They called the rest of the units, mustering in preparation for an attack. Grahams ordered every tank put into fighting pits, while General Casey warned Admiral Walker to prepare Fleet for battle. The pipe dream of ending this war amicably went up in flames, and the mood was sufficiently somber. 
 
                 Zev rested against a support pole, chewing on his lower lip. He’d thought the horrors of the quarantine zones had been bad enough, but nothing could have prepared him for what just happened. The human race was just given an expiration date.
 
                 “General,”Maria said.“I’m open to suggestions.”
 
                 General Casey had tried to argue with the alien warlord, but his words fell on deaf ears. After stating their case, the delegation of carnival horrors had left the humans alone in the tent.“We need to contact the High Chancellor and the Pillar leaders. Ground forces should prepare for movement within the week. It’s time to wrap up our actions in the infected cities as well.”
 
                 “Sir,”Zev started.“We should evacuate civilians now, while it’s quiet.”
 
                 General Casey shook his head.“When we tried that two weeks ago, the Boxti armada nearly started back up. They react to any movement with force.”
 
                 “We can’t do nothing, sir.”Captain Grahams stepped closer to the general.“There are billions of lives at stake here. We can at least prep the Arks for launch, have people warned about what’s coming.”
 
                 “I don’t want to start a panic.”
 
                 “Trust me,”Maria said, sitting up.“People are already panicking.”She stood, pressing out wrinkles in her skirt.“They started when an alien race invaded the Sol System, kept it going while a sovereign colony burned to ashes, and reached a breaking point when the mighty Fleet couldn’t stop a biological attack on their homes.”She stared down each military man in turn.“We need to think about the safety of our citizens right now, not their emotions. But I do agree that evacuation is too hasty, especially if it causes the Boxti to attack outright. We need to prepare for the worst, but remain hopeful.”
 
                 Zev turned to his commander.“Captain, what about Paradise Point? We were headed in today to pick up survivors.”
 
                 General Casey answered first.“They’ll have to wait a little longer, sergeant.”
 
                 “They’ve already been waiting for weeks.”
 
                 “And I sympathize,”Casey said.“But we have bigger fish right now. Captain, I need you to relay what you’ve seen with General Kerry on the front. Let him know what the stakes are. I’ll have orders out by the afternoon.”
 
                 Captain Grahams lingered a moment.“And if the Boxti attack first?”
 
                 “Then hold the line, Captain.”General Casey walked toward the exit, a new energy in his step.“Hold to the last breath.”
 
    
 
                 *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 They walked through the winding corridors, taking turns seemingly at random until they ended up at a nondescript door in a dead end. No signs or symbols marked the room. The door didn’t even have a keycard lock. 
 
                 “What is this?”Josh asked. 
 
                 Alexa took his arm and pushed his hand against the door. She rubbed her fingers on the molded metal.“Feel it. It’s warm. This is composite duranium polymate. Why the hell would you need CDP in a secret base?”
 
                 “CDP?”Josh racked his brain, trying to remember where he’d heard the acronym before.
 
                 Alexa rolled her eyes.“You must have been asleep that class. CDP is the primary alloy used to protect the engine compartments on cruisers. A thin layer is added to the ballistic shielding for added protection.”
 
                 Josh rapped his knuckled against the door.“It’s strong?”
 
                 “Nearly indestructible. It takes months to smelt and mold. If you have a thick enough patch, you’d need a PAC to bust through.”She leaned against the door, folding her arms across her chest.“Too bad it’s more expensive than the ship it sits in. So I ask again, why use the most valuable metal in the galaxy for an unmarked door on a secret planet?”
 
                 Now Josh was excited.“Certainly deserves a little investigation. But we have no way to get access.”
 
                 Dax scoffed.“Come on, Josh. You’re sounding like a shavetail.”He lifted up a plastic card about the size of a quarter.“Lifted it off Sergeant Otto during the lesson.”Save Markov, no one at the facility could pronounce SGT Otravlyatovich’s name with any ease. Dax tossed the IDA to his lieutenant.“We figured you should do the honors.”
 
                 “And take the blame if we get in trouble,”Alexa added.“I can’t stress that enough.”
 
                 Josh rolled his eyes, but moved toward the door nonetheless. There wasn’t a visible panel for the card. It was common to blend the tap pad into the nearby wall to serve as an additional security device, though it was more of a hindrance than a real block. Josh looked around for a raised surface, anything that stood out from the rest of the hall. Nothing seemed to jump out. All three soldiers felt along the panels, searching for a clue. Minutes passed with nothing to show when a cough caused them all to suddenly turn.
 
                 “You’ll never find it like that,”a voice said. Dr. Markov stepped out from behind a column, smiling pleasantly. He still wore his white coat, the fabric neatly pressed.“I suppose it wouldn’t change your minds if I told you that room was strictly off limits to candidates, and most of the personnel on this planet.”He threaded his way through the speechless group, plucking the IDA from Josh’s fingers. Without looking, Markov tapped the card against a random section of wall on the right side of the hall. The door unlocked with a series of metallic clicks and a long hiss. The doctor turned, his boyish grin easing the tension.“Well, are you coming?”
 
                 They descended a series of wide staircases, each lit by the barest amount of blue, bioluminescent moss. When they’d first arrived on Omega the“living lights”had seemed more gimmicky than amazing, but their usefulness couldn’t be understated. They gave off no emissions, effectively hiding the electrical signature of secure corridors. After what had to have been at least forty feet below the surface, the group emerged into an immense and bright room.
 
                 A crew of at least thirty scientists busied themselves at stations around a central spire. Ground vehicles were retrofitted with thick slabs of armor and enormous cannons.  A Valkyrie, stripped down to the chassis, was slowly being rebuilt into some sort of monstrous utility transport. On the far side of the room, separated by walls and thick glass, a team fired a sleek and unknown rifle at a target. Josh could barely take it all in. He grabbed Dax’s arm, shaking with excitement. 
 
                 “Welcome,”Markov said.“Welcome to the lab. I’m afraid we’re not yet ready to bring in the rest of the team, but I think a quick preview won’t hurt anyone.”He leaned in close, whispering.“Just don’t tell Sasha. He gets so mad when I have my fun.”
 
                 Alexa laughed, practically skipping as she discovered each gem hidden beneath their barracks. Nearby she saw the scientist who’d demonstrated the Mark III showing off a breathtaking flare, free falling from a tower and stopping inches from the ground. She caught herself staring more than a little. At the firing range, a modified DaVinci HMG tore a concrete wall to pieces. 
 
                 “Doc,”Dax said.“What is all of this?”
 
                 Markov led toward a marked off area near the firing range. Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous space.“Our project is about more than just the soldier. It’s about the Army. As humanity spreads further and further around the galaxy, the military stretches itself thin. Look at us now: an intergalactic war destroyed a planet and occupies another, all while home-grown threats stage a coup on Earth. The sad truth is that mankind has reached too far too quickly. 
 
                 “The only way to protect ourselves and our interests is to redesign our special forces. Team Hercules is beyond reproach, don’t get me wrong. But they use the same gear and have the same weaknesses as any human. That’s why I tried to help with CROWN. Now, after learning from my mistakes, I have this. The program is bigger than just testing new equipment, or experiments with nanomachines. You seven are special, and the universe will see that. I was tasked with outfitting an army.”He stopped suddenly, turning to face them. His eyes were distant, as though lost in another time and place.“I’ll show them what I can do with a handful of soldiers.”
 
                 Josh struggled to keep pace as the doc took off again. There was simply too much to see.“Sir, why haven’t we trained with some of this stuff? I mean, this is all incredible. We’d be the best equipped unit in the military.”
 
                 “It’s not all ready yet. Some of the vehicles require a specific interface, and your nanomachines are only so capable. We needed them to communicate with the controls, but first you’ll need some augmentation.”
 
                 Alexa froze.“More surgery?”Her recovery had been long and painful, though not as bad as Josh’s own experience. Still, no one relished the idea of going back under, even if they came out even stronger than before.
 
                 “No, absolutely not.”Markov shook his hands.“I won’t risk your lives any more than I already have. These will be traditional augments. Something that only provides a little boost.”A look came over him, like a child with a secret.“Would you like to see?”
 
                 He pointed to a cordoned off section of the floor, roughly one eighth the size of the room. Josh led the way, pushing aside a thick canvas to reveal the area beyond. He stopped with one foot inside, his eyes as wide as they’d ever been. 
 
                 “Holy shit,”he said.
 
                 Dax grumbled, pushing past his friend.“Josh you shouldn’t swear so much,”he said. The next sentence caught in his throat. It felt as though the butterflies in his stomach had been joined by a team of eagles.“Holy shit.”
 
                 Josh let out a chuckle.“You said it.”
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 It was almost time for the big speech. At a cue from the band, the crowd began to muddle toward the wall of windows on the far side of the gallery. Alexander focused on keeping his eyes forward as each Council member laid into him about this issue or that. In every corner of the universe, despite an intergalactic war and billions dead on a scorched planet, the petty squabbles and party politics continued. Colorum had a miner’s strike pending and the union leaders were stalling for time. Saturn’s Trinity station was still in recovery from a devastating solar storm. One engineer had badgered the HC for almost an hour about a deep mining platform that went dark a month before. By the time the music started, Alexander swore he’d met with all one hundred members of the Council for some private business. A thousand problems that, of course, needed the attention of the most powerful man in the galaxy.
 
                 But he couldn’t even call himself that anymore. That was the point of his position; the High Chancellor was meant to be a figurehead. The majority of power remained with the Council, just as it had under the UEC. It was a sad fact that the Federate was mostly window dressing over the old government. There hadn’t been time during the Last Congress to even dream about a change to the system, and the Treaty of Tseang was barely a puppet show. Truth be told, Alexander had as much control over the fate of the human race as the waiter serving drinks. That didn’t stop the fingers from pointing his way every time someone needed to be blamed. Sure, he knew the right words to whisper to the right ears, but there was nothing to enforce the demands.
 
                 Not that anyone was listening anymore. Humanity had become so jaded to war that, even with the death toll climbing, it was barely seen as a bother to everyday life. New Eden had rekindled their attention for a few weeks, but already support for a counteroffensive was nonexistent. Earth was in the middle of a political coup, Mars was still digging itself out of an incredible recession and most of the galaxy had more to worry about than a brushfire conflict that didn’t want to end. The current attitude in the Marble Gallery was one of appeasement and cultural sensitivity. If a few million humans had died to cushion the arrival of possible alien allies, the Council was willing to accept that end.
 
                 Anduin’s speech has to be explosive, Alexander thought. He hadn’t sat down to talk to the Nangolani leader in weeks, but he had emphasized the importance of bringing the plight of the alien race to the forefront of the Terran psyche. It wouldn’t be enough to simply recite the numbers. Lenin had been right about that. Humanity couldn’t understand death on such a large scale. There needed to be an emotional connection, and the alien leader could do just that. It was why Alexander had brought so many survivors from Tallus, to join their stories of loss with the Emperor’s. 
 
                 The assembled guests were all career politicians, men and women who had dedicated their lives to becoming the embodiment of objectivity. The toll of human life had no effect, nor did playing to their party’s preferred motivations. It seemed the only thing they understood was which side was currently winning the fight. Alexander’s chief of security often said that if the politicians cared as much about the war as they did about reelection, the fight would already be over. Donald wasn’t at the High Chancellor’s side, but Alexander new the old hound wouldn’t let him out of sight. 
 
                 A commotion on the far side of the room caught Alexander’s attention and he felt his blood pressure rise. Kerrigan, surrounded by his entourage of thugs, entered the hall to a smattering of applause. He was a modern day Yasser Arafat, the terrorist turned leader. Jerry grabbed ahold of the High Chancellor’s arm, pulling him close. 
 
                 “Don’t say a word,”Jerry said. 
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 The Chief of Staff squeezed his hand tighter.“Any move you make will only give him more ammunition. Let Anduin speak and we can fight this battle another day.”He pasted on a smile to hide his sneer, ineffectively.“The Hammer has enough good press already.”
 
                 Alexander fumed.“He makes a mockery of the entire process.”His jaw clicked as he clenched his teeth.
 
                 “I know that. You know that. But right now, he has popular support. If we do anything, we’ll be seen as the paranoid big brother striking out at a freedom fighter. And this is supposed to be about the war, not New York or Earth or any of that.”
 
                 “Jesus, Jerry. What would you have me do?”
 
                 His friend sighed.“Nothing. Please.”He released Alexander’s arm. 
 
                 “High Chancellor Burton, a moment?” 
 
                 Alexander and Jerry turned to see Adeline approaching, dragging a young officer along. The young man looked even more out of place than the rest of the assembly. He was clearly uncomfortable surrounded by so many high ranking politicians. He snapped to attention once the High Chancellor caught his eye, lifting his arm in a crisp salute. Alexander returned the gesture weakly. 
 
                 Adeline smiled, gently pushing the young man forward.“High Chancellor Burton, allow me to introduce Lieutenant Cameron Davis of Lunar SP. He is being considered for a Meritorious Service Medal for his actions during the Tallus evacuations.”
 
                 “High Chancellor,”the man said.“I wanted to thank you for the invite. It’s an honor.”
 
                 Alexander read the pilot’s nametape.“The man who survived the deep blue.”He saw the black and orange ribbon halfway down the row of awards. It was worn by all Fleet personnel who had watched the planet burn. Just looking at the bit of woven string sent a shiver down Alexander’s back.
 
                 Cameron blushed.“I’m just a flyboy, sir. Got lucky.”
 
                 Jerry smirked.“From what I hear, you’ve been instrumental in the cleanup on New Eden. Helped save a group of engineers from some monsters. The Colonial Federate owes you a debt.”
 
                 Alexander laughed.“And we dragged him into a political circus? No wonder the military hates politicians. This is how we repay them.”
 
                 “I wouldn’t say‘hate,’”Cameron replied.“Always nice to show off the uniform.”He brushed off the silver bars on his shoulders. It was unnecessary; they were already gleaming. 
 
                 Alexander smiled, but without any joy. It made him miss his old life, down in the dirt with the rest of the miners. So much simpler then.“It must be past time those turned to railroad tracks.”He clapped the young man’s arm.“Captain Davis just sounds right.”He looked around suddenly.“Where’s Arthur?”
 
                 “Back on the shuttle,”Jerry said.“Complained his stomach was acting up again.”
 
                 The High Chancellor scowled.“He’d better not be getting sick. I can’t lose the only allies I’ve got in this damned room.”
 
                 Jerry shook his head, downing what little he had remaining of his drink.“Just nerves. He’s been a bit jumpy this whole week.”
 
                 Cameron looked between the two men, shifting from one foot to the other. Politicians always confused him. They talked about allies and enemies as though the room might erupt into a fistfight at any moment. He sipped at his glass of water, trying to inconspicuously shuffle backwards. Jerry stopped him with a withering look. 
 
                 “Don’t mind them,”Adeline said, as though reading his thoughts.“Boys always have to put things in such dramatic tones. Honestly, you’d think the world was ending every time an Attachélost public support.”
 
                 Cameron leaned in and spoke softly.“I’m starting to wonder why I agreed to this.”
 
                 “Oh really?”
 
                 “I’ve never been good around politicians. I prefer that they don’t know my name in case I get on their bad side.”
 
                 Adeline smiled sweetly.“Then how do you ever expect to build a successful military career? At some point, that next rank will depend on an ally from my world.”
 
                 “Sector was never going to be a career,”Cameron said.“I mean, it wasn’tgoing to be.”
 
                 “Then why are you still in uniform?”Adeline asked.“What changed?”
 
                 Cameron didn’t answer for a moment. He stared across the room in the direction of the Nangolani entourage.“Everything.”He caught a drink off a passing waiter’s tray and took a long swig.“Is it weird that I’ve never spoken to one of them?”
 
                 “The Nangolani?”Adeline looked over her shoulder at the alien politicians. A small group chatted with part of the Cabinet, though from the way the human’s gestured it was becoming a rather heated debate.“They’re not so scary once you get over the complexion. Most of them just want what we all want: peace and quiet and maybe a little sex.”
 
                 Cameron nearly spat out his drink. He coughed into his hand, attracting a few scathing looks from the Chief of Staff.“You haven’t...I mean, you couldn’t have. Have you?”
 
                 Adeline shot a knowing look, then broke in a giggling fit.“Oh my god, you should see your face.”She covered her mouth and wiped away a stray tear.“Of course not. But I have talked with a few of the Emperor’s aides at length. What can I say, it seems girls of all species enjoy a little bedroom gossip.”
 
                 Cameron’s mouthed opened and closed, but no sound came out. After a moment he shrugged, downed his drink and waived over the waiter for another. A pretty brunette approached, holding out a glass of champagne. Jerry intercepted the flute and threw it back, dropping the empty glass back onto the tray. He stared at Cameron with a mixture of amusement and exhaustion.
 
                 “We’ll have you stand next to the High Chancellor while the Emperor gives his speech, which means you need to be able to stand.”He turned to Adeline.“No more for you, either. This is an extremely important evening, and I won’t have you two giggling like schoolgirls around the leaders of the free worlds.”
 
                 “Yes, sir,”Adeline said soberly.
 
                 Cameron nodded.“OK, sir.”
 
                 “And stop looking so sour. This is supposed to be a party.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Hiro walked down the corridors of Midway as fast as his legs would carry him. He’d been called to the bridge only minutes before, roused from sleep at some ungodly hour. Not that it mattered; he’d barely been able to manage any rest since the siege began. A message had blared over the intercom in his room demanding his presence for the Fleet Commander. After throwing on his combat uniform, Hiro sped toward the bridge.
 
                 When the Commodore arrived, he’d found Admiral Walker waiting. The FleetCom seemed energized by this new conflict, but even he seemed loathe to rise for the emergency call. A skeleton crew manned the various stations of the supercarrier, monitoring the repairs that had dragged on in the last few weeks. 
 
                 Hiro made a point to stop by his Engineering officer, stifling a yawn with his fist.“What’s the update on our status?”
 
                 Unlike the two older men, the Engineering leader seemed bright and chipper for his shift.“Hull is back up to eighty percent. Kinetic barrier won’t hold a charge, though. We’re completely rearmed and double stocked on flak ammunition.”
 
                 Hiro nodded. Munitions weren’t the junior officer’s responsibility, but Midway’s Armorer had died during the first attack. His curiosity satisfied, Hiro walked over to greet the Admiral. He rendered a quick salute, accepting a steaming cup of coffee from a smiling aide.“What did you need to see me about, sir?”
 
                 Walker’s face was drawn and pale. Huge bags hung under his heavy-lidded eyes.“Hanweh Shodon is on the line. I wanted you here to listen to this.”He gestured for the communications officer to connect the transmission. Within seconds, the alien commander’s face appeared on the nearby monitor. 
 
                 “Fah rosha lanen,”Hanweh began. The Nangolani wore a neatly pressed uniform with a simple design and muted green colors. Like all Nangolani clothing, the material seemed to shimmer like a metal.“It is good to see you both alive. I know Midwaywas lucky to survive the attack.”
 
                 Hiro smiled and bowed his head.“Appreciated, Domin. Likewise, I saw the damage Barennontook. We have angels on our shoulders.”He shared a look with Admiral Walker.“What is the meaning of this call?”
 
                 “I will be brief,”Hanweh said.“There is a situation developing with our leaders in the Magistrate. I must attend to it at once.”He looked off to the side, seeming pensive.“I know the situation is bleak, and to have our vessels leave would cast a shadow over your pilots. I promise, if we can return to aid you in this fight, the Barennonwill be there.”
 
                 Hiro was about to speak when the Admiral cut in.“Goddamnit, Hanweh. We have a fucking alien armada attacking our planet. We have an alliance. Does that mean nothing to you? To your leaders?”
 
                 The Domin reacted to the question with a sneer, but composed himself quickly.“I cannot speak for the Magistrate.”
 
                 “Domin Shodon,”Hiro said.“Most of our vessels are under repair. We are still establishing a functional supply line that avoids Boxti airspace. Without the Nangolani ships, I don’t know how we’ll handle another attack. You came to us for help once, we need your help now.”
 
                 “I am sorry.”Hanweh’s voice trembled.“I must protect my people as well.”He seemed ready to leave, but held on a moment longer.“We will return as soon as we can. I promise you, the Domin do not abandon allies.”The line cut out before any more could be said. 
 
                 Hiro turned to his crew.“Show me the Nangolani fleet. Now!”
 
                 One of the walls dissolved into an image of the blockade. On the right flank, silver ships began to veer off and fly away. Even at this distance, Hiro could see the small motes of blue light wink into existence as every alien craft fled New Eden’s orbit. In a few minutes, nothing remained but a slowly fading blue glow. 
 
                 Admiral Walker was livid.“Son of a fucking whore.”He slammed a fist down onto the communication desk.“Cowards just left. Flew off to hide and lick their wounds.”
 
                 “Something is wrong,”Hiro said.“Hanweh was troubled. He said he had to save his people. What does that mean?”              
 
                 Walker paced the bridge.“It means we’re down a much needed cruiser and a dozen frigates. It means that this treaty wasn’t worth the paper it was written on.”He wiped his face with both hands.“It means we need to come up with a new battle strategy. I’m calling the other Admirals. We’ll get them up to speed and start working up a tactical assessment.”
 
                 “And what of the Nangolani?”Hiro asked.
 
                 “Fuck them,”Walker said bluntly.“Humanity made it this long without help. We can make it a little while longer.”
 
                 Hiro sighed. There was more to this change in tone from the friendly aliens, he just knew it. But arguing with the FleetCom would do no good.“Should we inform the High Chancellor?”
 
                 Walker thought for a moment.“All the bigwigs are at their damned convention in Colorum. If the Emperor has something to say, he can do it to the HC’s face.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 “Absolutely not, Ray.”A thick vein stood out on Director Chavez’s forehead, throbbing with each spat-out chastisement. The verbal assault had started almost immediately after entering the office, and hadn’t relented once. 
 
                 Ray hadn’t sent out any of his findings. At first he’d rationalized it by saying he needed to recheck the data, but after a while he knew he could never out an entire race. Especially not when it would probably mean the death of a close friend. In fact, given the tense political climate, it could mean the exile of every alien in every human controlled system. Still, the truth would escape somehow. If he buried the results and tried to wish them away, he’d wind up in the middle of the fallout. So he went to Chavez while Mara went off to the Nangolani Royal Magister.
 
                 The director had not, thus far, been receptive to the idea of an alien double-cross. His advice was to wipe the information off the mainframe. Destroy the evidence and be done with the whole mess. There was no happy ending to such a revelation. 
 
                 “Sir,”Ray said.“People have to know. The Council has to know.”
 
                 “The Council and the High Chancellor are all on board with a united intergalactic front. If we show them this, we’re talking about a universe-wide riot.”Chavez wiped a hand over his sweaty mouth.“This could bring down the Federate.”
 
                 Ray laughed nervously.“You’re kidding.”He saw that the director was not.“You’re being melodramatic. There’d be fallout, and no planet would be safe for the Nangolani for a few months, but it would pass. It was a terrible thing they did, but it was only the Nangolani leaders. Their citizens had no idea, I’m sure of that. And Earth and the colonies would agree.”
 
                 “Don’t be so naive, Ray. Millions of people are dead. Millions. They have that counter in Vienna, the one they put up after Tallus. What the Nangolani did was enable genocide. Do you really think people will ever let that drop? They lured monsters into our backyard and tricked us into picking a fight.”
 
                 “People forgave Germany after the Holocaust,”Ray said. 
 
                 Chavez held up a hand, cutting him off.“They were still human. And we forgive each other for the sins of our fathers. This is an alien race that started lying to us the moment they arrived, all to put us in the crosshairs and save themselves.”
 
                 “It was to save their species. The Boxti wiped out whole civilizations.”
 
                 The director shook his head.“Jesus, Ray. Whose side are you on? None of that matters, anyway.”He reached into his desk and pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. Ray wrinkled his nose as Chavez lit one and took in a deep drag.“The war’s almost over. Any day now, they’ll finish that treaty on New Eden. We lost a lot of lives last year, but it’s amazing how quickly people forget if there is even a modest bit of distance between them and tragedy. They won’t remember who the real enemy is if our so called friends are behind the biggest conspiracy in the last hundred years.”
 
                 “So what do we do?”Ray asked, throwing his hands up in frustration.“Bury it? Pretend none of this ever happened? The truth is going to find a way out.”
 
                 Chavez inhaled smoke and let it out through his nostrils.“We hold it as long as possible, then try to weather the storm that will come. If you’re really friends with that alien scientist, you should tell her to get the hell out. Tell them all to get out.”
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 “For you, this war is just begun. The pain and loss you have suffered is but a taste of what the Boxti have wrought upon hapless trillions throughout the galaxy.”Anduin paused for effect, his gaze cast out among the assembled crowd. They hadn’t seemed interested in his speech at first, but slowly their attention had become singular and focused. He had them.“You just recently learned of life beyond your own solar systems, but you should weep for the races already lost. Voices you will never hear. Temples you can never visit. Histories you will learn from books rather than from the beings themselves. The Voga, the Drek, the Binar. All turned to ashes because they would not bow down.
 
                 “Humanity is young by all standards but your own. The Nangolani were proud and prosperous when your people were fighting over the fields of Gaul. We built an empire before you mastered masonry. When you discovered flight, we watched the planets of our allies burn beneath the endless barrage of the black fleet.” 
 
                 Cameron and Adeline listened to the speech from near the wall, close to the podium. While the aide seemed entranced by the passionate speech, the pilot didn’t know whether or not he should seem impressed with what amounted to a verbal beatdown. Anduin’s damning statements against the Federate seemed to conjure some small spark in the politicians, but not much. The pilot wondered if the assembly actually heard the words being used or simply relegated it to white noise. The alien’s message was painfully clear: Anduin did not expect humanity to survive the coming war. The Terrans had lost interest in their first intergalactic conflict once the blood had congealed, barely even looking up when a sovereign planet came under invasion. What no one cared to admit, the harsh reality that Anduin explained, was that humanity was losing.
 
                 A few members of the press lazily held out their recorders, though most mingled with the Council members and governors. A group of aides conversed with an attractive trio of media assistants, each hoping to gain something from the other side. Soldiers mostly kept to the back, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone not wearing dress grays. All the while the leader of an alien nation begged for an audience that would never come.
 
                 Something else caught Cameron’s attention; subtle movement in the corner of his eye. Anduin had his own guard, an elite group of Nangolani soldiers dressed in ceremonial garb and carrying powerful weapons. Each one now stared out the windows, mumbling something in their own language. They had been standing, seemingly in prayer, for the last few minutes. Cameron shook his head, trying to tune back into the speech. 
 
                 “In the study of humanity, we realized that what separates a lost cause from a rallying banner is often one tragic event. Your race loses interest when the body count climbs too high, but holds when the life of one is in the balance. We watched wars be fought over high ideals and fail, while those without purpose carried the spirit of nations. We watched, and we learned.”
 
                 Something flashed in the distance, out near the asteroid field. A distant speck, barely noticeable to anyone in the room, had turned toward the station. No one but a fighter pilot would even have noticed. From the subtle side-to-side motion, Cameron could tell it was a ship and not a projectile. Still, it was approaching at incredible speeds. He looked around the room, wondering if he should mention the vessel to security. Anduin’s voice reverberated off the walls as his speech reached its climax.
 
                 “Tonight marks a momentous occasion. I hope that my words have imparted some semblance of wisdom onto you. I hope that you can understand the dire straits my people have been in for the last hundred years. We watched our skies burn, our lakes boil away and our people die in agony, all to buy us the precious few moments we needed to escape. We honor them and remember their sacrifice, and that memory unites our race.”He paused, taking a deep breath.“And I hope that your sacrifice will unite your people for the struggles ahead.”
 
                 A wave of murmurs washed across the room as the politicians wondered aloud what the Emperor was saying. Cameron didn’t notice. His attention was locked on the incoming ship. From this distance, he couldn’t make out any markings. What he could see were the three other ships flying in along side the first. Then it was five. Then six. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. A coppery taste filled his mouth. One by one, the incoming vessels ignited afterburners and raced for their target. 
 
                 Cameron turned and grabbed Jerry’s arm, squeezing tight. He stared into the old man’s eyes.“We have to get the High Chancellor out. Now.”
 
                 Anduin stared at the confused masses, anticipation growing in his chest. He had prepared for this moment countless times, but nothing could ready him for the fear. Will it be enough?It had to be this way. Would that things had taken a different turn, he would have preferred to stay and serve his people. Maybe, in this small way, he could. Anduin swallowed a lump in his throat.“For JohGal,”he cried out, raising his arms in the air. Around the room his soldiers’voices joined their Emperor. As the kamikaze strike force closed in, the screams of the humans echoed throughout Imperion. 
 
                 Alexander couldn’t speak. One moment he was trying to understand the alien’s speech, the next he was being dragged down the hall toward the exit by the pilot and his chief of staff. Jerry led the way, shoving past a crowd of onlookers as they made their way toward the emergency shuttles. Cameron’s grip on the politician’s arm didn’t let up as they entered the stairwell. Many crew and passengers stood around in confusion waiting for someone in authority to give a command. Reality dawned as Imperion rocked violently to the side, the sound of metal on metal lost in an enormous explosion as passengers and crew were tossed to the ground. Smoke filled the corridors, mixing with flashing emergency lights to completely disorient everyone aboard. Screams of pain and terror added to the deafening decompressions and warbling klaxons.
 
                 Seconds later, the second ship tore into the bridge. Three tons of liquid explosives vaporized the captain and flight crew, blowing the entire room out of existence.  
 
                 Alexander shouted over the din.“What the hell is going on?”
 
                 Cameron lost his footing and went headfirst into the wall, coming away bloodied and disoriented.“We’re under attack, sir. We need to get you out of here.”Another impact punctuated his remark. Three hits so far. Cameron tried to remember how many ships he’d seen through the window. Five or six?“Where’s the escape pod?”He stumbled and started to head for the floor.
 
                 A hand appeared from behind and steadied the pilot. Donald Groves, bleeding from a cut on his forehead, pushed to the front of the pack and led the way. He charged forward toward the stairs, ignoring the injured and screaming civilians. The group followed close, passing small gaggles of panicked aides and secretaries. 
 
                 Adeline stared at their pale, vacant faces. I know these people. Why can’t I remember their names? The Secret Service agent dragged her away, and suddenly sound returned to her world. Screaming and crying mixed with the roar of fire and the groans of twisting metal. 
 
                 A female voice came over the loudspeaker, warning all aboard to abandon ship. Alexander’s chest tightened as he fought to breathe in the burning air. The smell of slag and blood drifted in the smoky hallway, mixed with the sweet crisp stink of burnt flesh and piss. They wound through a maze of winding halls, turning left and right again and again. He feared they were lost inside the ship when suddenly they found themselves in the hangar. Smaller shuttles were already overloaded with passengers trying to escape the dying vessel. 
 
                 On the far side of the room, a small door sat next to a hand scanner. Alexander barely felt Jerry grab his arm and place his palm on the cool metal. Electricity buzzed over his fingers and the door slid open, revealing the small escape pod. A wave of nausea washed over him, but he swallowed it down.
 
                 “Get in,”Jerry ordered. 
 
                 The world came rushing back and Alexander took in his surroundings.“No, you go. I can find another ship.”His words tripped over numb lips. He couldn’t focus on his friend’s face. The room seemed to pitch from side to side.
 
                 Donald stepped forward, putting his hands on Alexander’s shoulders and pushing.“Get in, Alexander.”He was stronger than the politician and had him in the doorway in moments.
 
                 “Damn it, Don. No!”
 
                 “Sir,”Cameron said, his voice crisp and commanding.“There isn’t time. Get in the ship. We’ll be fine, but you need to get clear.”Another floor-shaking impact sent the pilot to his knees. As he tried to stand, a figure appeared just behind him and slammed a pistol into his temple. Cameron crumpled to the ground. 
 
                 A shot rang out and Donald dropped to his knees, a look of pain and confusion on his face as a dark stain spread from the center of his chest. Adeline shrieked, her hands pulling at her cheeks. Alexander watched as the figure pointed the gun at Jerry and fired into the Chief of Staff’s gut. The older man grunted and fell against the wall, blood pouring from between his fingers. He slipped to the floor, smearing the bulkhead red with his back. Arthur emerged from the shadows, his handgun smoking. 
 
                 “Get in the capsule, Mr. Burton.”
 
                 The High Chancellor could barely speak.“Arthur?”
 
                 The young man smiled.“This isn’t exactly how I planned, but one has to be flexible in politics.”He gestured with the weapon.“I’d rather not have to drag you inside, but time is of the essence. Would you like me to shoot your knees first?”He fired into the air. The sound got Alexander moving and he entered the pod, hands raised over his head. 
 
                 “Why are you doing this?”
 
                 Arthur pushed him further along.“Jonah doesn’t like to be kept waiting, boss. And I’m not sure how much more this old boat can take.”Looking over his shoulder, Arthur smiled.“Adeline, I’m so sorry. There’s really only room for two. Best of luck.”He pressed a button on the wall and the door sealed shut with a hiss. The automated launch sequence took over and the engines rumbled to life.“Now sit down and shut up. We have a long ride ahead and I’ll be more than happy to explain along the way.”
 
                 Adeline watched the door close, her entire body shaking. She was frozen in fear, unable to react in any way. All around her, people ran in panicked gaggles toward broken and burning shuttles. Some managed to rush aboard, but the overpacked vessels barely had the strength to leave the floor. As soon as they cleared the hangar, they were shot down by ships waiting outside. A sudden noise broke Adeline from her trance. The pilot was stirring.
 
                 Cameron came to in time to watch the High Chancellor’s pod rocket out from its cradle into space, trailing smoke and debris. As the shuttle sped away, a missile appeared out of nowhere and pursued. The High Chancellor’s ship went blue seconds before impact, disappearing into the ether. Other pods weren’t so lucky. Cam’s eyes welled with tears as he choked back bile building in his throat. Get up! Get in the fucking fight!
 
                 He looked around the room, his eyes dancing over the burning doorways and vents. They fell on the pretty aide to the Chief of Staff. Madeline? Abby? Goddamnit, what was her name again?“Adeline! Are you okay?”
 
                 The staffer’s face flashed a kaleidoscope of emotions before settling on fear.“He took the High Chancellor.”She spoke so softly it was almost impossible to hear over the incredible din.
 
                 Summoning all his strength, he rose to his feet. The pilot stumbled over to the chief of staff, placing his fingers against the man’s neck. His pulse was weak but steady. The security chief lay on his back, eyes staring blankly at the smoke-covered ceiling. Cameron grabbed Jerry and dragged him across the hangar. Adeline followed numbly, her eyes completely glazed over. They found a battered transport hiding between two burning shuttles. Cameron had to shout commands at Adeline before she was able to open the door and let them inside. The pilot gingerly climbed the ramp, laying the wounded politician on the deck. It only took a few moments to figure out the controls and he had the start-up initiated. 
 
                 “Take a seat,”he shouted over his shoulder. He stopped, eyes wide, and started patting down his pockets.“Come on, come on.”
 
                 “What is it?”Adeline asked, her voice wavering. 
 
                 Don’t do this to me, he thought. His fingers felt a familiar shape inside his jacket liner, and a moment later drew out his silver cross. I need you now, buddy. Don’t let me down. He was about to look for more survivors when another ship crashed through the hangar wall. The decompression collapsed the far side and sucked the dazed crew and passengers out into the void. 
 
                 Cameron squeezed his eyes shut, ignoring the twisting knot in his stomach. He closed the ramp and sealed the shuttle as another section of the hangar folded in. Grabbing the yoke, he released the brake clamps and held on. They tumbled out of the broken ship, flipping end-over-end with the rest of the debris. As soon as they cleared the shattered walls Cameron engaged the engines. Under low power, they moved out into the burning field of slag and floating detritus. Things thumped against the windshield with a wet sound, like bags of meat. Cameron said a silent prayer and ignored them. He pushed the throttle forward and the ship shot out into the black. 
 
                 As the shuttle raced away from the Imperion, a final kamikaze flared his rockets and charged in. The impact destroyed the capital ship’s engine and ignited the fuel lines. With a dazzling flash, the Terran cruiser erupted into a fireball, vaporizing all who remained inside. Just outside the blast radius, a single silver fighter hovered in wait. A few escape pods had launched, only to be caught by an interceptor missile seconds later. When the ambassador shuttle cleared the field, the fighter lit its engines and moved to engage. 
 
                 “Shit,”Cameron said. The contact alarm screamed in his ears. On screen, the words Missile Lockflashed again and again, as though that was a message he would easily ignore.“Hold on, guys. This is going to get ugly.”Jerry could do little more than moan, but Adeline began to cry. Cameron checked the grid to find out how far he was from the Cove. He was calculating the numbers when the first blast nearly took off the port side wing. His right foot kicked out, searching for an afterburner pedal. It’s not a fighter, dumbass. Slamming the throttle forward, the pilot raced ahead and tried to evade. 
 
                 It wasn’t a fair fight. The shuttle was designed for comfort, not combat maneuvers. The Nangolani ship had no trouble falling in behind and hitting every shot. Had it been a civilian ship, Cameron knew he’d already be dead. Ambassadors, however, know they may have to leave in a hurry. Rear shields and composite plating protected the transport from the heavy barrage of fire. But they couldn’t hold out forever. 
 
                 Cameron’s mind ran a mile a minute. They’d never make the station, not with the fighter peppering them every step of the way. He was about to wonder aloud where the High Chancellor’s escort had gone to when he passed the flaming chassis of a Phoenix III. Anduin’s own guards must have attacked. This close, without warning, the pilots hadn’t stood a chance. It set his blood on fire to think about the betrayal. Another hit from the fighter shook him from his thoughts. 
 
                 A chime drew his attention to the navigation console. They had just entered launch range for a nearby relay. A small blue button lit up on the command panel, winking on and off. Cameron mashed the controls until he saw a destination he liked. Without hesitation he pressed the ignition. 
 
                 At first nothing happened. Then everything happened at once. An insanely bright light snapped on in front of the ship, opening to a gate in seconds. Another shot from the alien craft flew wide as Cameron pushed the throttle to full, sending the shuttle into the void. With a deafening boom, the transport rocketed forward and the sapphire maw closed shut.
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 In his office, Jonah read the report from his agent. It surprised him that he didn’t take more joy in the news. Unexpected as the attack was, it mirrored his own designs closely. But not having a hand in the death stroke of the Council was a thorn in his side. He lamented the loss of Kerrigan, but only so far that it hindered a small part of his plan. The loss of a majority of the Centurial Council would only strengthen his hand during the final phase of the operation, and with Admiral Gilroy out of the picture, the remaining forces on Earth would be easier to crush. Rebuilding the government would take time, but now he had as much of that as he wanted. He stared across the room at his gift to the High Chancellor: a wooden chess set with pieces carved of marble. 
 
                 The hour approached quickly. Alexander Burton would die, and the Hammer would rise as the true power of the Terran people. 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   On the Job Training
 
    
 
   “All stations, Castle. I say again, Cas—(static, end of transmission)”
 
    
 
                                                           General Burton Casey
 
                                                           Supreme Commander
 
                                                           New Eden
 
                                                           2237
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   February 22, 2237
 
    
 
                 Cameron set his flight plan and walked out into the passenger area. Jerry lay against the seats, floating in and out of consciousness. He held Cam’s jacket against his stomach, the blood soaking clear through the thick wool. Adeline had passed out in a chair at the back of the shuttle. Out the window, the spinning blue tunnel cast haunting shadows. The pilot stared in wonder. That was a question his professors at the academy could never answer. Why did the light flicker inside that impossible spiral?
 
                 “Where is he?”Jerry spoke in a whisper. His eyes stayed shut as pain wracked his body. 
 
                 Cameron knelt down, checking the wound. Black fluid mixed with dark red. Liver’s hit,he thought.“Someone put him in the emergency pod. I didn’t catch his face.”
 
                 “Arthur,”Jerry croaked.“His top aide. He shot me.”
 
                 The pilot nodded.“You need to keep up your strength. We’re headed toward Eros. I’m trying to raise someone, but the transmitter’s out.”
 
                 “It doesn’t matter. Most of the Council is dead. The High Chancellor is kidnapped, and I’d bet my life it was Jonah. There’s nothing we can do.”
 
                 Cameron sat down on the floor, opening a bottle of water he’d found in the refrigerator. The ambassador, whoever he had been, had loved a well stocked shuttle.“Who takes over now? Who’s in charge of the government?”
 
                 “It’ll be a power grab. Counsellor Doyle maybe, or one of the higher ranked Ambassadors. The Colonial Pillar has always been the weakest; they’ll rush at the chance to take over.”He coughed, his chest heaving.“The military will use this as an excuse to start fighting on New Eden. The Hammer will start whatever they have planned for Earth, if they haven’t already. Face it son, this is the beginning of the end.”              
 
                 Cameron spat.“How can you give up? This is bad, but it’s not over. We just need to find the right people and get control of the situation.”
 
                 Jerry’s eyes opened and he smiled weakly.“Semper Fidelis,”he said.
 
                 “That’s Marines,”Cameron laughed.“I’m Fleet.”
 
                 The chief of staff’s eyes went to the ceiling as he tried to remember the motto.“We stand the line?”
 
                 Cameron shook his head.“Imperial Guards. I thought you were well-read, chief.”
 
                 Jerry coughed, a wet hacking sound.“Never served. Still, I should know this.”
 
                 “Well, you know the leathernecks’at least. Army hasn’t changed in four hundred years either.‘This, we’ll defend.’Fleet has always been tricky.”He took a sip from the water bottle and settled down against the benches.“People think it’s‘send the rain,’but that’s just from the movie.”
 
                 “Movie?”Jerry asked.
 
                 Cameron nodded.“Came out about ten years ago, right after the Colonial Delegation renamed the Navy. Had that actor from the Net show about marrying a robot.”He suppressed a snort.“Terrible show, but put him on the map. Anyway, he says that line about a hundred times. Now everyone thinks that’s what we say.”
 
                 “And what do you actually say?”
 
                 “Until the stars fade.”
 
                 Jerry managed a weary smirk.“You certainly have spirit, son. The military does finds the best and brightest. But this is politics. Whoever is willing to crawl through the mud wins.”
 
                 “So what should we do?”Cameron handed the water to the Chief of Staff, helping him drink. 
 
                 “We wait to see what happens next. And we pray.”
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Mara’s hearts pounded in rapid succession, the beats coming and going so quickly they almost melded together. She paced the small room, her footsteps echoing against the bare walls. Things were going as well as she’d expected, which was to say abysmally. Ray hadn’t released any information through his channels, at least to her knowledge, but she couldn’t simply hold back from asking questions.
 
                 She’d gone to her superiors, the Magistrate, aboard the golden Capital Cruiser Xenogasand asked point blank whether or not they knew of the deception their leaders had orchestrated. There wasn’t much point in beating around the bush, not this late in the game. They’d played dumb, but she could tell the information was anything but news. The Royal Magister cried out in his booming voice that a full investigation would follow, although the rest of the elders were strangely absent. Hours later, Mara had been woken in her chambers and dragged off to a holding cell. The guards hadn’t told her why she was being taken, just that the order had come from high above. Someone in the Imperial court had noticed her inquiries and moved to silence them. That she was still alive meant nothing. She could be quieted permanently with little thought.
 
                 She hadn’t been surprised. Back in the refugee fleet, outspoken critics of the government often vanished without a trace. She’d never given it any thought, figuring that there must be a reason to remove such troublemakers. As long as she played by the rules they’d never have a reason to take her as well. Now, sitting in the tiny cell waiting for death, all she could think about was Ray. Would the humans treat him the same? Would killing him keep the peace any longer? As she waited, she played the scenarios over and over in her mind. 
 
                 The Boxti would take New Eden, probably costing the Terrans a few billion more lives. Even if that prompted all-out war, would it matter? She was a student of history, and the cards played out the same again and again. Civilizations in the sights of the alien menace didn’t stand a chance. No matter how much strength they brought against this threat, they would fall in the end. Even the Pharsamin, with their doomsday weapon, had perished. Anduin knew this. He had seen more than his share of species succumb to the same fate. Maybe, in his eyes, the loss of another race was acceptable if it meant the survival of the Nangolani. 
 
                 Mara rubbed her temples, summoning her knowledge of the enemy’s war plan. After New Eden, the Boxti would search for Earth. Home planets were always the last to fall. Without a world to call their own, the humans would dissolve until nothing remained. It was a cycle she knew all too well. And there was nothing to stop them. They were apex predators, unrelenting in the attack. It would take the might of a hundred fleets to end their reign of terror. The Emperor would simply continue to run.
 
                 Her wrist pinged as the small chip inside came to life. She pushed a thumb into the soft flesh by her palm, feeling the resistance from the electronic device. Mara had planned ahead, sending out a message to those she felt she could still trust. It wouldn’t matter. Who would stand against the court? Who would risk their own lives for the truth?
 
                 In her tiny room, Mara waited for death. She knew it couldn’t be far away.
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 “Dead?”
 
                 Markov grinned at his dumbfounded second-in-command. He’d waited until they’d checked the room for bugs before announcing his big news. He didn’t want this secret to be leaked to the troops just yet.“The majority of the Centurial Council, and more than a few members of the Colonial Delegation. All eyes are focused out there, and not on us. As of right now, the candidates are off the grid.”              
 
                 Sasha scowled, pacing the office. It wasn’t a large room and there was too much furniture for him to cover much ground.“This is bad, Markov. If this was the Boxti, they could just as easily come here next.”
 
                 “They won’t,”the doctor said.“I’ve been monitoring the traffic overhead. There was a single alien band broadcasting last night, and it wasn’t them.”He seemed practically giddy.
 
                 “Then who was it?”
 
                 Markov laughed.“Our silver-skinned allies.”
 
                 Sasha stopped and placed his face in his hands, sighing loudly.“Should we tell the soldiers?” 
 
                 “What for? I doubt they’ll lose sleep over a few politicians.”
 
                 “A few? Eto piz‘dets, that was nearly all of the Centurial Council. Two Pillars wiped out at once, and plenty of the Delegation killed as well. This will end the government.”
 
                 Markov shrugged.“We’re privately funded.”
 
                 “Would you stop? This affects us, whether or not you care to admit it.”Sasha threw his hands in the air.“New Eden is going to explode over this. They’ll want to get in the fight even more now.”
 
                 “Let Eros fight its own battles.”
 
                 Sasha stormed up to the doctor, stopping inches from his face.“The military isn’t going to simply forget about us, Markov. They put a lot of money into the project. Helping in this fight is just a little important, don’t you think?”
 
                 “We don’t need the military’s support anymore. With the funds we’ve already procured, this facility is self-sustaining. I can operate just fine without some general crawling inside my asshole every five minutes asking for an update. We can actually do some good, get the soldiers into situations that really need their expertise.”He put his hands on Sasha’s shoulders.“We wanted to be black-ops. This is as covert as it gets. We’ll see where the soldiers can make the most impact on the battlefield and send them in. They turn the tide and are back before anyone knows what happened. It’s what Josh and the others want.”
 
                 “They aren’t slaves, Markov. We have to treat them like soldiers.”
 
                 Markov scoffed.“They knew the risks when they signed up. They knew this wasn’t a short-term contract. We own them. There’s more classified material inside their bodies than normal organic matter. Basically, they are property.”
 
                 That stopped the sergeant cold. He stared at his friend with new eyes, unsure what to say. Was it even his old comrade inside that head? Markov had always been eccentric, prone to rash decisions. But this was madness. Sasha couldn’t bring himself to speak. 
 
                 “Look,”the doc said.“I know what you’re thinking, and this isn’t Phobos all over again. I’m fine. This is going to work. We wanted a black ops group, and this is as black as they can get. Crossed off the books by everyone. We’ll operate with complete impunity.”
 
                 Sasha sat down, defeated.“And if they get caught? Or if one gets killed and their body recovered by the military?”
 
                 “The nanomachines will take care of that. I can write a program that will consume every shred of evidence. There won’t be a body to recover.”
 
                 There was no point in arguing. Sasha had seen this side of Markov before, back when they’d first met. He’d had to play it safe, let the doctor carry on, and find a way out later. He thought about the soldiers, what he would say to them. But there was nothing that would make a dent. He couldn’t very well tell them what had happened. Sure, they would find out once they had access to a computer off world, but they’d cross that bridge when it came. For now, he would continue their training and hope his friend came to his senses. 
 
                 “Fine,”Sasha said finally.“Where do we go from here?”
 
                 Markov smiled, feeling he’d won.“You are right about one thing. The war for New Eden is about to begin. If humanity loses there, they will be forced to come here. As that interferes with my work, we must not let it happen. I know exactly where to send the Archangels.”He held out his tablet, pointing to a map on the screen.
 
                 The sergeant rubbed at his scar.“Are they ready for something this big?”
 
                 “It’s not the test run I’d have envisioned, but it will have to do. Are the Mark IIIs ready?”
 
                 “Yes, but Josh’s team isn’t. They can’t control their descent well enough.”
 
                 Markov groaned.“Fine, we’ll insert with the old gliders. Get the candidates prepped to move. It’s time for some on-the-job training.”
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 The entire Terran military held it’s breath. All day long, they’d received a play-by-play from the soldiers standing guard at the parlay tent, waiting to hear the fate of the human race. The aliens’demands had quickly spread throughout the ranks, stirring the soldiers into a frenzy. Some swore they’d pay back the monsters for the genocide on Tallus. Others, the natives of New Eden, were eager to win back their homes. Not a one prayed for peace.
 
                 On General Casey’s orders, ground troops had begun preparing for the worst. Divisions took their positions around the Boxti fortress, weapon systems locking on and calibrating firing solutions. Shiva tanks took up battle positions behind berms and hillsides. Thor cannons, safely in the rear, locked onto scout signals and loaded high-explosive 300mm artillery rounds. Infantry reserves conducted pre-combat inspections and rehearsed their battle drills. Across the surface of the colonized planet, engines roared to life and vehicles began to move, preparing the massive evacuation Arks for launch. Fighters aboard the nearby stations were loaded and set on rails, pilots waiting in their ships for the go order.
 
                 The firecracker was set. It just needed a match.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Ambassador Gutierrez wore her poker face well, but it was being tested. Sitting in the stifling tent with the Boxti warlord, she fought back the urge to lash out. Her mother had taught her that violence solved nothing, that any argument could be solved with the appropriate application of diplomacy and hard work. That sentiment had lasted until Maria’s second term as a state Governor, when a Martian splinter group murdered her husband and son in a bus bombing. 
 
                 Like most career politicians, Maria entered the Colonial Delegation with a sense of wonder. She wanted to make changes for her world, to mold New Eden into the perfect planet. Her optimism faded over time, replaced with the realization that politics, when left to its own devices, became as crooked a system as any other. Ideals could be compromised for the right price, principals were based on party alignment, and no one had the power to change anything on their own. But even with that knowledge, Maria had never given up on her dream. 
 
                 However, all that was before an alien ship had landed on her front lawn and murdered hundreds of thousands of her citizens. Now, it was all she could do to resist pulling General Casey aside, grabbing his pistol and firing into the crowd of Boxti soldiers. Eruk, the four-armed leader of the invasion party, had allowed his translator to dictate the terms of the human surrender. 
 
                 For everything they could be called, the Boxti weren’t greedy. They required no lands or money, only bodies. After a short study of the planet, their“Clerics”had decided that the Terrans were barely worth the time it would take to conquer them. Rather than risk more lives in a prolonged conflict, the aliens would simply enslave a portion of the species to work off the“blood debt.”After a period of hundred years, the humans would be allowed to compete for the honor of the Ruall, and be admitted as members of the Horde. If they served loyally for another three centuries, they could even petition for the honor of becoming a Cleric.
 
                 Maria had spent most of the day’s negotiations trying to understand the structure of the alien society. It seemed to function like a caste system, all wrapped into a militant theocracy. At the top of the pile, a monarch called the Lord King reigned supreme. Underneath came the Enclave, a group of Boxti known as“Clerics.”There were also Acolytes, and a group called the“Paragons.”They made up the native Boxti, who had then gone on to enslave dozens of other planets. Most members of the Horde—as the slave races were known—were mere cannon-fodder. Some, like the warlord, could be elevated to a more dignified state. 
 
                 The spindly creature, Shix, attempted to explain all of this in a way Maria could understand, but all it served to do was revolt her more. By the time the sun began to set, a monstrous migraine had developed between her eyes. She didn’t know what role she was supposed to have in these talks; it wasn’t as if she had the authority to surrender the human race over to another civilization. Nor did she intend to let New Eden go so easily. She did the best thing she could: stall.
 
                 The warlord had just finished his speech when Maria’s pocket began to buzz. At first, she was content to ignore it; plenty of people were calling her nowadays, trying to learn more about the parlay. But then her aide’s phone rang. And the General’s. And the rest of the entourage. The aliens ignored the sounds, packing up their gear and leaving the tent. The warlord rose to his towering height, leaning close to the Ambassador and wafting his musk over her. 
 
                 “If that is your leader,”Eruk began in barely passable English.“Then he will decide now.”He crossed his arms and waited. If the look on his face was smug, the humans could not read it. 
 
                 General Casey had frozen in place. He stared at his phone, white as a ghost.“Ambassador,”he stammered.“I think you need to see this.”
 
                 Maria checked her messages. Her hands shook as she read the text on her phone again and again, willing it not to be true. Then, as quickly as the shock had arrived, came anger. She stared at the stoic warlord, her poker face dissolving. 
 
                 “My leader’s decision will have to wait,”she said sweetly.“I am needed back at the rear. Planetary business. I promise, you will have our answer shortly.”
 
                 Eruk growled, angered by the sudden change in atmosphere. He barked at his translator, swatting the poor creature with one beefy hand. 
 
                 Shix withered away from his commander.“The esteemed warlord demands that you explain yourself. What could be more important than this negotiation?”
 
                 “Your people poisoned my world,”Maria said.“There is much to do before I can feel the safety of my citizens is assured. And, until I know that, I cannot in good faith give you an answer.”
 
                 Eruk gave a command, a quick hiss. Shix released the Ambassador’s aide, shivering as he broke the connection. His limb snapped out suddenly, wrapping around Maria’s wrist. She screamed, jerking back but unable to break the alien’s grip. The urchin-like creature gurgled pleasantly for a moment, then shouted excitedly at the warlord. Eruk hollered at his soldiers, reaching across the table and grabbing Maria by the throat.
 
                 “You dare!”Eruk roared.“Stop this now!”
 
                 Maria’s eyes rolled in head, resting on General Casey. Every human in the room had drawn down on the enemy soldiers, shouting curses and orders and anything that popped into their heads. The alien riflemen hissed back, screaming in their own tongues. The General held his phone to his lips, his heart pounding like a jackhammer. The warlord met his gaze, rage building.
 
                 “All stations,”Casey said. He swallowed a lump in his throat, and suddenly he was calm. His military career had led him to this moment, this night where he would honor his oath. Maria mouthed the word before he spoke, and he gave her a small nod. He turned his good eye to Eruk, a bitter grin on his face.“Castle. I say again, Cas—”
 
                 The bolt hit dead center of the General’s eyepatch, exploding out the back of his head. Casey dropped to the ground in a heap, and the tent erupted. Soldiers on both sides unloaded their weapons on the enemy, screaming in rage and pain and fear. Blood of every color sprayed the walls. Humans and aliens hit the dirt, crying out for help or whimpering softly as lay dying on the ground. The stench of burnt flesh mixed with the cordite and ozone in the air. It lasted seconds, but the Terrans never stood a chance. Maria watched helplessly as the last man fell.
 
                 Eruk pulled the Ambassador close to his face, a deep rumble emanating from his chest.“You are weak,”he spat.“You will die. Your people will die. This world will die.”
 
                 Tears ran down Maria’s face, but iron rose in her stomach. She set her jaw, forcing down the bile in her throat. Locking eyes with the alien warlord, the Ambassador of New Eden whispered her last words.“Not before you.”
 
                 Eruk clamped his hand tight, snapping the woman’s neck like a twig. He laughed, tossing her body aside with little effort. As he turned to leave, he nearly tripped over the trembling form of his navigator/translator. Reaching down, Eruk grabbed the urchin by his stalk-like neck.“Go back to the ship, coward. Let them know that the humans chose death.”
 
                 “But warlord,”Shix began.“Can’t you hear?”
 
                 Eruk was about to pull off one of the navigator’s spindly legs when the ground shook. He walked toward the tent entrance, stepping over bodies without interest. Outside, dangerously close by, the sounds of a firefight intensified. The Druuma trembled, though Eruk could not tell if it was from fear or excitement. As he wandered into the cool night air, the Cthanul raised his four arms to the sky. The Lord King would regret the loss of the planet, but the warlord would still have his honor. 
 
                 For the Boxti, this planet would fall.
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 At 2000 hours, local time, a single word was transmitted to every commander in every unit in the attack force. 
 
                 “Castle, Castle, Castle.”
 
                 In her Seed Bomber, Kaileen repeated the launch order and armed her warheads. Engines ignited and rails hummed as the fighters and warships began to launch into space. The Boxti forces sat quiet and motionless as the Terrans fell upon them like a tidal wave. Capital ships opened a volley of overwhelming fire on the stationary alien ships, sending a cluster of projectiles hurtling at the enemy. 
 
                 Valley Forge, already in position, extended two cannons from its port and starboard mantles. Huge arms pushed the weapons far out from the body of the cruiser as guidance systems pointed the barrels toward the target. Bright yellow and green lights flashed as Thunder and Lightning charged up, miles of coils spinning a golfball-sized projectile through a spiral accelerator. As the thousands of missiles arced toward the enemy line, Captain DeHart gave the order to fire the orbital strike. The entire vessel rocked from side-to-side as the monstrous PACs lit off. Twin streaks of white shot down toward the surface. 
 
                 The war began.
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
                 
 
                 In the Drova Wastes, amidst the might of the Boxti armada, a single ship came to life. 
 
                 It had been the culmination of the greatest minds ever to exist in the galaxy. During the Unending War, dozens of civilizations had crafted it to be the perfect armament. Technology had reached a point where most weapons of mass destruction could be deterred from their intended targets. Missiles could be jammed, and slugs could be blocked. In a fight against an enemy without fear, they built the most terrible device ever conceived. 
 
                 It had been thought that the Boxti could be culled with mutually assured destruction. If the end result of their conquests was a galaxy of broken planets, surely they would see the reason and safety of peace. If there were no place they could hide, no world they could secure forever, the alien menace would halt their aggression. 
 
                 Gehnomwas built as the final act of defiance by the ancient cabal called the Pharsamin, a means to an end that the sentient races feared above all else. If they could not defend their homes, they would render them useless to the enemy. Ion weaponry could burn worlds to ash, but time would heal such wounds. Traditional warfare could pulverize a planet into powder, but the land would grow again. There was only one method of attack that had no equalizer, and that meant destroying the planet’s core. Once broken, the gravitational forces would simply tear the rock to pieces. There would be nothing left to inhabit. 
 
                 It was hoped that such a drastic weapon would never be used. That the simple fact of its existence would be enough to dissuade the invading forces. After the loss of nine homeworlds, even that hope fell away. The Pharsamin realized that there could be no peace, no matter how hollow the victory would be for the Boxti. In fleeing for their lives, the races of the past left a monster behind for the dark creatures to find. 
 
                 Aboard the juggernaut Gehnom, a single voice rose as hundreds of thousands of creatures brought the terrible ship to life.“The Humans ask for death. And we shall grant it.”
 
                 Without a sound, the bringer of doom opened a wormhole and jumped toward the Terran colony.
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Captain Grahams stood in his hatch, looking through a pair of binoculars at the Boxti carrier. His gunner sighted the walls of the structure, the blockades hastily set up by the enemy soldiers, and activated the laser tracker. Graham’s Crew Vehicle Helmet blocked out the whining engine as best it could, sealing him off from the outside world. Still, it did next to nothing to shield him from the scream of the PAC rounds. 
 
                 Like twin fists from heaven, the enormous slugs tore down from space and slammed into the roof of the alien ship. The rounds bore deep into the metal, melting it down into slag before driving further and further into the ship. The strike from Thunder hit in the crew quarters, crushing several rooms before stopping. Lighting hit the ammunition compartment near the ground, igniting the stores of missiles. The port side of the vessel swelled outward and exploded, sending chunks of debris raining down on the fields below for miles and miles. 
 
                 The peace shattered, the offensive force opened fire. Captain Grahams watched his company of tanks release a salvo of Sabot rounds into the structure. Each projectile was inert, but tore through the defensives like tissue paper. Walls crumbled and fell and bodies flew in all directions. Behind the main line, Multiple Launch Rocket Stations (MLRS) released a shower of high-explosive warheads down on the enemy front. Thor mobile cannons dropped a never-ending downpour of high explosives. Blossoms of flame rose like a garden of death. Smoke and the acrid smell of spent chemicals filled the air.
 
                 “All stations, this is Guardian.”General Casey’s voice came through the command net, broadcast in every vehicle.“Assault the enemy line. Commanders, carry out your missions.”
 
                 Grahams pulled his hatch until it locked a foot above his head. He leaned forward and patted his gunner on the shoulder. The young sergeant sat in front of the Captain, face pressed into the sight.“Cavemen, this is Black Six. Assault, assault, assault.”His driver moved out without hesitation. The Shiva rolled forward quickly, clearing ground between the friendly line and the carrier. As targets presented, each platoon struck out. The Boxti had no armor presented, but nothing cleared the field of battle like a Shiva. Gunners took out targets as quickly as they popped up, mowing down ground troops with the slaved .50 caliber machine guns. 
 
                 “Black Six, this is Shadow one-one. We have eyes on four...make that five heavy vehicles moving out from the main entrance. Looks like armor.”
 
                 Grahams chewed on his lip.“Roger, Shadow one-one. Maintain eyes on and report.”He squelched the radio once.“Caveman units, we have incoming armor. Engage and report. Out.”He wasn’t worried. There had yet to be an enemy the Company couldn’t handle. 
 
                 Ahead of the headquarters section, first platoon came within visual range of the Boxti tanks. They were slow but heavily fortified, resembling bulbous scorpions. The turret was squat and flat, with a single angular cannon protruding a meter from the center. Two spires shot out either side of the barrel. The crew remained buttoned up inside, away from sniper fire. As the enemy tanks rumbled forward, the blood red metal shimmered in the sunlight.
 
                 At his perch on a nearby hill, Zev watched the enemy roll out. His scoped GK rifle bobbed back and forth as he traced the outline of the hull, looking for any signs of life. He saw the plumes of fire and smoke from the tank line before the booming response, and counted the seconds until the rounds hit. The first volley fell in front of the advancing line, spraying dirt and rocks in all directions. 
 
                 “Red two, this is Shadow. Short. Add one half and re-engage.”
 
                 The next Sabot hit the Boxti tank near the front, impacting with a satisfying shower of smoke and metal. Still, the enemy vehicle drove on. The turret charged with glowing red energy before hurling a bolt at the nearest Shiva. A crimson ball of tumbling plasma tore through the plated armor, driving past the crew compartment and into the ammo storage. Red two exploded into pieces. 
 
                 Two more friendly tanks pushed forward, firing at the offending enemy. Their rounds had more luck, blowing the top clean off the heavy armor. A secondary explosion littered the ground with chunks of black and red debris. But more and more Boxti poured from the carrier, flowing out like a river. Infantry forces rode out on hovering square platforms, firing automatic cannons and rockets. Several smaller, faster vehicles charged the hill where the scouts had set up camp.
 
                 Lieutenant Gabriel saw the movement and rolled onto his back.“Shadow, clear the hill. We’re made.”Zev grabbed his gear and bolted, racing back toward the trucks. Enemy rounds ripped into the earth behind him, leaving smoldering craters. The pressure from their impact drove him to his knees, but he popped up quickly and resumed his retreat. He dove inside the vehicle, a young private gunning to engine before Zev’s weight had settled on the seat. The hill fell behind them as the truck raced back toward friendly lines. 
 
                 “A little close, sergeant?”Gabriel smiled, taking a swig from his canteen. Overhead, bombers raced toward their targets, dropping salvo after salvo of ground pounding warheads. The vehicle bounced each time an explosion shook the landscape. The LT shouted to the driver.“Head to position three. We need to get eyes on the back entrance.”He pulled a tablet from beneath the seat, watching the satellite feed.
 
                 Zev checked his rifle, picking at a clump of dirt with his fingernail.“Jesus, how many do you think are still inside?”
 
                 The lieutenant didn’t answer at first, just stared out at the burnt skeleton of a forest as the truck raced on. Tree trunks rose from the earth like black spires. Only months before, this had been a lush woodland area, a hotspot for hikers and families. Now, after the army have burned the spores from the land, it was so much ash and kindling.“Doesn’t matter how many they brought. None of them go home.”
 
                 Thunder crashed. Zev looked up, surprised he hadn’t noticed the dark pillars of storm clouds approach the battlefield. It was just as well, he thought. Maybe it would help wash away the blood. 
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
   February 24, 2237
 
    
 
                 The modified Valkyrie bucked and tumbled through the thick turbulence. With each gust of wind, the engines whined in protest and fought to stabilize the descending craft. Rain buffeted the ship from every angle, defying gravity as it rose on strong currents and slammed into the under armor. This was less a ride into battle and more like being in a washing machine.
 
                 Standing at the center of the passenger area, holding a troop strap for dear life, Josh looked at his assembled squad. The orders to move had come in the middle of the night, as they tried in vain to sleep off the shocking news from the days before. Markov knew there would be resistance to his decision, but the opportunity was too much to resist. After only a few days of fighting, it was painfully obvious that the Terran ground forces were outmatched. With Sasha’s urging, the doctor had agreed to send in the Archangels. 
 
                 The stress and anxiety hit everyone differently. Fares and Cho, normally unflappable, had spent the last few days snapping at each other like angry dogs. Dax and Liane barely spoke, each thinking about their loved ones lost on Tallus. Alexa seemed to handle it the best, though  she had started swearing more often than usual. Josh was torn. A part of him had been clamoring to fight every since he’d gotten back to the barracks on Kronos and found a new universe waiting. Another part of him realized that between him and his six friends were thousands of alien foot soldiers. If the reports from the front could be believed, the mixed species of the Boxti troops were a match for even Team Hercules.
 
                 A sudden jump brought him back to reality. They were clearing the cloud cover, exiting into the skies over the still raging battlefield. The once-green landscape resembled the surface of Luna. Fires burned all around the clearing. The forest on the far side, already scorched, had been leveled by a rolling tank battle that had carried down into the nearby town of Paradise Point. From his perch, Josh could see smoke rising in thick black pillars between high-rises. They were miles above the ground, hidden in the thunderhead and awaiting their deployment order.
 
                 Dax cleaned and cycled his weapon. Their equipment was all new, experimental rifles and pistols and heavy machineguns. Every soldier carried a katana on their back. It was drawn by reaching under the arm, rather than over the shoulder. This allowed them to carry HALO chutes as well. But all of it paled in comparison to the suits themselves. Josh, Dax and Alexa had gotten a sneak peek back on Omega, but nothing compared to actually wearing them. 
 
                 Markov had been correct in calling them minor augmentations, but had left out the specific details of the suits’make-up. Built of carbon-ring with a diamond-honeycomb frame and CDP sheeting, the armor was nearly impenetrable. Compared to the heavy-plates they were used to, the thirty-pound kits were light as a feather. Each section contained five separate layers of forged metal, divided by folds of ballistic gel. Underneath their suits—either a heavy or light model depending on preference and mission—the soldiers wore KevTek body sleeves with integrated carbon nanoweaves. Every soldier had custom-made gear that fit like a glove. 
 
                 The molded plates and pads were coated in specially-designed paints to deflect heat and laser imaging. Each section fit seamlessly into the next, leaving no vulnerable areas. Joints and flex-spots were covered in triple-woven KevTek, enough to stop conventional rounds. The camouflage pattern was rather basic—they weren’t designed for scouting so much as assault work—but the Archangels all agreed that the armor was damn impressive.
 
                 But it was in the helmet that the doctor had achieved something genius. Running along the inside of the woven balaclava was a SQUID network, a series of fiber optic cables that connected via the soldiers’nanomachines to link them to the suit’s various systems. Satellite comm links using sub-harmonic frequencies allowed the teams to maintain constant communication, even on opposite ends of the planet. The integrated Heads Up Display, or HUD, provided tactical information in real time. It was a self-contained system, allowing work in or out of atmo, with better physical protection than most armored vehicles. 
 
                 Josh had to concede that the gear was well worth the secrecy. Back on Omega, they’d watched a mocked-up armor set take unbelievable punishment from a Mack Daddy, the MKD .80 caliber gatling gun. After a few seconds, most people would be pulp. The suit, amazingly, had held. Josh had chosen the lighter armor, mostly for its low profile. He was still getting used to the added few inches all around his body; he’d banged his head three times coming into the shuttle. Dax wasn’t having it any easier in his heavy suit. It took Alexa and Josh ten minutes to talk him through the narrow opening. 
 
                 “Two minutes to drop zone,”the pilot announced. The soldiers had never met their chauffeur, but he’d set to impressing them early. They’d exited Blue Space outside of the aerial battle, only an hour from the planet. Flying without linkup was incredibly dangerous, as any passing ship could run into them without realizing. The bus driver weaved in and out of still-burning derelicts to hide their signature until they broke atmo. Now, despite the chop, he held them on course for their DZ.
 
                 Josh slipped his helmet on, pulling it down until the seal snapped shut. For a split second it was pitch black, the only sound his steady breathing. Air rushed in as the atmosphere inside the armor stabilized and the systems activated. The visor depolarized enough for him to see clearly. After a moment, the HUD powered on, the left side of his vision a scrolling list of tasks run by the onboard computer. It took less than seven seconds for his armor to be completely online and link with the MCU inside his body. 
 
                 “Archangels,”he said, his voice carried to every earpiece in the shuttle.“We’re going with the secondary target. Cloud cover’s pushing friendly air over the canyon. Ground forces are keeping the enemy busy, so we should be able to infiltrate without incident. We’ll set up camp at the tertiary rally point and plan our infil.”
 
                 The soldiers’visored faces stared back at him. Despite the armor blocking out any identifying features, Josh knew his team by their body language. Each suit was matte black with red markings, designed to look intimidating. Granted, that was based on human psychology, but Markov had hoped it would translate over to their new threat. Subtle differences in the patterns made each set of armor unique, and the soldiers had already started customizing their new gear. Fares had carved Islamic symbols onto his shoulders and above his visor. Liane scratched Samoan tribal glyphs into her gauntlets. 
 
                 Pierre raised a hand. He was leaning back against the wall of the shuttle, his long rifle resting on his lap. His family crest had been airbrushed onto his shoulder: A simple rosette underneath a silver sword. The same sigil was embossed on the hilt of his katana.“Rules of engagement?”
 
                 “Execute with extreme prejudice.”
 
                 The New Eden native nodded. He didn’t need to be told twice. Dax leaned forward, sliding a box of ammunition onto his new Ragnarok HMG. He looked more like a mountain than ever in his bulky gear. Liane uncapped the sight on her DSR 520 sniper rifle, wiping the IR lens with a soft cloth from a pouch on her forearm. Alexa cycled and recycled her new assault carbine, the G&R 45. Everyone went through their own personal ritual, whispering prayers or just banging their helmets against the bulkhead. 
 
                 Josh knelt down by Dax, using his carbine to keep his balance.“Dax?”
 
                 The massive helmet turned toward the lieutenant.“What’s up, buddy?”
 
                 “Could you say a prayer? For me?”
 
                 If Dax was smiling, it was lost behind the tinted visor.“I don’t know any Jewish prayers, man. Would one of the psalms be okay with you?”
 
                 Josh nodded.“Hey, it’s all going to the same guy in the end.”He lowered his head and gripped his friend’s gloved hand. When the prayer was finished, Dax gave him a squeeze and helped him stand.
 
                 A tone sounded inside the cabin and a red light lit up by the open door. The altimeter by the portal read 10,120 m above ground level. Wind pulled at Josh’s body as he inched closer and closer to the edge, supported by the troop straps hanging off the ceiling. He pointed his arm out, palm facing the ceiling. 
 
                 “Stand up,”he shouted. The stereophonic microphones on the suit gave him complete auditory awareness, which didn’t do anything to alleviate the roar of rushing air. As one, the Archangels stood and shuffled into a tight line. Weapons were strapped tight to chest harnesses to keep them out of the way, and to prevent a rifle butt from cracking someone’s jaw. Josh made a hook with his finger and held it over his head.“Hook up!”One by one, they attached tethers to a runner overhead. The Phantom Mk II could be activated manually, but Sasha hadn’t wanted any risk of human error on this, their first real mission. The tow lines would activate the deployment switch at the proper altitude, and the soldiers could glide down under their own stead. Each soldier checked and rechecked the lines and harnesses of the soldier in front of them, making sure the equipment was set and would function properly. Markov had wanted them to try to newer Mark IIIs, but until they could control the jets it was an unnecessary risk.              
 
                 Alexa rocked in place at the front of the line. Josh could feel the excitement bleeding off of her. It was infectious. He squeezed the inside of her elbow, the only place where the suits were thin enough to recognize any outside contact. On his HUD, a small box appeared next to her helmet with a blank space where a Federal ID would usually display; Markov had told them that their military files had been classified. Underneath the box, her call sign floated in glowing orange letters. Firestarter. 
 
                 “I’ll see you on the ground,”Josh said. The light turned green and Alexa shoved him aside, throwing a thumbs up over her shoulder as she slipped out the door and into free fall. The Archangels chased after her, no hesitation as they dropped down into empty air and charged toward the grounded carrier below. Josh was the last to go, sweeping the cabin with his eyes before gripping the outer frame of the exit.“This is Shogun. Angels are flying.”He took in a deep breath and fell forward into the fight.
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Jerry was fading fast, and there was little Cameron could do to help. The medical kit on board lacked any supplies for gunshot wounds, and had rudimentary packs for stopping blood loss. Jerry rested against the passenger seats, paler than any person had a right to be. Cameron ran back and forth between the cockpit and the cabin, making sure the autopilot had maintained course. Several systems were damaged during the attack on Imperion One, and Cameron had to scramble to keep things moving. 
 
                 Blue light filtered in through the small round windows along the port and starboard sides, the shadows constantly moving along the walls. Cameron fell into a seat, sweat dripping down his face. He’d shut down most of the automatic programs including the temperature and lighting, trying anything to maintain a steady flow of power to the engines. So far it worked, but the transport had become a sauna.
 
                 Adeline had long before ripped her jacket into strips for bandages. Sweat made her white blouse cling to her small frame. The shock had started to wear off, and the aide was quickly making herself useful as a medic. While Cameron kept the shuttle flying, she worked at keeping Jerry alive. 
 
                 “You’re doing great, kids,”Jerry said. His voice came out weak, almost a whisper. He coughed, softly at first then growing into a series of body racking hacks that left him hunched over. 
 
                 Cameron dropped to his knees, wetting the sleeve from his jacket and pressing it against the Chief of Staff’s forehead. He helped the old man lean back, wiping the blood and spit from his chin.“Doesn’t feel like it.”
 
                 “Arthur didn’t plan on anyone walking away from that one. We’ll have the element of surprise on our side.”
 
                 Cameron smiled, shaking his head.“And what good will that do? The senior members of the Council were all aboard that ship.”He lifted a small cup so Jerry could drink some water.“Who’s going to believe us anyways?”
 
                 Jerry nodded appreciatively, liquid spilling from the corner of his mouth and down his blood-stained collar.“It’s about saying the right words to the right people.”He shifted, making an awful face as pain wrenched his gut.“I’m going to tell you something I’m sure you already knew. The Council was never the real seat of power in the Universe.”
 
                 “Yeah, they’re just one part of the governing Pillars.”Cameron struggled to remember what he’d been taught years ago in high school, but found it hard to focus.“The Mayors of each city work with the Governors, who elect the continental Presidents. The Presidents report to the Planetary Ambassador and their local Council.”
 
                 “And all of that is under the Colonial Delegation,”Jerry said with a weak smile. It was nice to die knowing there were still educated members of society out there.“But all of that is only half the story. You’re too young to remember the New Eden Secession, but it was one of a series of fights regarding the unification of mankind under one flag. The rights of many being controlled by the few never sat well with those who called themselves the‘many.’Ever since Norton died, it’s been a never-ending struggle. Years of constant, unending conflict take their toll. When I was a younger boy, I had to learn six different anthems to sing at the beginning of each assembly. 
 
                 “It took a long time, but eventually I think the leaders of the free worlds grew tired of looking over their shoulders, waiting for the next shoe to drop. They banded together about a hundred years ago, forming out of necessity a secretive group of men and women with one ultimate goal: To maintain peace and order in the universe. There first member was a man named Calvin McMallen.”
 
                 “That’s the guy who started the Division, right?”Cameron was happy to have remembered anything useful from his history class.“Held in a Legion POW camp for sixty years before starting the rebellion against the Empire.”
 
                 “And he paid for it with his life, but not before starting up a second movement. Most of his recruits were the same people he’d been with for the past half-century. They called themselves the Foundation.”
 
                 Adeline laughed. Her lips were cracked and dry from the warm recycled air, and a sheen of sweat reflected light off her forehead.“Jerry, I’ve worked with you for over a year. You’re telling me you’re a closet conspiracy theorist?”
 
                 “Let me finish,”he snapped.“This isn’t some group of robe-wearing cultists making sweeping changes in the background. This was a cabal of advisors, scientists and doctors all working together to devise a system in which the human race could survive the great divide of space. They weren’t looking to rule the galaxy, just make sure it didn’t fall apart on them. And so, at the end of the Empirical War, they put into place a framework for the government you see today. All the wars fought and won by countries and planets around the known universe were all a part of bringing this dream to fruition.”
 
                 Now that he realized Jerry was serious, Cameron began to worry. It was more than just a tough pill to swallow. He shook his head.“But not all of those wars went right. The Empirical War may have pushed us along the right path, but what about the Emigration War? Or the Tokyo Revolution? Or Mars?”
 
                 “Mars wasn’t the first hitch, just the most visible. The first members of the Foundation began to die off, and those who replaced them didn’t see the dream with the same eyes. Each person had been carefully selected, but there was always a chance for a wild card. In this case, that card was a man known as Zacharia. He opposed the concept of remaining the hand behind the curtain. Part of being a secret organization meant no recognition for great deeds, and no compensation either. The Foundation was funded by a careful application of personal funds and skimming from government coffers, but it was still in a constant state of financial demise. Zacharia had plans to change that.
 
                 “First, he began bringing in more and more outsiders. He built relationships with politicians of United Earth. Over the course of a decade, Zacharia orchestrated coups in over a dozen different countries. Kingdoms fell to bring him more and more power, until he had created a nation of his own design. And when he needed a distraction to hide a few trillion credits moving from one bank account to another, that nation rattled its sabers and started a shoving match.”
 
                 A tone sounded from the system alert box. Without looking, Cameron reached over his head and shut off the alarm.“How do you know all of this?”
 
                 “My father was a doctor with the Foundation, one of the replacements brought in after a founder had passed.”
 
                 “I can’t believe this,”Adeline said.
 
                 Jerry sighed, his breath devolving into a fit of coughing.“I didn’t either, when my father first told me. It seems unreal, but then the pieces fall into place.”
 
                 The aide stood, holding onto the bulkhead for support.“So all this time, what were you doing working for Alexander?”
 
                 “Adeline, let him speak.”Cameron gestured for her to sit.              
 
                 “No, this is crazy. Cameron, are you buying this? Seriously?”
 
                 The pilot rolled his eyes and stood. He took Adeline by the arm and drew her into the cockpit.“Listen to me. Jerry’s not doing well. Do you see the black stuff on his bandages? That’s bile from his liver. If we don’t get him help immediately, he’s going to die.”He held her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.“Do you really want to be interrogating him right now?”
 
                 Adeline softened, her lower lip trembling.“No.”She struggled against a shiver climbing up her spine.“I don’t want to die either, Cameron. I’m not ready for that.”
 
                 Cameron nodded.“Why don’t you stay up here for a bit. Watch the console and let me know if a message comes though. Is that okay?”
 
                 She smiled, slipping into the pilot’s seat.“I can do that.”
 
                 Cameron squeezed her hand and walked back to the cabin, sliding down next to Jerry. He took a sip of water from a bottle on the ground, savoring the feeling on his dry throat. The air had become almost painfully arid.“Alright, Jerry. Answer me this. If the Foundation had all this power and control, how did Zacharia hide what he was building?”
 
                 Jerry took in a deep breath, releasing it through gritted teeth.“He took his nation to Mars. Started a series of unions to keep his actions hidden behind legitimate businesses.”
 
                 “Miners,”Cameron said. 
 
                 The Chief of Staff nodded.“Miners, steelworkers, pipe-fitters, electricians and every other blue collar on that planet. Zacharia’s nation had its own infrastructure, a strong economy and, most importantly, an army to defend it all. Mars became self sufficient almost overnight. Where the Foundation had pushed terraforming for the red planet, Zacharia drove the citizens into underground dormitories that blossomed into the thriving subterranean megapolis existing today. Burton’s project was the fastest success story any of the Foundation members had seen.”
 
                 “Wait,”Cameron said.“Burton?”
 
                 At this, Jerry took a moment to adjust the bunched-up jacket behind his back. He gritted his teeth at the wave of pain and nausea that followed.“Yes, son. Zacharia Burton. Better known to the public as Professor Zach Burton, father of the current High Chancellor.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 The room wasn’t just dark, it was pitch black. At first he’d thought they’d left the bag over his head, but as his senses returned he could tell that wasn’t the case. A slight breeze passing over his ankle reassured him that at least air was flowing, but no light penetrated that abysmal darkness. Alexander Burton, the most powerful political figure in human history, was cut off and completely alone. 
 
                 Arthur hadn’t touched him once they’d boarded the escape pod. Save from tying his hands and placing a black hood over the High Chancellor’s head, Arthur had been a rather pleasant captor. He rationed the small supply of food so Alexander never felt too hungry, and was quick to bring a small sip of water whenever Alexander felt parched. It was more than a little unnerving, his attentive aide’s constant presence. But that wasn’t the frightening part of the journey. It was never knowing where they were headed, what fate awaited at their destination. Alexander had a vivid imagination and played each scenario over and over again. 
 
                 Mostly he’d thought about a quick end. The hood would be yanked off to blinding light, probably a set for the cameras. His captor would give a quick speech and Alexander’s last sight would be the barrel of a gun inches from his face. Or, if they were less comfortable with taking life, he would stare into the eye of a camera and feel the cool metal on the back of his head. Either way, it would be swift. If they were less compassionate, he might get a rope or an axe. Jonah had always been fond of blades. Maybe they’d just take him somewhere high up and kick him off the side. That wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
                 But sitting in his cell, surrounding by a hollow silence and completely cut off from his senses, his mind had found new and horrifying ways to die. Each one elaborate and dragged out, squeezing every drop of pain imaginable before finally allowing his withered husk of a shell to fail. 
 
                 Sudden blinding white light spilled into the room, engulfing the politician. He shut his eyes, but stars danced in front of him. He felt strong hands grab his arms and hoist him up, dragging him from the cell. Alexander struggled to put his feet underneath him, but the men on either side marched too quickly. His shoes had been removed and he felt soft but firm carpet on his toes. Doors opened and closed quickly on either side, and the rabble of voices dissolved into one indiscernible mess. 
 
                 They turned down one corridor, then another and another. The journey seemed to take forever, though in reality could have only been a few minutes. When Alexander was finally able to open his eyes, they were already in the last room. The space was immense, but filled with equipment Alexander knew all too well. In fact, in just the few seconds he had to look around, the High Chancellor knew exactly where he was. He’d been in this room, in this building, hundreds of times over the course of his career. Every politician who’d ever served had been seated where he was now, staring at a line of cameras and monitors with a digital display of downtown at his back.               
 
                 This was the Galactic News building, and he was in the main studio. Alexander almost smiled as his captor walked into the room. Not Arthur, no, he was just the facilitator of the kidnapping. This man walked with more swagger, despite a slight limp in his right leg. His face was warm and beaming as he pulled a chair from behind the anchor desk and sat down facing the politician. Jonah looked at Alexander with his ocean blue eyes, smiling without humor. 
 
                 “Hello, Alec.”
 
                 The politician grinned.“Jonah. It’s been a long time.”Alexander looked around the room.“If you wanted an interview, you only had to phone my press agent.”
 
                 “I did,”Jonah said, motioning to Arthur standing in the corner.“Thankfully he was able to bypass your schedule. This meeting couldn’t wait any longer. I don’t know if you’re aware, but the situation facing our species has become somewhat dire.”
 
                 Alexander scoffed.“What do you think you’re going get from this? Killing me doesn’t change a thing. You’re still just a small-time thug holed up in a tower.”
 
                 “That’s where you’re wrong, Alexander. You know the adage about the cat being away? We’ve grown fat off your absence.”Jonah stood, pacing a slow circle around the High Chancellor.“New York didn’t accept us at first, but Kerrigan managed to bring most of the Americas under our control. The other countries followed, one by one, until our power overwhelmed Fleet’s control of Earth. It seems like the people of this planet are sick and tired of being lorded over by a group of old men in Vienna.”
 
                 Alexander glared, his eyes burning.“You think they’ll so happily trade in the Federate for your sick new government?”
 
                 “No,”Jonah said.“I expect they won’t even notice a change. We’re not reinventing the wheel, Alexander. The Hammer isn’t going to break down the system, just reinforce it. In five years, they won’t care that we took control by strength of arms. In ten years, they might not even remember how it all happened. In thirty years, the history books will all be written to support our actions.”              
 
                 The politician had to admit, human nature was on Jonah’s side. Even the most horrific events lost their power when transmitted over great time or distances. During the Mars War, Colorum had chosen to stand completely neutral, despite being a major trade partner for the red planet. The pain from the initial attack on New York would vanish as the families of the victims grew older. Already the city had moved on to more important stories, only recalling the bombings as part of an ongoing human interest piece, and Jonah’s saturation of the media with pro-Red Hammer rhetoric had only helped to bury any opposition he may have faced.
 
                 Alexander had watched the drama unfold while buffered by several million lightyears aboard the Imperion. The Unified Russian-Chinese Republic had thrown in its hat with the rebels weeks after the incident in the Big Apple. Europe hadn’t clung on much longer, and the African sprawl knew Kerrigan from his relationship with many of their more popular dictators. Admiral Gilroy had always regarded the Hammer as a group of thugs and brutes without the wherewithal to pull off more than a terrorist bombing. Alexander had known better. The coordinated attacks around Earth had been surgical, destabilizing regimes that the Hammer had whittled down to mere husks of their former selves. Though they had no way to suspect at the time, the planet had been lost long before the fight had even started. The High Chancellor shook his head. Gilroy is dead, he thought. Along with most of the people you called friends. Donald and Jerry. Councillors Weller and Karamsha. Even that poor pilot. 
 
                 Jonah motioned to one of his soldiers and Alexander was hoisted to his feet. The bonds tying his hands fell away, and he rubbed his wrists to ease the tingling and burning left from the rope. A firm palm came down on his shoulder and pushed him forward to follow after Jonah. They walked out of the studio and down the hall, up several flights of stairs and into a beautifully designed elevator. At the top floor, the doors opened to Jonah’s office, the study of the former CEO. Jonah sat down next to a gorgeous marble chess set, gesturing for Alexander to sit in the opposing chair. 
 
                 The High Chancellor resigned himself to the situation and eased into the cushioned seat. He admired the ornate oak board between him and the terrorist leader. Each hand-sculpted figure was a work of art, but something was off. The characters were not arranged in a starting position. It looked as though they were sitting down to a game already in progress. As Alexander surveyed the arrangement, a realization dawned. Jonah smiled from across the set, waving away all of his guards. One, a particularly brutish man, held back by the door.
 
                 “Is there anything else, Vic?”Jonah asked.
 
                 Victor scowled, leaving his comment unsaid as he turned and left the room, closing the door. 
 
                 Alexander looked at his pieces on the board, then up at Jonah. The whole scene felt like a dream, surreal and unnatural.“So, now what?”
 
                 “We have some time to kill, Alexander. I think you remember where we started this. It’s about time we finished.”
 
    
 
   -                            X                            -
 
    
 
                 Timothy knew help wasn’t coming. He could hear the sounds of war just over the hill, and every explosion sent up a column of smoke visible for miles around. He’d taken his daughter to the roof once the dust had settled so they could see the rescue coming. When the orbital strike broke the morning silence, he decided they had to find their own way out. 
 
                 They’d found a radio a few days earlier and used it to listen for news of safe zones or any helpful information. No luck so far. Timothy had been content to move a few buildings every night, but now he saw there was no time. Alien transports flew low over the city, firing at anything that moved. Father and daughter had been lucky, heading inside just as the invading force moved in. There were still infected creatures loitering in the streets and they gave chase, leaping off balconies to latch onto passing shuttles. Crashing ships started fires that raged out of control, consuming whole city blocks. 
 
                 “Are you ready?”Timothy asked.
 
                 Mary took a sip from her thermos. Cartoon characters covered the outside, but it was the only thing child-like about her. Timothy’s daughter had become so serious in the last week. She had adjusted much better than any adult he knew.“I’m ready, Dad.”
 
                 He kept his hand over the doorknob to the rear exit, hoping the tremors in his fingers were from the constant explosions. After a short count he twisted the knob and opened the door. All was calm in the back alley. He checked each direction and took a tentative step outside. Turning to his daughter, he nodded.“Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 The gliders opened without a hitch. Josh and his team soared in slowly winding circles, keeping the smoldering carrier in sight. Wind blew up in gusts from the flames below. More than once, an Archangel lost control and spiraled down a few hundred feet before regaining control. The rain didn’t help, and the stretched fabric of the wings often lost its grip and slipped out of place. Each time, the soldier had to manually pull the wings back in and redeploy in free fall. It made the journey take half the time, Josh had to concede. 
 
                 They hit the ground running, collapsing their flight kits and bringing their weapons to bear. Those on the ground created a tight circle and waited for the rest of the team. Once Josh was safely down, they headed out. The rain and fog masked their movement as they crossed the scorched countryside and marched toward the enemy fortress. It took hours to reach the rally point, and the sun was low on the horizon by the time they set up camp. 
 
                 Their mission was simple. Markov would have loved to spend weeks scouring the ship for all the hidden gems it had to guard, but Sasha had convinced him of a more important task. The Archangels brought with them a suitcase. Inside, inert in its unarmed state, was a simple looking bomb. When placed in the right spot, Josh had been told, the bomb could reduce the enormous alien ship to rubble. Thunder and Lightning had created a handy opening on the rooftop at the highest level. The trick was getting up there. If it hadn’t been for the anti-air batteries, they could have landed on the roof. Each Archangel had a set of magnetic grapnels and climbing equipment in their packs, but no one relished the thought of scaling the alien structure. 
 
                 As the group set up camp, Dax walked over to his commander. In his suit, he looked more machine than man.“Josh,”he said. 
 
                 “What is it?”
 
                 Dax pulled his friend to the side to talk alone. It was unnecessary; the MCU inside the soldier had already isolated the audio link between the two soldiers.“Where is everybody?”
 
                 Josh shrugged.“Most of the Black Adders were pushed into Metts a day or so ago. The 151st is gone, along with most of the other divisions.”He sat down on a large flat rock. Sticking his thumbs into small slots by his jaw, he disconnected the helmet and eased it off it head. His hair was slick with sweat, matted to his face.“Most of the civilians were sent to the Arks, if they made it out of the cities.”
 
                 Dax pulled of his mask, taking a deep breath of cold air.“At least the far side of the planet is pretty untouched,”he said.“But that’s not what I meant. We haven’t seen a single alien since we landed.”
 
                 Josh wiped his forehead with a gloved hand.“I don’t know, maybe they all ran off to fight. Maybe this place has automated defenses and doesn’t need a crew. It doesn’t change the mission.”
 
                 Dax sighed.“I guess you’re right. It’s just, I feel really weird.”
 
                 Josh laughed.“Dax, you’re a professional athlete serving in the military, you have about a few billion credits worth of microscopic machines inside your body, you’re wearing armor more armor than most tanks, and we’re about to climb into an alien ship to blow it up. Feeling‘fine’would be worrisome.‘Weird’is par for the course.”He stood, placing a hand on Dax’s bicep.“However we got here, there’s nothing left to do but the job.”
 
                 Walking back into camp, Josh was happy to see the soldiers working with such coordination. Only months ago they had been at each other’s throats, fighting for a prize none of them knew existed. There was still work to be done, but Josh had to admit he felt some pride in being a part of this unit. There had never been anything like the Archangels before. It was a great feeling to be a part of something that big.
 
                 Cold wind rushed through the hilly area, sending chilling gusts at the Archangels as they worked. The soldiers stretched thin tarp between posted branches and created a small half-shelter. Josh put them at fifty percent security and let everyone catch a few hours rest before the climb. Before they took a break, they gathered in the center of camp. The lieutenant checked his watch. 23:15, right on schedule. 
 
                 “Archangels,”Josh said, standing.“Our pilot is gonna set down and wait for us to finish. We’ll start up at 0300. That should put us on the roof by 0530 at the latest. We might end up staying a day or two inside before we activate the TRD, so eat light.”
 
                 “Hooah,”Dax said.“Needed to trim down a few pounds anyway, boss.”
 
                 Josh nodded.“Bravo’s taking first watch, so grab what sleep you can. Tomorrow, we hunt.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The enemy fled before him, as countless others had in years before. Standing atop the shattered hulk of a human tank, Eruk djun Tolan basked in his victory. In his entire life, he had never encountered a foe worthy of a challenge, and these fleshy creatures were no different. It saddened him somewhat, knowing that there existed no being capable of giving him a good fight. 
 
                 His armies had landed only a few hours after the humans’petty sneak attack. Within a day, the enemy was routed. Now they hunted down every fighting man and woman, crushing them into paste. The Druuma cautioned that the Clerics would not approve of such a response, but Eruk no longer cared. They could come and remove him from the field of battle if it pleased them so. He was content to wade through the bloody fields with the ground troops. With any luck, he’d bring home a few new skulls for his collection. 
 
                 “I have sent word to the Ma’Arak,”the Drumma said. It gurgled in his chest. 
 
                 Eruk grunted.“They have no place here. I am in command of this system.”
 
                 “You have too few forces to conquer this planet on the ground. And a Cleric must be present to witness a purge.”
 
                 “Fine,”the warlord said.“But I wish to kill something before the High Commander arrives.”
 
                 The Parasite seemed to like that idea. Together, the Cthanul and Druuma joined a small raiding party and set out into the world in search of a fight.
 
    
 
   -                            XII                            -
 
    
 
    
 
   February 25, 2237
 
    
 
   
 
  

              Fort Metts burned. Fires roared across the entire base, leaving the skeletal remains of buildings across the landscape. Smoke billowed so thick it blotted out the sun, causing a perpetual night to cover the entire area. The screams of the wounded and dying were drowned out by the constant staccato of machine guns and pulse of plasma bolts. Every few minutes the ground would shudder from a bombing run, followed swiftly by the thunderous explosion. 
 
                 Zev raced from building to building, using the shattered remains of the post exchange for cover while catching his breath. He checked his rifle, pulling the magazine out to count remaining rounds. From the weight he knew he had twenty-six remaining, not counting one locked in the chamber. In the pouches on his vest sat another four magazines, each holding forty-five rounds. It wasn’t enough by a long shot. 
 
                 The offensive had failed as quickly as it had started. Even after the shock and awe effect of Thunder and Lightning, the Boxti had recovered and launched a sweeping counterattack. The Scorpion tanks routed Charlie Company, forcing a hasty retreat toward the reserve line. Smaller scout vehicles—dubbed Pillbugs or“Pills”after their single rolling wheel underneath the chassis—pushed the scouts off the hill and pursued them relentlessly. Half of Zev’s platoon was simply run down, shot to pieces by the rapid-fire cannons each Pill carried. The rest of the scouts, including the lieutenant, had continued to run until they found themselves inside Fort Metts, or rather the civilian living section known as Paradise Point. 
 
                 By this time, enemy air had joined the fight. A swarm of Y-shaped Hornets descended from the skies, as well as smaller aircraft nicknamed Wasps after the unique report of its single-core engine. These scout craft harassed ground troops with small rocket pods and twin repeater cannons. Operating in groups of three to five, the Wasps erased the frontline and scattered the remaining infantry. Friendly air arrived too late to hold off the attack and was forced to act as a reactionary force. In moments, the sky became a chaotic free-for-all of streaking missiles and exploding jets. Burning metal rained down on the fleeing human forces.
 
                 Zev and what remained of Shadow took up a position inside an abandoned building, once the middle school. Despite the recent violence, the interior was remarkably intact. As the soldiers crept through the classrooms, the empty desks and neatly stacked books only added to the tension. Built of thick brick walls and insulation against the cool winter, the school blocked out most of the sounds from the outside. It was too quiet. 
 
                 “Any station this net, this is Shadow one. Come in.”Lieutenant Gabriel held the radio in a bandaged hand. Blood soaked the gauze, seeping out onto the cuff of his shirt. Their truck had taken a direct hit coming into the base, and the officer had nearly lost his arm when the vehicle rolled over. Zev managed to drag him inside just in time, but his hand had been crushed between the door frame and the road. He didn’t complain, however. His pistol was out and searching every corner and shadow. 
 
                 Zev walked closer to his platoon leader.“Anything, sir?”
 
                 Gabriel shook his head.“There’s too much interference. We need a more powerful antennae to broadcast. The radio station isn’t too far from here. If we hook up to their line, we can reach the TOC and figure out where to regroup.”
 
                 “The fallback position was supposed to be here.”
 
                 The lieutenant shrugged.“That was before here was the middle of the fight.”
 
                 They continued their movement through the school in silence. Zev counted out his men in his head. Only twelve survived the retreat from the frontline, including him. There was no telling how the rest of the company had fared, or even the battalion. A Boxti signal had jammed the radios almost immediately after the shooting started. The sound of battle carried on outside, never growing further away. 
 
                 A young private led the group, rifle at the low ready as he crept steadily forward. He had just reached another intersection when the wall ahead exploded inward. Dust filled the hallway, blinding the soldiers. Zev shouted for everyone to drop to the ground and wait. He hit the floor, trying to keep from choking on the plaster in his mouth. Voices could be heard shouting from outside. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it sounded like orders barked at soldiers. 
 
                 The first creature stepped over the broken wall gingerly, as though into a pool of water. It stood seven-feet-tall, with two thick arms and four legs. Breathing through slits on its side, the creature scanned the area with three eyes arranged on the lower half of its face. The head sat perched on a slender neck that moved back and forth like a cat’s tail. Though its feet were bare, the alien wore brown and yellow armor over most of its body. It carried a massive a quad-barreled machine gun in its arms and swung it around with ease. 
 
                 More and more Boxti entered the obscured passage, each stranger than the last. Zev made out five different species in the squad of thirteen. Most carried a bull-pup weapon, but two hauled a heavy machine platform and another what appeared to be a rocket launcher. They spoke in low voices, in what sounded like the same language. A few hissed and clicked in their own tongue with members of their kind, but all listened to the four-legged leader.
 
                 Zev’s platoon stayed quiet, allowing the enemy to completely step into the hall. Luck was on their side, and the aliens walked off in the opposite direction. Zev saw the opportunity at the same time as his platoon leader. The hall was narrow, big enough for two side-by-side but no more. Better yet, it was long. The Boxti had stepped into the perfect fatal funnel. Moving as smoothly as possible, Zev brought his rifle to bear and slipped the fire-selector from safe to semi. He willed his squad to do the same, smiling as he heard the soft clicks of the metal switches flicking over. The platoon sergeant was just taking aim on a target when Gabriel let loose. 
 
                 The lieutenant’s first shot struck home, punching a hole in the back of the rear security soldier. Its spine severed, the lizard-faced alien dropped to the floor dead. Immediately the rest of Shadow opened up. Bullets filled the hallway from floor to ceiling. Every inch of space became a torrent of hot lead and splintering bits of plaster. The lead alien dove through the wall to find cover, screaming with rage as his squad was torn to pieces. 
 
                 “Jo’GRAW!”
 
                 Zev’s neck hair stood on end.“Find cover!”
 
                 Bright purple bolts tore through the air. The Boxti heavy cannon spat out hundreds of rounds at the Terran soldiers. Zev rolled to the side as a volley came at him, eating through the floor where he’d just been. As he regained his footing, a bolt tore through the soldier on the far side of the hall, splitting the young boy in half. He died instantly, his face locked in surprise. Zev’s gritted his teeth, a roar building in his throat. Charging around the corner, he fired his rifle at the remaining creatures. Two fell under the spray of bullets. A third raised its weapon too late and caught the butt of Zev’s rifle to the skull. The sergeant kept running straight at the last alien, the slender necked creature with the massive cannon.               
 
                 Zev dove into the enemy, his fists swinging like hammers into the creature’s midsection. His knuckles bled but he felt nothing, driving the Boxti heavy gunner into a corner. It caught his left arm mid-swing, hurling him across the room. Zev pulled a combat knife from his vest, baring his teeth. For a moment it appeared the alien was unsure how to react, then it drew its own dagger, a sickly looking black dagger. The two soldiers circled each other, looking for an angle to attack. The beast grinned, or seemed to anyway. The human had no idea how to judge emotion on that train wreck of a face.
 
                 Over his shoulder, Zev heard the firefight continue in the hallway. His platoon had pushed the aliens out of the building and exchanged shots with their remaining forces in the street. He turned his attention to the lumbering beast. It was hard to tell if his fists had any effect on it. The knife, he was sure, would.
 
                 “Scroh, najak dju mohan,”the Boxti hissed through a mouthful of needles. It began to stalk closer and closer, its feet moving swiftly over the debris-littered ground. 
 
                 Zev inched forward, his left hand up in a defensive posture. The attack came without warning. Lunging forward, the Boxti shot out its arm, the black blade cutting the air with a shrill whistle. The human stepped to the side, the edge of the knife grazing his cheek, and brought his own weapon up and out. The tip nicked the alien’s chest and drew a bead of yellow blood. 
 
                 They unleashed a flurry of attacks. The creature struck out, then countered Zev’s attack. Another swipe went high and the platoon sergeant returned with a boot to the creature’s breathing gill, eliciting a deep groan. A bare foot came out of nowhere and struck the human in the head. Stars exploded in front of his eyes and for a moment he lost his opponent. The next thing he knew, the black knife came up and straight at his left eye. Zev spun around too slow and the edge drag a deep line across his face. 
 
                 Blinded by the blood, Zev reacted on instinct, charging into the attack and stabbing furiously. First came the metal on metal of his knife hitting the alien’s armor. Then he felt flesh give way under his blade, hot liquid pouring out over his hands. The Boxti soldier howled in pain, struggling to get away from its enemy. Zev screamed as well, his body shuddering with each strike. He didn’t stop until the alien dropped to the ground, dead. The platoon sergeant fell backward into the cracked wall, sliding down into a seated position. He felt strangely cold, despite being soaked in sweat from exertion. 
 
                 Lieutenant Gabriel appeared in front of his eye, grabbing ahold of his shoulders. 
 
                 “Sergeant Perez, can you hear me?”The officer’s voice sounded muffled, far away.“Sergeant!”Zev felt hands squeezing his shoulders and arms, running down his legs. His boots were unlaced and loosened. A part of his brain recognized that they were checking him for injuries. Aside from whatever had happened to his face, he felt fine. Zev’s head lolled to the side, seeming of its own accord, and he looked down at his chest. 
 
                 Buried to the hilt into the left side of his torso, the black blade protruded six inches from his cracked chest plate. The armor fell away easily, but the knife stayed in place. A dark stain surrounded the handle, growing slowly. Zev tried to laugh, but his body had taken over control of him. His fingers twitched as blood flow slowed to his extremities. Darkness encroached on his vision. 
 
                 “Medic!”Gabriel shouted.“I need a medic now!”The lieutenant pulled the first-aid pouch from his left shoulder, tearing the packaging open with his teeth. He twisted the cap off a syrette and plugged it into Zev’s thigh, holding it there for five seconds, then bent the needle and hooked it onto the soldier’s shirt. Gabriel pulled a sealed packet of Neofoamas, squeezing all of the gel around the wound. The agent went to work, foaming into a sterile, sealed pack around the knife. 
 
                 Zev’s breath came in gurgles and wheezes. The blade had punctured a lung, and pink froth bubbled near his lips. Gabriel used a cloth from the kit to wipe his sergeant’s mouth. 
 
                 “Come on, sergeant,”Gabriel said. He took the soldier’s hand in his, squeezing tight.“You can’t be out yet. The fight’s just getting started.”He looked up, his eyes wide.“Someone get over here! We need to move him.”
 
                 A masked man came running around the corner, a fireman’s axe strapped to his back. He looked like he’d just marched through Hell. His clothing was scorched and torn, covered in blood of various colors. As he dropped down to Zev’s side, a smaller person peeked out from behind the wall. The platoon sergeant, delirious, waved. The little kid waved back. 
 
                 “Who are you?”Gabriel asked.
 
                 The man pulled down his bandanna. He had a few week’s growth of beard and his lips were cracked and bleeding, but still he smiled.“Timothy Madison.”He reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a first-aid kit. The lieutenant popped the case open and removed a syringe.“I knew you would come,”the man said.“We were waiting, but we had to find a safer place.”
 
                 “We?”Gabriel looked around. He hadn’t seen the smaller figure shuffle up behind Timothy. He did a double-take when he realized she was a little girl.“Your daughter?”
 
                 Timothy nodded.“Mary.”
 
                 “Nice to meet you both.”The officer lined up the needle with Zev’s lung, took a breath and slammed the point in. Zev growled but didn’t move. Gabriel pulled the plunger clear of the syringe and waited. After a second the sergeant sucked in a deep breath. Gabriel took tape from the kit and stuck the makeshift air tube in place. Satisfied, he motioned for Timothy to help him lift the injured soldier.“We have to move, this place is swarming with ground troops.”
 
                 “Where’s the shuttle?”
 
                 Gabriel looked confused.“What shuttle?”
 
                 Timothy pulled his daughter close.“Aren’t you a rescue?”
 
                 “We’re the ones who need a rescue,”the officer said.“Come on, we’re headed to the radio station. We should be able to hole up in there, at least until the cavalry arrives.”They lifted the sergeant to his feet, each taking an arm on their shoulder. With the remaining soldiers providing cover fire, the squad began to move across the destroyed street toward the distant broadcast tower. All around them, the sounds of war grew louder.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Finding the entrance to the carrier had been easy. Thunder and Lightning had opened wide, jagged holes in the metal hull. Getting inside, however, had taken time. Using rope from Pierre’s kit, the Archangels descended down into the upper deck of the alien ship. Josh sent Alexa on point. Even with the armor adding some bulk to her frame, the young soldier moved with the grace of a dancer. Her rifle led the way, rotating around corners and snapping to any sudden noise or movement. 
 
                 The team moved in unison, like a single body. Every step was made together, every turn controlled and coordinated. It took only a few hours to clear two floors and move down. The going was extremely quiet. In fact, they hadn’t seen another living soul since waking up that morning. No one made any comment, but a single thought was on everyone’s mind. Where are all the bad guys?
 
                 Josh walked in a constant state of amazement, his eyes drinking in the sight of an alien vessel. It was nothing like he’d imagined. Human ships were tightly organized, with every available space utilized. Most felt rather cramped, even though they looked enormous. The alien carrier was built more like a factory or refinery. Rooms and walkways ran in a circle around a wide open central cavern. Pipes and machines of every shape and size filled the interior, all running to a central spire that hung down from the shattered roof. The corridors were large and round, with dim lighting and odd nooks and crannies. The walls looked as though they were carved out of some animal’s body, textured and ridged and a sickly crimson. 
 
                 Every hundred feet, the interior wall of the corridor disappeared to deliver a breathtaking view of the inner structure. Thunder and Lightning had done their job, coring the structure and allowing Josh’s team to infiltrate. The orbital strike had also destroyed whatever plumbing system seemed to have been set up. Shattered pipes sprayed multicolored sludge in thin waterfalls that landed on the ground far below. Looking over the side, Josh fought the vertigo-inducing twenty-story drop. 
 
                 “Josh,”Liane whispered. She pointed down to the opposite side of the ship.“I can see some ships on the floor.”
 
                 Sure enough, there were nearly a dozen broken Hornets and Wasps littering the ground below. Josh followed the  trail of debris to a jagged hole that lead to the bottom hundred feet of the carrier. Intel suggested that the lower floors contained the hangar and engines, though Josh didn’t understand the logic. Vibrations from machinery that size would make launching fighters near suicidal. Still, the bomb they’d been given was meant to go in the center of the engine room, and that appeared to be near the ground floor. 
 
                 “Hold,”Pierre hissed. He had taken point as they wound their way down the halls, but now was frozen in place, one fist raised at shoulder level. Slowly, Pierre lowered himself to a knee, aiming his carbine around a corner.“Contact, sixty meters.”
 
                 Josh crept over to wall, sliding down until he was on the ground next to Pierre. He edged out, peeking around the corner. There, milling about in the middle of the corridor, was a bird. At least, it had been.“Is that a gull?”
 
                 Pierre nodded.“Paragulls. Never seen one this big.”
 
                 The four-winged creature, normally the size of a dog, had mutated into a skinless monster as big as a bear. Its wings were folded along its back, connected by bulging muscles. The normal scoop-shaped beak had split and elongated. The gull seemed to have talons ripping out of its face. It was eating the remains of some poor critter, though Josh couldn’t make out what.
 
                 Pierre turned his head slightly, never taking his weapon off the hideous bird.“What should we do?”
 
                 Josh bit his lip.“Fares, can we jump over the side? Rappel down?”
 
                 Fares leaned over the ledge, scanning the cavernous room.“I wouldn’t recommend that, sir.”He sent Josh a message via their helmets and a small box appeared on the HUD.
 
                  Josh focused on the area until the image zoomed and enhanced. More gulls patrolled the space inside the hangar, their bat-like wings spanning nearly twenty feet. 
 
                 “We could shoot our way through,”Cho suggested. 
 
                 “And alert everything in the carrier that we’re here?”Josh shook his head.“This is only the third level of twelve. We need to get the package to the engines,”Josh said.“I’m open to ideas.”
 
                 Fares shrugged.“Open assault won’t work, and it’s too risky to fly across that much open space. I’m sorry, Josh. I’ve got nothing.” 
 
                 “LT,”Liane called out. Josh walked quickly to her position overlooking the hangar. She pointed with a finger to the ceiling.“There are catwalks leading to the spire. We could climb it.”
 
                 Pierre laughed from his spot near the corner.“Impossible.”
 
                 Liane ignored his comment.“It’s only angled down for about twenty feet, and then we can use those bolts as handholds. If we move slowly they won’t even notice we’re there.”
 
                 Josh traced the route in his head, weighing the options. Fighting down level by level would take time and ammunition, both of which were in short supply. His HUD streamed data from the fight outside, and it wasn’t going well for the Terrans. If they could knock out the carrier, it might buy the momentum the military needed to rally their forces. This route was incredibly dangerous but afforded the best chance to arrive at the target unnoticed. If they came under fire, however, they’d be sitting ducks. And if those gulls turned on them, it could get even worse.
 
                 “See,”he said to Dax.“This is exactly why having only seven soldiers is a liability.”
 
                 Cho nodded.“So, how do you want to do this?”
 
                 Josh felt a tightness in his chest, just like back on Kronos. His heart pounded in his chest as though he were running a mile-a-minute. Inside the suit, he was sweating. Dax must have sensed his anxiety, because suddenly the big man appeared. He put his hands on Josh’s shoulders and stared at him through the visor. 
 
                 “We can drop over the side.”
 
                 Alexa looked over from her perch in the rear.“Rappelling is too slow.”
 
                 “Exactly,”Josh said.“We’re gonna glide.”
 
                 Cho shook his head.“There’s no way we can maneuver in here.”
 
                 “This place is huge, Cho.”Josh waved his arms, gesturing to the rest of the carrier.“We need to clear ground and leave this floor to the birds. Every second we’re in here, more people are dying out there.”He waved Alexa and Fares over.“You two head down first. Find us a safe landing zone.”
 
                 Fares eyed the drop with trepidation.“And then?”
 
                 Josh rolled his shoulders and neck.“We find a safe route to the engines, then we blow this shithole off the planet.”
 
                 
 
   -                            XIII                            -
 
    
 
                 An explosion shook the cell, knocking Mara to the floor. She hit her head against the sink, leaving a gash that oozed blood down her cheek. Laser fire echoed in the corridor outside and the smell of smoke and ozone filled the air. The Nangolani scientist sat down on her bed, holding the blanket against the wound. Another bomb rocked the prison ward again, this time much closer. She could hear voices approaching; angry, shouting voices. Mara curled into a ball and retreated as far into the corner as possible, praying to Darna Wo, begging for a swift death. The door to her cell slid open, letting in tendrils of smoke. 
 
                 The man who entered wore a dark green uniform with black pants and boots. The armor on his chest bore the symbol of JohGal, two stars rising in unison over the crescent of Nangol. In his hands he carried an automatic rifle, the barrel glowing red. He looked down at Mara with coal black eyes and a humorless mouth. 
 
                 “Are you Mara Nox Booren?”he asked.“I am Trik Downakan. I’m here to rescue you.”His accent placed him as a Nofan Pas native. Thankfully he spoke her dialect. He offered a hand and helped her to her feet.“Hanweh Shodon has heard of the deception created by Emperor Anduin. The Domin are divided, half siding against the other. The Magistrate has ordered the deaths of all political prisoners and the swift apprehension of the rogue fleet.”
 
                 Mara could scarcely understand. She had sent a message to the Domin, but it had never crossed her mind that he would choose the path of violence. It appeared her discovery had caused a long dormant divide in the classes to break open. Domin were sworn to serve the Empire, but Hanweh was different. She was humbled by his actions on her behalf. 
 
                 “Where are we going?”she asked. The soldiers led her through the halls, pausing at intersections to clear the area before moving on. 
 
                 Trik didn’t reply at first. He held up a hand at each intersection, leaning out to take a look before moving on. Ever so often he would fire a burst and Mara would hear a scream. Blood and burnt flesh mixed in the air in a putrid cloud. Mara gagged, fighting the urge the vomit. Finally, after what seemed like forever, they paused.“Barrenon is on approach to Xenogas. We boarded on a small shuttle, and that is how we will escape.”
 
                 “But if Barrenonapproaches, won’t the cruiser fire upon her?”
 
                 “No,”Trik said.“Xenogas will not be given a chance. Barrenonwill fire a broadside and destroy this ship.”
 
                 That stopped the scientist in her tracks.“Destroy? But this ship has six thousand people aboard.”
 
                 “Six thousand, seven hundred and forty-eight.”Trix pulled her arm to drag her onward. Laser fire scorched the wall a moment later. His soldiers rolled into the area, automatic rifles spitting out green bolts of energy.“Believe me, Historian. This pains us to do. We are barely two hundred thousand, and this war will not be over swiftly.”
 
                 She hadn’t realized it, but tears flowed down her face. Her species couldn’t survive a civil war. There simply weren’t enough Nangolani left. They maneuvered from the holding area to the hangar, engaging in small firefights along the way. One of Trik’s soldiers was shot in the leg and the commando held off an attack until another man picked up the wounded and carried them off. It took only fifteen minutes, but felt like hours. 
 
                 The hangar was the center of the warzone. Four shuttles of Hanweh supporters had crashed through the barrier during the assault. Imperial soldiers had the high ground, but the rebels fought with a ferocity not seen in the Nangolani people for generations. Men shouted as bolts tore into their bodies, sizzling and popping until the heat died down. Black and silver blood covered the walls and floor. The stink of death was everywhere.
 
                 Mara stayed low to the ground, Trik’s hand on her back, as they ran down the steps toward a waiting craft. The soldier practically tossed Mara into a seat and strapped her down. The pilot, a young female with dark gray spots along her jawline and neck, gunned the engines. Other fighters piled inside, still firing out the hatch even as it closed. Mara saw Trik standing outside the shuttle, waving it off. She shouted for them to stop, to wait for him, but the pilot had already pulled back on the stick. The squat transport banked hard and shot out of the cruiser, picking up speed. Mara unsnapped her restraint and turned to face the window in time to see Barrenon arrive. 
 
                 One moment there was simply empty black space, and then the cruiser appeared. Its perfectly-timed exit from Stride gave little warning for the Imperial capital ship to react. An ominous green glow built up along the seams of the hull, growing toward a central point. It was an incredibly dangerous maneuver, but paid off. Only seconds after decelerating, Barrenon unleashed a massive wave of energy into Xenogas. The beam cut deep through the hull and into every compartment. Catastrophic decompression collapsed the frame, crushing the ammunition storage bays and igniting the pallets of missiles and bombs. The central fusion core disengaged from its cradle, reaching critical mass in seconds. The Capital Cruiser disappeared in an oval of white light as the entire ship erupted. Pieces of metal shot in all directions, trailing thin lines of smoke. 
 
                 It was too much for the scientist. Her breath quickened for a moment, held, and then she fainted. 
 
    
 
   -                            XIV                            -
 
    
 
                 Jerry was fading fast. Cameron had pulled him into the cockpit so he could keep an eye on the wounded man while flying as fast as the ship would allow. So far, that was their limiting factor. The damage sustained from the attack continued to reveal itself, from cracks in the passenger windows to a piece of metal the size of a coin that punched a hole in the aft port engine. All in all, Cameron wasn’t having the best day. 
 
                 Tearing through the iridescent void on a jury-rigged Blue drive was not Cam’s idea of a good time. Truth be told, this was the most scared he had ever been. And with the stick shaking like a bronco he knew the next hour was going to get worse before it got better. He tried breathing exercises, sucking in bellyfuls of air and holding his breath before slowly exhaling. It worked marginally. He stretched, loosening his shoulders to lessen the strain of controlling the shuttle. His breath came slower, easier. Looking over at the Chief of Staff, the young pilot found his resolve. 
 
                 Adeline had found a bottle of alcohol in the former shuttle owner’s luggage. She took a few swigs to help with her nerves and was now sleeping peacefully on a row of seats. Cameron had covered her with a blanket and placed a cushion under her head. I won’t let you die like this, he had thought. I promise you that.
 
                 The Chief of Staff stirred, and Cameron frowned. Their conversation played over and over in his head. Jerry wasn’t in the best shape, but he’d seemed lucid as he detailed a conspiracy over a century old. Cameron had never bought into that nonsense; the world was strange enough without adding lunacy to the mix. But this was the Chief of Staff of the whole damned galaxy. 
 
                 “Come on boss, stay with me.”Sweat poured down his face in streams. It wasn’t just the heat. He was starting to worry they wouldn’t make it to Eros in time. The generator in the back had started to make some pretty awful sounds. He’d made this trip before, back on Berlinand after aboard a Fleet transport, but riding the swells in a broken bus was an all new type of terror.“Keep talking, Jerry. Tell me about The High Chancellor’s dad.”For a moment he thought the old man had actually died, but the Chief of Staff coughed himself back into reality. 
 
                 Jerry looked around, bewildered.“This isn’t Bermuda. You’re the worst driver I’ve ever had.”
 
                 Cameron laughed, but didn’t feel any relief. There was a smell coming off Jerry’s wound. Though the pilot had seen his share of death and dying, it had never been this slow or close. The hole emitted the aroma of rotted meat or bad cheese. Cameron didn’t know what it was, only that it couldn’t be good. A sudden bump lifted him out of his seat, but the transport steadied and flew on. They’d weathered the worst of it, or at least he hoped. The pilot stepped away from the controls gingerly, as though he could trip and the whole thing would go. He knelt down next to the Chief of Staff, helping him with the bottle of water.
 
                 “Zacharia,”Jerry said.“He wanted his son to follow in his footsteps. Taught him how to be ruthless, how to be powerful. Should have taught him how to hire better security. You’re too young to remember the Last Congress.”
 
                 Cameron grinned.“My dad had a saying.‘You have to be smart to be a smart ass.’The Last Congress was to be the Martian Declaration of Independence. Their president, a man known as Bishop, called together the leaders of the Unions and asked them to unite and secede from the Earth Council. Ended up being the start of the Federate.”
 
                 “Close.”The old man took a moment to wince in agonizing pain.“Zacharia was Bishop, as I’m sure you can guess. With the Foundation fighting against his efforts on Mars, he knew the only way to survive was to become the head of the most powerful group on the planet. The miners controlled the production of Ubernium for most of the galaxy. Without the valuable mineral, their Empire would grind to a halt. That rock fueled our stations, our carriers. Without it we could travel no further than the nearest moon.”
 
                 “Jerry,”Cameron interrupted.“You keep saying‘empire.’The Empire Americana ended with the Seven Divisions and the Tribunal. That was over a hundred years before Zacharia and Mars.”
 
                 Jerry gave the pilot a withering look.“I’m not talking about the Americans. I’m talking about the Foundation. Their empire, their dream of the bigger galaxy.”
 
                 “But you said they just wanted peace.”
 
                 The old man nodded.“That’s how it started. But Zacharia put a wrench in their plans, and only a few of the original members still remained. The new blood took the betrayal personally. They voted to step up the game. It wasn’t about keeping the peace; it was about settling the score. Working behind the scenes, they built their own empire, the Earth empire, and justified it by calling it a‘council of like minds.’”
 
                 “Mars was a turning point, though.”
 
                 At this Jerry sighed and closed his eyes.“It was a loss for Zacharia, not that he lived to see it. Days after turning Mars into the very antithesis of the Foundation’s manifesto, a sniper gunned him down. His son was in kindergarten at the time, and in his grief he ran away. Fate found him years later inside a mine, working in a union for pocket change. Someone else found him, as well.”
 
                 Cameron checked the monitor. They would break through to civilized space soon enough. He prayed Jerry could hold on that long.“Who found him?”
 
                 Jerry’s bloodshot eyes opened.“A young revolutionary with a shattered leg and silver tongue. The man who became the face of the failed rebellion.”He leaned forward, wheezing.“The man now called Jonah Blightman.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Rook takes bishop.”Jonah moved the ebony pillar across the board, sliding into place where the white piece once stood. He placed the taken figure on the side of the table next to the others. The field looked evenly matched, with an equal number of colors killed off. Alexander sat in his chair rubbing his stubbled chin. They’d been at it for over an hour, taking their time with each carefully thought out attack.
 
                 The High Chancellor took a sip from a tumbler of scotch, savoring the smooth spirit.“Always so aggressive. You’re opening yourself to attack.”He leaned forward, sliding an ornate statue of a horse and rider.“Check.”
 
                 Jonah smiled.“I forgot how much fun this was. Do you remember the old set?”
 
                 “You made it yourself,”Alexander said, the memory still bringing a feeling of warmth.“And I stole you the pieces.”
 
                 “Paper. You stole paper. You were never very good at playing the bad boy.”He relaxed in his chair, planning the next move.“I’m going to kill you.”
 
                 “I know. I’ve known you would for a while.”Alexander sipped from his cup.“I’m surprised you haven’t taken a shot at me before, but I guess you had your reasons.”He sighed.“Honestly, I don’t know how much longer I could have gone on anyway.”He chuckled.“Never was made to be a politician.”
 
                 The rebel nodded, drinking from his own glass.“So who blew up your ship?”
 
                 Alexander shrugged.“It was the Nangolani. Anduin used it as a way to provoke our action against the Boxti. I imagine it’s working like a charm.”
 
                 “The battle on New Eden is already lost. From what my men tell me, the southern portion of the planet is in the hands of the enemy. General Casey is missing or dead. A pity. I’ll have to finish your war after I take over.”
 
                 The High Chancellor scowled.“How will you fight them? The Fleet and the Military will follow the Council.”
 
                 “What Council?”Jonah asked.“The only members not aboard the Imperionare too weak to take control. They’ll follow anyone who sounds like an authority figure. And why would they risk taking on another enemy now?”He downed his scotch in one gulp.“We’ll destroy the relays. Shut down all nodes between here and Eros.”              
 
                 “And condemn billions to death?”
 
                 Jonah slammed his fist on the table.“Sacrifices must be made, Alexander. You above all else should understand that. You used to know what it took to be a leader. What it meant to make hard choices for the good of the cause.”
 
                 Alexander shook his head.“You sound like my father. What good did all his preaching about‘the cause’do for him?”He ran a hand over his face.“Damn it, Jonah. I made my decision because I saw where the rebellion was headed.”
 
                 “The revolution.”
 
                 “No,”Alexander said.“It was a power play. We wanted rights and we got them. Then we got greedy. People were dying in the streets because our leaders wouldn’t accept that they’d won what we set out for.”He folded his arms, staring out the window into the gloomy night.“Ten years of bloodshed, and for what? Mars was worse after we were done, not better.”
 
                 Jonah bared his teeth.“You never believed in us. You were a coward and jumped at the chance to be the Council’s pet. They made you a hero, paved your way to the throne so you’d sell out everything we’d tried to build. You walked over the corpses of your own brothers and sisters because you were too scared to stay the course.”
 
                 “Whose course? Not ours. It was your recklessness. You and that old man you loved so much. So now you’re going to kill me. Execute the leader of the free worlds so you can prove...what? That the Hammer was right all along? That Mars was about more than just greed and the hunger for power?”He crossed his arms.“You never learn, Jonah. We were pawns back then. Cannon fodder used to prove a point to the rest of the galaxy. You saw how quickly they dropped their righteous act once the carriers appeared in the skies. Then it was all about who could surrender the fastest.”
 
                 Jonah had no answer. He peered down at the chess set, reaching out and sliding his king forward a space.“Your move.”
 
                 
 
   -                            XV                            -
 
    
 
                 Gehnom moved slowly through the immense blue tunnel, creeping closer and closer to Eros. Its massive engines churned. Weapon systems sat cold, unused for centuries. Thousands of life forms scurried about the various corridors, working to bring the ship back to operation. Had it belonged to any race other than the Boxti, the juggernaut could have been a symbol of unity. Over two hundred different species and races lived and worked aboard the monstrous craft, each toiling to make the death bringer operational.
 
                 Inside the command center, a Boxti paced. He wore a simple suit, with golden plates and a fine purple chain-link coverall. A gilded headdress sat on top of his wedge-shaped head. As he walked from one end of the bridge to the other, his thick carapace clicked and clacked. On his back sat a monstrous creature: a Badj-Druuma, the elder Parasite. Save the Clerics and Acolytes, the Ma’Arak of the Boxti was the highest-ranked member of the Horde. The term meant“Harbinger,”as the sight of the high commander was often the beginning of the end. 
 
                 Vanwa the Ma’Arak’s rise to power had been slow and painful, and the honor of his position bought in blood. Like all those born away from the Homeworld, he had been treated with disdain. In the caste system of the conquering race, natives of Boxt held preference. They could easily join the Acolyte Order or the undefeated Dread Knights, and even request an audience with the Enclave. Those born off-world were considered somehow weaker, and were forced to serve their“betters.”To rise in ranks required great sacrifice, which Vanwa had done eagerly. His ambition had been rewarded by the highest Clerics, and now he was the vessel through which the Great Conquest would be won.
 
                 He oversaw the grandest ship in the Boxti fleet, an honor which would bring pride to a less devout member of the Horde. His connection to the King was the strongest of any warrior in the armada. Even though he commanded only one vessel, the officer was revered. It didn’t hurt that he was an accomplished warrior. Vanwa’s exploits against long-dead civilizations were repeated in hushed tones across the galaxy. All twenty-feet of him bore scars from countless battles: pits and cracks and jagged fractures in his dark brown chitin, and an a hole where once had been an eye.
 
                 Various pillars of swirling particles rose from the floor at each station on the bridge. These control nodes allowed the technicians that ran them to completely interface with the master control system of the ship. In effect, they became an extension of the juggernaut. Operating in“the vapor,”the Boxti could react in a fraction of the time of their enemy. Not that the crew needed many advantages. Gehnom had been constructed as a weapon of unmatched defense as well as offense. Its armor placed standoff at seven meters in the thinnest joint. Nothing short of a thermonuclear penetrator would even leave a mark. 
 
                 Vanwa took his position at the center of the chamber, sinking into a specially designed pool. The original commander had been a Dlakan, a water-based species with frog-like faces and flabby-skinned bodies. Boxt had little liquid to speak of, and Vanwa found the sensation of submersion deeply relaxing. With the surface just under his mouth, Vanwa meditated and waited for arrival.
 
                 Their journey was almost complete. As Gehnomhad been built long before the perfection of Blue technology, it took nearly ten times as long to cross through the void as modern-day ships. In a few hours they would breach real space near the Human planet. Orders from the King Himself ordered the use of the weapon on New Eden as a demonstration of power. It wasn’t a decision made lightly, but these creatures continued to attack without provocation. That the juggernaut had been roused from the Wastes made it clear to the Horde that this war should not be taken lightly. In its life, the immense ship had been used only once to pacify a particularly invasive species. 
 
                 Like the humans, the monsters attacked one of the vanguards without cause. The bipedal beasts had been quite advanced, and their guerrilla tactics killed thousands upon thousands of Ruall. After years of war and negotiations, the Boxti had been forced to awaken their slumbering giant. Vanwa had never even thought to question the order. With a few simple commands and the aid of his crew, Gehnomerased a planet from existence. The commander remembered with some discomfort the violent shaking as the gravitational forces of the planet tore the world asunder. Though he was a true believer in the Groll‘Nhaja, it had still been a heavy burden to bare. 
 
                 He struggled to remember the name of the unfortunate rock. It had been so long ago, and even as a Ruall the Badj-Druuma did not allow him to replenish the damaged cells in his brain. As he reminisced, Kruchat djun Fala approached. The Chtanul was Vanwa’s second-in-command, though merely a servant of the Horde and not yet a full member of the race. She did not know, but the honor of Ruall had been selected for her many years before. Vanwa kept delaying the ceremony as he felt the underling still held back feelings for her conquered race. 
 
                 “We are hours away, my Guardian.”
 
                 Speaking in the common tongue was hard for Vanwa; he’d never had a head for languages. Still, it did no good to crew a ship with which you could not communicate. Vanwa’s words came out with a lisp as his thin tongue darted between dozens of rows of teeth.“Excellent, Warlord. See that the battle group is ready to receive us.”
 
                 Gehnomwas a powerhouse, but had many blind spots. It would take a considerable amount of time to do any real damage, but it wasn’t a prudent military decision to allow the enemy such luxuries. The armada in Eros would be repurposed as an escort group while the juggernaut warmed up for attack. As it had been a century since its last use, Vanwa couldn’t say how quickly the system would charge.
 
                 As the hum of the engines lulled the commander into a restful sleep, he smiled. The name had finally come back to him. He remembered clearly now, the stubborn refusal of the race to kowtow even after years of defeat. The cowards had fled the galaxy shortly before the attack, an act which the Great King felt made them unworthy even as enemies of the Horde. 
 
                 Vanwa closed his eleven eyes, murmuring, and began to drift off with the name on the tip of his tongue.
 
                 “Nangol.”
 
    
 
   -                            XVI                            -
 
    
 
                 The tow line snapped taut as it connected with the hook from a landing bomber. Wires stretched and groaned, fighting against the combined mass and velocity of the craft. It was a battle that lasted less than a second. The momentum stopped and flight crew flooded the hangar, pulling up a ladder to aid the pilots exiting the craft. The rear engine spewed black smoke and sparked every few seconds. Across the entire starboard side of the ship were fist-sized holes from a Y-fighter strafing run. 
 
                 With a hiss the door opened up and out. Kaileen ducked under the frame and stepped into the cool, damp air. Her hair was matted down with sweat, and a bruise covered her cheek. The fire in her eyes, on the other hand, burned brighter than ever. She hopped the last few rungs down to the deck, reaching back to catch her bag as her copilot flung it from the cockpit. 
 
                 It had been over a day since the news from Colorum. From the official report, no one had survived the attack. The High Chancellor was missing and presumed dead, along with nearly every member of the Council. Already the press were putting out suggestions as to who they thought would make the better replacement for the highest office in politics. They had yet to release the list of those lost, but there was only one name that mattered. She’d talked to Cameron only hours before, telling him she hoped he could stay awake through all the boring speeches. Now she’d never talk to him again.
 
                 She couldn’t let herself cry. Fleet hadn’t given her much time, anyway. Minutes after the attack was reported, the offensive began. Her bomber made the first strike into the heart of the enemy. Following that close to an orbital bombardment had been heart-pounding, but also therapeutic. Riding down next to Thunder and Lightning, Kaileen had reveled in the danger. A single gust of wind could have thrown her into the maelstrom. Once the rounds hit, her squadron dropped a field-clearing payload on the shocked enemy. 
 
                 Kaileen threw her helmet on the couch in the pilot’s lounge. Primus definitely had fewer perks than the Cove, but the lounge was still pleasant. There were TVs and billiards tables, as well as a small snack bar near the stairs. She rested her head back against a cushion, taking a deep breath of the cold, recycled air. She didn’t remember falling asleep. Though she was only out for an hour, it felt like much longer. Someone was shaking her, calling her name. She opened her eyes and saw one of the new pilots, Alice or Olive or something like that. Kaileen glared.
 
                 “What? What do you want?”She rubbed her eyes and yawned. 
 
                 Alice/Olive smiled, her bubbly personality already bothering Kaileen.“You have to come quick. They’ve received an SOS.”
 
                 “We get a hundred of those a day, newbie. Go away.”
 
                 The greenhorn pulled on Kaileen’s arm.“But it’s asking for you.”
 
                 That was odd enough to get her attention. The older pilot led the way to the flight control deck. As she pushed through the door, she caught the back end of the transmission. Captain Donovan sat at the head desk, taking the call. 
 
                 “He’s hurt pretty bad, don’t know how he’s made it this far but we need a medic fast.”
 
                 Donovan was an old vet, with scars that dated back before most of his hangar crew had been born. He spoke like a grandfather, without the slightest iota of urgency.“All right, son. Let’s take it slow now. What kind of boat are you running?”
 
                 A pause, then a burst of static.“She’s a shuttle, some sort of diplomat transport. A lot of fancy lights for no goddamn reason. And there’s an AI that keeps asking if I want to turn the air conditioning back on.”
 
                 “Have you already rerouted power from the alternate systems?”
 
                 The pilot scoffed.“Not my first rodeo, sir. I’ve broken more than my fair share of ships. This one just wants to break herself first.”
 
                 Captain Donovan laughed, a warm sound in the tense room. Kaileen shuffled closer, not sure if she was welcome. When the officer saw her he waved a hand, motioning for her to sit down.“Hey there, son. We found that lady you were asking about.”
 
                 She leaned toward the microphone.“This is Kaileen Nuvarian.”Her voice wavered.“Who is this?”
 
                 Static hissed. And then,“K?”
 
                 No, she thought. Tears welled in her eyes and her hands shook.“Cam?”She bit her lip.“Are you there?”The white noise persisted for almost a minute.
 
                 Captain Donovan leaned in.“It comes and goes.”
 
                 “Cameron!”She shouted into the radio.“Damn it, Cam. You can’t do this to me.”
 
                 The speakers crackled and popped but remained empty. People began to shuffle away, not sure how to act. If the pilot’s ship had been that damaged, it might have just imploded inside the void. Sadly, it wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
                 “Please. God, Cameron. I can’t do this. I can’t lose you. I know we said this wasn’t serious. I know what I told you.”She wiped at her eyes with the palm of her hand.“But I can’t. Please, Cameron. I need you to come back to me. I need you here. Please.”Captain Donovan laid a hand on her shoulder, but she refused to crumble. Kaileen stared at the communication console, willing it to talk. After what seemed like ages, the static built up again. 
 
                 “Wow. I should escape death more often.”
 
                 Now the emotion poured out of her all at once. Kaileen fell forward, propped up by her forearms, and wept. The room let out a collective sigh, scrambling back to work. Captain Donovan grinned from ear to ear. In a time like this, with every day a new defeat, even the smallest win counted. But, the old vet knew, they were far from home safe. 
 
                 Cameron’s voice vibrated as he spoke.“Kail, God, it’s good to hear your voice.”
 
                 She was crying, damn it all. It didn’t matter who saw, not to her, not now.“What happened?”
 
                 “We were attacked. I can’t say much over the line, but I managed to find a shuttle and escape in time.”
 
                 “Just you?”Kaileen asked.
 
                 Static cut the line for a brief moment.“I say again, three passengers. I got the Chief of Staff and his assistant with me. Mr. Ahmad’s in bad shape. We need a medic, fast.”
 
                 Kaileen wiped her tears away, looking into the nearby tracking computer.“Where’s your beacon?”
 
                 “Probably fried. Imperionwent out with a pretty big bang. Nav’s out, too. Damn thing tore off the hull. I’m running without instruments right now.”
 
                 That got the room talking. Flying in space was difficult enough, with objects coming at you from literally every direction. Blue space was triple that threat, and a Flight Control System was the only way to safely navigate. Captain Donovan grabbed the mic.“Are you saying you’ve shut off your FCS?”
 
                 “Didn’t give me much of a choice,”Cameron said.“We’re running on fumes and my cells are glowing a nice red. I’ll jettison them before we get to close, just use momentum to carry us the rest of the way in.”
 
                 Donovan frowned.“And how will you stop once you get inside my hangar?”
 
                 Cameron scoffed.“Details. Just clear a path and have some collision foam spread out for me. Lots.”For a moment the line squelched static, but then the pilot returned.“No, I’m serious. All the foam you have in that bay. I’m half on fire out here. And an escort wouldn’t hurt either. I hear there’s a war on.”
 
                 Donovan snapped his fingers and a pilot appeared, helmet in hand.“Get a Dragonfly and head out there. He’s coming in too hot for a landing.”
 
                 “Roger, sir.”The pilot took off at a sprint, with Kaileen close behind.
 
                 Her feet didn’t touch the ground as she sprinted from the communication room to the flight deck. There, prepping for a rescue mission, was a battered and bruised skiff. Once inside the support craft, she’d taken the copilot seat, drumming her fingers impatiently on the console while they cleared a path for takeoff. It felt interminable, and the pilot wasn’t helping any by constantly asking her to“stop making that awful noise.”
 
                 They rocketed away toward a small mote of light in the distance. Far away and to the left, relatively speaking, the battle for New Eden continued. The Terran fleet had decided, after some argument among the brass, that the enemy must have a limited supply of pilots and craft. With the home court advantage, it was only a matter of time before the show in the air became officially one-sided. So far, however, that had not been the case. For ever Y-fighter shot out of the sky, another three appeared from the belly of a frigate or cruiser or carrier. There was a supply chain hidden somewhere in the system, and the aliens had been successful at hiding it from every search.
 
                 In her chair, Kaileen could hardly sit still. Her heart was still racing from hearing Cameron’s voice over the radio. The last twenty-four hours had been harder than she’d imagined. Sure, they’d talked about their relationship as casual, and it felt so. Being with him was just easy. It took no effort. She’d hardly noticed how much she’d come to depend on him, rely on him to be there when she needed more than just another friend. 
 
                 The radio crackled and she grabbed at the handset eagerly.“This is Orion One-One-Three. We’re close, Cam. Can you signal us?”
 
                 Cameron’s voice was marred with static, but understandable.“I’ve got a pen light. I’ll flash out the window.”Two winks appeared from the distant shuttle.“Is that a Dodo?”
 
                 The pilot of the shuttle answered.“This is a Dragonfly, kid. Best small bird in the fleet.”
 
                 “I’ve always heard it called a Dodo because it can’t fly for shit.”
 
                 Kaileen laughed.“If your ego can’t take it, we’ll just let you float your way home.”
 
                 “I’m going to get a lot of flak for this, I hope you appreciate that. Big Ace like me, limping home on the short bus.”
 
                 They closed the gap quickly, easing off the engines on approach before finally throttling backward to match Cameron’s momentum. His shuttle was still running dangerously hot from its exit out of Blue Space. The fact that the broken piece of junk had survived the voyage was a miracle. Kaileen counted no less than a dozen critical faults from the explosion. Cameron’s ride looked ready to fall apart at any moment. 
 
                 “How you managed to keep that thing flying defies me,”Kaileen said. She wasn’t joking, either. Massive decompression had crushed the stabilizer vents. It must have been a struggle just to maintain a straight heading. As she stared she noticed pieces of the transport were still falling off, like dandruff. 
 
                 Cam’s laughter echoed over the net.“I’m barrels of awesome. Sometimes I impress myself.”His mirth was cut off by a sudden and violent geyser of air shooting out the passenger cabin.“Though sometimes less so.”They were close enough now that Kaileen could see Cameron exit the cockpit and check on the area behind the door. A moment later he returned to his seat.“So, slight problem.”
 
                 “What was that?”
 
                 “Nothing to worry about. Just a small explosion of the main oxygen filtration system. We’re venting all of our air.”
 
                 Her heart skipped a beat.“Seal the cockpit, switch to an area-based cycle.”
 
                 Cam’s voice didn’t shake at all as he snapped toggles into position, altering the flow of breathable air in the shuttle.“Yes, ma’am. Sure do enjoy the whole being conscious thing. Wouldn’t want to jeopardize that.”He looked out the exposed window at Kaileen, smiling. He was so close she could see the glint of light in his eye.“Hey there, beautiful.”
 
                 “Cam,”Kaileen said, blushing.“This is an open channel.”
 
                 “Not saying anything they didn’t already know.”
 
                 Kaileen focused on her computer, initiating the magnetic towline and directing the field toward Cameron’s ship. She felt the connection pulling near her feet before the locking mechanism snapped on. Immediately the skiff jerked to the side, dragged hard by the heavier transport. The pilot gunned the engines in reverse, but the change in speed was barely noticeable.“Give us another five minutes and we’ll have you guys out of there.”
 
                 Inside the cockpit, Cameron sighed with relief.“Sounds good from here. I’m gonna take a nap.”He looked at his riding partners. Adeline had a seat cushion covering her mouth and screamed a litany of curses every time the ship bucked. Jerry seemed to be rallying.“How about you, Chief? You ready to get off this tin can?”
 
                 “Oh, this has been one for the books. Seems a shame to end such a fun ride early.”He coughed so much Cameron thought he might not stop.“You have to go to Chirac Aghamad. He will know what to do about Jonah.”
 
                 “Jerry,”Cameron said.“You have to let this be for now. There’s a war going on five feet away from us, and it’s about something more important than politics. Jonah isn’t going anywhere, and if this Foundation you talked about is half as powerful as the stories make them, they’ll be able to survive without us for a hot minute.”
 
                 The dying man winced.“You haven’t heard a thing. You think I’m just a senile old man, spitting stories out to make myself sound important.”
 
                 “You were the Chief of Staff to the most powerful man in the galaxy. I don’t think you need any help sounding important.”
 
                 “The Foundation is real.”He coughed, more blood dribbling down his chin.“And if you don’t help them understand what has happened, Jonah will take them by surprise. They’re not omnipotent. The right leverage in the right place will bring the house of cards tumbling.”
 
                 Adeline leaned over, wiping away the froth.“Jerry, calm down. We’re almost home.”Her voice shook, but her face glowed with renewed energy.
 
                 “No!”Jerry’s eye grew wide and he grabbed his aide by the collar and brought her in close.“Go to London. The Abbey, they’re in the Abbey. If you tell them this, they’ll know I sent you.”
 
                 Adeline looked at Cameron, shaking her head.“I don’t know. Cameron, I can’t believe this.”
 
                 The pilot felt a strong grip on his wrist. Jerry could barely speak, but his pleading tone was apparent.“I won’t be able to just up and leave, but you owe this to him. If he’s wrong, you end up with a short vacation in London.”Cameron paused, swallowing a lump that fought to stay in his throat.“If he’s right...if the Foundation is real, you and I are part of something bigger than we can imagine.”
 
                 She fumbled under her seat, pulling out the half-empty bottle of liquor.“I’ll do it, Jerry.”She sniffed, wiping her running nose on the filthy sleeve of her blouse.“I promise.”She started to uncap the bottle, but Jerry snatched it away.
 
                 “I need you to learn this phrase,”he said in a raspy, fading voice.“Learn it and never forget.”He said it three times, then made them repeat it ten more. Finally, he was satisfied. Jerry pulled off the cap of the bottle and took a swig.“Damn. Don’t they know I hate vodka.”He smiled, his breath slowing down until it couldn’t be heard anymore. 
 
                 Silence fell inside the cockpit and Cameron felt as far from certain as he had ever been. He could feel the battle being fought outside, even though the nearest ships were well beyond visual range. After enough time flying in space, one recognized the pressure change caused by an explosion. But even with that as a backdrop, his allegiance was torn. The war wasn’t for political gain or strategic resources. Humanity was fighting to survive. But if the human race fell into the hands of a madman, how quickly would their enemies capitalize and crush them? Which was the greater threat now, from without or within?
 
                 Strobes cast fast moving-shadows over his face as the station loomed into existence. Cameron had another problem. Jerry had said many wild and interesting things during their day together. In fact, the man had barely slept at all. But one thing that stuck in the pilot’s mind was how high up the infiltration of Red Hammer had been. Arthur was the High Chancellor’s aide, and not a new replacement or substitute. Arthur had been there for years. Who in Primus worked for the terrorist organization? Or on New Eden? Or still in the Council? Who could he trust? Captain Newman? Commander Osaka? Adeline? Any of them could be agents for the other side. It was too much to take in. 
 
                 As the shuttle barreled into the hangar, Cameron wished for a brief moment that he could talk to his friend Josh. If nothing else, it would be nice to know he was okay. But even that thought quickly turned sour. No, he had a decision to make. And he would make it on his own. He rose and looked out the window, a smile creeping onto his face. 
 
                 “Well look at that,”he said to Adeline.“They laid out allthe foam.”
 
    
 
   -                            XVII                            -
 
    
 
                 Looking up, Josh was amazed he could still see the entrance they’d use hundreds of feet overhead. It seemed liked ages ago that they’d climbed into the mammoth carrier, lugging nothing but a day’s gear and a bomb. His shoulders had ached for a moment, but the nanomachines dispensed some manner of pain reliever almost instantly. That was a blessing, as Josh was sure they had a long way to go.
 
                 He led the fire team, with Alexa and Cho behind him. Liane, back in an overwatch position, tracked their every move through her scope. Dax served as her security. He’d laid down several mines at key entrances to the small alcove two stories above the ground. If discovered, they would take the long way down rather than fight through the enemy. Fares and Pierre picked their way through the debris field, rifles snapping to every sound. Save the birds flying around the central spire, they had seen no other life inside the hive. 
 
                 “Entrance to lower levels is about two hundred meters to your front,”Liane said over the comms.“This is your best shot. Make it count.”
 
                 “Appreciated,”Josh said. He looked over at Pierre, at the strange box on the man’s back. 
 
                 Their payload was a suitcase-sized Thermobaric Reducer Device. Another of Markov’s experimental tech, the TRD—which Cho had tried to nickname“the Turd”—could shatter the infrastructure of the alien carrier, bringing it crashing down on itself. Josh was sure the bomb would work, he just didn’t want to be around when it activated. 
 
                 They reached the hole a moment later. One of the PAC rounds had torn clean through the ship, from bow to stern. Surprisingly, no fires remained lit from the impact. Markov, in his briefing, had warned that they might encounter a raging inferno inside the carrier. Then again, he’d also told them to expect heavy resistance. Josh took in a deep breath, wrinkling his nose at the smell. The helmet filtered the air inside the carrier, but it could do nothing for the stench of burnt metal and chemicals left from the orbital strike. He stepped around a shimmer puddle of bubbling liquid, fighting the urge to gag. 
 
                 Fares hopped down inside, followed by Pierre a second later. They disappeared into the shadows while the rest of the team watched. Josh’s throat tightened, but he forced himself not to call out. He looked up at Dax and Liane in the overwatch position. With his finger, he motioned in a circle over his head. 
 
                 “We’ve got you marked,”Dax said. 
 
                 Josh gave a two-finger salute and rejoined his fire team.
 
                 “LT,”Cho said.“You got a minute?”
 
                 Josh leaned over the hole, shining his light down inside. It appeared to be a storage area, with long containers stacked against the walls.“Just hanging here. What’s up?”
 
                 “Do you find it odd that there’s only animals aboard? Aside from that gull, this place is a ghost town.”
 
                 “And that’s a bad thing?”Josh switched arms, shaking his wrist until the feeling returned.“Sasha thought most of the crew would go out to fight.”
 
                 “Leaving no one to start repairs?”
 
                 Josh had to admit, it was more than a little odd. Since entering through the hole in the roof, they hadn’t seen a single living enemy. There was the odd corpse, usually too mangled and burnt to even recognize, but no living resistance. But the carrier was massive. It would be impossible to maintain it, even without the two giant craters dug down to the core. Terran carriers had staff numbering in the thousands, not counting marines and pilots. The more he thought about it, the more it irked him.               
 
                 “Fares?”
 
                 “Yes, sir.”
 
                 Josh began to lower himself to the next level, letting out a breath through clenched teeth.“How’s it look in there?”
 
                 “Dark.”
 
                 He paused at a cross beam, checking up above for his two team members.“Think maybe you could speed that whole thing along? We need to find these engines soon.”
 
                 “Not really.”
 
                 Josh had to bite his tongue not to swear.“You realize I outrank you, right?”
 
                 The rifleman sounded harried.“Can you please get over here?”
 
                 Something in the soldier’s tone put Josh on edge.“What is it?”
 
                 “We found the crew.”
 
    
 
   -                            XVIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Apparently the landing gear had essentially come undone halfway through the flight. Not that it mattered much; they were going way too fast for any safe stop. After the crash, Cameron had to dig his way out of the foam by hand, emerging to a crowd of cheering pilots and mechanics. Holding the door frame, Cameron waved over a medical crew and ushered them inside. He’d covered Jerry’s body with the remains of his dress coat. They’d only shared a day together, but the old man’s words echoed in Cam’s head. The galaxy was definitely a lesser place without men like that.
 
                 The young pilot stepped out to resounding applause. A small part of his brain laughed. Par for the day. But he didn’t feel his usual mirth. All the fun seemed to have been sucked out the room, at least for him. Then a familiar face appeared, gold eyes filled with tears. Cameron stumbled forward as Kaileen ran into his arms, squeezing him until he thought she’d break a rib. He held her tight, breathing in the scent of her hair, the lilacs mixed with gear exchange fluid. They stood at the center of attention, oblivious to the world around them. After a few minutes Kaileen pulled back, grinning like mad with dried tears down her cheeks. 
 
                 “God, I missed your dumb face.”
 
                 Cameron kissed her, drawing her close. Behind him, paramedics pulled Jerry from the shuttle and placed his body on a gurney. Adeline stayed close to her former boss, her eyes red and puffy. A severe-looking woman in a black suit approached carrying a hand scanner. A badge on her shirt identified her as a Department of the Treasury member. The woman placed the device on the Chief of Staff’s arm, holding it over his wrist until a light flashed.               
 
                 “Confirmed,”she said into a small radio. The medics pushed the body away. 
 
                 Captain Donovan approached, followed by the commander of Primus, Admiral Fawks.“Lieutenant Davis.”
 
                 Cameron broke his embrace to salute. He looked a sight, with his stubble, torn and bloody uniform and a fresh lump on his head. At least Admiral Fawks was breaking regs with his beard; it made the young pilot feel less self-conscious.“Captain. Admiral. Good to have my feet on the ground.”              
 
                 The Admiral spoke first.“The FAID is going to need to debrief you. Anything you can recall from the attacks will be helpful. Then we’ll need you back in a ship.”
 
                 “Yes, sir.”Cameron wasn’t sure how he was going to handle that particular can of worms. He’d been debating the pros and cons of revealing the Nangolani deception, but then Jerry had gone and dropped all sorts of problems on his lap as well. He’d leave that for another panic-riddled moment. 
 
                 Fawks eyed the pilot. The Admiral was a much older man, a veteran of the colonization wars. He’d made his stars during the Martian conflict, assuming command of a station only when it seemed there were no more enemies that needed killing. It had inadvertently put him in prime position to oversee the defense of New Eden. Granted, official control of the offensive went to Commodore Osaka on Midway, but rank and regional authority still gave the old man the advantage. And, compared to the supercarrier, he still had more ships to field.              
 
                 “You have a knack for escaping death, Lieutenant. I wish I had another hundred pilots like you.”
 
                 Cameron smiled.“It’d be too demoralizing to the enemy to fight such attractive soldiers, sir.”
 
                 “Pardon?”
 
                 “It was...I mean, I was saying that they wouldn’t want to...It was a joke, sir.”Cam’s smirk faded.“Sorry, sir.”
 
                 Captain Donovan broke in.“You’ve arrived at an opportune time, Davis. The Boxti are controlling the tempo planetside. We can hold our own out here,  but they have maneuverability unlike anything we believed physically possible in atmo.”
 
                 “Like what, sir?”
 
                 Admiral Fawks scoffed.“The usual UFO nonsense, only now it’s real. Stopping on a dime, rapid acceleration from standstill. They’re making us look like amateurs. We need to hit them hard and fast. Our Sparrows seemed the better match at low altitude, but only when we have numbers on our side.”              
 
                 Captain Donovan put a wrinkled hand on Cameron’s shoulder.“We’ll be giving you a full flight to run, Torch group. They’re young, but all have experience fighting around the Belt.”He meant the Asteroid Belt in Sol. Raiders often attacked mining groups there for a quick buck. Minerals and metals fetched a decent price on the black market. SP usually handled those missions. 
 
                 Cameron didn’t know how to process all the information. He held up his hands.“Sirs. I’m sorry, I just need a minute to catch my breath. I’m just a lieutenant. I’m fine taking an Ace position, even running a squadron again. Besides, I’m attached to Midwayuntil given new orders.”He shared a look of exhaustion with Kaileen.“And a full flight seems a bit over my pay grade. Sirs.”
 
                 Fawks reached over and pulled the bars off of Donovan’s uniform. He handed the rank to Cameron with a frown.“Congratulations on your promotion, Captain. You’ll report to the FAID, then to the hangar for briefing. I want your ships on the rails and prepped for launch in three hours.”
 
                 “Admiral,”Cameron said.“I don’t even know what’s going on here.”
 
                 The officer turned full front and glared. His staggering array of medals and ribbons caught the light and made him appear even more imposing.“What’s happening is we are dangerously close to losing New Eden. If she falls, Eros won’t last much longer. Kronos has already started evacuating, and the Academy left days ago. It’s just us and what forces remain on the ground. Admiral Walker is aboard Midwayoverseeing the battle, but thus far it’s been one-sided. If we have more days like today, we’ll see another planet fall to these bastards. That means retreating to Colorum or Sol, basically running away from almost one hundred years of colonizing efforts. It would mean going on the defensive against an enemy that seems to thrive on the attack.
 
                 “We’re going to hit them with everything we’ve got. We’re going to level their bases on the ground, vaporize their armada and send them packing with a nuclear door prize to show to their friends back home. And we need to get you on that mission right away.”
 
                 “Why so soon?”Cameron asked. 
 
                 Fawks sighed.“Because there is something coming our way, an object so big we didn’t believe the scanners. Something the size of a goddamned asteroid.”He started to walk away, calling back over his shoulder.“We need to win this fight now, Captain.”
 
                 “What is it?”Cameron asked.“What’s coming here?”
 
                 The admiral paused, looking back over his shoulder. His face was stoic, unflinching in this late hour. His eyes, however, betrayed the fear inside.“Oblivion, Captain.”
 
                 
 
                 -                            XIX                            -
 
    
 
                 He awoke covered in dirt and debris. His uniform was torn wide open, revealing a ghastly cut across his chest. Cradling a broken arm close to his body, he rose on unsteady legs. Smoke filled the room, blinding his path. Alarms clamored all around. The smell of battle still clung in the air, dank and musty. Black ichor covered the floor in splotches, mixed in with scorch marks from laser fire and small craters from detonator pods. His left eye was blind, but he was happy to find it was just full of his blood.
 
                 The situation was more than dire. He had known the mission better than anyone, enough to know he shouldn’t still be alive. Once the captives were clear, the Domin had arrived to wipe out the entire area. A single strike from the Lancer should have destroyed the entire ship. That he still had breath meant something had gone entirely wrong, or that he had in fact died and this was a dark beginning to his next journey. Neither possibility was fun to think about.
 
                 He found a switch on the far side of the room that read“FILTER”. It was written in Fudi, a dialect in which he was not wholly familiar, but the characters were close enough to his own that it was manageable. He pressed the button and immediately felt a strong gust of air pulling on his clothing. The smoke was sucked into vents in the ceiling, revealing the true extent of the horror. He wiped at his face, blinking furiously until he could see straight.
 
                 The hangar floated free in the void, absent of the ship that it had once resided inside. Barrenon’s attack must have excised the room like a tumor. The soldier looked around, his hearts racing. He closed his eyes, repeating the psalms of the Fallen Sisters to calm his nerves. After a minute his breathing slowed down. The atmosphere was contained by the shimmering barrier at each end of the bay, and the bulkhead doors had collapsed during the attack. He had enough breathable air for a short time. But without a way to communicate to the outside there was no hope of rescue. 
 
                 A noise drew his attention to the side. Drawing his service pistol, the soldier stepped over to a downed cross beam. Underneath, struggling to break free, was an engineer. The three circles on his collar marked him as a Shusta, or flight engineer. He tensed when he saw the weapon. 
 
                 “Please,”he said in the common tongue.“Don’t hurt me.”
 
                 The rebel smiled.“What is your name, Imperial?”              
 
                 “I am Vim.”
 
                 “And your family name?”
 
                 Vim tried to shrink further under the beam.“I do not have one. My family died in the attack on the Hilon before I had grown.”
 
                 The soldier sighed, holstering his weapon.“Fa‘hnaki lan, Vim. It appears we are both with a bit of a problem. You are trapped under that beam, and I am trapped in this hangar. Do you think we can work out a trade?”
 
                 “Yes! Oh, yes. Please. Let me out and I will try to help you escape.”
 
                 “Very good.”He knelt down, pulling on the beam with all his strength. His broken arm screamed in protest. The broken metal barely moved, but it was enough for Vim to squeak out, scurrying along the ground like a bug. His uniform was crumpled and covered in black grease, but otherwise he was uninjured.
 
                 Vim stayed on his knees, hugging his savior’s legs.“Thank you. You saved my life.”
 
                 “Don’t thank me yet, Imperial.”He pushed Vim away.“The hangar broke free of the ship during the attack. We don’t have much air left, and all we have are derelict shuttles and fighters. If we’re going to survive, we need to think.”
 
                 Vim didn’t move.“Please promise not to kill me.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “You rebels killed almost everyone on board, and most of us weren’t soldiers. I’m just an engineer. I have a lifemate on one of the merchant vessels, and I would like to see her again. Promise not to kill me and I will help you get off this wreckage.”
 
                 The soldier nodded in agreement.“That is acceptable, Vim.”He offered a hand and helped the young Nangol to his feet.“I am Trik Downakan, and you are my prisoner.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Enter Oblivion
 
    
 
   “The Guiding Star will never falter. From the day of the Great Birth to the final ending in the Sea of Night, JohGal will shine as a beacon for the lost and downtrodden. As pilgrims on the path of the light, let no stranger be turned away from your door. The wretched, the weak, the beaten, the hungry, the sinful, the proud. All are the children of JohGal. All deserve to bask in the warmth of her glow. We are all one.”
 
    
 
                                                           Her Eminence Darna Wo
 
                                                           Tractate of the Guiding Light
 
                                                           11032 TDP
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   February 26, 2237
 
    
 
                 Zev awoke to the sound of battle. Artillery whistled down from the sky, impacting with an earth-shattering roar and the rain of mud and rock. Engines whined as armored vehicles charged into the fray, loosing rounds at the unseen enemy. Every few minutes a wounded soldier would be carried into the infirmary, screaming for his mother or not at all. It had been that way for each brief foray into consciousness. The smell of blood, that gagging aroma that found its way into the back of his throat, was the only constant. 
 
                 Captain Grahams had visited once, but the fight drew him away after only a few minutes. Other than Gabriel, his only companions were the dying or the skeleton crew of doctors and nurses and corpsmen. Zev’s face hurt more than anything he had ever felt. Fire and ice fought for control of the left side of his head. The burning sensation started at his brow and dragged down to the center of his cheek. His eye was ground zero. Some part of his brain knew the orb was gone, not just covered with gauze. It felt different; a part of his body simply not there. 
 
                 Looking down, fighting a wave of intense nausea, the sergeant saw the damage done to his chest. Tubes had been inserted into every part of his body. One pumped in antibiotics and painkillers, while another removed dirty blood and a strange yellow ooze. Yet another set seemed to be cycling an orange foam through his system. He wasn’t a doctor, so none of it made much sense. He figured it was all very important.
 
                 He turned to his right side, searching for the Lieutenant. His platoon leader had been shouting before, screaming about something or other. Probably asking when Zev would be able to get back into the fight again. Give me a rifle and point me at the enemy, sir. Just don’t let anyone stand on my bad side. No blue on blue today. The drugs made the NCO delirious, and he laughed at the idea of running into battle in his state. He stopped when he finally took stock of his surroundings. 
 
                 The hospital wasn’t right. It was too empty and dirty to be a field hospital. The beds were covered in slick red goop that seemed to grow from the floor up. Most were empty, but on a few lay silent bodies of desiccated soldiers. Their corpses were covered in thick cocoons. Zev’s chest tightened as he saw the subtle movement inside the coverings; the first stages of metamorphosis.
 
                 He’d seen it before, on the field, as the spores fell from the clouds over the carriers. His fellow soldiers were being infected, turned into monsters. But how had he been brought here? Gabriel had been there after the fight in the schoolhouse. They’d won. What had happened?
 
                 Zev fought to sit up. His hands wouldn’t move. It wasn’t pain keeping him in place; thick sinewy ropes held his limbs down to the cot. He tried to scream, but the tube in his mouth turned it into a weak groan. That was enough to draw the attention of his“doctor.”His eye grew wider and wider as a creature emerged from just outside his vision. 
 
                 Its body was elongated and scrawny, with six arms and no apparent legs. It moved around the room with surprising speed, cruising on all its knuckles until it arrived at the foot of the bed. At the top of the spiny neck, a grotesque head stared into the human’s gaze. It resembled a fly, with segmented eyes and a frothing proboscis. The creature began to chitter and gurgle, running its fingers over the soldier’s face and chest.
 
                 Zev howled, tears streaming down his face. His skin burned with the poison they pumped inside. 
 
                 His eye snapped open and Zev awoke. The night air was cold, much more than was usual this time of year. The field hospital was quiet save the beeping of monitors and the whispers of the nurses. The sergeant checked his chest for tubes and growths, but all he found was the usual IV line and plenty of bandages. He brought a hand to his face, hoping that it had all really been a nightmare, but the eye was still gone. The fight was mostly a blur in his mind, but Zev still felt the black knife draw across his face and slice into the white pulp. 
 
                 “You’re not supposed to be up,”a small voice said.
 
                 Zev turned until he could see the source of the statement. A small girl with dirty blonde hair sat on the ground by his bed. She held a disfigured doll and calmly brushed its hair. Judging from the melted plastic, Zev guessed she had found it sometime after the attack. He tried to smile, but the pain in his face made the room spin.
 
                 “Where are we?”
 
                 The girl stood, setting her doll gently on a nearby chair.“They called it a fob. The man with the black bar on his vest said so. He went to the radio tower a few hours ago.”She rocked back and forth on her heels, shy in front of the injured soldier.“What’s a fob?”
 
                 Zev pushed himself back against the bed frame until he could sit up straight. The bandage on his chest pulled tight enough that he thought a stitch popped, but nothing snapped or broke. When he was settled he turned back to the girl.“It means Forward Operating Base. It means we’re setting up lines so we can take back the city.”He grinned.“What’s your name?”
 
                 “Mary,”she said.“You won’t take it back. We were running with you, after they blew up the school. There’s too many. The man with the bar said we’d need to leave the planet.”For such a small girl, she took the loss of her hometown and world with a brave face.
 
                 Zev reached toward a nearby table and grabbed a glass of water. He gulped it down eagerly, savoring the way the cold liquid felt on his scorched throat. A thought struck him and he blushed.“Was this yours?”
 
                 “Yeah,”she said with a toothy grin.“But I’ll share with you. Dad says we have to work together if we’re gonna get through this.”
 
                 “Your dad’s a smart guy,”Zev said. He set the glass down as a man approached. The doc wore army fatigues under a white coat. Dark circles hung under each eye, and deep lines criss-crossed his face. He pulled absently at his scraggly beard as he approached, stifling a yawn. The name tag on his coat read“Missirlian.”He checked Zev’s lines and the IV bag, writing notes on the tablet on the table. Finally, after a minute, he spoke. 
 
                 “You’re something else, sergeant.”The doctor pulled a pen light from his coat and shined it into Zev’s eye.“Pupil dilation is normal. You’ll still see fine from this one.”He put the pen away, cocking his head to the side.“How are you feeling?”
 
                 Zev yawned.“Like someone stabbed me in my face. What happened, doc?”
 
                 “Punctured lung, severe lacerations to the face and neck. Your eye suffered a nasty bit of trauma. We had to remove it.”
 
                 “Figures.”He was surprised it didn’t hurt more, the thought of losing an eye. There were surgeries and mechanical solutions, of course, but only if he lived long enough to use them. It just didn’t seem all that important, in the grand scheme of things. What’s one eye against the thousands dead?
 
                 Doctor Missirlian sat at the edge of the bed.“I’d tell you that you’re lucky to be alive, but I honestly can’t say those words anymore. Not while we’re still in the city.”
 
                 Zev asked,“How bad is it out there?”
 
                 “It’s war,”the doc said.“Metts is in their hands. Hell, the planet is theirs, we’re just pests they need to deal with. They’ve missed our little hamlet because it isn’t near anything important, but they patrol all the time. Your lieutenant is trying to get a signal to Primus, call in a rescue mission. So far, no luck.”He pulled a syringe from his pocket and jammed it into the IV line. After pumping in the medicine, he tossed the needle into a red bin.“I have no idea what’s happening with Fleet, but for now, we’re on our own.”
 
                 Zev struggled to move, to get down from the bed, but the doctor’s hands were quick to push him down. 
 
                 “I have to get back in there, doc.”
 
                 “That’s not gonna happen,”the man said.“The fight’s over, sergeant. Tomorrow you’ll be stable enough to move, but for now you need to rest.”He turned to Mary.“And so do you. Tim will kill me if he knows I let you stay up talking to my patients.”
 
                 She nodded, but pouted nonetheless. As she grabbed her doll under her arm, Mary reached out and squeezed Zev’s hand.“It was nice to meet you, sergeant.”As he lay back down, he watched her skip out of the area. 
 
                 “It was nice to meet you too, Mary.”He closed his eye and drifted into a fitful sleep.              
 
    
 
                 -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 Mara paced a hallway of the Rebel Flagship Barrenon. She’d been given a decent suite in which to rest and change, and clothing that fit her lithe frame had been laid out on the bed before her arrival. The revolutionaries had known for some time that the Historian would eventually join their ranks. She still hadn’t entirely come to terms with the reality of the situation. Her people were tearing each other apart, using the deception of the humans as an excuse for war. She knew better than to believe that the cause was so black and white. The Domin had long held a grudge against the Magistrate, calling them the elitist knife ever present at the throat of the working class. 
 
                 At least they had Barrenon. Of all the warships in the armada, Barrenonhad the best chance of survival. It was the newest of the refugee fleet, built during the Boxti incursion. At three thousand hands, it also boasted the largest crew and—if the talk could be believed—the most loyal. No sailor under Domin Shodon would betray the trust of their beloved commander. 
 
                 Hanweh had bidden her to come and speak with the leaders of the revolution, who had come to call themselves Dadu’Ando—Those Who Walk in Light. After a few fitful hours of rest Mara found herself standing in the crisp and clean command center awaiting the Domin’s arrival. All around the room the crew went to work as though nothing was out of the ordinary. She wondered if they had been given a choice. The Domin knew the consequences of the their actions. Not just the physical toll, the bloody end result of such a conflict, but the price of failure. Everyone labeled a traitor would face death or banishment from the community. 
 
                 The armada had split, but what of the civilians? Not everyone in the hideaway nebulae was a soldier. There were scientists, teachers, merchants and engineers who had managed to escape the destruction of Nangol. Were they a part of the Magistrate or the Dadu’Ando? Did they get the message that a civil war had begun? So many questions raced around her head she thought she would faint. The sound of heavy boots clacking on the ground brought her back to the present with a rush. Looking up, Mara saw Hanweh approach. 
 
                 They had met several times before, for no longer than a few minutes. Historians were highly regarded in the world of the warriors, and it would have been odd for such a prominent Domin to never speak to the leader in the anthropological circles. Mara had spoken with Hanweh several times at different functions, but never more than small talk. Conversation in Nangolani culture was always brief and to the point. At least in the cities. Rural areas tended to linger on topics longer, and lengthy discussions were not outside the ordinary. The more Mara thought about it, the more she realized how insulated she had become during her years in the fleet. 
 
                 “Fah rhok dashtan,”Hanweh said as he arrived. Well met, Historian.
 
                 Mara bowed her head, showing the Domin the respect he deserved.“Filan Marmakan, Domin Shodon lilot reh bon.”Honored, my elder, to be welcomed by the great Domin Shodon.
 
                 “Please,”he said.“Relax. Ever since the opening shots, we’ve become rather informal.”
 
                 Mara looked into the older man’s eyes, wondering what went on behind them.“Thank you for rescuing me.”He offered his hands out, palms up. She was surprised by the gesture. Rebel or not, he outranked her by a far margin. Historians garnered respect but lacked authority. She was humbled. Carefully, as though he might change his mind, she placed her hands on top of the commander’s.“I am in your debt.”
 
                 “It is I who owe you the debt of gratitude. Without your research, we never would have discovered Anduin’s treachery. Who knows how long the lie would have been carried by our progeny. It may have erupted a year down the line, or a thousand years. But it is wrong to burden our children with the effects of our transgressions.”
 
                 The historian nodded.“I worry about our people. What will this war do to our numbers? To our chance of survival?”They walked in step down the corridor, the dim green lighting casting deep shadows across their faces. As they neared the command center, others joined their procession. Mara recognized a few faces, members of the Navy mostly. All wore their most impressive uniforms, as though they marched toward the gallows.
 
                 The group was led to the commander’s meeting room just off the bridge. They took seats around the oblong table and waited as Glin, a rather sweet spirit, was served. Mara took a chair near Hanweh and an ancient Nangolani named Io. For a few minutes the talk was cordial; the usual banter that precedes the real meat of the conversation. Pleasantries were exchanged regarding nephews and nieces, children and grandchildren. Most Domin lived and died aboard their fighting vessels, rarely seeing lifemates or children aboard the civilian ships. One the rebellion had done was reunite families under one roof. Finally the matter at hand was broached.
 
                 “The Nangolani can no longer suffer under the heel of the Magistrate,”one elder commander said. Mara recognized him as Luthat, the oldest Domin in the fleet. His face was scarred from fighting the Cthanul over a hundred years before.“When we learned about the ruse placed over the humans, the Domin called a meeting. It took days, but the decision was not reached lightly.”
 
                 Hanweh’s head bobbed in agreement.“It was painful, but both sides understood what had to happen.”
 
                 “All of the Domin were present?”Mara asked.“Even those from the other side?”
 
                 “It would not have been proper to go to war without mutual consent,”Hanweh said.“We first thought that merely leaving the fleet and beginning our own would solve the issue, but Domin Terobas knew that the species would not survive if divided as such. Only through conflict will the question of authority be finally resolved.”He sipped at a cup of sparkling liquor, a deep furrow forming on his brow.
 
                 An aide refilled Mara’s glass.“Domin Shodon, I appreciate that the traditions involving open conflict are set, but aren’t you worried their knowledge of your roster will put you at a disadvantage? Surely the Magistrate has ways of locating your ships.”
 
                 The other Domin began to murmur, and Hanweh sighed wearily.“The Magistrate is gone, Historian. Sent to their deaths by the Royal Magister and our late Emperor.”He gave her a moment to process before continuing.“Regardless, they would know who we are the moment we failed to respond to their calls. It seemed a faster route to write a declaration of war and accept the consequences. Deception would buy us days, but rob us of our honor. That was a trade no commander would make.”
 
                 “And your crews? What say did they have in all this?”
 
                 Luthat coughed.“A soldier knows his place.”
 
                 “It wasn’t that simple,”Hanweh said quickly.“We told our ships the intention of the Domin, and allowed them the option to move to one side or another. Only a few actually requested to change positions, and they were placed on shuttles back to the home fleet.”
 
                 Mara had to admit, it was a fair beginning to the fight. Nangolani political structure demanded that both sides of a conflict understand the issues and come to an agreement of terms before the first shot was fired. It allowed the actual violence to take up as little time as possible, lowering the expected casualties and greatly improving the chances of a peaceful resolution down the road. Still, her time among the humans had left her somewhat aghast at the casual way in which the Domin spoke about their treason.
 
                 “So what is the request of the Dadu’Ando?”
 
                 Luthat sipped from his cup, some of the green liquid spilling down his chin.“It seems obvious now that the Empire is crumbled. That it took one hundred years of exile to realize is our own fault. The Royal Magister must relinquish control of the fleet. We will install a temporary Tribunal of elected Domin to run the government until a more permanent solution can be found. The humans will be told of our predecessor’s deception and granted the option to choose our punishment. We will find a way to repent for the great pain our people have caused.”
 
                 “Domin, forgive my boldness.” 
 
                 Hanweh waved a hand.“I invited you hear as an equal, Historian. Not just a witness.”
 
                 Mara wiped a hand across her forehead, surprised at how hot she felt.“We seem to be forgetting that we’re in the midst of another, far more dire war. The Boxti are literally at our throats, ready to wipe us and our newfound allies from existence if we are not constantly vigilant. How can you decide that now is the appropriate time to go to war?”
 
                 The room began to fill with side conversations, but Hanweh held up a hand to silence them.“Yes, the Boxti is our true enemy, but our focused attention allowed Anduin and his ilk to walk on the backs of our people. We will continue our support of the humans in their efforts, but truth be told we haven’t seen a direct attack from the Horde since the attacks at Eda Taura. If we had not summoned the Boxti, they might have left us alone entirely. The actions of the Emperor have to be dealt with immediately.”
 
                 “That’s ridiculous,”Mara said, drawing several gasps.“Our people have held off conflicts for far less important causes. The Gulan War was delayed for nine years while the Qom alliance was negotiated. Emperor Popasi ordered the Domin to wait almost a generation for their war on the Archinarians, to the point that most of the commanders didn’t even know what their enemy looked like.”Her voice rose, despite her best efforts to control it.“Don’t pretend that there wasn’t another option. We don’t have the luxury of lying to ourselves. Our real enemy is here, right in front of us, and we are looking to each other for a fight. I’m sorry, Domin, but I am truly at a loss to understand why you would choose now to bleed our race of able-bodied soldiers.”
 
                 Hanweh stood, his dark skin flushed.“The Magistrate has treated us as second-class citizens for centuries. Aside from Io, only Luthat and I are old enough to remember the purges during the escape, how veteran officers were chucked aside to make room for political appointments.”He looked around the room, making eye contact with each loyal Domin.“They used the privilege of command as a bargaining chip in negotiations. Ships were given away to boys who could help finance the lifestyles to which they’d grown accustomed.”
 
                 Mara shook her head.“Troja, do you even hear yourself? Is that what has you so incensed you would go to war? This is caste nonsense—the Nangolani are beyond such petty things. Without that money, we would never have fielded enough ships for a true evacuation. Anduin made concessions for the greater good.”
 
                 “You don’t understand, Mara. Not all of us were lucky enough to be born on the Niluth vessels.”Luthat picked at a piece of chuda, a  gummy bread with a sweet center.“I grew up poor on the streets of Vetan. I joined the service to be a part of something better than my normal lot. To have a bed of my own in which to sleep. I rose to my position because when my people called for help, I answered. You have no idea how it feels to watch some pompous dow troja step into equal rank because of their family name.”
 
                 “And you know nothing of the sacrifices you’re asking of your people.”Her voice cracked as emotions welled up inside.“This isn’t just a fight for us, it will cost the lives of your crewmen, of your soldiers, of your friends and loved ones.”
 
                 Hanweh hissed.“Don’t lecture me about sacrifice. Every man and woman aboard Barrenonis family. Every Nangolani in the fleet is my brother. I ache for every life lost.”
 
                 Mara didn’t have a retort. She scowled, chewing on her lower lip. It was a nasty habit she’d picked up from a secretary on Earth.“What of the humans?”
 
                 Luthat laughed.“What about them? They’re keeping the Boxti busy.”
 
                 “We can’t just leave them as living shields. It isn’t right.”
 
                 The older Domin leaned over the table, pointing with his gnarled hand.“They would do the same or worse if the sides were changed. Those hairy animals are barbarians, callous and uncultured and good for nothing but cannon fodder.”
 
                 “Enough,”a voice boomed. Io, still seated by commanding attention, glared at the assembled officers. His skin was dry and pale, wrinkled like a prune and hanging down off his face. Mara had never before met the Odai, the Judicator. Like her, his position was unique amongst the Nangolani; he was a member of neither the Domin nor the Magistrate.“We will not allow our anger with our former leaders to cloud our judgment on such an important matter. The fate of the humans is our burden to bear, like it or not. Our people betrayed their trust and fed them to the Great Devourer. It is only fitting that, as we take steps to separate ourselves from such damaged leadership, we make amends for the wrongs they committed.”He sipped gingerly at his glass of Glin.“We will reach out to the human leaders. In fact, we must be the first to do so. If we delay much longer, the Magistrate will surely paint a very crooked picture of our actions. They may even seek to lay the blame on our heads.”
 
                 Luthat rolled his eyes, turning to face the rebel commander.“And how exactly do we broach such a sensitive subject?”
 
                 Domin Shodon didn’t answer, but just looked over at Mara. The Historian immediately put her hands up, shaking her head. 
 
                 “You can’t be serious. I had to leave there because of what I discovered. They were becoming violent.”
 
                 “But your devotion to the truth is why you are the best-suited for this position. You earned many friends in the human hierarchy. If you reach out to the right one, they may be able to help.”
 
                 Mara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d thought this meeting was a simple gesture; a formality. They’d rescued her and she deserved to know what was going on with her people, as her position of Historian demanded. But to become a party to such a dangerous plot seemed completely outside her comfort zone. By law, the Historians were bound to serve as neutral parties in the key events of the species in order to maintain an objective vision. This was quite the opposite.
 
                 “How would I even begin?”              
 
                 Hanweh smiled, and thankfully there was warmth within.“I’m sure there is someone you can contact.”
 
    
 
                 -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 Ray’s leg would not stop moving. Ever since he’d sat down at the table, his right knee bobbed up and down like a piston. He tried applying pressure with his hands, but the tension was already too high. He was not made for such high stakes.
 
                 It was Mara’s fault, he reckoned. Had she never shown him the truth about her people’s deception, he never would have risen so quickly amidst a sea of genius analysts. His stint at TSI was supposed to have been short-lived, a quick perusal of life’s options before settling down at a relaxing job in software development, or being a DJ at a nightclub on Luna. Now he was neck-deep in more political fallout than he could have ever imagined. 
 
                 New Eden looked absolutely awful through the various viewing portals. Most of the surface was hidden behind a thick layer of smoke, broken only by huge pillars of fire. Each screen displayed a different landmass of the once-idyllic planet. The Scourge, as the spores had come to be called, covered roughly sixty percent of the land now. Firebombing had stemmed the tide for a spell, but the spores had gone underground and found new routes around the world. Whole species were lost, converted to ravaging monsters that stalked with unnerving purpose toward human outposts. The few remaining cities had become fortresses. Enormous makeshift walls held off the howling damned, but weakened every day. And what little good the modern castles did washed away when the actual enemy rode in. Scorpion tanks and Wasp support fighters carved through the indigenous forces with impunity.
 
                 The frontline was long since lost. The carrier and subsequent transports had dispatched so many heavy units that the frail forces on the ground had been overrun. What remained of the original assault now hid in the canyons outside Fort Metts, cut off from supplies and communications. Ray could see the electronic markers from a platoon of tanks, but the growing red river of enemy troops grew closer every hour. The noose tightened.
 
                 It wasn’t all bad news, or at least that’s how they acted on the station. Several groups of infantry had taken positions in the cities around the planet, supporting guerrilla operations and holding out against incredible odds. Rescue missions flew hourly, pulling civilians off world and sending them back into space. Five Ark transports had already been sent back to Earth laden with refugees. There were still millions unaccounted for, along with the eight hundred thousand ground troops slugging it out with the aliens.
 
                 Ray hadn’t enjoyed the flight over, or the supposition that his input was apparently necessary to discover what exactly had gone wrong in the fight. They’d also nixed the in-flight movie in favor of news footage detailing the loss of the High Chancellor and a majority of the Council. None of it seemed real, and Ray couldn’t help but think that this star system would be his last stop. The entire universe was unravelling, and he was just an insignificant insect in the grand scheme of things. 
 
                 “Mr. Lee.” 
 
                 Raymond jumped out of his seat. He hated his travel partner, a“ghost from the fade”as they were known to the soldiers. The man wasn’t old, nor did he seem young. He had a youthful appearance but a deep voice. His jet-black suit was immaculate, but in the way that a soldier’s uniform is neat and orderly. There was a manner in which he moved that reminded Ray of a cat stalking prey. He had never said his name, but told the analyst to call him“Mr. Blake.”
 
                 “It’s time.”
 
                 Ray rose from his chair and walked with the taller agent down a series of dim corridors. Primus was uniformly drab gray and olive green, with short bursts of color to denote specific areas of the ship for quick access to crew. To Ray, it looked like every other space station he’d ever visited. With the exception of a luxury hotel near Luna, he’d never been truly impressed with life off-world. At least gravity felt normal aboard the massive structure. They had used an RRV from Sol, or a Rapid Redeployment Vehicle. Most of the twin-seat shuttle’s mass was devoted to engines, leaving no room for central inertia generators. Without a CIG to pull in one direction, Ray had been in zero gravity the whole trip. He’d brought up most of what he’d eaten for the past week.
 
                 They arrived at a small room guarded by a single soldier. The young corporal panicked when he noticed the small golden pin on the agent’s lapel. The unblinking eye, the symbol of FAID, always elicited a unique response from the military. Some saluted, others bowed their heads, and a frightened few just found excuses to leave. This rifleman chose to avert his eyes and maintain a strict posture. Blake, for his part, said nothing and simply strode into the room. Ray scampered in behind, letting the door shut and lock. 
 
                 Inside was also fairly dim, with only two yellow bulbs glowing in the ceiling. It was once a storage container, not originally intended to be an interrogation room. Ray didn’t know who had chosen to set it up as such. Seated at a solitary table, hands resting together, was a pilot. Ray nearly did a double-take. He would have recognized the man anywhere. He’d seen his face plastered over propaganda posters and vids all across the city back on Earth. Even at Terra Node, as he waited for his new ghost friend, Ray had heard broadcasts of the famous“survivor of Tallus.”
 
                 “Lieutenant Cameron Davis,”Blake said. He took out a secure data tab and placed it on the table. Immediately images popped into existence and floated in the air: the pilot’s personnel file, clips from recent news events, footage from the warfront.“How are you feeling today?”
 
                 “It’s Captain,”the pilot said. He tapped the parallel silver bars on his neck and smirked.“Though I can’t blame you, they’re just handing these things out today.”
 
                 Blake’s face showed no reaction.“Captain, then. I would like to take a moment to assure you that you are in no danger. There is no reason for alarm. This meeting is to ensure a mutual understanding of the circumstances that led to you and a deceased member of the High Chancellor’s cabinet arriving via an unscheduled jump into an active war zone.”
 
                 “Boy,”Cameron said.“When you say it like that, I can’t imagine how I could think I’m in trouble.”
 
                 The Agent took a seat and began arranging the files on the table. It looked chaotic, but the man moved with purpose. Whatever his organization process was, it had a unique flair. By the time he was ready, most of the space between the two men had been filled with data nodes.
 
                 Cameron turned to look at Ray.“Who are you?”he asked. 
 
                 “Me?”Ray looked around, blushing.“I’m just an analyst. I worked on a project for TSI.”
 
                 The pilot turned his attention to Blake.“Don’t you feds usually work alone? Did your boss think you needed a babysitter?”
 
                 “Any particular reason you’re feeling hostile, Captain?”
 
                 Cameron slammed a hand on the table.“Maybe because I’ve been sitting in this room for over an hour waiting on you. There’s no windows, no air conditioning and nothing to eat. I just spent the better part of two days trying to avoid a rather unpleasant death, and I’ve come home to find out that the war I’d heard wasn’t going to happen is looking pretty fucking bad. I’m tired, I’m hungry and no one is giving me shit for information around here.”
 
                 “You’ve been back for more than five minutes, so I’m sure you know what’s going on.”Blake swiped his hand across the table, bringing up images from the surface of the planet.“New Eden is all but lost. The enemy has armor that takes 10 of our tanks for every one of theirs. We lost the air in the opening hour of the fight, so even our support operations are greatly hindered. Most of the combat is taking place in the cities, though the majority of the civilian population was able to evacuate to the capitals of the continents. And, thankfully, a few still remain secure. That may be our one saving grace.
 
                 “Tarrytown, Liner, Fort Haver, Fort Metts and Canton: all lost to the enemy. And what ground they don’t yet control is infested with the mutated offspring of their biological attack. With most of the military in the galaxy spread around Sol, we’re fighting a losing battle. And now we just lost our political leadership, throwing an incredible monkey wrench into what is already a chaotic affair. Needless to say, Captain, the Federate is not faring well at the moment. Please take that into consideration when you decide whether or not to hold umbrage over a few hours of your time spent in a box.”
 
                 Cameron didn’t have an answer. He crossed his arms and scowled, annoyed at having been told off like a child.“How can I help?”he asked begrudgingly. 
 
                 “You’ve been in closer contact with the enemy than anyone,”Blake said.“I need to know how the attack went down on the Imperionso I can figure out what their next move will be. Are they looking for resources? For power? Do they need slaves to build some sort of religious structure on the surface?”
 
                 Ray laughed, but cut it off when he saw the death glare in agent Blake’s eyes.“You read the transcript from the Ambassador’s meeting. Apparently they just want to kill us or conquer us. It’s like that guy who climbs a mountain just because it’s there. They commit genocide because it is an option.”
 
                 “There is always a reason,”Blake insisted.“And once we find it, we will discover their weakness. Then we can truly fight back.”
 
                 Cameron sighed.“Will that take long? Because our species doesn’t have many planets left to use as a buffer.”He looked at the TSI scientist quizzically.“Why did you say you were here again?”
 
                 Ray shrugged.“I got lucky. I was part of the group watching the recordings from first contact. And Tallus. There were some weird discrepancies. After I talked with my director, I was contacted by the FAID and told that I was being relocated. I actually thought they were taking me somewhere to kill me.”He laughed nervously, but stopped when no one else joined.“I know as much about the Boxti as anyone. I guess they think me hearing your story will shed some more light.”
 
                 Blake leaned forward.“Tell us what happened on the High Chancellor’s ship.”
 
                 The pilot ran a hand through his hair, stalling.“It’s not what you think.”He looked around the room, wishing he had more time to come up with an answer. Jerry’s words still followed him around, urging him to head to Earth and complete the dying man’s request.“It was a sneak attack, aimed at getting us to go to war.”
 
                 Blake tapped out notes onto the table.“To what end?”
 
                 “I don’t know, I’m not the goddamn mastermind.”
 
                 Ray leaned over, smiling sympathetically.“What he meant was, what do you think the point would be, drawing us into open conflict?”
 
                 Cameron shrugged.“Maybe they needed us distracted while they pull off something on the other side of the galaxy. Maybe they’re just crazy.”
 
                 Blake sat back in his chair, pressing his tie down with his hand reflexively.“But they had the means to win the fight already. Why wait for us to launch the opening strike?”
 
                 “Agent, you don’t understand,”Cameron said.“It wasn’t the Boxti who attacked.”
 
                 That caught Blake by surprise. His face registered a near-human emotion. Only Ray took the news in stride, though he did appear somewhat queasy. 
 
                 Blake asked,“Then who?”
 
                 Before Cameron could speak, Raymond stole his words.“It was the Nangolani,”Ray said.
 
                 The room became silent, save the sound of the engines humming throughout the entire station. A muffled voice came over the intercom, announcing a call for Cameron’s flight wing. No one moved while the reality sunk in. Blake composed himself, taking notes on his phone and filing them away for review by the FAID. 
 
                 Cameron leaned back in his chair, satisfied to have won the verbal sparring, but not enjoying his victory.“I didn’t want to believe it either, but it’s the truth. This,”he pointed to the video of New Eden.“This is the Grays’war, we’re just the ones fighting it.”
 
                 “They killed all those people.”Ray leaned against the wall. It wasn’t the first time he’d had that thought. Ever since his conversation with Mara, the idea of an assassination had floated around in his head, bouncing around like a pinball. It made sense. They needed the humans back in the fight with a fury, and what better way to crystalize an alliance than with another devastating attack? Tallus had been too far away, and New Eden didn’t have the right body count. But losing the face of the Terran government? That was just what they needed. Ray bent over, sucking in bellyfuls of air.“They killed the High Chancellor.”
 
                 Cameron smirked.“Well, there is something you should know about that.”
 
    
 
                 -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 “Fares, tell me what you’re seeing.”
 
                 The rifleman couldn’t move. He’d turned the corner minutes before, but hadn’t taken a step since. If he’d managed to stay unnoticed so far, then he saw no reason to draw attention now. 
 
                 Fares and Pierre had climbed down another level looking for the engine room, and still without enemy contact. What had started as a steady stream of luck had become an unnerving wait for the other shoe to drop. Fares was superstitious by nature, a byproduct of his religious upbringing back on Earth. Strange sounds echoed off the glistening walls. Creatures clicked and growled at one another just out of sight, all while the engines heaved and bellowed many decks below. Room by room they cleared each section, expecting an ambush to be hidden in every shadow. Each empty hall built the tension until Fares wanted to scream.
 
                 In fact he nearly had when he’d stepped to the side and into a cavernous room near the stairs. There they saw the crew, or what little remained. Only a few dozen creatures worked the dark room, skittering to and from large steaming pools of bubbling liquid. The two soldiers froze in place, weapons clenched tight in their hands, but the aliens paid them no attention. They busied themselves with whatever tasks were required to keep the ominous room in operation. A few held long paddles and stirred the vats like brewmasters. Others held glowing orbs and ran from one tank to another.
 
                 Fares tried to absorb as much about the room as his brain could take. The walls were the same hybrid of metal and organic matter as the rest of the ship. Vapor coming off the swirling ooze created an artificial atmosphere that hung in the air as a grayish green haze, fogging the glass visor. The insect-like workers resembled man-sized ants, laboring away without a thought or distraction. They wore simple plated clothing that covered what Dax could only imagine were their important parts, though he shuddered to envision what lay underneath. 
 
                 Pierre had stopped at the turn and moved slowly, on his stomach, to a concealed position. He watched through his rifle scope, trying to determine what exactly was happening inside the chamber. It was the only activity they had encountered thus far, and it seemed to have no direct bearing to repairs of the carrier. In fact, as far as they could tell, the Boxti hadn’t wasted anyone fixing their battered carrier.
 
                 “Fares?”
 
                 He let out a breath he’d been holding.“I’m here. They’re still just moving from pool to pool, stirring things inside.”
 
                 “What does it look like they’re doing?”
 
                 “Mixing something,”Fares said.“I can’t be sure. A few seem to be testing it for something.”
 
                 “Any chance this is just their mess hall?”Pierre chuckled.“Making some alien gumbo for the troops?”
 
                 Fares knelt down near his battle buddy, concentrating on Josh to establish a connection. The radio winked to life and he saw Josh’s face on the HUD.“What’s your take, Josh?”
 
                 The line was silent for a moment as Josh thought of a course of action.“OK, Archangels. Stand fast, and make sure your filters are still running. We don’t know what they’re brewing, but we know they have biological weapons aboard.”
 
                 Pierre squelched his radio and Fares turned. The prone man pointed across the room, toward the back wall where the faintest light could be seen. Fares squinted, and the HUD responded by zooming in and enhancing the image. There, in the back of the room, was what appeared to be a water tower. He was about to call Josh when he heard the fire team approach from behind. 
 
                 “What the hell is this place?”
 
                 Fares slowly knelt down, scooting back until he was behind cover. He turned toward his fellow soldiers, breathing heavily.“This is definitely a brewery. There are about a dozen tanks spread all around, and they look pretty deep.”
 
                 Alexa, coming up from the rear, joined the group.“How can you tell?”She kept her rifle pointed the way they had come.
 
                 “They use these long poles to stir the vats,”Fares said.“Each one has to be twenty or thirty feet.”
 
                 Josh grumbled.“That doesn’t make any sense. There aren’t enough floors left.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”Alexa asked. 
 
                 “If these things drop down another three stories, where is there room for an engine?”
 
                 Cho shrugged.“So, what do we do?”
 
                 Josh grabbed the sides of his helmet, taking in a deep breath. He closed his eyes, trying to remember everything he’d learned about the alien ships. Nowhere had there been a discussion of a chemical processing plant in the belly of the massive hives. Every minute that passed, another human lost their life somewhere on the planet. If he didn’t make a decision soon, there wouldn’t be a planet left to save. 
 
                 “We’ll wait five minutes, see what they do.”Even as the words left his mouth, he felt that familiar pinching in his chest. It’s the best option for now. But he couldn’t lie to himself. It was a rotten feeling, not knowing what to do. 
 
                 The soldiers nodded, assuming defensive positions. Alexa pulled out a map of the structure and began a recon of the surrounding area. Fares and Pierre took up posts overlook the steaming pools. Cho pulled the bomb from Pierre’s back, checking the system to ensure no components had been damaged in the last two days. Josh, meanwhile, leaned against the wall and tried to come up with a better plan than sitting and waiting. 
 
                 “Josh?”Dax’s voice came in at barely a whisper.“What are you doing?”
 
                 “Waiting for that shoe to drop.”
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Captain Grahams ducked into his turret just as an incoming round tore through the surrounding trees. The shrill whistle of mortars and artillery rattled the dawn’s silence, sending what remained of the wildlife scattering in every direction. To his left, Charlie three-two exploded in a pillar of purple and yellow flame. Metal shards pinged off the tank’s front slope, some sticking out like darts. Smoke billowed from the nearby wreckage blotting out what little light filtered down through the dense canopy. 
 
                 It had been a bold attempt at flanking the enemy, but technology had triumphed over tactics. The enemy had seen them coming a mile away, and now they found themselves on the defensive. Grahams had never seen anyone this devoted to the fight. It was remarkable, though it had a demoralizing effect on him and his remaining soldiers. They were losing the war of attrition, with only four tanks and scant fuel to spare. 
 
                 Another artillery shell vaporized the towering sun-oaks ahead of Charlie’s position. That was enough for Grahams. They had been cut off from friendly support for over a day, forced to watch the fall of New Eden over their internal net. The battle for their home planet was lost, but there was still time to hurt the enemy, and that was all that mattered. Grahams stood in his hatch, hand on the trigger to his personal machine-gun mount, and sized up the enemy. 
 
                 Across the field drove a full company of Scorpion tanks, turrets glowing with a full charge. Alongside rode four-wheeled trucks carrying anti-armor soldiers and riflemen. Pills rolled out front, scouting the terrain. The humans were outgunned and outmanned by a significant margin. But despite the odds, Grahams couldn’t help but smile. This was his turf, and he had the home court advantage. Eighteen miles away, Fort Metts lay burning. Before the war, it had been an ideal place for military families. One of the major perks was that, given the ample space provided to the base by the governor, ordnance ranges could be kept far away from the living areas. In this particular case, the Unexploded Ordnance Disposal site was moved to a clearing just outside of the forest that surrounded the site. 
 
                 Grahams reached into his pocket and felt the remote detonator. It was a crude device, hacked together by his driver in a matter of hours after they’d arrived at their patrol base. It needed to be well within the blast radius to activate the buried warheads, but it wasn’t meant as a trapdoor. It was a last resort. A final“fuck you”to the invaders. If he couldn’t fight them off, Grahams was damned sure he would make them pay for every inch of ground. Putting a hand on his crew helmet, the captain toggled the radio.
 
                 “Cavemen,”he said.“Tank and trucks, front. Fire and adjust.” 
 
                 The command was executed seconds later. Each gunner sighted a target, called out range and awaited release. Tank commanders listened for their loader’s cry of“up”to signal they were clear of the main guns’recoil before giving the command to fire. As one, the Shiva tanks spewed flaming Sabot rounds at the arrayed enemy. Each dart tore into the enemy at mach four, the kinetic energy generating enough heat to melt through the armor like butter. Though most of the Scorpions shrugged off the attack, one took a round in its ammunition storage rack and split inside out with a fiery boom. 
 
                 Each tank split off in its own direction, following tried and true doctrine to move as a platoon and disrupt a superior force. Still standing in his hatch, smiling and burning with adrenaline-fueled anger, Captain Grahams stared down the enemy.
 
    
 
                 -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron stood in front of the mirror, checking the fit of his flight suit. It was a newer model, complete with molded armor plates and extra cushioning. It added some bulk to his shoulders and arms, which to him was a fine thing. As he drank in the image, Kaileen walked up behind and handed him the last piece: his new rank. The small square clipped onto the front of his suit easily. 
 
                 “Now that’s dashing.”He smiled, turning to catch a kiss. 
 
                 Kaileen put her hands on his cheeks and pull him down to her face. He was only a little taller, but the flight boots added an inch.“Are you ready?”
 
                 “I better be. I’m leading a ground run in twenty.” 
 
                 She kissed him again.“Any word from Josh?”
 
                 He turned away, crossing his arms.“Still nothing. I’m getting a little freaked.”
 
                 Kaileen rubbed his back, squeezing at his shoulder where the armor separated and only the flight suit remained.“I’m sure they moved him. It’s dangerous for a those special-forces units to be in high profile facilities. Josh and the rest are probably hiding out in one of the capitals and waiting an evac. And that’s if they haven’t left already.”
 
                 Cameron shook his head.“I don’t think he’s dead.”He faced her, taking her hands in his own.“I’m just worried. I’ve been thinking about George.”
 
                 “Oh, baby. You can’t keep torturing yourself.”She pressed his right hand against her cheek.“George wouldn’t want you to think this way. He was a pilot, just like you. He knew what it meant to leave the hangar.”
 
                 He bit his lip.“So many people are dead. And this war is just starting.”Cameron looked at her, his jaw clenched.“I can’t lose you.”
 
                 “You won’t,”she said. 
 
                 He wrapped his arms around her, squeezing hard.“I can’t lose you, Kaileen.”
 
                 She held him back, staring into his eyes.“You won’t, Cameron. I’m not going anywhere. I just got you back, and that would be a little hypocritical of me.”Her hold tightened.“I know its been a lot for you. I can’t believe you’ve held together this well.”
 
                 “Thanks,”he said wryly.
 
                 She smacked the back of his head.“You know what I mean. You’re stronger than you realize. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. We’re going to get through this, together.”
 
                 That got him smiling, weakly but still better than nothing. She kissed him, soft at first but then harder. She was driven by an ache in her chest, the fear at having come so close to never holding him again. They pulled at each other, like teenagers, eager. Cameron suddenly held off. 
 
                 “I’m supposed to lead a patrol.”
 
                 Kaileen grinned mischievously. She pulled her top off over her head.“Like you’ve never been late before.”
 
                 
 
                 -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Staring out at the sea of broken vessels, Ray couldn’t help but feel lost. He had been working on the Luna mission for so long that he’d forgotten the war would continue in his absence. How many lives had been lost in the last year? Millions? Billions? At that number, his brain simply couldn’t process the staggering cost. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he’d lost friends. His cousin was a banker on New Eden, in the capital city. Some of his friends from university served with the military at various outposts or aboard cruisers. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t face the reality. It always seemed too horrific to actually be real. 
 
                 Blake appeared beside him, skimming through the pilot’s report. He’d sent in the most important information, namely the survival and suspected whereabouts of the High Chancellor. Still, there was a lot he had left to do in the system before he could leave. As far as Ray could tell, the agent was responsible for documenting the strategic mindset of the alien races. He’d asked some pointed questions when they’d first met, namely Ray’s sexual preferences and if they involved members of the Gray persuasion. The scientist had been insulted, though he blushed a terribly guilty shade of red. He couldn’t pretend the thought had never crossed his mind. But what was more shocking was Blake’s insistence that the Nangolani intended to use seduction as a means to an end. All in all, the man was a bit crazy.
 
                 “Do you want a ride back?”
 
                 Ray didn’t turn away from the vista.“Doesn’t matter. There’s a war going on back there too.”Minutes after they sent their findings, General Titus of the Federal Army base in Newark announced his intention to stage a coup against the terrorist leader Jonah Blightman. The Hammer denied any responsibility for the High Chancellor’s disappearance, but immediately went into lockdown at the Galactic News Building. Now, all across the planet, the military had begun an open war against the so-called“New Earth”security forces. Red Hammer never took to the field. They fought inside cities and buildings, using citizens as human shields. It was the beginning of a long and bloody conflict, of that Ray was sure.
 
                 Blake pulled a cigarette from his jacket pocket, pressing a button on the side to light it. He took a long, satisfying drag, letting the smoke drift out through his nostrils. 
 
   “A rock and a hard place.”The agent laughed. The sound was so foreign that Ray almost fainted.“You have to wonder if this is it. The end of the world.”
 
                 “The end of one, at least.”
 
                 The FAID“ghost”shook his head.“No. I mean THE end. As in no more humanity. Wiped off the history books.”He took another drag.“Could happen. I’ve done the math. We’re outnumbered, far outgunned, and we lack the will to keep fighting forever. Eventually, no matter what the outcome, we’ll just stop defending ourselves.”
 
                 Ray was disgusted by the idea. He looked at the fed, struggling to find the words.“That’s ridiculous. Mankind won’t just roll over and die.”
 
                 “We barely lasted a week against their forces on the ground. Things are a little less one-sided in orbit, but not by much.”As he spoke, the blue light in the distance grew exponentially, flooding the hall with a sapphire glow.“And, of course, there is that.”
 
                 The analyst couldn’t help but stare. He was drawn to the aura like a moth to flame. All down the corridor, people stopped in place to witness the largest vortex into Blue Space in recorded history. It had begun hours before, and held steady ever since. 
 
                 “What do they think it is?”Ray asked.               
 
                 Blake gave a half shrug.“An asteroid, hopefully. Come to crash headlong into New Eden and turn it into New Hell. But no one is betting on hope anymore. It’s one of theirs, something we’ve never seen before. Maybe the last thing we ever will.”He finished his cigarette, putting it out on the metal sill.“Listen, Mr. Lee. Do yourself a favor. Head to the recreation deck and find yourself a young cadet who just passed her flight exam. Get her drunk—won’t be hard—and have some fun. We don’t know what tomorrow’s going to bring, but I can almost guarantee it won’t be as nice as that.”
 
                 He didn’t wait for an answer. Grabbing his briefcase from the floor, Agent Blake walked down the hall and disappeared around a corner. Ray stayed at the window, watching the ethereal funnel finally reach its zenith. At the center of the swirling mass, a singularity formed, opening the gate between opposite ends of the galaxy. The lights in the station flickered as a massive pulse of electrons flooded the area. Ray shook his head, his scientific mind still working despite the horrific beauty of the spectacle. There was still so much they didn’t know about that place, that world in between reality.
 
                 An alarm sounded. They’d be scrambling fighters to intercept whatever came out. If they were lucky, it was just an asteroid the size of a small moon. That, at least, could be dealt with. If they weren’t lucky, well Ray didn’t think about that at the moment. He stuck his hands in his pockets and pointed his feet in the direction of the elevator. It was just about nine o’clock, Primus time, and he was pretty sure he knew where the best bars would be located. 
 
    
 
   -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 As he descended below the clouds, Cameron’s heart nearly stopped. It had only been a week since he’d left for Imperion, but New Eden had transformed into a whole new planet. The once-green grass was nearly all burnt away. Forests had been cleared by constant bombardment from bombers and artillery. The flight passed low over the ruins of three cities, each more desolate than the last. It was horrible. 
 
                 “Torch four,”Cameron said.“Keep an eye on our flank. I’ve got gremlins.”He looked down at his radar, eyeing the flickering red dots with some alarm. He was used to fighting in zero gravity, where the bulky Phoenix excelled. Down here was a whole different ballgame. Planetary physics made piloting heavy ships a more difficult challenge, and all reports put the advantage clearly with the Boxti. 
 
                 His flight was much larger than he’d expected: a full fifteen Phoenix IIIs. The pilots were young but capable, and handled their ships with great skill. They had run the last hundred kilometers at treetop level without incident. Still, he had no idea how they would handle themselves once they got into the shit. About five minutes behind, and gaining fast, Kaileen and her Seed bombers prepared for contact.
 
                 Captain Donovan had been explicit in his orders. Cameron and Torch flight were to provide air support for the bombers near the remains of Fort Metts. They needed to buy time for the civilian evacuations, which were still floundering under a heavy Boxti blockade. If alien air showed up in any great number, he was to bug out immediately. Fleet’s attempts at starting a war of attrition had backfired, and now the risk of losing another good pilot and ship outweighed the possible reward. Cameron hated the thought of leaving men to die on the ground, but what could he do? As far as he was concerned, he’d used up his nine lives in record time. 
 
                 The fighter bucked and shook as it soared through over flaming buildings, catching the thermal like a surfer finding a wave. It had been a while since Cameron had dealt with updrafts. He remembered quickly why he hated them.               
 
                 “Flight leader, I’ve got a visual on enemy ground forces.” 
 
                 Cameron scanned the bleak landscape for movement. He found it right away. There, near a thicket of sun-oaks, a thundering tank battle was underway. The enemy Scorpions had already decimated the assembled humans, but one company fought on. As the flight drew closer, Cameron could see fleeing tank crews gunned down by waiting Pills and alien rifle squads. It made his blood boil. 
 
                 “Eagle one, this is Torch one.”
 
                 “Send it, Torch.”The leader of the bomber group was some captain Cameron had never met. Kaileen hated her, but that was to be expected. Kaileen didn’t like many people.
 
                 “Clear skies,”Cameron said.“Eager is free to saunter up and engage.”
 
                 “Roger, Torch. Eagle is en route.”
 
                 Cameron switched to his flight’s frequency, his finger snapping toggles and switches as he searched for any signs of hostile aircraft. So far, thankfully, the Boxti had been absent. He knew it wouldn’t last.“Torch, this is one. Bandits are sure to crash this party, so stay frosty.”He switched his missiles from safe to armed, hearing the alarm come to life. A small green diamond appeared on his HUD, tracking his eye movement.
 
                 As his Phoenix banked away from the flight path, Cameron saw a single Seed charge in ahead. The black seven on its side made him smile. He could imagine Kaileen at the stick, her copilot gripping the walls with white knuckles. The almond-shaped Seed turned hard, and Cameron could just make out the small black bombs falling toward the earth. 
 
                 The ground rumbled as the first strike hit. Three Scorpions erupted in geysers of flame and metal, spraying red-hot debris down onto the muddy field. Seconds later, a dozen screaming missiles found homes inside other alien vehicles. Explosions rocked the human tanks as more and more Boxti went up in flames. Dozens of fighters and bombers crisscrossed the sky, reaping vengeance on the invaders. Payback had arrived. 
 
                 Rallying around the sudden support, the tanks turned toward the dispersed enemy and went on the offensive.
 
    
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Josh found himself at a loss. Not long had passed since they’d assumed a defensive position, but the time for action was now.  
 
                 “How much is there?”
 
                 Dax hadn’t moved from his spot against the wall. He looked up from his seat, his visored face blank.“Lots.”
 
                 Josh sagged.“Thanks, big help.”
 
                 “At least twenty pools,”Pierre interjected.“There may be more. The shape of this room is repeated five times around the circumference of the hangar.”He projected a 3D map from his wrist. The structure of the Hive begged for symmetry, and it looked like there were at least eight breweries on this level, and several other below.
 
                 Alexa leaned past the corner, staring into the darkened space.“This is the same agent they sprayed into the air when they first landed?”
 
                 “Yes,”Dax said. He barely looked up.“My filters caught a whiff and went crazy. Thankfully the suit has its own oxygen supply.”
 
                 Josh could tell something was bothering his friend.“What is it, Dax?”he asked. 
 
                 “We have to shut this down.”
 
                 “We are. The bomb is going to—”Josh caught himself. The bomb. How much of the Scourge would be released when the entire carrier went up?“We’re going to release it. The thermobaric explosion—”
 
                 “Will send it all over the planet,”Dax finished the sentence.“There’s still four billion people waiting for evac. Any of them who breathe it in will be infected.”
 
                 Cho held up a hand.“Woah, the doc said this bomb would take down just about anything. It’s got to be enough to vaporize this shit.”
 
                 “No,”Josh said.“It’s thermobaric. Makes a crazy big shockwave and brings this whole place down, but doesn’t generate nearly enough heat to cook all the poison in this carrier. It’ll still push it into the atmosphere.”He took a knee, resting his rifle against the fleshy wall. Tapping a control panel on his gauntlet, he brought up an active hologram of New Eden. Friendly forces were represented by blue, the enemy in red. Most of the glowing sphere showed red. No time!
 
                 “Josh,”Liane said, waving the officer over.“You need to see this.”
 
                 He snuck over, careful to avoid line of sight with the thus far oblivious landlords of the cesspools.“What is it?”
 
                 She lay down a small tablet and opened her map. Liane grabbed at the image, pulling and stretching until they saw a wireframe of the room in which they sat. 
 
                 “This is where we are, at least I think.”She pointed to a series of similar rooms all around the structure.“We thought they were launch engines. Why else did it make sense for them to run four stories down?”
 
                 Josh played with the grid, spinning the miniature spaceship around and around.“That does’t make any sense. How did they expect to leave once they were done here?”As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew the answer. Josh nearly fell backwards as the realization washed over him.“This isn’t a carrier.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”Dax asked. 
 
                 “Check out the design.”He walked them through the blueprints as he spoke.“We came in here, at the top. Traditionally that’s storage. Non-essential crew and non-mission-critical equipment is put at the inner hull. They had nothing for three bulk-heads, which means they didn’t bring enough crew for the ship.”He put a finger over the main hangar.“The launch bay digs too deep into the central structure of the carrier. Once this baby touched down, she wasn’t ever flying out again.
 
                 “And this right here is the big problem.”He circled the pools, showing how they travelled all the way to the bottom levels of the ship.“We thought these were fuel pods for the engines, but they’re biological containers. There are no rockets staged to get this boat off the dirt. That’s why they’re not trying to fix her. That’s why they didn’t put up a fight for defense, they just went for the offensive. If we’d managed to hold them back, all they would have had to do is put their entire payload into the air. Hell, they just needed to sit back and wait for us to do exactly what we were sent here to do.”
 
                 “And what’s that?”Alexa asked.
 
                 Josh felt the blood rushing to his head.“The bomb. We’re the delivery system.”His mind raced, ignoring the fact that it had been up for over 38 hours. All of his ordnance disposal classes came flooding back in. He grabbed the tablet from Liane, manipulating the image until he saw a full topographical map of the area. Doing the math in this head, he added an initial blast radius and debris cloud estimation as an overlay. The numbers made his spine shiver.“Healthy estimate, we put a cloud of this shit over half the planet. This is how they take over worlds. It’s a goddamn Trojan Horse.”
 
                 Cho stepped up, all piss and vinegar.“Then we shut it down. Abort the mission.”
 
                 “And leave all of this to be used later on? Or wait for Valley Forgeto bombard the site again and kick up the spores anyway?”Josh shook his head.“We have to destroy this carrier. At all costs. But we have to make sure that all of this stays put.”He crossed his arms, looking at his captive audience.“I’m open to suggestions as to how.”
 
                 No one spoke. Each soldier looked to their left and right, hoping someone else would have the solution. It was Fares who answered at last, walking to the center of the group with solemn purpose. 
 
                 “The Scourge is a virus, so we should treat it as such.”He pulled a pouch from his combat webbing and held it up.“Nano-Thermatic Cauterizers. Standard issue for all medical facilities. Inside are trillions of microscopic machines just like the ones inside all of us. They target mutated RNA and DNA strands, eliminate viruses, and burn out bacteria before it can take hold. When we use it on the field, we dilute it with water to prevent overmedication. A few full canisters in each tube, combined with an accelerant, should effectively destroy whatever those creatures are stirring.”
 
                 Josh thought on that idea for a moment, but already saw a flaw.“We only have seven field kits, and that’s not even enough for this room.”The group fell silent again.
 
                 “And that’s assuming this stuff dies at high temp,”Pierre said.“You know, there is another way.”He pulled the tablet over, showing everyone the diagram.“If we move the bomb below the hangar, to the lowest level, the vents and armor plates will direct the blast down into the ground.”He handed the device back to Josh.“Should turn the dirt into liquid.”
 
                 Dax sat up straight, crawling over.“It’ll bury the ship.”
 
                 Each of the soldiers drew closer, their minds focusing together on a single point.
 
                 “We sink the Hive, cover it so the Scourge can’t leak out,”Liane said.
 
                 Alexa nodded.“We blast the dorsal vents with missiles as we bug out, make sure they can’t release the virus.”
 
                 Josh shut off the pad and handed it to Liane.“I’m excited about this plan. Seems foolproof. I absolutely can’t wait to see what goes wrong.”
 
                 Dax laughed.“Probably something important.”
 
                 “Only if we’re lucky.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 Zev arched his back as he stretched. The pain in his chest surged, but not so much to fell the soldier. He grinned, pressing at the bandaged area and savoring the sting of the stitches. Dr. Missirlian had thrown a fit when he left, but there was nothing more he could do in a bed. It was time for him to get back in the fight. There’d been more than enough gear at the entrance to the triage center to get a full battle rattle. Armed with enough ammunition to take on an army, Sergeant First Class Perez went off to find his platoon. 
 
                 At first he didn’t notice his companions tagging along. He walked through the desolate parking structure that had become the FOB, searching for any recognizable faces. Most of those he found were too injured or scared to venture back out into the world. He was able to find out a bit of information. Gabriel and the eight remaining soldiers from the Scouts had set out to reach the radio tower and, with luck, punch through the jamming devices the Boxti had in place. From there they could call in an air strike or, better yet, a rescue shuttle. Though almost one hundred soldiers stood guard at the base, the thousand civilians crammed inside were in no condition to fight. 
 
                 Zev reached the last guard post before the surface level and stopped. A young corporal stood duty, deep circles under his eyes from lack of sleep. He barely moved when the sergeant approached.
 
                 “Morning, sergeant.”
 
                 “How’s the weather?”Zev asked. 
 
                 The boy shrugged, humorless.“Can’t see the sky, sergeant. You thinking of heading out?”Zev nodded.“I’d recommend bringing someone with better depth perception. Just in case.”
 
                 Zev was about to spit out a retort when a sound caused him to spin around. Standing by a concrete pillar, her face obscured by a brown bandana, stood Mary. Timothy leaned against a wall nearby, a dusty submachine gun slung over his shoulder. In the last few weeks he’d become a quick study of guerrilla warfare, though he was much better at hiding behind cover than actually fighting. His clothes were worn and weather beaten: a faded green shirt and black jeans. A thick beard had replaced the stubble from days before.
 
                 “We’ll join you,”Timothy said casually. 
 
                 Zev shook his head.“I’m not going for a stroll, Tim. My platoon is out there. It’s not right for me to be back here.”
 
                 The civilian walked toward the sergeant, his steps shadowed by his daughter. By his swagger, one would think he was an old vet.“The way I see it, we’re living on borrowed time. The only chance Mary and I have is getting that radio working. And I don’t know about you soldiers, but I have a degree in electrical engineering. Might come in handy, sergeant.”Timothy moved close to the sergeant’s face.“I’m getting her off this planet.” 
 
                 For once, Zev didn’t have a punchy comeback. He gestured toward the gate, letting Timothy take point as they walked out of the FOB and into the brisk morning air. Mary stopped at the entrance and tugged on the soldier’s combat webbing. Zev looked down with his good eye.
 
                 “You look like a pirate,”Mary said. She spun around and skipped after her dad, not waiting for a response. 
 
    
 
   -                            X                            -
 
                 
 
                 Alexander found Arthur standing in the kitchen on the sixtieth floor of the building. The power was out and had been for almost 10 hours. General Titus and his Liberation Army of Terra had become quite the thorn in Jonah’s side. Within days of their public statement of a coup, they’d taken control of twenty percent of the planet. Granted, those areas had always been light in Hammer support, but it was an ominous sign in these turbulent times. 
 
                 Jonah, for his part, ignored the goings on outside the tower. He’d become increasingly insular, devoting more and more of his time to conversations with the High Chancellor and preparation for his ultimate execution. Most of the day-to-day work of running the now pan-solar terrorist group had fallen to his second-in-command Victor. The German native seemed to relish the position of power, issuing commands that seemed more in line with his own personal ideals than the goals of the whole. Alexander didn’t exactly have the most reliable source of information, but from what he’d gathered from conversations there had been some dicey incidents around South Africa and Madagascar. 
 
                 Arthur was armed, as he had been since arrival in New York. Alexander knew not to approach him suddenly, as the young man was prone to reacting violently when startled. The High Chancellor made a show of stomping and coughing as he drew near to announce his presence. The former-aide turned, smiling smugly. His patchwork beard was coming along nicely, adding absolutely no sense of maturity to his face.
 
                 “Alexander, always a pleasure to see you traipsing about.”
 
                 The older politician ignored the bait. He walked around the central prep table, eyeing the assortment. Without electricity, all of the food had begun to spoil. Arthur, unable to sleep, had taken to pulling out snacks in the middle of the night and working through what he could. The stress of the job had finally started taking its toll, at least from what Alexander could tell. Arthur must have gained five pounds since they left Imperion.
 
                 “Still can’t sleep through the night, Arthur?”
 
                 The aide scowled.“You shouldn’t test me, Alexander.”
 
                 The High Chancellor took a seat, pulling a gallon box of gelato to his side of the table. He located a spoon within arm’s reach and began picking at the mint chocolate treat.“You still haven’t learned to lighten up, Arthur. It’s gonna kill you one of these days.”              
 
                 “You know,”Arthur said.“That was what always made me hate you. Having to listen to your stupid folksy advice and pretend it wasn’t completely retarded. Taxing on the brain.”He plopped down in a chair, stuffing his mouth with leftover turkey.“How have you enjoyed your stay at our humble tower?”
 
                 Alexander placed a spoonful of the melting cream into his mouth.“The utilities are terrible. You really ought to speak to your landlord.”
 
                 “General Titus will tire of his siege,”Arthur said. It sounded as though he wanted to believe it.“Jonah knows what he’s doing. And Victor has kept us strong during these early trials. Soon, the people of Earth will awaken from this stupor you left them in and rise up against the oppressors.”
 
                 Alexander shook his head. He didn’t even know this boy, this child who used to be a close friend.“What did they get you to drink to fall for all this? The Hammer doesn’t have any better answers than the Council. Hell, the Federate didn’t have any better answers than the UEC or the Empire before. Every governing body inherits the problems of its predecessors, and never fixes them. It’s a way of life. Not a great one, but it’s the only game in town.”
 
                 “You never made a compelling case to keep the people happy. It was always about the greater goals, the path that we as humans had to take forward.”Arthur sneered.“That was when I knew I hated you, when I listened to your speech after the Council summit on the food crisis.”
 
                 “And here I thought it was because of the color of my skin.”The High Chancellor lowered his gaze. Even he had to admit it had been one of the darkest hours of his career.“There was nothing we could have done for those poor souls.”
 
                 “There was plenty,”Arthur shouted. He slammed a fist onto the table, rattling the containers.“Three million people dead, all because one of the biggest companies on the planet needed to turn a more profitable fourth quarter so they could earn a bigger bonus.”
 
                 “That’s not true,”he said. But Alexander didn’t mean it. He’d spoken to the CEO, Mr. Flowers, and found him to be as inhuman a person as had ever existed. So many countless dead at the whim of a few members of the board. Reliable Fabrications had long been the top producer of synthetic food for the ever-impoverished African continent. Hundreds of years of warlords and tribal genocide had left the land nearly uninhabitable, but with all the minerals and metals still waiting to be mined it was hard to give up the real estate. Flowers and his board had bought acres and acres on which they build vegetable and meat creation labs. For four years they saw amazing growth and, for the people living around the sites, prosperity. And then, one day, the food stopped flowing. Children were dying hungry in the streets and no one said a word. By the time Alexander and the Council took action, millions starved to death. All because it was more economical to run their glass and marble fabrication warehouses instead of the food houses, at least for the quarter. 
 
                 Arthur took a sip of water from a glass on the table, chuckling to himself.“Tell yourself whatever you have to. I stopped listening to your bullshit a long time ago.”
 
                 “How long?”Alexander asked.“How long ago did you switch over to them? When did Jonah put enough money in your pocket or bullshit in your head to make you want to betray me?”
 
                 The aide looked away, unwilling to answer.“Have you thought of what you’ll say to the camera before they execute you?”
 
                 “Don’t change the subject,”Alexander warned.“It’s not very becoming of an enterprising young lackey.”
 
                 Arthur pouted.“I’m an up and comer, Alexander. Pretty soon I’ll be running this city. And you’ll just be a fading memory.”
 
                 “You think you can whitewash all this and move on, but the world doesn’t work like that.”Alexander pushed the gelato aside, folding his hands together.“Arthur, listen to me. There isn’t a way this ends well for you. Either the Army busts though the door and kills everyone inside, or sooner or later you piss off Jonah and face him. You’re young, you shouldn’t have to look over your shoulder the rest of your life.”
 
                 Arthur laughed, though it sounded somewhat forced.“Alexander, pompous doesn’t work in your position. I’m doing fine with my new coworkers, and the Army doesn’t have the firepower or the willpower to get inside this tower. Face it, I’ve won.”
 
                 “This round,”Alexander said darkly. He stood, turning away from the slowly spoiling feast.“I’d wish you good luck, Arthur. But honestly, I’m rooting for the other guy.”
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 They worked quickly, without speaking. Trik and Vim barely glanced in each other’s direction while they set about gathering what salvageable supplies remained in the derelict hangar. Vim, for his part, hadn’t  shown signs of panic once. Every few minutes, the room would rotate into the view of the shattered remains of Xenogas. It was a sobering and haunting reminder of the ticking clock. Trik used it as a totem, a pillar from which he found strength to carry on. His arm still ached, but it wasn’t broken as he’d previously suspected, just dislocated. Vim had managed to pop it back in rather quickly.
 
                 The smell drew the hardest toll. The two soldiers had moved the bodies into a corner, and they had already begun to decay. Trik had been around death before, but Vim struggled to maintain control of his stomach. He’d already vomited twice that Trik had seen. Still, there had been no griping or complaining since they’d started the frenzied reconstruction of one of the raider’s shuttles. 
 
                 Vim, as the only one with any workable knowledge of spacecraft, directed Trik toward different wreckages to scavenge computers and other small bits and pieces. The engineer took on the lion’s share of gathering material, using a small gravity lifter to haul sections of hull and engine compartments across the bay. Little by little, their rescue craft came together. It wasn’t pretty, in fact it was quite the opposite, but if it flew it would be more than enough. 
 
                 Trik paused at the outside of a crumpled Imperial troop transport. Half of the ship had been obliterated by the shore party, cleared away to make room for more shuttles. The more he thought about it, the more the soldier felt he may have destroyed this very vessel. Invading Xenogasseemed like a lifetime ago. Dozens of special forces had been committed to a rescue operation for only three people. It had seemed like a waste to him, but a soldier of the Stone Guard was sworn to obey the orders of his commander. As he stood there, catching his breath, his thoughts found their way to Mara. Bursting through her door, he hadn’t had time to marvel at her beauty. He never fancied himself a romantic, but his hearts had beaten faster. 
 
                 “Are you okay?”Vim called out from across the room. 
 
                 Trik regained his composure.“Just fine. I found the converter coil. How much do you need?”
 
                 “About six arm-lengths should do,”he replied. 
 
                 Trik pulled on the thick, blue and black cord. He measured it from wrist to shoulder, counting in his head until he had enough. Just to be safe, he added a few extra feet before cutting the line with his combat knife. The wires split with snaps and pops before finally separating. The soldier dragged his prize across the floor, dumping at Vim’s feet. His arms ached at the effort, but the engineer swore the coil was worth its weight in gold.
 
                 “How sure are you that this will work?”Trik asked. 
 
                 Vim sighed.“I’m pretty much certain we will die if we stay here. In fact, that much can be considered gospel. But I’ve done a few tours in the factories, so building a shuttle isn’t outside of my area of expertise. Granted, we had machined parts and weren’t borrowing our air scrubbers from five different wrecks.”
 
                 “Will we have Blue capability?”
 
                 The engineer laughed.“I’ll be amazed if we can fly faster than this room.”He saw the look of anger flash over Trik’s face and caught himself.“I can try to work in a drive from one of the smaller fighters. They’re short-range, made for jumping between planets so that they never stray too far from the deploying vessel. Makes for an awful long trip.”
 
                 “It’ll be a lot longer and a lot more awful if we’re traveling at standard speeds,”Trik said.“How long will it take to install?”
 
                 Vim thought for a moment, looking at the vast array of parts and pieces scattered on the floor.“Another week, I’d say.”
 
                 “And how long until the air becomes toxic?”
 
                 “Less than three hours,”Vim said grimly. 
 
                 Trik knelt down by his weary prisoner. He held the man’s shoulders firmly, looking him in the eyes.“Focus on me. I’ve been in worse places, Vim. Lost on the battlefield, surrounded by Chtanul and out of ammunition. It always seems hopeless right before you find the way. Are you a believer?”Vim nodded.“Every choice we make takes us further down the path of light or the path of shadow. Today we will make the right choices. Today we will survive. Tell me what to do. Use my hands.”He picked up a hand laser, testing the charge.“You say we have three hours? We’re launching in two.”
 
    
 
   -                            XII                            -
 
    
 
                 The radio tower stood high above the rooftops of the surrounding buildings, visible for miles around. Human militaries would have destroyed it in the first wave of attacks, but the alien jammers rendered the structure useless. As the trio approached, they could hear the staccato of rifle fire. A high-pitched whine followed, shrill and intense. Zev pushed the civilians against the wall as an explosion rocked the alleyway. Smoke rose in a spiraling column one street down, and the gruff voices of Boxti foot soldiers could be heard under the din. 
 
                 “We’re close,”Zev said to Timothy.“Stay in cover while I find us a path.”
 
                 Mary leaned out from behind her father’s legs.“Can’t we just run to the station?”
 
                 Zev knelt down, putting a hand on her shoulder.“It’s too dangerous now. Give me a few minutes and we’ll be inside. Nice and safe, Okay?”He patted her head as she nodded and rose to his feet. Timothy gave him a thumbs up and pulled his daughter into an alcove and ducking down. From the right angle they’d be invisible. As long as no one snuck up from behind. 
 
                 Taking his rifle in hand, Zev stepped up to the street and peered around the corner. Three men from his platoon bunkered down behind concrete barriers near the radio station stairs. Every few seconds one would pop up, fire a burst, then drop as return fire peppered the area. A Boxti heavy cannon had been set up on the second floor of the adjacent building, a Thai restaurant. There were at least five of the creatures; two lizard men and three purple-skinned cyclopses. All wore plated body armor, tailored to fit their unique body shapes. As Zev looked for an avenue of approach he heard the angry buzz of a Wasp. 
 
                 The soldiers hit the deck as the automatic laser opened fire, sending a thick stream of orange bolts into the radio station entrance. Concrete exploded in chunks, sending gray powder into the air and showering the street with bits of barrier. The aliens used the distraction to pick up their crew-served weapon and move into a flanking position. They disappeared behind a wall inside the building, emerging a few seconds later on the ground level. Without checking the street the five enemy grunts lumbered outside and moved to a nearby coffee house. Zev, waiting patiently, saw his opening. 
 
                 As the last lizard man stepped out from cover, the sergeant leaned out and lobbed a grenade. The black disk caught the air and flew straight at the center of the his target. As it armed, the explosive chirped twice. The aliens heard the sound and stopped to investigate just as the frag touched down. Zev used the alley to shield himself from the explosion, counted to three, then popped out firing. The lizard men were dead already, split into pieces and spilling green and yellow blood onto the sidewalk. The purple creatures managed to suck up the shrapnel and keep rushing forward, but a burst from Zev’s assault rifle laid them flat. He put a round in each head just to be sure as he sprinted to cover. 
 
                 The Wasp hadn’t changed targets, and the soldiers’barrier was just about out. Zev slung his weapon across his back; it wouldn’t have any effect on the aircraft. Leaping from the coffee-shop entrance, he hoisted up the alien cannon and pointed it at the flying machine’s engine. Thankfully the trigger was in the usual place, but Zev had to beat his fists against the cool metal receiver until he found the bolt release. The heavy gun bucked as it spat slugs into the belly of the canopy. Sparks burst from each impact and blood coated the inside of the cockpit. Finally a round hit the fuel line and the entire Wasp burst into flames, wheeling sideways before crashing into a building. Debris rained down into the street, but the cheers of the infantrymen could still be heard. 
 
                 Zev dragged the cannon over to his comrades, grabbing them each in one-armed hugs as he arrived. They clapped him on the back, made comments about his eye and told him how they had hated to leave him behind. It was all well and good, but Zev had more important things to worry about. He called out into the alley. 
 
                 “All clear, Tim.”
 
                 The civilian and his daughter appeared, jogging toward the steps with a purpose. Timothy had his submachine gun out and was checking corners, all while holding Mary’s hand and pulling her along. They made quite a sight: the refugee and little girl. Once Zev had them safely up the stairs and into the station, he became a sergeant again. He barked orders to the three soldiers, telling them to police the bodies and drag more barriers over. The position was secure but not fortified, and that had to change if they were all going to walk out alive. 
 
                 “Now,”Zev said after handing out duties.“Where is the LT?”
 
                 Gabriel was inside the broadcast suite, along with the rest of the Scouts. They had the radio transmitter’s guts pulled out of the walls and spread on the floor; a sea of multicolored wires and motherboards. Sadly, none of the veterans had much experience with electrical systems. The officer looked up in surprise and joy when Zev walked into the room. 
 
                 “Christ, sergeant.”He stood, coming over to give the big man a hug.“It’s good to see you up and about. How did you get the doc to let you leave?”
 
                 Zev smiled.“I’m real good with my words, sir.”
 
                 “So you just left.”
 
                 “Yup.”He laughed.“Tim here thought you might be having some trouble with the radio.”
 
                 Gabriel turned and pointed at the chaos on the carpeted floor.“We thought it was going to be a simple job. Maybe a few wires got disconnected during the bombing or something. We managed to get some power back with a generator in the basement, but as soon as we turned it on those bastards zeroed in on us.”
 
                 Zev frowned.“Didn’t seem so bad when we got here. Only five of them, plus a Wasp.”
 
                 “That’s a scouting party. Or a heavy weapons team. They send a lot of those around too, just to fuck with our own patrols. I don’t think they even care how many we take out. They’re trying to demoralize us before they kill us.”He motioned to one of the soldiers and the young man disappeared, returning a moment later with bottles of water for Mary and Tim.“This place was stocked well. Too bad no one made it here after the attack. There’s chow in the kitchen, if you’re hungry.”
 
                 The sergeant shook his head.“Had one of those protein things before we started out. I’ll be fine.”He grabbed Timothy by the shoulder.“Why don’t you have a look at that thing, see what you can do?”
 
                 Timothy set his gun on a nearby desk.“Might as well.”He pushed aside the two soldiers working on the transmitter and started in. Seconds later he was waist deep inside the console.
 
                 Gabriel pulled Zev aside into a nearby office and closed the door. Once he was sure the lock was secure he turned, his face pale and harried.“What are our chances, sergeant?”
 
                 Zev leaned against the wall. It was a small room, probably belonging to a few of the interns or production assistants. There were three desks total in a space barely big enough for two. Pictures hung on the wall of the various celebrity guests that had been on the air, and of course the radio personalities. Zev recognized the two goofballs from the morning talk show, but none of the others.“Honestly, sir? I don’t like our odds. That FOB is more of a hospital than anything else. I was there a few days—well, consciousa few days—and they never even sent a scouting party out to look for survivors. I think the ground game is looking sour, and the longer we’re out here the worse it’s gonna get.”
 
                 “OK, then what do you suggest?”
 
                 Zev wiped his mouth.“We get that radio working, we send out an SOS. Ride the first bird off of this rock. Ask for a rescue boat for every place we know is still held by friendlies.”
 
                 “And then?”Gabriel asked. 
 
                 “Let Fleet burn the plague off the planet. Then we come back and crush the ashes.”
 
    
 
   -                            XIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Mara looked down at her computer, eyes red from staring into the glowing screen for so long. She’d left the conversation with Hanweh and the other Domin shaken, more angry than grateful for her rescue. How had she once looked up to such leaders? They were as bad as the Magistrate they opposed. Well, she thought, not their equals. For all the Magistrate tried to be, honorable never factored in. At least the military men had offered their crews a chance to leave, to make their own decisions. 
 
                 Her letter was perfect, worded to touch upon the very nature of humanity. If it got into the right hands, she had no doubt with whom the Terrans would side. But now, staring at at her writing, her resolve weakened. Was it her place to play such a pivotal role in things to come? As a historian, she had always contented herself to watch from a distance, to be someone who knew everything but did nothing. By staking a claim as the arbiter of a new alliance, she could no longer hold onto the life she had once led. 
 
                 Growing up in a migrant fleet had taken its toll. Mara couldn’t remember the last time she had felt important. In a culture of refugees, everyone was simply a part of the great struggle. Individuality took a second seat to survival, as those who stood out often were taken away. Her parents had worked hard to teach her how to fit in, keep a low profile. Even as illustrious a position as Historian had seemed too lofty a goal back then. 
 
                 Her own confidence aside, she worried about failure. If the letter did not instill the correct feelings, the humans could turn to the Magistrate. Or worse, simply dismiss the Nangolani as a whole and leave them to fend for themselves. It had also crossed her mind that, once the deception was completely revealed, the humans may attack out of principle. 
 
                 Often she thought about Ray, wondering whether or not he was even alive. He had sworn to defend her, but would he still feel the same once he learned the full truth? Would he support her and Hanweh against all of the work done by Anduin? And even if by some miracle he could forgive her people, would they even survive the plague unleashed upon them?
 
                 A chime sounded on the console. Her computer had finished locating a safe route to transfer the letter into Ray’s account. She hesitated over the send button, her conflicted mind dancing back and forth. Sucking in a deep breath, she closed her eyes and dropped her finger onto the keyboard. A tone sounded as the signal connected and the message was sent. 
 
    
 
   -                            XIV                            -
 
    
 
                 “Take aim.”
 
                 One by one, the soldiers lined up the glowing red reflex sights on one of the chittering aliens. Their thumbs found the snap safety on the grip and applied slight pressure. The barrels of their rifles bobbed as each person tracked their target. 
 
                 Josh rested his elbows on a small pile of debris, focusing on his breathing. It was a moment before he realized just how quiet it had become. Yesterday he’d been able to link in to radio feeds from the various forces. That way he could know how everything fared on the outside. The war was going as poorly as it could, but the Terrans weren’t giving up yet. Metts was lost, along with Paradise Point, but New Beirut still held its own. The Army of the Valley had fallen, but a tank company remained secured in a defensive position, pricking the attackers whenever they got too close. The sudden silence seemed particularly ominous now, in this room. 
 
                 He slowed his breath, counting each intake and exhale. It reminded him of being at the firing range with his grandfather. Elijah Rantz had been a hero during the Emigration War, decorated for valor at the Battle of Silent Crest. He’d spoiled Joshua every chance he could, as all grandfathers do, and loved to take him outside the city to a small firing range he owned and operated. They spend the day drilling holes in paper targets or knocking bottles off the fence. Josh remembered how Eli would pick him up at the end of the day, carrying him back to the house, and talk about his time in the service. 
 
                 “A battle is just like shooting at a target, Josh,”he had said. His mustache covered most of his mouth, and young Joshua loved to imagine that it was actually the hair talking, impersonating his grandfather.“If you try to win a battle, you’ll end up so concerned about the ending that you forget the middle. Try to shoot at the target, you’re liable to miss.”He would set Josh down at the small dining table near the entrance to the building, kneeling down to eye level to make sure the point went home.“Now what do we always say when we’re shooting?”
 
                 “Aim small, miss small?”
 
                 “That’s right,”Eli would say with a grin.“And in a fight, you don’t set out to win. You look for the smaller victories that will add up to a win.”
 
                 It had all made sense then, and it did help teach Josh to shoot. But now, laying on the cold floor in an alien carrier in the midst of an intergalactic war, the sage advise of the elderly lost some of its charm. Where were his small targets? Sure, they could stop this carrier from firing off the Scourge, but it couldn’t be the only one around. Wouldn’t the Boxti just retaliate with a missile like one used on Tallus?
 
                 As he pondered issues far above his pay grade, a small yellow light flashed in his HUD. It reported that all targets were painted and in clear sight for the shooters. He focused on the message until it sent out the preset response. Josh reacquired his target. The bug-like creature had a split second to finish whatever thought was going through its mind before the squad opened fire. Rounds ripped through thin carapaces spraying green ichor across the walls and floor. Pools of blood spilt into the bubbling pink tanks, sizzling and steaming. After dispatching the nearest group, the Archangels ran in two teams toward opposite ends of the room. The caretakers didn’t so much as shout in alarm. They didn’t run or fight back in any way. One by one, they dropped dead to the ground, twitching limbs scratching at the floor. Aside from a short chirp from a console on the wall, there had been no reaction to the ambush.
 
                 “Alpha up,”Alexa called out.
 
                 Josh turned to his side and looked at Dax. The big man huffed and puffed, straining to keep his HMG level. 
 
                 “Bravo up,”he managed to say. 
 
                 Josh surveyed the scene, satisfied they had properly dealt with the threat.“Bravo, secure an emergency exit and call the pilot. We’re gonna be leaving in a hurry.”Alexa ran over, slinging her rifle.“Alexa, secure my egress route.”
 
                 “Where do you think you’re going?”Dax asked. 
 
                 Josh shrugged.“You’ll both need all the hands you can get. I’ll take the easy job and go drop our bomb off.”He grabbed the case and jogged toward the last set of stairs, snickering to himself. 
 
                 “Don’t drop it,”Dax called out.
 
                 Josh looked over his shoulder.“No promises.”
 
    
 
   -                            XV              -
 
    
 
                 Missiles streaked across the sky, accelerating as they closed on their target. Inside the body of each tube, small quantum computers guided the warheads to a single destination with deadly precision. A lone Y fighter flitted back and forth, trying in vain to shake the incoming threat. The barbed cone-shaped head punched through metal and wiring, burying itself deep in the ship’s belly. A proximity charge activated, sending an electric signal to the detonator. With a dull thump, the explosive erupted and sent shrapnel tearing through the alien craft.              
 
                 Racing through the smoking debris field, Cameron scanned his radar looking for his next kill. His blood pounded in his temples, while fear and excitement wrestled for control of his brain. A strafing run peppered his kinetic shields, but they held. The air was alive with flying projectiles, smoke and falling wrecks. A yellow rocket slammed into a Sparrow off Cameron’s port wing, and the explosion nearly flipped him sideways. 
 
                 Bright red bolts streaked past his windshield. Cameron turned into the fire, squeezing the trigger and loosing dozens of rounds at an incoming alien superiority fighter. It was a short game of chicken that the Boxti lost pitifully. Stepping down on the afterburner, Cameron tensed up in preparation for the next attack. 
 
                 “Torch one, this is Eagle seven. Bandits closing on your six.”
 
                 He barely had time to acknowledge the call before the missile alarm sounded, drowning out everything else. His right hand shot to the console, flicking switches and activating counter measures. He dumped chaff and flares to confuse the incoming warhead’s guidance systems, and began evasive maneuvers. He jerked the stick back and forth, zigging and zagging through the sky. As he rolled to the left, he saw the glowing rocket zip past his wing with inches to spare. The projectile lost its target acquisition and detonated, sending bits of metal pinging off his Phoenix’s hull. 
 
                 “Too close,”Cameron said.“Torch, this is one. Give me a SitRep.”He looked up through the glass canopy, imaging he could see the blue vortex that had become an almost permanent fixture in the sky over New Eden. Intel said it was an incoming asteroid, though no one wanted to speculate how exactly a rock managed to slip into the in-between. Cameron didn’t want to imagine what it was. Anything creating an exit that big had to be unfathomably large, and there was no way it was going to be a pleasant surprise. 
 
                 Another bolt zipped past him, burning a black line across his starboard wing. Cameron turned his head to sight the target. His heart nearly stopped. The Y-Fighter on his tail was larger than the rest of its squadron. Pock marks and burns covered its hull, and the opaque black glass of its canopy was scratched and stained. Blood-red paint marked the ends of each pointed wing. He would have recognized the ship anywhere. It had been haunting him since Tallus. 
 
                 “Son of a bitch,”he said. Fire burned in his chest and the sounds of the world shrank away.“Torch, this is one. Nobody touches the big guy.”Cameron jerked the stick hard to the right, pulling a gut-wrenching 180. The Boxti Ace rocketed passed, its shots missing wide as it struggled to correct. Cameron corrected his spin, dodging blasts from other ships as he zeroed in on the larger fighter. His vision darkened until all he saw was the fiery engine of the enemy craft.“You’re mine now.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 They ran full speed at the carrier, the scent of blood sending powerful signals through their mutated brains. The alarm triggered by the human ambush had sent up a warning flare for all druumatan in the area. A swarm of misshapen creatures galloped toward the towering fortress, chests heaving in a chorus of grunts and growls. Hooves and paws and padded feet pounded the earth soft as the stampede closed in on the site. Dust kicked up from the thousands of limbs, trailing in a massive cloud behind the group. 
 
                 With each passing minute, the snarling horde neared their prey. A single thought ran through their heads, aided by the parasites in their brains: The humans must not destroy the Hive. As they approached the high black walls, the group funneled into a small sewage tube. It would take them time, but this would deposit the beasts right underneath the carrier without arousing the enemy. 
 
                 It was the perfect place to start an ambush.
 
    
 
   -                            XVI                            -
 
    
 
                 Hiro gripped the arms of his chair, riding the shockwave. Most of the fighting had slowed down once the huge vortex reached its limit. Emanations from within the tumbling void reaped havoc with the two armadas. Navigation systems fluttered and crashed, pressure plates buckled and several derelicts disappeared into the tunnel. Midway’s engines burned nearly at full reverse to keep from spiraling out of control. 
 
                 On the opposite side of the room, Earl held tight to his tether. Sweat poured down his face as he strained against the violent shift in gravity.“Hiro,”he called out.“We can’t take much more of this.”
 
                 “I know,”Hiro’s stomach churned as another swell caused the entire bridge to lurch up and forward. It was like riding the universe’s largest roller-coaster. On the monitor, the brilliant blue funnel continued to glow in brighter and brighter pulses.“Lieutenant, bring us to full reverse.”
 
                 The flight officer nodded.“Aye, sir. All reverse.”He unlocked the safety lever by his station and pulled the throttle all the way back. 
 
                 With a huge shudder, the engines gave their last push. Fuel cells dumped power into the raging inferno, coaxing every last ounce of thrust from the building-sized pods. Vibrations rattled every corner of the wounded ship, knocking crew to their knees. Metal groaned and panels popped free of the walls as the powerful rockets fought against the vicious pull of the Blue. Slowly, inch-by-inch, Midwaymanaged to break free of the tide and steady itself in New Eden’s orbit. Alarms sounded around the supercarrier as Hiro and his crew took stock of the damage. 
 
                 Earl sat with his back to the wall, out of breath.“Jesus Christ, Hiro.”He swallowed a surge of bile, forcing it back down.“What in God’s name is out there?”
 
                 Hiro didn’t answer. He stared at the monitor, absolutely enchanted by what he saw. His eyes grew wide as saucers.“All hands,”he said softly.“Battle stations.”His lips were moving, but it was hard to get the words out when he could hardly breath.“Battle stations.”He tried, but his tongue felt dry as cotton in his mouth. He squeezed his eyes shut, summoning every bit of strength he could muster.“BATTLE STATIONS!”
 
                 It emerged from the swirling void, a mind-numbing expanse of metal and rock. The juggernaut wasn’t so much a ship as it was an asteroid made to function like a ship. Whoever had built this living nightmare hadn’t possessed the time or technology to build a vessel this large, so they slapped it onto a broken moon. Every inch of hull sprouted at least one turret, and in many cases whole clusters of them. The entire backside seemed comprised of hundreds of tiny rockets. From his position inside the supercarrier, Hiro thought another planet had just appeared over New Eden. A planet with teeth.
 
                 The monstrous Gehnomarrived with its sixteen arms folded forward, looking like a flower preparing to bloom. Its black-and-green-plated armor showed no windows or ports of any kind, and the barren gray rock of its body was rough and solid. No one—human or alien—made a move, lest they anger this new threat unintentionally. The Boxti halted their attacks, withdrawing to the safety of the resupply area. There was no need to press further. If the humans chose to pursue their fight, they could take it up with the new arrival. 
 
                 “Primus?”Hiro asked, almost a whisper.“Are you seeing this?”
 
                 There was a long pause, as no one in the Primus TOC was in any condition to speak. A timid voice came over the net. The fear was evident in every cracked note. 
 
                 “Stand by.”
 
    
 
   -                            XVII                            -
 
    
 
                 Josh had never run so fast in his life. 
 
                 The first part of the plan had gone swimmingly. There were no real engines to speak of, so he’d set the bomb at the lowest point in the bottom floor, down an exhaust shaft underneath a heavy armor plate. The ground was soft and cracked from the landing; it would quickly melt away once the bomb detonated, sinking the carrier deep down below the surface. After setting the timer and double-checking the charge, Josh had scrambled back to the lowest floor of the carrier and begun working his way out.
 
                 Josh grinned. His heart was pounding so hard it hurt, but there was nothing like the thrill of a mission. And things were, thus far, going better than expected. Still, there was a nagging thought in the back of his head, and old saying from the Infantry Field Manual that had been passed down for hundreds of years: If your attack was going well, you’re walking into an ambush. Seconds after the thought passed through his head, Josh was sprinting for the exit as though Hell itself were at his heels.
 
                 While Josh worked his way through the maze of corridors, Dax and the rest of the Archangels prepped for their exit. Squinting through his visor, Dax could just make out their ride as it descended into the carrier. Dust and steam billowed from the engines’exhausts. Dax waved the pilot down toward the landing zone while the rest of the squad stood guard. 
 
                 “Josh,”Dax said.“Valkyrie is on station. We’ll be ready to leave in two.”
 
                 Then he heard something. A noise unlike anything he’d ever known. A roar that touched upon a primal part of his brain, the animalistic instinct that a predator was coming and he needed to run and hide. It howled with rage and hunger, echoing off the walls of the cavernous space. And then it was joined by a hundred more voices. Dax, along with the rest of the squad, felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach. 
 
                 “Dax,”Alexa said.“Did you hear that?”
 
                 His heart was still pounding, but no longer from excitement. Perspiration leaked down into his eyes, stinging them.“All right, Angels. Let’s hurry this the hell up. I think mom and dad are coming home early.”
 
                 Heavy breathing came over the net, and for a moment Dax couldn’t tell who it was. Then Josh spoke.“No, Dax.”He sounded as though he were in the middle of a dead sprint.“They’re already here.”
 
                 Josh broke through into the Scourge chamber with a dozen barking dogs snapping at his ankles. They were big, some as large as dobermans, and all seemed intent on eating his flesh. As he ran, Josh fired his rifle at the pack. Something screamed and collapsed into a bubbling pool, but the lieutenant didn’t turn to see his handiwork. He rounded a corner and barreled through a small door, slamming it shut behind him. A quick look around found him a heavy crate to use as a barricade. Seconds later the walls shuddered as the animals slammed their bodies into the metal, searching for the human. 
 
                 He didn’t stop. Each floor was a maze of turns followed by a quick sprint up a ramp or staircase. Josh’s legs burned from the effort, but fear kept him moving. He paused every few turns to drop a mine, grateful for the effort every time an explosion vibrated the walls. He didn’t now how high he climbed until he reached the operation center. Strange computer consoles covered the wall, while another section looked down over a hundred feet to the ground floor. Holographic tables displayed the war zone just outside the ship. Josh secured the entrance and went to the windows.
 
                 His blood ran cold as he heard the howling cries of the mutated fiends. Josh could see them racing into the chamber by the hundreds. They wore no clothing or armor as they sped screaming toward the encircled humans. The Archangels had formed a small wall around the Valkyrie as it hovered near the center of the hangar. Each soldier took a quadrant and opened fire, sending a steam of lead into the oncoming horde. The creatures shrugged it off and kept charging.
 
                 “Josh!”Alexa screamed.“There’s too many of them.”
 
                 They must have emptied a forest for the amount of mutated beasts inside the carrier. They clawed their way forward, pushing past the bodies of the dead to get toward the humans. Every second that passed put them closer. 
 
                 “Fall back,”Josh heard himself say.“Fall back,”he shouted.“Get into the shuttle!”He put his rifle over the window sill and fired into the crowd, trying to get their attention away from his squad. The Valkyrie lifted up slowly, every open space filled with a firing weapon. Animals leapt at the sides, biting the landing skirts and scratching at the hull. One managed to make its way to the cockpit and held onto the vents near the glass. Josh watched as the windshield exploded out and the monster flew back in a spray of blood and gore. 
 
                 It was Cho in the cockpit, standing guard while the pilot struggling to bring the damaged bird about.“We’re clear,”Cho said.“You planning on joining us?”
 
                 Josh couldn’t contain his relief. His legs nearly gave out from under him. He was searching for a door when he saw it.
 
                 How it had snuck up, he’d never know. A small part of his brain shouted out“Maneton”before it attacked. Surely it couldn’t have been the once docile gorilla-like native of the planet. They never grew to be twelve feet tall. And their bifurcated lower jaws didn’t have those horrific tusks leering out. Josh barely had a second to try and comprehend the abomination standing in the room before it lunged out and shoved a spiked paw clear through his chest, launching him out the window. 
 
                 Dax saw the body fly out from his seat at the door. The HUD caught sight of the object and labeled it“SHOGUN-CRITICAL.”The heavy gunner didn’t think. He leapt from the shuttle, reaching out for his friend’s falling form. They met with a slamming of carbon fiber, sending sparks out. Dax wrapped Josh in his arms as they plummeted toward the ground twelve stories below. As the floor rushed to meet them, Dax activated his Phantom gear. The wings shot out and buckled under the added weight. After only a dozen feet the thin arms snapped, sending the two men crashing through a section of the fifth floor.
 
                 Dax rolled to a stop against a wall, his body crying out in pain. The onboard medical computer informed him that he had just broken four ribs and had a hairline fracture running from hip to heel on his right side. He looked over at Josh, praying for movement. The officer lay still, blood pooling from a ghastly hole in his armor. The HUD still read“CRITICAL.”His suit began to apply first aid, flooding his torso with pain killers and hardening the under armor to create a cast.
 
                 “Dax!”It was Liane back in the shuttle. 
 
                 He couldn’t see them, prone on his back, but he could hear the engines protesting.“Go,”he said, his voice weak.“I’ll meet you outside. Get out of here.”
 
                 “Goddamnit, Dax.”She was crying, but sounded more angry than worried.“You’d better be there. Damn you, Dax. You’d better be outside.”
 
                 Dax crawled over to his friend’s body, pulling the medical pack from the blood soaked combat webbing. He popped the cap off the biofoam, a medical sealant that expanded to contain bleeding and prevent infection. Taking a breath, Dax jammed the applicator deep into the wound and squeezed until the can was empty. He took Josh’s hand in his own, tears dripping onto the inside of his mask. 
 
                 “Dax?”Josh’s words were barely a whisper.
 
                 “Please,”Dax said, blubbering.“Please don’t go.”
 
                 Josh squeezed back.“The bomb. Go.”He went limp, his hand falling down to the ground with a thud. The HUD read“KIA.”
 
                 “Dax,”Pierre said over the radio.“I don’t know if you can still hear me, but everything is headed your way. All of those creatures know where you are and they are coming with a vengeance.”The distant cry of the beasts confirmed his warning.“And there is one mean-looking hoss leading the charge.”
 
                 The heavy gunner didn’t answer. His eyes were red and full of fire. He set his jaw, blood surging to every muscle, bringing powerful adrenaline around his body. Dax stood, throwing Josh over his shoulder. He lifted his HMG with one arm, pointing it forward. He didn’t wait for the enemy to find them. With a battle cry that rivaled the howling horde, Dax charged into the fight.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Ronin Protocol
 
    
 
   “I was a sergeant then, leading a raid. We were inside a shaft, trying to flank the bastards coming from the other side, when a bombing run knocked down the walls. Both sides of the tunnel caved in and we were stuck in that pitch black. It was dark like you’ve never known, the absolute absence of light. Iona, my friend, had his leg caught in the rubble. I couldn’t see him, but his screams were deafening. I remember that, and it still scares me. Because that was the end. There was no way back. No way out.”
 
    
 
                                                           Sasha Otravlyatovich
 
                                                           Veteran, Martian Conflict
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   -                            I                            -
 
    
 
   February 27, 2237
 
    
 
                 Eruk relished the smell of battle. Blood and smoke mixed in the air in a constant assault on the senses. Towering over his soldiers, the Cthanul strode unchallenged through the Boxti lines. He wore a necklace made of bones; fingers ripped from his slain enemies. It was his one keepsake from his former existence, this old Homeworld tradition. He was, after all, a warrior at heart. The Druuma never chastised him about his souvenirs, and none of his soldiers dared speak of it in his presence. Already his jewelry dangled near his belt, and he had plans to add another row.
 
                 New Eden was already in Boxti control, the humans simply hadn’t come to terms with that reality. Every day the front grew further and further into the enemy’s backyard. Cities fell under constant bombardment. The ports were blockaded, and even the escape vessels were summarily knocked down by the patrolling Hornets and Wasps. There were millions already under the influence of the Druumatan. Those hideous mutations served as cannon fodder, keeping the Terran military busy while the Black Army moved ever onward.
 
                 “Warlord,”a young Boun ran over. The powerfully built alien resembled a brick wall hastily carved into a humanoid shape. It’s mottled red skin was marked with warpaint and chipped from enemy fire. 
 
                 Eruk didn’t care much for their kind, but they made sturdy infantry. This one wore a simple orange neck wrap, signifying him as a platoon leader. Boun wore no other amor; they needed none. Eruk sneered at the diminutive officer, but allowed him to speak. 
 
                 “We have located a small detachment of enemy tanks,”the Boun said.“They are heavily outnumbered, but have held off all attacks.”
 
                 The Cthanul sighed.“Must I handle every battle myself? Who is your pack commander?”
 
                 “Lord Futakhan, sir.”
 
                 Eruk thought on the name, drumming up a picture of a squat, hairy creature. He didn’t recall the name of the species, only that he found that particular officer to be pathetically useless.“Kill him and assume command.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, sir?”If it were possible for a brick to look apprehensive, the Boun was pulling it off.
 
                 The Warlord grabbed the rock creature by the throat and squeezed. Even in the warzone Eruk heard a sound like gravel rubbing together as the platoon leader choked.“Put his head on your battle flag as a lesson to other commanders unable to crush our enemies. I will not tolerate failure.”
 
                 “Yes, my lord. It will be done.”The Boun ran off, his feet leaving square imprints in the soft ground. 
 
                 Eruk looked out in the direction of the enemy, wondering if he should take a better part in the fight. He had already waded through several skirmishes, firing his pistol and swinging two great cleavers at neck height. It had been the most fun he’d had in years. Still, he longed for more of a challenge. Perhaps there was a warrior out there worthy of a fight. 
 
                 The Druuma sensed his thoughts and rumbled.“Your place is here, commanding the battle.”
 
                 “I know,”Eruk said.“But there is no honor in this combat. The humans are weak, fleshy creatures that break at the touch. I want a champion to destroy.”
 
                 “There are no champions in human society. They are like Qom or Nangolani. They fight as a whole to compensate for their weakness. You must make do with what they provide.”
 
                 They walked through the encampment, passing dozens of different species of soldiers. Some walked on multiple limbs, others rode in mechanized armor that supported their tiny frames. Each wore their own haphazardly constructed armor and carried worn equipment. It was the one area Eruk often felt the Boxti failed. Their army was massive, but comprised of slaves and conscripts. Sure, there were regiments of true soldiers nearer to the home planet, but those were kept in reserve. In fact, now that he thought about it, the Dread Knights had never been sent to a fight in his lifetime. There had been a point during his indoctrination that the Cthanul thought he would choose such a prominent path, but the idea of remaining behind while others went to war pained him. Besides, that silver armor was too gaudy for a true warrior.
 
                 “Gehnomsends a message,”the Druuma said. There was a feeling of ice running through his spine and Eruk could sense a second voice join the parasite.“Greetings, Warlord.”
 
                 Eruk paused mid-step. It was a sign of respect to remain still while addressing the Harbinger.“Ma’Arak, it is an honor. I had not been warned of your arrival, or I would have made sure to meet you in person.”
 
                 “That would have been unnecessary, Warlord,”Vanwa said through the Druuma.“As it is, I see you are busy cleansing this planet of a small pest problem.”
 
                 The Cthanul smiled. He had not expected the Commander of the Gehnomto speak so warmly. It was a pleasant surprise.“Nothing that won’t be handled in due time. I can say with certainty that New Eden will be ready for colonization within the week.”
 
                 Vanwa gurgled, a sensation that did not properly translate and came across as a disturbing vibration in Eruk’s chest.“I appreciate the work that has been done, and you and the Vanguard should take momentary pride in your accomplishments, but an order has been given. This planet is to be an example of the Great King’s supremacy. Gehnomwill destroy it.”
 
                 That sunk Eruk’s mood.“What? How can this be? We are winning.”              
 
                 “I imagine you are, but the Voice has spoken. His words were clear. I will allow you a cycle to remove your troops from the surface and clear the space around the planet, and then I will attack.”
 
                 He almost spoke back, argued with the Ma’Arak, but there were less painful ways to commit suicide. Eruk swallowed his words, fighting off every inkling in his body.“Yes, commander. It will be done.” 
 
                 The connection severed and Eruk was left alone with the Druuma. One cycle to complete everything that he had set out to do. His soldiers were spread across the planet, surrounding every city and combing street to street to find each bastion of humanity. It would take longer than that to even bring down enough transport for his ground troops. The harsh truth was some of the Horde would be left to die, a sacrifice deemed necessary by the Great King. Eruk knew better than to argue, or even to think an argument, lest the thing on his back react. 
 
                 “What say you, parasite? Who shall live and who shall die?”
 
                 The Druuma twisted and turned in thought.“We all die, Cthanul. Today you will give many the honor of dying for their Master.”
 
                 Eruk looked back out at the field, in the direction the Boun had run. Somewhere in the distance, hidden by a crop of trees, a human defied the mightiest army in the galaxy. If New Eden was not going to be his greatest conquest, than at least he would get a good bit of fun in before it was destroyed. 
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 He sprinted flat out, taking turns at random down the winding corridors. Several times he would arrive at a dead end and be forced to double back. More often than not, the creatures were already waiting for him. He preferred it that way. With his HMG held out with one arm, Dax would pour an endless spray of lead into the roaring throngs, clearing a bloody path through the alien Hive. Sometimes they would survive the gunshots and grab ahold of his ankle as he went passed. He loved that, getting to crush them under his boots like insects.
 
                 They had to be near an exit. It wasn’t possible for a ship to be this big. Josh still hung over his shoulder, bouncing like a rag doll as the hulking soldier tore down the hallways. The sun was rising over the trees as Dax and his friend broke out from the alien ship onto a small landing twenty feet off the dirt. Smoke blotted out the sky for three-quarters of the horizon, evidence of battles still being fought. Aside from the roaring wind, it was silent outside. Bodies of the dead alien crew littered the ground inside the fortress. Most had been obliterated when Thunder and Lightning rained down.
 
                 “Cho,”Dax said, breathless.“Cho, where are you?”His legs wanted to quit, begged him to stop, but Dax kept moving. He could hear the animals coming from behind, yearning to tear him to pieces. The big one, the monster that had taken down Josh, always seemed to be just around the corner. Dax could hear its feet stomping toward him, hear its ragged breath.“Cho!” 
 
                 A hydra stepped into view, its three mouths spitting saliva as it charged toward the two soldiers. Dax lifted his weapon and fired, hitting the creature dead center. The heads flopped around, still trying to get at them. Dax squeezed the trigger but the firing pin snapped at air. He dropped the empty gun and pulled his pistol, putting a bullet in each of the hydra’s eyes until it lay dead. He looked up toward the door they’d come through and saw the Maneton, its white skin stretched taught over bulging muscles. More infected beasts ambled around, waiting for the alpha to make a move.
 
                 With a piercing whine, the Valkyrie dove into view, sending dirt flying in all directions. The pilot put the craft into a hover a few feet above the ground, the damaged engines screaming. Pierre and Alexa leapt from the doors, firing their rifles at creatures just behind their fleeing comrade. Dax heard the cries of pain from monsters inches from his back and ran harder, faster than he thought he could ever move. His HUD showed a carpet of glowing red dots flooding from the carrier and following him toward the shuttle. 
 
                 “Come on,”Alexa shouted.“Move that fat ass.” 
 
                 Dax dug deep, pulling out everything he could as he neared the edge of the landing. When he felt his legs simply stop moving, he jumped. He felt arms grab him at the shoulders and pull, dragging him into the hovering ship. They laid Josh down on the floor between the seats, holding him in place with their arms. Alexa and Pierre climbed back aboard just as the Valkyrie began to climb. A snarling creature grabbed onto to landing skids with its teeth, but Pierre planted his boot in its face and knocked it back to earth. 
 
                 Liane held Dax in her arms, squeezing him through the armor. He barely had the strength to raise his hand and pat her back. 
 
                 “Got any other stupid ideas you’d like to try out?”Cho asked. 
 
                 Liane looked up.“The bomb!”
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Hathani was grateful to have been born a Flek. The insect-like species of a broken moon had never been considered warriors, even by their own standards. Conflict on his planet, before it was overtaken by the Boxti, had been solved by shouting and kicking dust and simply waiting for the other party to die of old age. It was a relief to be left aboard the Hive while other creatures were forced to fight. 
 
                 He had managed to hide during the sudden excitement aboard his ship, when the black armored aliens had attacked his brothers and sisters. He didn’t feel anything for the fallen. To mourn would lead to anger and thoughts of vengeance, and that was just too exhausting to contemplate. No, it was better to let the monsters fly away in their shuttle and lead the mutations with them. At least the Druumatan compelled their thralls away from members of the Horde. Hathani had no interest in being ripped apart by some psychotic monster.
 
                 As he searched the wreckage for any interesting things to steal, Hathani saw a small metal box. It was no larger than a food storage container, though it looked unlike anything he’d seen aboard the Hive. His stomachs rumbled, and he found himself hoping it was something edible, maybe even something from this strange new world. That would be a story he could tell once the others came back. Not that they would listen, not to a Flek, but it would give him something to say to them while cleaning their armor. 
 
                 Hathani knelt down and picked at the metal casing, pinching it with his tiny fingers. It was cold, and seemed to be vibrating. He placed his head close to the side, listening for what could be in there. His heart raced when it started beeping. It was a beautiful sound. He couldn’t wait any longer, the anticipation was too much. Hathani grabbed ahold of the box and raised it overhead, ready to smash it open. With a pitiful shout, he brought the case down onto a broken bit of hull as hard as he could. 
 
                 It opened. 
 
    
 
   -                            II                            -
 
    
 
                 “Primus, this is Shadow one-one. Can anyone hear me?”Gabriel had been at the radio for the better part of an hour, shouting until his throat hurt. Tim had managed to get the transmitter back up and running, but they couldn’t break the encryption on the channels. Every few minutes they would catch a word or phrase, but it could have been in Greek for all the good it did. 
 
                 Zev paced the room, growing more frustrated by the second. Almost the entire squad held the entrance while an army of alien grunts poured fire into the building. As soon as that signal went out, the entire city emptied in their direction. Whatever the Boxti were up to, they didn’t like the idea of humans talking to each other. Mary and Tim huddled against the wall. The little girl played with her doll, oblivious to the world. Her father held his gun like a good luck charm. 
 
                 Another grenade blast shook the room and dust fell down from the cracked ceiling. The main office was at the center of the tower, which afforded some protection from the attacks. It was still just luck keeping them alive. The aliens had yet to employ any more air attacks. A single bombing run would flatten the building, and all of them knew it. 
 
                 “Anything?”Tim asked. He was scared, Zev could tell easily. Truth be told, they were all scared. They had no contact with any friendly forces. For all they knew, the world had abandoned them to die and jumped back to Earth. 
 
                 The sergeant stopped by the lieutenant, cracking his knuckles on the desk.“How are we looking, sir?”
 
                 Gabriel kept his voice low.“I’ve got nothing, sergeant. This is fucked beyond fucked.”He looked over at the civilians.“We’ve got to find a way out of this city.”
 
                 Zev nodded.“Shit, sir. We need a way off of this planet. New Eden is unsalvageable until we get a larger force.”He was about to say more when a private ran into the room, pale as a sheet. Zev remembered the young man from his first field exercise with the unit.“What is it, Reading?”
 
                 Private Reading’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. He looked ready to collapse in a fit. Zev held his shoulder as the boy caught his breath in deep, body shaking gasps.“Sergeant. On the roof. You need to see.”Zev helped him sit in a chair and Tim handed him a bottle of water. The soldier’s hands shook as he gulped down the clear liquid. 
 
                 Gabriel shouted something, but Zev was already running toward the stairs. He took them two at a time, pumping his legs until he reached the roof three floors up. The door was already propped open and another private stood outside, staring at the sky in wonder. Zev had barely taken a step out when he saw it. 
 
                 Above the city, blotting out the view in every direction, hung an impossibly big ship. Spires spread out in a flower petal formation from its central hull. Even at this distance, with the hazy atmosphere blurring its features, Zev could make out a black and green tint to the armor. Nothing else mattered at that moment. Not the enemy squads on the ground fighting their way in, nor the ominous clouds hanging over nearby Solus City. Zev fell back against the roof access door, his heart pounding drums in his ears. There was nothing he could do, no action to take against something that incredible. 
 
                 Then something else snapped him away. A bright flash grew on the horizon, growing in size and intensity. Zev’s gut made him move before the thought finished forming. He grabbed the lone private from the roof and dragged him back inside, racing down the stairs just in time to feel the building rock to the side as the massive explosion hit.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 They felt the blast before the saw it. The world around the Valkyrie spun, as though the planet had just been hit with a hammer. With a roar, the roof of the carrier exploded outward like a man-made volcano, sending a geyser of flaming metal spewing into the sky. The entire structure seemed to rise up a few feet into the air, hovering in place for the briefest of moments before crashing back down into a deep crater. With a horrible groan and the sound of beams snapping and cracking like twigs, the Hive sank down and down into the earth.  
 
                 Minor explosions ripped through the heavy plating of the alien vessel, breaking it down into chunks of glowing slag that arced through the sky and landed in fireballs all across the area. For miles around, Boxti and human alike watched the immense mushroom cloud grow higher and higher, marking the end of the alien fortress.
 
                 A wall of flame spread out in a ring around the fortress, vaporizing the pursuing creatures. The heat washed over the shuttle, baking the soldiers in their suits. Emergency coolant filled their armor and kept them alive, but barely. The flight fans burst into flames, tearing through the metal shrouds before sticking like darts through the passenger compartment. Cho barely managed to keep the craft aloft as they tumbled sideways through the air. He shouted over the radio amidst the heavy traffic and interference.“Mayday, mayday. This is a Federate vehicle in need of immediate assistance. Anybody read me?”
 
                 Static responded. Then a voice.“This is Torch one, vicinity November Tango 1-1-2-0. What’s your situation?”They would have cheered but were too busy holding on for dear life.“Are you mobile?”
 
                 “Fuck no,”Cho screamed back.“We’re crashing, transmitting coordinates. We’ll need pickup!”He was about to reach over to the computer when Fares did it for him. Cho had to be grateful, as he didn’t think he could have one-armed the dying shuttle.“Got it?”
 
                 The pilot took a moment to answer.“You’re right in the middle of—shit, LOOK OUT!”
 
                 Cho would have said responded, but he chose that moment to crash.
 
    
 
   -                            III                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron could do nothing but watch as the shattered Valkyrie tumbled into the flight path of a maneuvering bomber. There was no time to react as the two flying objects smashed together in a spray of metal and sparks. The shuttle cartwheeled down to the ground, bowling over trees before settling on its side. The Seed, knocked senseless, raced toward a small hill just outside the battlefield.
 
                 “Kaileen!”Cameron called out. His Phoenix fought against the shockwaves from the incredible explosion at the Hive, shaking the pilot in his seat. He barely noticed. All his attention fell on the smoking trail that led from the air to a small crater a few kilometers away. The aliens must have followed the collision as well, as two Hornets immediately took off after Kaileen’s wreck. 
 
                 Cameron gunned the engines, giving chase. He left his fellow wingmen to defend themselves as he rushed to save his fallen love. Sweat covered his face, but he ignored the salty stings in his eyes as he closed distance with the two Y-Fighters. On his right, keeping pace, Cameron could just make out the larger ace charging in for a strafing run. Alarms sounded inside the cockpit, accompanied by strobing lights and flashing signals. 
 
                 Missiles arced away from the human fighter, catching the aliens’flanks and ripping into their hulls. One Hornet split near in half from the hit, fluttering to the ground in flaming strips. Another caught the warhead close to the trees and bucked off course, crashing into the sun-oaks and breaking apart.
 
                 Boxti forces on the ground took notice of the aerial battle and began firing up into the sky, trying to bring down Cameron’s fighter. He dodged the bright bolts of energy, narrowly avoiding bursts from the Pills while trying desperately to beat the enemy to Kaileen. He’d lost sight of the crater as he dropped down below one hundred feet, but was closing in on the area. 
 
                 “Kaileen,”he shouted.“Are you okay? Answer me!”
 
                 The radio crackled.“I’m here.” 
 
                 Cameron’s heart soared. He caught a grazing hit from an enemy fighter but shrugged it off. His kinetic shields were holding for the moment, and he needed to focus on rescuing Kaileen. Another shot barely missed as he crested a ridge and saw the crash site. The Seed was mangled and bent, but it was clear there had been survivors. The canopy was open and the seats were empty. 
 
                 “Where did you go?”Cameron asked.“I can’t see you by the bomber.”
 
                 There were sounds like gunfire, followed by a woman shouting.“My position was overrun. We had to head for the forest.”More shooting.“We’re headed for that Valkyrie.”
 
                 Cameron rolled to avoid an incoming missile. As he came back around, he saw the Boxti Ace suddenly ignite its afterburners and race skyward. More and more of the Hornets and Wasps disengaged from the humans and beat a hasty retreat. Cameron didn’t know what to make of it.“Kail, the Boxti are bugging out.”
 
                 “And that’s a bad thing?”
 
                 “I’ll have Torch provide cover for you guys. Just get to that Val and get off the ground. Something bad is about to happen.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              * 
 
    
 
                 “I’ve got comms!” 
 
                 Zev barged into the room, his face covered in plaster and dust. The mammoth fireball he’d seen must have destroyed the carrier, ending the jamming signal. He didn’t know how long it would take the aliens to react, but he didn’t need much time. Grabbing the mic away from Tim he shouted. 
 
                 “Any station this net, this is Paradise Point. I need immediate evac for friendly soldiers and civilians. Does anyone read?”
 
                 After a burst of static, a voice came through. It was the best sound any of the Scouts had heard in over a week.“Paradise Point, this is School House. We are heavy lift carrying sixteen packs. How many are you?”
 
                 Zev looked at his lieutenant. Gabriel counted in his head and held up both hands, fingers spread.“Ten,”Zev said.“But one is a little girl. We can check her if the flight is full.”
 
                 “Roger, Paradise. It’ll be tight but we’ll make it work.”He said something to his copilot they couldn’t make out.“How’s the LZ?”
 
                 Zev sighed.“Pretty fucking hot. You armed?”
 
                 “I’ve got a pistol, but I’m a pretty lousy shot. Get to the roof, we’ll lower a ladder.”
 
                 Gabriel stepped forward and spoke into the radio.“How far away are you?”
 
                 The pilot laughed.“Five minutes. And be ready for us. We’re not sticking around forever.”
 
    
 
   -                            IV                            -
 
    
 
                 “Will this do?”
 
                 Trik walked around the hideous homemade escape craft, admiring their work. It didn’t look like any shuttle he’d ever seen before. In fact, it didn’t look remotely space-worthy. The engines were welded on at odd angles, the hull was a multicolored tapestry of varying metals and composites, and the cockpit had parts from a half-dozen different ships. Still, he could already taste the coppery flavor of toxins in the air. They didn’t have long anyway, and there were always worse ways to die. 
 
                 “I’m satisfied,”the soldier said.“How long will we have in this thing before we run out of air?”              
 
                 Vim thought for a moment.“I’m almost certain we’ll be long dead before the filters run out. You see this?”He gestured to their only entrance into the suicide machine.“This is held on with epoxy. I can’t imagine it was ever meant to keep a door on in vacuum, let alone during an interspace jump.”He rapped on the side, relishing the hollow echo.“And we’re sacrificing radiation shielding for weight so we’ll have enough fuel to make it anywhere remotely close to civilization. But hopefully we’ll mutate into something that doesn’t require air to live.”He deflated as he turned toward his captor.“About nine hours, give or take.”
 
                 “We don’t have to travel far,”Trik said. He rubbed his hand along the wing, scowling when a bolt simply fell to the floor.“We’re not headed toward Nangolani space.”
 
                 Vim frowned.“But the Barrenonwould be at one of the safe zones. Shouldn’t we go to them? To your commanders?”
 
                 “The Barrenonis a warship. Its purpose isn’t rescue. We need to go somewhere with civilians.”
 
                 The engineer scrunched up his face in confusion.“Won’t you be killed by the Magistrate?”
 
                 Trik grinned.“We’re not going to Nangol space, remember?”He let the realization come at its own pace, relishing the shocked expression on his captive’s face. 
 
                 “The humans? They’ll be worse. I heard they execute Nangolani on sight.”
 
                 The soldier opened the hatch, recoiling at the stench of adhesives and soldering residue.“They are the closest system to us, and our best chance at survival. If we have to fight our way out once we’ve been collected, so be it.”He gestured for Vim to get inside.“Now are you coming or not?”
 
                 Vim took a step forward, but hesitated at the door.“How do I know you don’t plan on killing me once we make it to safety?”
 
                 Trik took Vim by the shoulders and looked him in the eye.“Vim, you are a prisoner of war. To execute you would violate several codes which I still hold to. I promise, I will not harm you, nor allow harm to come to you.”He pushed the engineer into the ship, stepping inside after.“Besides, if I was planning on killing you anyway, why would I have you install two chairs?”
 
                 They sealed the door as best they could, donning protective suits nonetheless. Taking a seat inside the cramped vessel, Vim began the startup procedures. The computers whistled to life, glowing several different colors and bathing the interior in a rainbow of light. Trik struggled to turn in his bulky suit, flipping on fuel lines and powering up the engines. Several times he hit the wrong button, but Vim was there to correct him. The entire shuttle rocked back and forth from their movements, nearly tipping on its side. Finally Trik took his seat the and the craft settled. 
 
                 “Are you ready?”Vim asked.
 
                 Trik took a moment to think about his father. If he were to die, at least he would die with his family in his mind. In Nofan Pas, it was considered the only way to face death. But those ruby fields were only a memory now.“Let’s be on our way.”
 
                 Vim sucked in a breath and held it, squeezing his eyes shut as he pressed the engine engage button. For a moment nothing happened. Then the world exploded in a roar as the rockets caught and fired, sending them straight through the shimmering barrier and out into space. When Vim opened his eyes, he could only see stars reaching out to greet him. He looked over at his companion and cheered, grabbing Trik by the arm and shaking him. After a second the soldier joined in, shouting with joy. 
 
                 The first terrible step behind them, the two aliens prepared for a long journey ahead. 
 
    
 
   -                            V                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexander was led into Jonah’s office by a stone-faced soldier with a mean scar running the length of his neck. The High Chancellor remembered all too well the punishment for miners who abandoned their jobs to fight in the war. That this man had survived a hanging only made him more intimidating. They stopped halfway to the desk, waiting for Jonah to acknowledge their presence. 
 
                 “Why, Alexander, what a nice surprise.”Jonah stood, holding his arms out as if for an embrace.“You should call before you visit, I would have tidied up a bit.”
 
                 “What do you want, Jonah?”
 
                 The rebel leader’s grin never wavered.“I’ve often thought about my own death,”he said.“I wonder if I would prefer to know that it was coming, or take it unawares.”
 
                 “If you’d like to exercise that option, I’m open to killing you.”
 
                 Jonah laughed.“I know you are, Alexander. It’s what I love about you, your devotion to your friends.”He poured two glasses of scotch from a decanter on his desk, sipping one before handing the other to Alexander.“But seriously, would you want to know?”
 
                 “When I’m going to die?”The politician thought for a moment.“Sure, Jonah. I’d love to know when you plan to kill me.”
 
                 “Me?”Jonah pretended to be hurt.“I’m insulted you could ever think me so callous as to murder my best friend. I’ll let the people decide your fate. Put it to a vote.”
 
                 The High Chancellor wrinkled his brow.“You still think of me as a friend.”
 
                 Jonah shrugged.“Honestly, sometime I think you are my only friend. The only person ever really honest with me. These soldiers are too pliable. I could ask them to march off the roof, and they’d do it because I said so. But you,”he stumbled as he pointed a finger.“You’re the real deal.”
 
                 Alexander sniffed the air.“How drunk are you right now?”
 
                 “Between dead sober and just plain dead,”Jonah said, smiling with glassy eyes.“I’m going to have you die at the end of May. That should give you enough time to think about a good last speech, make any preparations for your estate. I feel it’s only fair to warn you.”
 
                 The High Chancellor set his jaw, but inside he had turned to jello. He could visualize a ticking clock floating in the air, a countdown to his last breath. He changed his mind. He’d rather have not known. 
 
                 Jonah took his seat, swinging his black boots on top of the desk.“Now, I need to ask you a favor.”He gestured Alexander toward a waiting chair. When the politician didn’t move, a goon stepped in and put him in place.“Better. I need the codes to the Node relay center.”
 
                 “What for?”Alexander asked. 
 
                 The rebel raised his eyebrows.“Isn’t that obvious?”He leaned to the side, looking out the wall of windows that faced the city. Up in the sky, barely visible, Point du Hockept a watchful eye on the planet. Even from the ground, the supercruiser’s presence was undeniable.“I can’t have the Fleet moments away from flattening my armies when we finally move. We can handle the fight here, and in a very limited capacity up there. But you and I are students of history. Mars lost because we didn’t prepare our navy for the long haul. I won’t make that mistake again.”
 
                 “But control of the Node won’t help you. Terra has no weapons aside from anti-asteroid cannons, and those have little effect on a warship.”
 
                 “It’s not about the weapons,”Jonah said.“It’s about the relays.”That struck a chord.“Now you see. If we can’t control the skies, we’ll just have to limit the competition.”
 
                 Alexander leaned forward, eyes burning.“The Ronin Protocol? You can’t shut down the relays. Earth will be cut off. We won’t survive.”
 
                 “No, we will survive. Earth is the only self-sufficient planet in Sol. We can make it as long as we have to. The military, however, will lose hope without their air support.”
 
                 The High Chancellor sneered.“Admiral Knight will obliterate the station before he’d allow you to board.”
 
                 “That’s why I need the codes. Then I can do all the heavy lifting from here.”He downed the rest of his drink, slamming the glass on the table.“The rest of the Sol Fleet will be stranded in their docks around the system. They can try to make it here on standard drives, but that will take years. Or they can risk it and Stride, but without the relays they’re more likely to wind up inside the planet than next to it.”
 
                 Alexander couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Voluntary segregation? And to abandon the other colonies? New Eden was in bad shape, Colorum was under some sort of attack by the Nangolani. His thought process froze. The Nangolani! No one else knew about the Imperion, about the sneak attack. They’d blame the Boxti, not that the aliens needed a reason to be hated. His people would be working with those treacherous gray bastards, forming a plan to take revenge for the suicide attack. And there was nothing he could do, not from here.
 
                 “I’m never giving you those codes,”Alexander said. 
 
                 Jonah rolled his eyes.“We’ll see. The day is just starting. I’m sure by tonight you’ll have a different tune to sing.”
 
    
 
   -                            VI                            -
 
    
 
                 Dax awoke buried under the weight of his fellow soldiers. Valkyries were tough, made to handle the worst kinds of landings. Even riding the blast wave from a thermobaric device, the shuttle had managed a survivable crash. The heavy gunner pushed Pierre off his chest, crawling from the wreckage to see where they had ended up. Their“landing”had cleared a path through thick trees, leaving a massive arrow in the landscape that pointed right at them. It wouldn’t be long before the Boxti showed up to finish the job. 
 
                 Cho groaned from the cockpit. The pilot was gone, ejected through the windshield during the crash.“We hit something.”
 
                 “Yeah,”Dax said.“The ground.”
 
                 Liane was the next out, favoring her left leg as she hobbled over to her team leader.“Where are we?”
 
                 “Outside of Fort Metts. Or what used to be the base.” 
 
                 There wasn’t much left. The human presence had been wiped clean, fire bombed into blackened skeletons and ash-covered streets. Tanks and trucks littered the field of battle, engines still burning what fuel remained inside into pillars of smoke hundreds of feet high. Armored personnel carriers lay on their sides, treads fallen to the ground. Every few hundred feet or so a downed aircraft lay in scattered ruins amidst a small crater. 
 
                 The other Archangels emerged, shaking off wounds or checking their weapons to make sure they would function. Alexa remained by the downed shuttle, cradling Josh’s head in her lap. They hadn’t removed his armor. It didn’t seemed right to take it off, not on this world. Dax looked back at her, at his friends. He couldn’t even remember what had gotten him here, to this moment. The rage he had felt before was still fresh. Nothing had changed, except for possibly another broken rib. He had to be careful, only a few of those left. 
 
                 Cho walked over, limping all the way from the shuttle.“Think we can get this thing back off the ground?”
 
                 Dax shook his head.“We’d better. There aren’t many humans left.”
 
                 “Cho nodded, turning to stare out at the pillar of white smoke that rose over the destroyed Hive.“You think any of the Scourge leaked out?”
 
                 “No point in worrying about that now,”Pierre said, striding over.“We need to get back to Omega.”He looked down at his rifle, admiring the ninety degree turn his barrel had taken during impact. Cursing, he threw it aside.“For starters, I need a new weapon.”
 
                 “In any case, we won’t be taking off in the middle of the forest.”Fares sighed, pulling his helmet off and sucking in a breath of fresh air.“We need to make an LZ.”He set his cover aside and began clearing debris from the crash. Despite hitting the ground like a brick, the Valkyrie could still fly. It just needed an adept pilot.
 
                 Dax let the other soldiers clear out a landing area. He sat down next to Alexa, putting an arm around her shoulder. She had taken her helmet off and he could see how red her eyes had become. Reaching up, he activated the switch at the back of his head and felt the armor unweave itself. The jaw dropped out and he was able to swing the rest of the gear off his head. A cool breeze was blowing and it felt amazing against his skin. 
 
                 “He can’t be gone,”Alexa said, her voice numb.“It just isn’t fair.”
 
                 Dax nodded.“I know.”He held her close, squeezing his eyes and hoping the tears ran together with the sweat on his face. He looked up at the sound of gunfire. 
 
                 A few hundred yards ahead, weaving through the thick wood, two pilots exchanged shots with a pursuing alien force. One of the humans looked wounded, but both defended ferociously. Still, Dax could see no less than ten heavily armed Boxti closing in. He snapped on his helmet and turned to Alexa. 
 
                 “Keep Josh safe. I’m going to take care of this.”He reached back, drawing his katana, and jogged out to meet the enemy.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 
 
                 Kaileen shielded her eyes as another blast sent splinters flying off a nearby tree trunk. The Boxti were throwing a relentless wave of fire at her, seemingly fearless in their pursuit. She’d been attacked almost immediately after exiting the Seed. The aliens had arrived in single-wheeled Pills, firing their rifles as they leapt from the vehicles. She had barely made the edge of the forest in time.
 
                 Not that it seemed to matter. Once lost inside the woods, Kaileen’s friends in the sky had been all but useless. Cameron couldn’t fire indiscriminately lest he kill her too. Armed only with her repeater, Kaileen and her wounded copilot fought their way toward the wreckage of the Valkyrie. The aliens were close behind, shouting and howling in their bizarre language as they bore down on the humans. 
 
                 She swore as another blast grazed her shoulder. The aliens’weapons were mostly heat-based, and each bolt left a stink like burning metal in the air. Kaileen gripped her arm where the shot had narrowly missed, wincing at the hot pain. Her young partner lay against a nearby rock, blood oozing from a hole in her stomach. She’d taken a hit meant for Kaileen as they’d cleared a path through the trees. Without immediate help, she didn’t have a chance. 
 
                 Another blast, this one close than ever. Kaileen raised her repeater and squeezed the trigger. Bullets spat from the automatic weapon, hitting a lizard-faced soldier in the neck. It gurgled, yellow liquid spurting from the wound as it collapsed to the dirt. Another took its place, firing a bulbous rifle. Kaileen tried to fire again but she was out of ammunition. Frustrated, she threw the gun aside. She crawled to her copilot, hearing the hiss of enemy rounds flying overhead. Her hands searched the unresponsive pilot’s body, coming away with a weak-looking pistol. Kaileen had just turned when she saw the black creature appear. 
 
                 It was huge—easily the size of a car, and moving faster than anything she had ever seen. The new figure hit the Boxti squad like a bolt of lightning, tossing them around like toys. One lizard-man lost his head to a sudden swipe from a sword. Another was smashed into a tree, pulverizing its skull. Limbs separated from their owners, spiraling in the air with trails of ichor following. The ground quickly turned to mud as it soaked in gallons of gore. Then, as quickly as it started, the fight was done. 
 
                 Kaileen couldn’t move as the creature turned to face her. It stalked forward, sword dripping thick dollops of multicolored fluid with each step. In a panic she raised her pistol and fired. Bullets pinged off the armor, falling harmlessly aside. The figure snatched the weapon from her hand, flipping it away. As the pilot tried in vain to scurry further back, the hulking warrior knelt down to eye level. It reached a hand up to its jaw and pulled an unseen handle. Its mouth yawned open impossibly wide, and Kaileen shut her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see.
 
                 “Kail? Is that you?”
 
                 She knew that voice. Looking up at the wide smiling face, tears began to fall down her cheeks.“Dax?”
 
                 He pulled her to her feet, wrapping his big arms around her frail form.“It’s good to see you, too.”Pushing her back, Dax looked her over for any injuries.“We’re getting the Valkyrie fixed up, but we can’t stay here long. There are going to be more of those things coming soon.”
 
                 She nodded.“Lead the way.”She lingered back a moment as Dax charged off, staring at the lifeless body of her copilot. With unsteady hands, she pulled the young woman’s dog tags loose, stuffing them into a pocket. She couldn’t think of anything to say; her brain refused to comply. Whispering a few words of comfort, Kaileen took off after the soldier. 
 
                 
 
                 -                            VII                            -
 
    
 
                 Fighting had resumed in the skies over New Eden, though the tempo was decidedly more cautious. Terran ships gave the newcomer as wide a berth as physically possible, not wanting to cross some unspoken line and start a shooting war with the largest warship ever seen by human eyes. The Boxti, for their part, had pulled into a defensive position around the juggernaut. Standing on the command deck, Raymond struggled to make his mind comprehend the surreal sight. He almost forgot what brought him there in the first place. Every time he turned a corner and saw it floating out the window, he went through the same motions again.
 
                 “Are you sure about this?”Admiral Walker asked.
 
                 Ray turned, startled. He looked at the tablet in the officer’s hands, at the message he’d read and reread a hundred times before bringing over.“It’s her, I’m sure of it.”More than anything, he wished he were back home in Kentucky working some menial job. He felt his current post was punishment for the discovery about Luna, for threatening the tenuous peace with the alien allies. If that were true, he’d be facing execution for this.
 
                 The deception at Sol had been for the greater good, and his report had shown that. Only a few people had ever had a chance to read the full document, to learn about the Nangolani’s ruse with robotic Boxti craft. How word had begun to spread was outside of his area of expertise, but secrets that big didn’t stay hidden for long. And now, with the idea that Emperor Anduin had staged the attack on the High Chancellor and the majority of the Council, there was no other recourse than to seek revenge on the only friends the humans had against the Boxti threat. At least if Mara were to be believed, it had been a minority decision. The Nagnolani fleet had disappeared without words a week before, maybe to start their civil war. Could it all be true?
 
                 “What do you suggest?”
 
                 Ray didn’t answer at first, mostly because he was hoping the question wasn’t directed at him. He felt a familiar sinking in his stomach, the usual knot that came with this level of awful responsibility. He should have headed back to Earth with Agent Blake.“If there is a civil war going on between different factions of the Nangolani, then we have a pretty hard decision to make, sir.”
 
                 “I don’t see why,”Captain Donovan said.“The bastards killed most of our government. We still don’t know where Burton or any of his staff ended up, if they’re still alive. We’re taking orders from governors on matters of galactic importance because the Grays thought we needed more motivation in this war.”
 
                 That brought a round of shouting and cursing from the room. Most of the brass from the station were in attendance, along with several of the generals running the ground game. A single voice cut through them all, and at barely over a whisper.
 
                 “We signed a treaty,”Hiro said. The commodore glared at each officer until they quieted down, though he was still aboard his ship and only present via a small vid screen.“High Chancellor Burton put his name down on the accord that granted Anduin and the Nangolani Empire allied status. We can’t simply wash that away.”
 
                 Admiral Fawks played with his beard as he thought.“They’re clearly in violation of the treaty. I don’t believe we left out the‘don’t murder our leaders’clause. Still, the Commodore is correct in that we can’t simply switch allegiances without proof.”
 
                 “We have the pilot’s testimony,”Ray said.
 
                 Fawks shook his head.“Lieutenant—excuse me, Captain Davis has been through more than a little in the past few months. Hell, he’s been through more than most pilots see in their entire careers. And even if he were fit to stand as the sole evidence in this great crime, we have a much larger problem.”
 
                 “Where to even bring it up,”Hiro said.“With the Council mostly gone, there is no place for us to even have this discussion in an official capacity.”
 
                 Admiral Walker scoffed.“Do you really expect us to wait until after an election of a new Council? Until we can bring this horrible truth to the Terran people. And then let a bunch of green politicians handle the biggest decision of their careers in their first day in office?”He shook his head.“We can’t wait.”
 
                 “Then why wait?”
 
                 All eyes turned toward the speaker. Ray winced. He hadn’t even realized his mouth was opening until the words were already out. It was becoming a rather nasty habit of his.               
 
                 “Speak up,”Hiro said. Admiral Walker ceded the floor.
 
                 Ray sighed meekly.“Why do we have to wait? We’re in a war, one which I can’t pretend to think we’re winning. Why should we waste any time when we are in dire lack of it? This room has the most intelligent and senior members of the military ready to act, held back by a technicality. Let’s just call it martial law and make a decision. Isn’t that what they train you officers to do?”
 
                 For a moment no one spoke. Ray was sure he was simply going to be shot, but one by one the officers began to nod. On the monitor, Commodore Osaka smiled slightly. 
 
                 “Well then,”Hiro said.“I guess we put it to a vote. Do we stay with the Empire until these accusations can be validated, or do we join with the Nangolani rebels?”
 
                 The captains and commodores and admirals each had a moment to think, and then they cast their votes. The decision, not surprisingly, was unanimous. It wasn’t hard to see why they went the way they did. Humanity, as always, loved the underdog. 
 
                 “Well, Mr. Lee,”Walker said.“You’d better get on the line with your friend. It’s about to get serious around here.”
 
                 
 
   -                            VIII                            -
 
    
 
                 Kaileen and Dax arrived at the camp with little fanfare. The Archangels were busy repairing panels on the crashed shuttle and preparing for a hasty evac. The pilot stared in wonder at the strangely-armored soldiers. 
 
                 “Where did you get all this?”she asked Dax. 
 
                 He shrugged.“Classified, little lady.”
 
                 She looked around the camp.“Where’s Josh?”
 
                 Dax’s face dropped and he sat down on a boulder. He couldn’t speak, just pointed to a small patch of ground where Alexa sat with their friend’s body. Josh was covered with a blanket up to the neck. Strangely, even with all his gear, he looked smaller in death. Kaileen shook her head. 
 
                 “God, I’m so sorry, Dax.”
 
                 Fares came running over, rifle at the ready. He barely acknowledged Kaileen’s presence.“We just have the worst luck today.”
 
                 “What is it?”Dax asked. 
 
                 “Enemy armor inbound,”Fares said.
 
                 The heavy gunner stood quickly, ignoring the pain in his chest, and donned his helmet. He found a loose barrel of linked ammunition for his HMG and picked it up.“Kail, you’d better get inside the Valkyrie. Help us get that thing off the ground.”
 
                 “Got it,”she said. She took off running, calling into her radio for more air support.
 
                 Dax grumbled.“What do we have to take on tanks?”
 
                 “Me,”a voice said. Dax looked over and saw a tall, skinny officer wearing armored coveralls and carrying a vehicle helmet. The man’s face was marked black with smoke and mud, but his clear blue eyes commanded the field.“Captain Grahams, Charlie Company.”
 
                 Dax fell back on routine, snapping to attention. He didn’t salute, as they were on the battlefield and such a gesture simply invited sniper fire. He must have looked like a Greek god in his armor, a mountain at nearly seven feet tall. The captain didn’t seem fazed. Dax figured the man had survived this long against monsters, so a giant armored grunt was merely ho hum.
 
                 “Who the hell are you guys?”Grahams asked. 
 
                 “Special Forces, with Hercules 7,”Cho said quickly.“How many are you?”
 
                 Grahams nodded, but Dax could tell he didn’t buy the Hercules line.“Three tanks still operational. We managed to get the main gun up on one of our sister company’s Shivas, but she can’t move.”
 
                 “We’re working some repairs now, should be airborne in ten minutes or less.”
 
                 The captain shook his head.“That won’t help. You’ll be shot down before you get a hundred feet up. You need to clear out their armor before trying an evac.”
 
                 “Our Val’s pretty well armored,”Dax said. 
 
                 “You’ve never seen their anti-air, have you?”Grahams sighed.“Like the hand of God, just swats you right down. Their weapons are super-powered. We’ve been able to hold them off, but just barely. One direct hit from their armor and we lose a tank. The odds are stacked pretty heavily against us.”
 
                 Cho nodded.“It’s been that kind of day for us too.”
 
                 “Really just the last few hours,”Pierre said.“Up until then I was feeling pretty good. Kind of bored, actually.”
 
                 A young sergeant ran over, sweat pouring down his chubby face.“Captain.”Grahams turned to acknowledge the soldier.“They’re here. ETA five minutes to engagement area.”
 
                 The captain turned to the Archangels, his face bleak.“I found an APC full of shoulder-mounted rockets a few days back, but they were more of a last-ditch thing. We don’t have a great plan, but with your help we can make them pay for every inch they take.”
 
                 Dax pounded an armored fist into his hand.“With our help, they don’t stand a chance.”
 
    
 
   -                            IX                            -
 
    
 
                 Captain DeHart woke on the floor of his ship. His head ached something awful, and the air stank of blood and burning metal. All around, the cries of wounded melted into the general roar of flames and groans of the fractured hull. Hands grabbed at his body, pulling and pinching until finally he was standing. The room spun, whipping in front of his face with dizzying speed. 
 
                 “What’s happening?”he asked groggily. 
 
                 A warm voice spoke from his left.“We got bit. Bulkhead nearly took your head off.”
 
                 DeHart’s vision slowly cleared, and he found himself being carried down a smoke-filled corridor in the middle of Valley Forge. Bodies filled the hall, covered in blankets or jackets or not at all. The sickly sweet smell of scorched flesh filled his nostrils as they turned each corner, closing in on the infirmary. DeHart snapped out a hand and grabbed a door frame, halting the procession. 
 
                 “Sir,”the voice said.“We need to get you to the doctor.”
 
                 DeHart growled.“I’m fine. Get me to the bridge. I need to be on the bridge. We’ve got to stop that monster.”
 
                 Hands gently but firmly unlatched his fingers from the door and continued moving him toward the medical bay. The air cleared immediately when they passed the hermetically-sealed lock. DeHart could see he was being manhandled by a group of junior officers; they were young and covered in dirt and blood. The ensigns and lieutenants put the commander on a bed and held him in place until the doctor arrived. 
 
                 “Christ, Hawthorne,”DeHart said.“I’m fine. A little roughed up, but nothing to fret over.”
 
                 Doc Hawthorne, a gritty old physician with a voice like wet gravel, hobbled over to the exam table. His weathered face was warped in a permanent frown, curtesy of a mild stroke years before. Not that he’d ever smiled much, to DeHart’s knowledge. The old doctor pulled a penlight from his coat pocket and shone it in the commander’s eyes. 
 
                 “You look worse than I do, Captain.”The doctor’s breath smelled like cigarettes as he leaned in toward DeHart’s face. He turned toward the young officers.“Where did you find him?”
 
                 A tall ensign stepped forward. DeHart swore he couldn’t be older than nineteen.“That last shot took out block one-eight. We found him on the far side of the hall, underneath most of the ceiling.”
 
                 “Captain, you know better than to catch a bulkhead with your skull.”The doctor reached over to a nearby tray and picked up a syringe filled with pink liquid. He uncapped the needled and tapped the sides, bringing the bubbles to the top.“This will help with the pain. You should be safe to evac.”
 
                 Now DeHart was angry. It was one thing for his officers to worry about his health. It was another to talk about shipping him off his own boat. He pushed the hands off of his chest, grunting with pain as he sat up straight. Something hot and sharp pinched his gut, and his hip felt wet. He gritted his teeth and ignored the fire in his belly.“Goddammit, I am still commander of this ship. We aren’t out of this fight yet.”
 
                 Hawthorne sighed, grumbling as he set the syringe back down on the tray.“Captain, do you remember what happened before you came here?”
 
                 DeHart nearly snapped, but a nagging thought stopped him. How had he ended up buried in metal and wires? It was all a blur. His head hurt as he struggled to remember. An ensign brought a cup of water to his lips and DeHart drank eagerly. The memories came rushing in like a tide. 
 
                 The juggernaut had finished opening its dozen arms just as the order to attack came down. Admiral Walker, already wary of the Boxti’s tactics, devoted every heavy assault craft to the fight. Valley Forgeled the way, PACs firing as fast as they could be loaded. DeHart felt bile rise in his throat. It had been short skirmish, and completely one-sided. The massive alien ship was armed to the teeth, and each weapon system was a technological marvel. Frigates were cut in half by some sort of ion beam, while cannons punched holes in the Terran battleships and cruisers. It took less than a minute for the Boxti warship to wreck ten destroyers. This wasn’t a war between equals, just lambs to the slaughter.
 
                 DeHart remembered running out of the bridge, the heat on his back unbearable. Then there was a terrible bang and he woke up on the floor, a group of young men and women gingerly digging him out from the rubble. There was something else, he remembered. His second-in-command, Fuller, had been beside him the whole time. Looking around the infirmary, DeHart realized he didn’t recognize any faces from the bridge. 
 
                 “Where’s John?”he asked warily. 
 
                 The officers all looked away, their faces masked with pain or guilt or shame. Only Doc Hawthorne maintained composed, sighing with characteristic impatience.“Captain, the bridge was hit by a penetrating round. You and John barely made it out in time. When the hull collapsed from the breach, John strapped you to a tether before trying to connect his own.”His brown eyes betrayed a hint of emotion.“He was lost, sir.”
 
                 The young lieutenant stepped closer to the commander, placing a hand on DeHart’s shoulder.“He saved your life. He saved all of us, sir. Before the bridge went, he turned the engines to full reverse and brought us out of the fight. The juggernaut’s leaving us alone for now.”
 
                 DeHart couldn’t hear any of it. In his mind he replayed his last seconds of consciousness. Something large had knocked him flat, forcing the wind out of him. In the brief moments before he passed out, he had felt someone connect his belt to a line, then a horrific rushing of wind. The last thing he could remember, or maybe his imagination was pretending he remembered, was John’s bright blue eyes fading into the endless black. 
 
                 “God save us,”he whispered.“God save us all.”
 
    
 
   -                            X                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron breathed a sigh of relief. Kaileen had survived her trip to the Valkyrie, and better yet, she’d found some backup. It was good to know Josh’s team had made it through the war thus far. There had been something in Kaileen’s voice that put Cameron on edge, but he didn’t have time to badger her with questions. He’d talk to Josh once they had that shuttle back in the air and were headed to Primus. 
 
                 The Boxti squadron had all but vanished; they’d left a few Wasps while the rest ran up to the fight in space. Ground forces continued to fire harassing shots, but without the help of their Hornets they were sitting ducks. Torch group bore down on the Scorpions and Pills, peppering the armored vehicles with Gauss fire. After the sortie an hour before, most of the Phoenixes were completely spent for missiles. It was a problem Cameron didn’t need at the moment. 
 
                 “I want another run on that armor,”Cameron called out.“Who still has some teeth?”
 
                 A gruff voice came back on the radio.“This is Torch five. I’m fangs out, on approach to your ten.”
 
                 Cameron look to his left, spotting his wingman closing in low over the terrain. As it neared the enemy formation, the pilot opened up with his Krakens. Each round tore a chunk off the Scorpion tanks, but didn’t score a kill. Cameron was about to order another run when he saw a rocket shoot up from a small crop of trees. Before he could react, the warhead found the attacking Phoenix and connected, tearing the wings off the craft and sending it into a hillside. It was all over in a matter of seconds. 
 
                 “Goddamnit!”Cameron pulled his fighter higher, putting distance between himself and the anti-air troops.“Torch, we need to pull back. We aren’t having any effect.”He looked over his shoulder at the remaining enemy tracks. Damnit, I have to buy Kaileen more time.The Phoenix pulled left as he banked out of the climb. An alarm chirped, alerting Cameron to a sudden movement off to the side.“What in the hell?”
 
                 “Torch one,”a pilot came on.“I’ve got bandits on an intercept course.”
 
                 Cameron could see the same red dots appear on his screen. It seemed the Boxti weren’t done yet. A familiar shape began to grow on his port side, morphing into the Ace. Cameron’s heart beat a little faster.“Torch, we’ve got to buy that shuttle more time. Give it everything you’ve got.”He reversed direction, charging headlong into the fray with guns blazing. He wasn’t going to let them gain a single inch.
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Eruk stood on top of the Scorpion tank, staring out at the wood line ahead. Somewhere in that dense forest lurked the enemy. If nothing else, it would provide him with a nice distraction until it came time to leave. The cycle would be up in an hour, which would leave just enough room for a quick fight. Overhead, the clash of the Hornets and the humans echoed down. The pulsating murmur of the Druuma let him know that an Ace was among the flight group. That was good; the enemy wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
                 “What is the delay?”Eruk asked.“Why are we not engaging the enemy?”
 
                 “Warlord, another group of humans crashed in that area not too long ago.”The Boun commander looked more at peace around his own soldiers.“Our scouts report that they were responsible for destroying the Druumatan birthing pools.”
 
                 This made Eruk smile, a hideous expression for a Cthanul.“Then we will get the honor of being heroes as well as victors, and avenge our fallen Flek.”He hopped to the ground, grabbing a  pair of rifles off the side of the tank and striding forward toward the front.“I’ll take two squads of your best to flank the enemy.”
 
                 “Sir, don’t you want to let our tanks lead the charge?”
 
                 The Warlord growled and bared his teeth.“A Cthanul never lets a lesser-being steal the glory, and a Ruall always fights first.”He tore off toward the trees, two weapons held in his lower arms. Five of the rock soldiers joined him, eager to please their leader and be rid of this world once and for all. 
 
    
 
   -                            XI                            -
 
    
 
                 Hiro read the latest report with a pained expression. The death toll continued to climb, and thus far only a few Arks had managed to clear the gravity well and jump clear of the system. Admiral Walker had wanted to stall the evacuation longer, until Fleet could better protect the fleeing civilians, but now it seemed they had waited too long. The unfathomably large Boxti vessel had fully opened its many arms and loomed like a spider over the planet. Every Terran in the system held their breath and waited for the final blow. 
 
                 “Dubaijust lost primary engines, Commodore!”
 
                 Hiro snapped back to reality. He was in charge of the combined might of humanity; there was no time for regrets while so many still needed protecting. He put down the tablet and looked at his digital display of the fight. Dozens of human ships drifted aimlessly, completely shattered by enemy fire. Valley Forge was on its last legs as it went toe-to-toe against the Boxti giant. Even with the support of every missile frigate in the armada, the Terrans were barely making a dent. 
 
                 On the bridge, the temperature rose toward sweltering. A rocket attack had crippled the oxygen filters, and power had to be rerouted from the support systems. Another blast could easily turn Midwayinto so much scrap, but they had no choice but to fight on. Every Ark that made it out alive was a victory unto itself. Hiro would gladly die to see humanity survive this encounter. A loud scream jerked his attention to the door, where the Admirals stood and watched the battle unfold. Perhaps he was willing to go down with the ship, but he couldn’t allow the best military minds to fall as well.
 
                 “Get me Valley Forgeon a secure line.”Another explosion turned the bridge on its side. Hiro’s tether bit into the meaty flesh of his hand as a suicide attack blew out the port-side hangar. He didn’t have the luxury of time to waste mourning. Not yet, he prayed. I need more time. The line connected as the ship righted itself.“Sam, it’s Hiro.”
 
                 Captain DeHart’s voice was unusually high as he answered. A screeching alarm nearly drowned out the commander’s voice as he hollered into the radio.“Hiro, Valley Forgeis lost. Reactor’s just about had it.”
 
                 “How long?”
 
                 “Maybe ten minutes.”DeHart paused.“John’s dead.”
 
                 That hit Hiro hard. John Fuller had been DeHart’s friend since they were in the Academy. The Commodore wished he could do more, but the fallen would be honored later.“Get to a pod and head toward Primus. As soon as the Arks are clear, I’m sending the stations to Sol.”
 
                 “Aye.”The line crackled with static.“I’ll call you once we’re away.”
 
                 Hiro hung up the mic. He looked at his crew, hoping his face didn’t betray the feelings inside. Losing a powerhouse like Valley Forge was a heavy blow against the Terrans. As they watched through the monitors, the crew of Midway saw the escape shuttles launch from the fractured keel of the supercruiser. A few alien fighters attempted to attack the fleeing humans, but a sortie of Phoenixes drove them away. Still, watching the proud vessel burn away robbed the men and women of their hope. How could anything hope to stand against such power?
 
                 “Commodore,”Earl said.“The juggernaut is powering up. It’s preparing to fire.”
 
                 Hiro nodded. There would be time to mourn, oh yes. But now there was need for strength. Before Hiro had a chance to answer, the bridge began to spark. Blue electricity coursed over the panels, shocking some of the crew. The surge stopped after a few seconds. Hiro scanned the room, checking on all of his officers.“Is everyone okay? Someone check the main circuit board. We can’t risk losing power now.”
 
                 An alarm sounded over the command net.“All stations this net, all stations this net. This is Primus. Clear the field. I say again. Clear the field. Major energy build up on unknown vessel. Directional laser has sighted a target for attack.”
 
                 God help us, Hiro thought. Then he saw it. The arms of the monstrous warship began to glow a dull yellow, the colorful light growing in intensity and racing up and down the fins from tip to base. At the same time, the nose of the craft opened and a trident pressed out, crackling with a fiery orange charge. A strange calm flowed over the Commodore as he watched the beautiful display. He barely heard the final call over the Net. 
 
                 “All stations this net. All stations this net. This is Primus. Unknown vessel appears to be preparing to fire on planet. Clear path. All ground forces, incoming!”
 
    
 
   -                            XII                            -
 
    
 
                 He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Of course the situation on New Eden was bad; he’d known that weeks ago. But this, a giant spaceship arriving and opening fire on the surface of the planet? It was terrifying. He had no idea what was about to happen, and only his worst fears to give him guidance. 
 
                 Alexander sat in the parlor with Jonah, more or less in a stupor. He had been brought there to listen to the radio, but for some unknown purpose. Now it all made sense. Jonah wanted him scared, wanted him pliable for any request the demented rebel could think of. Worse yet, it was working. That ungodly juggernaut had appeared like out of some nightmare, and no one knew its capabilities. Alexander was afraid they were about to find out.
 
                 “The juggernaut is centering over the Abbot Plains,”the voice on the radio explained. Alexander didn’t know which ship’s transmission they were receiving, but the technician on the other side was clearly terrified.“No idea what they’re planning to do. Maybe test-fire a weapon as a show of force? There’s no one near that area, so that could be the case. I hope that’s the case.”
 
                 Jonah turned to Alexander, offering a sympathetic face.“I know how you feel, Alexander. I have members of the order on New Eden. Their loss will be a powerful blow to the Red Hammer.”
 
                 “This is more than a billion people’s lives, Jonah.”Alexander felt tears in his eyes, but knew they were more from anger than fear.“How many more humans have to die before you see that I’m not the enemy you need to be fighting right now?”
 
                 The rebel shook his head.“It’s not about us, Alexander. This war should never have started. We are not ready to take our place in the galaxy, and the Boxti are a not-so-gentle reminder of that fact.”He sat up, pointing a bony finger at the politician.“Your hubris brought us to this point. And you are going to listen to the effect of your decisions on the people of the galaxy. Maybe then you’ll understand why I need those codes.”
 
                 “Even if we close the relays, all it will do is prevent Fleet from rejoining the defense of Earth.”
 
                 “If the ships come back here,”Jonah started,“they’ll lead the aliens back with them. They found New Eden with the relays at Tallus, and all roads lead to Earth. We can’t have that. It’s better to reset the clock, to lose a hundred years of reckless expansion and have to start over than to lose everything and become slaves to some godless creatures from the ends of the universe.”
 
                 “You’re insane,”Alexander said. He wanted to mean it, but a part of him also understood the truth in Jonah’s words. That scared him.
 
                 The rebel shrugged.“Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m right. This isn’t a war over borders or resources. The Boxti don’t care about religion or government. This war can’t be won by a politician, Alec.”
 
                 “Christ.”A vein stood out on Alexander’s forehead, pulsing with his beating heart.“I will not forsake those people.”
 
                 Jonah smiled. He could tell he was starting to break down the High Chancellor’s defenses.“We’ll see.”
 
    
 
   -                            XIII                            -
 
    
 
                 It was the Boun who spotted them first. He had taken to walking as close to Eruk as possible. Even though the Warlord wanted the honor of the first shot, it still wouldn’t do to have their commander running point into an enemy defensive. 
 
                 The humans were dug in well, with earthen barriers erected between them and the Boxti advance. It would take a strong attack to uproot their position. The Cthanul sneered, already tasting the blood in the air. His body writhed with anticipation, and the Druuma seemed to be getting into the fervor as well. He cherished the moment, savoring the thrill of the hunt, and raised one of his rifles. Eruk sighted the largest of the humans, a grotesque creature in oil black armor. 
 
                 The Boun platoon leader couldn’t make out his targets clearly, what with the brush in the way. He snuck around the back, to the left of the Warlord, looking for an easier shot. As he stepped over a fallen tree, he felt a small pressure on his ankle. It was nothing too strong, probably just a branch from the dying oak, but it caused him to look down. It was just a branch, but it seemed caught on a small gray plate near the stump of the tree. As he pushed forward, his eyes on the strange object, he heard a distinct snap and the clink of metal on metal. 
 
                 The rock creature’s last thought was how strange that sound was, coming from such a small gray stone.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Dax turned at the explosion in time to see a strange orange creature reduced to powder. A round snapped by his head and he dropped to the ground. There, hiding in the trees, stood a towering beast with four arms and two enormous rifles. Dax quickly returned fire, causing the alien to drop to the ground for cover. 
 
                 “Flank, flank!”he shouted. Pierre and Fares appeared, firing as they took up positions. Pierre used a borrowed weapon from one of the tankers, a foldable carbine. He’d had to rip out the trigger guard to fit his gloved fingers through, but it functioned well enough. Liane held back, firing her sniper rifle into the brush and taking the head off another of the rock things. 
 
                 “Here they come,”Captain Grahams shouted. Dax could hear the tanks rumbling closer. The first of the Shiva rounds send a roll of thunder over head. Even that quickly drowned into a constant noise as the fire intensified. The alien weapons chewed through the human’s barricades, digging divots in their armor and splashing burnt dirt into the air with each miss. 
 
                 Dax dove to the side to avoid another volley from the four-armed leader. He crawled deeper into the trees, trying to gain a better vantage. When he popped up, he was at an angle looking out at the enemy squad. He lifted his Ragnarok up onto a nearby boulder for support and laid down a withering barrage. Two of the smaller aliens were cut down, but his real target slipped away again. 
 
                 “One tank down!”Grahams called out. Dax looked over and saw black smoke billowing toward the sky. One of the Shivas had been split in half by an enemy rocket. 
 
                 “Cho,”Dax said over the radio.“Get our ride working now. Is Kaileen ready? We need to evac.”
 
                 “It’s a little hot, don’t you think?”
 
                 Dax couldn’t argue.“Let’s hope she’s paid well.”He charged off after the Boxti, pausing every few feet to stop and listen. It wouldn’t help anyone if he ran right into an ambush.“Alexa?”
 
                 She spoke in a soft voice he’d never heard before, something so foreign to her usual exuberance. She sounded defeated.“I’m here.”
 
                 “Make sure Josh is on that shuttle.”
 
                 Alexa sucked in a breath, fighting to keep her voice straight.“I won’t leave without him. Or you.”
 
                 “I know,”Dax said.“I’ve just gotta kill something, then I’ll be back.”
 
                 Pierre laughed.“It’s always the same with you Tallusites.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Cameron’s pulse pounded in his skull as he pulled a gut-wrenching 180. His vision darkened as the intense gravitational forces pulled blood from his brain. He leveled out just in time, feeling a wave of nausea wash over him. The Boxti Ace was still in close pursuit. It flew with incredible agility; he hadn’t been able to shake it once. With the rest of his fighters engaged in their own games of cat and mouse, he was on his own. 
 
                 “Kaileen, what’s the situation?”
 
                 There was a lot of noise on her end. From his position overhead, Cameron could see why. The Boxti advance had reached the friendly tanks, and now both were engaged in a heavy battle. Rockets flew on either side, and the ground erupted in a dozen small fireballs with each hit. 
 
                 “Cameron,”she said.“I don’t know if we’re going to make it.”
 
                 He swore.“Don’t say that. I’ve got your back. Just got that Val off the ground.”A blast lifted him out of his seat, but the Phoenix held together. Alarms sounded from every console. He couldn’t take another hit.“We’re running on fumes up here.”
 
                 Kaileen shouted something obscene.“We’re not exactly playing with fucking dolls down here.”There were several gunshots and a guttural scream.“Liftoff in five.”
 
                 Cameron was about to answer when a blinding white light pierced the sky and hit the ground far off to his right. His eyes traced the beam to the source and his heart nearly stopped. The alien juggernaut was using its primary weapon. His Phoenix bucked hard, nearly dropping from the sky. Sparks danced across his console and spat from the various screens. 
 
                 “God have mercy,”he said.“Kail, you don’t have five. Get out of there now!”
 
    
 
   -                            XIV                            -
 
    
 
                 Eruk ran as fast as he could, ducking incoming fire every few seconds. Branches whipped at his face and chest, leaving thin scratches that trickled beads of blood. The beast at his feet was faster than any human he had encountered. It wasn’t fear that drove him away, only the need to gain better ground. In truth, Eruk was excited to have finally met a challenge. He emerged from the wood into a small clearing and turned to face his attacker, rifles at the ready. When the human emerged, the Warlord howled. 
 
                 “Come,”Eruk shouted. He suddenly wished he could speak more of the alien language. Maybe that would be his next personal goal, to better taunt his foes.“Fight,”he said. The smell of dead grass and scorched wood filled his nostrils as he sucked in deep chestfuls of air. On his back, the Druuma quivered. 
 
                 The human carried a large cannon in both arms, but dropped it to the ground in favor of a small black blade from his back. It was still a head shorter than the Cthanul, but bore an air of menace.“Let’s go, motherfucker!”
 
                 Eruk smiled. Perhaps there was honor in these meat bags. He set down his rifles and drew a curved knife from his belt, easing into a fighting stance. The two warriors paused a moment, sizing the other up, and then charged. 
 
                 The Cthanul was practiced with a blade, and had killed thousands of creatures in hand-to-hand combat, but he was unprepared for the ferocious and unrelenting attacks the human used. Each strike sent painful vibrations through the Warlord’s joints, each parry matched with a sudden strike from a knee or elbow. It was violent in a way the Boxti had never known. And it was exhilarating. His three free hands snapped and grabbed at the armored man, always coming up empty. Each failed grapple was met with a sharp crack from an elbow or fist.
 
                 As they fought, the battle enclosed them. Scorpions and Shivas fired overhead, deafening explosions rocked the ground and smoke filled the field and obscured their sight. A body flew through the air, landing nearby with a cry of pain. The human grabbed ahold of Eruk’s shoulder to maintain contact. It was a mistake. The Warlord pivoted, pulling the alien forward, and used its momentum to hurl the armored creature head over feet. It landed with a splash of mud, leaving a deep imprint in the ground. Eruk dropped a knee on its chest, holding the blade at its throat. 
 
                 “You fought well,”Eruk said in his own tongue. It didn’t matter if the human understood, this part wasn’t for him.“You die honorably, warrior. Go to your paradise.”He raised the knife, preparing to strike. As he brought his arm down, a terrible pain split through his back and out of his chest. Blood sprayed from his mouth as he cried and screamed.
 
                 A tall and thin human, the one who’d landed at his feet, pushed a length of steel clean though the warlord’s torso. Eruk fell away from his opponent, wrestling with the diminutive creature. The jagged pipe had pierced the Druuma and the parasite roared in agony.
 
                 “Go,”the small human shouted.“Get out while you still can.”
 
                 Eruk noticed the wind had changed. The smoke blew clear as a transport descended onto the field. Other black armored humans hung out the sides, rifles trained down on him. He didn’t fear them. They would all be dead soon enough. He reached back with his upper arm, grabbing the small man and cracking his arm. The Warlord turned to face his attacker, surprised to find him without armor of any kind. Just dirty, plated coveralls. 
 
                 “Captain,”the bigger human called out.“We have to leave now.”
 
                 The small human held up a device, something just big enough to fit his hand.“Just go. This is my fight.”The armored creature climbed aboard the ship and it roared out of sight, sending dirt and debris flying. 
 
                 Eruk turned his attention away from the shuttle to his new foe. The pole in his chest hurt terribly, but it was far from fatal. The Druuma was still alive and wouldn’t suffer a new host, so it had devoted its power to keeping the Cthanul breathing. 
 
                 “You,”Eruk said, spitting black blood in the pathetic human’s face.“You lose.”
 
   The human laughed. Why was it laughing? It held up the device, the small button that barely fit in its hand. Why was it laughing. 
 
                 “No,”the human said.“I win.”He squeezed the button.
 
                 From inside the shuttle, the Archangels watched the ground disappear in a monstrous explosion. Acres of land morphed into a wall of bright yellow fire as the ordnance field outside of Metts finally went. This time they rode the shockwave fine, lifting higher and higher into the atmosphere as the ground dissolved into flame. Kaileen fought with the damaged engines, urging them to stay on. 
 
                 No one spoke. They had survived and accomplished their mission, but it was a hollow victory. Josh lay in the center aisle, white biofoam oozing down the side of his armor. Alexa stared out the window wearing a thousand-yard stare. Fares nursed a broken hand; he’d tried to knock out a stone-faced alien with a right hook. 
 
                 Kaileen grabbed the radio.“Cameron? Are we clear?”
 
                 “No,”Dax said suddenly.“Christ, no!”He was looking out the window. They hadn’t been able to see it before under the smoke cloud, but from low orbit it looked like nothing but the end of all things. Gehnom, an unfathomable weapon, hung over the surface and prepared to fire.“What is it doing?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Vanwa watched the explosion from his seat, sighing with disappointment. He had been warned that Eruk djun Tolan was a maverick, but to watch the Cthanul waste good resources on a suicide charge angered him. There were many more battles to come, and the Warlord had been a strong leader. At the very least, it confirmed the Ma’Arak’s suspicion that the Boxti had let in too many of the weaker species. As a lower caste, he had once sympathized with the thralls. No longer. They had demonstrated their inability to function without stronger hands at the reins. 
 
                 “We are prepared to fire, Great Commander.”
 
                 Vanwa took no pleasure in the order. He had to remind himself that he was simply a vessel to serve the great conquest. With barely a sign of recognition, the Ma’Arak activated the terrible weapon. 
 
                 “Exterminate them.”
 
    
 
   -                            XV                            -
 
    
 
   The Master Control Unit awoke from stasis. It had been knocked out of commission, though it was unable to determine by what. The sensors that fed the program information seemed to be offline. No matter, its coding was simple and the directive simpler still. It ran a quick diagnostic, reaching out to all the other machines under its keep. After less than a second, the situation was clear. There had been excessive damage, but the unit was far from lost. Some of the raw material around the host had already been appropriated. 
 
                 Drawing on reserve power from the nearest external source, the MCU began emergency repair and refit operations. Estimated probability of success: 13%. Happily, the program accepted the odds and set about its task.
 
                 It started to hum.
 
    
 
   -                            XVI                            -
 
    
 
                 The humans threw everything they had at the juggernaut, but it was a wasted effort. As Valley Forge smoldered and a hundred smaller ships drifted away, the Harbinger delivered its message. Gehnom stood at center stage, arms aglow with roaring yellow flames. With almost peaceful ease, the beams of fire shot down into the surface, burrowing through the crust of the planet like a knife through butter. The crust peeled away like paper, exposing the raw underbelly of New Eden. Powered by unimaginable forces, the lances cleared a path to the planet core. As they dug, the streams grew wider and wider, opening a pit into Hell itself. 
 
                 Magma shot out from the mantle like blood seeping from a wound. It barely had time to coat the landscape before the massive ship fired the primary cannon. The trident launched a bolt of orange lightning, the tip made from a dense metal and shot at near light speed. The kinetic force traveled down the hole to the solid core of New Eden, striking with energy equal to an burning star. A crack formed  down the center of the moon-sized ball of iron. Light poured from the inside of the core, intensifying until it was blinding. Vibrations shook the planet with the force of a thousand earthquakes. 
 
                 Aboard Midway, Hiro could hardly breath. The crew stared like children, completely oblivious to the horrible reality. All of the Admirals gathered at the various monitors, each in varying stages of shock. Ray huddled in a corner, tears flowing endlessly down his face. Nothing felt real.
 
                 “Commodore,”Earl called out.“We’re getting readings from the weapon.”
 
                 Hiro nodded, but his friend’s words were like the buzzing of an insect.“And?”
 
                 “It’s somewhere in the yield of a trillion yottajoules. The computer can’t compute it accurately.”
 
                 That’s a first, Ray thought.
 
                 Admiral Walker coughed.“That’s a goddamn supernova.”
 
                 “It’s a foe. Fifty-one ergs.”Ray wiped his cheeks with the palms of his hands.“That the Boxti could harness that kind of power is...impossible.”
 
                 A strange knot turned in Hiro’s gut. He swallowed, focusing on not vomiting in front of his crew. This is truly the end of all things. What can hope to stand against such power? Who would dare?
 
                 No one moved. In every ship in every corner of the system, the humans watched as the weapon began to dim. The beam shrank to a thin line and finally disappeared, leaving behind a perfect hole to the center of the world. Earl, still trying to make sense of the computer reading, nearly fainted when he saw the aftermath. Whatever had powered the juggernaut’s shot, it had dealt the planet a mortal blow. The core was gone.
 
                 With a sound unlike any heard before by man, New Eden began to die.
 
    
 
   -                            XVII                            -
 
    
 
                 Zev had no idea what was going on up there, but on the ground it was armageddon. Fissures opened in the street at will, spraying fiery columns of magma into the sky. The earth bucked and rolled like a dog shaking loose fleas. Buildings toppled to the streets below. It was the end of days, and he was right in the middle. 
 
                 They had watched from the roof as the monstrous juggernaut fired some sort of energy weapon into the planet. Almost immediately the world began to rock. Zev had no scientific background to speak of, but his gut told him to get the hell off of New Eden. As if on queue, their ride appeared from behind a crumbling tower, jets firing at full burn. The Loki transport was fast and agile, even though it looked neither. With a hot dog shaped body and six independent rockets, the sister to the Valkyrie was a service vehicle that earned its keep. Today, it was a rescue chopper arriving for an eleventh-hour save. 
 
                 Zev was at the door to the roof, his back aching from pushing against a squad of angry Boxti soldiers. The Scouts had fallen back from the entrance with a platoon of aliens at their heels. Two had taken bolts to the back and lay dead three stories below. Everyone left, including Tim and Mary, huddled by the shaking transmitter and waited for the shuttle. 
 
                 “Paradise, this is School House. I’ve got you in my sight. ETA, thirty seconds.”
 
                 Gabriel smiled, giving everyone a thumbs up. Zev had to admit, the officer had been remarkably composed throughout the ordeal. He’d seen stronger men break for much less. There would have been no shame in it, but the LT was made of tougher stuff. 
 
                 “I think drinks are on us, School House.”Gabriel clipped the radio to his vest and waved for the pilot, pointing to a flat section of roof. He had no intention for them to land; the building was rocking like a boat in a storm. The shuttle just needed to be close.
 
                 As the shuttle flared to slow its approach, the back ramp began to drop. Zev watched as the Loki spun on a dime and pointed its tail at them, lowering to a few feet from the deck as the exit opened. Soldiers stepped out, holding on to tethers and reaching for the Scouts. Tim ran forward, holding Mary over his head and handed her to one of the men aboard. Others from inside left their seats and hopped down to the roof, rushing to take the door from Zev. He stayed in place, helping them buy time for the rescue. 
 
                 After the rest of Shadow boarded, Gabriel called for his platoon sergeant. He’d barely spoken the word when there was a sound like a thunderclap. The floor collapsed, splitting the building in half. Everyone fell to the ground, scrambling for a handhold as the world tilted and turned. The inside of the radio station burned. Some fracture had opened underneath the street and a river of lava road a slow path through the city, consuming everything. Zev held onto the frame of the door with one hand, his other wrapped tight around a soldier’s wrist. 
 
                 The roof bowed more, spilling one of the rescuers into the gap. He fell screaming into a bubbling pool of glowing rock, thrashing for only a second before succumbing to shock. Gabriel hung from the edge of the building, his lower half dangling over the flames. 
 
                 “Sergeant,”Gabriel cried out.“Get onto the transport!”
 
                 Zev howled as he pulled the private up onto the roof. His shoulder burned but he pushed it out of his mind. The chasm had grown to ten feet as the building continued to split. It was impossible to reach the officer, and the transport had pulled away to avoid colliding with the withering structure. 
 
                 Zev stood carefully, waving his arms to keep balance.“Sir, we’re not leaving you.”
 
                 “Yes you are,”Gabriel said. 
 
                 “We’ll drop a rope from the shuttle.”
 
                 The officer winced as the rooftop buckled under his weight.“No time.”
 
                 As Zev’s mind raced, the Loki spun around to his side. It would be a small jump, but he could make it into the bay. The other soldier had already charged forward, leaping into the waiting arms of his friends. Now it was just the platoon sergeant and platoon leader left. The NCO’s eyes searched the area for something, anything that could help. They fell on a small box by the broken roof access. Zev ran over, ripping the container open and pulling a length of fire hose loose. He jogged to the edge of the building, throwing one end of the line to Tim and tying the other to his waist. The civilian nodded and looked for a place to tie the tether down.
 
                 “Sir,”Zev shouted.“When I say let go, you let go.”
 
                 Gabriel looked down into the swirling tongues of fire.“Sure, no problem.”
 
                 Zev  motioned for the transport to lift on and began to count. The coil of fire hose spiraled up into the sky, shortening the line each second. He had to nail his timing, otherwise he could miss the lieutenant entirely, or spill them both into the burning maw below. When his instinct said to jump, Zev launched himself out and away from the roof. The line caught and swung him around toward the quickly dissolving building. He threaded the needle, careening between the two halves of the radio station with a foot to spare. Office furniture and kitchen supplies tumbled from each side into the lava pit. Zev howled.
 
                 “NOW!”
 
                 Gabriel released his grip and tumbled down toward the fiery lake. He kept his eyes open, gritting his teeth against the coming pain. Something slammed into his stomach and drove his breath away. The heat was incredible, like being in an oven. And then suddenly it was cool. The officer looked up and saw he was flying, held in the arms of his platoon sergeant as the Loki roared away from the destroyed city. As he looked on, the radio station collapsed completely into the lava. 
 
                 The crew of the transport pulled the two men inside amidst cheers and applause. They closed the ramp and told the pilot to punch it. With a jarring burst, the transport soared higher and further away from the chaos below.
 
                 Gabriel lay against the wall, sweat pouring from his face. Zev stayed on the ground to catch his breath. 
 
                 “I gave you an order,”Gabriel said with a grin.
 
                 Zev smiled back.“Yeah, I’ve never been good with authority.”
 
    
 
   -                            XVIII                            -
 
    
 
                 “Cameron, we need some help here.”Kaileen blew a strand of hair from her face, clenching her jaw as the Valkyrie dodged another geyser of liquid-rock. The battlefield had dissolved in front of their eyes, bubbling into a magma pit in minutes. Alarms sounded in a deafening chorus with the cracks and groans of the dying planet. The Archangels held on to the walls as each turn threw them to one side or the other.
 
                 All the other pilots were dead, killed during the intense light show. Now the only thing between the large Y-Fighter and its target was Cameron. In his Phoenix, the pilot wiped at his sweaty face with a shaking hand. The heat was playing havoc with his flight physics, tossing him about and frying his sensors. It was all he could do to keep up. A blast from the alien clipped one of the Valkyrie’s engines, and Cameron swore. 
 
                 “Come on, you fucker!”He squeezed the trigger, sending more rounds into the heavy shields. They couldn’t penetrate.“Goddammit! Kail, his shields are too strong.”
 
                 “Then use missiles.”
 
                 Cameron tried to slow his breathing, but he was panicked. Most of his wing was dead, this world was dying, and he had only a few rounds left.“I’m out. Hit your afterburners and head for the atmosphere.”
 
                 “We’ll be sitting ducks.”A volley nearly gutted the shuttle, and Kaileen swore.“Cameron, I trust you. I know you can do this.”
 
                 The Boxti Ace closed in, engines thrumming as it matched speed with the damaged Valkyrie. It held fire, waiting until it knew it had the kill shot. Cameron imagined he could see the pilot sitting behind the black glass canopy. He could feel it guide the Y-Fighter into position, hear the lock-on tone from the firing system. It would all be over soon. 
 
                 Fuck me, why isn’t this working? He looked at his console, trying to will it to provide a solution. This is the same ship from Tallus, and I could knock them out then. And the thought came. This was the same Ace from Tallus. The one that had killed George and routed the Terran defense. It knew his capabilities. It changed its shields. Didn’t spread the word for the rest of them, just his ship. Cameron’s mind tore the information apart, trying to find something useful inside. Christ, George. I need some help.
 
                 The Valkyrie ignited afterburners, tearing through the sky like a bullet with the Ace gaining fast. Kaileen could feel the temperature dip as they neared the atmosphere. Pressure alarms sang constantly; they would be lucky to hold together in the vacuum. The Archangels put on their suits and powered up, each wondering if this was how their strange journey would end. 
 
                 Cameron coaxed more speed from his fighter, shouting at it to“give him more.”The metal groaned in protest as the wind pounded against each side. Slowly, inches at a time, the Phoenix slipped up next to the Ace. His heart pounding like a drum, Cameron couldn’t help but smile. George had given him an idea. Just give her a little kiss. With a thundering crunch, he slammed the nose of his fighter into the back of the Boxti Ace. The two ships wobbled mid-air, unable to maintain a course. For a moment, the Y-Fighter began to pull away. Then Cameron opened up with his remaining ammunition. The barrels were inside the alien’s shields and sent each round into the enemy. The Boxti Ace, crippled and burning, slipped off the Phoenix’s front slope and fell down toward the fiery surface. 
 
                 “YES!”Cameron shouted. He could hear Kaileen and the soldiers on the shuttle cheering as they broke into the upper atmosphere. His radar showed a relatively clear sky and a straight shot toward friendly lines.“Kail, head to Midway. It’s the shortest hop.”
 
                 “Yes, sir,”she replied. 
 
                 Cameron rested his head back in his seat. It was as if a weight had been lifted off his chest. He could breath again.“Midway, this is Torch one. On approach with friendly wounded. Request landing clearance.”
 
                 The operator aboard the supercruiser sounded distant. Cameron couldn’t blame him. 
 
                 “Torch, you are cleared for hangar two. Welcome home.”
 
                 They ran full steam until the Terran flagship dominated their view. Even this close, with the pride of Fleet in front of them, the alien juggernaut presented a disturbing background. Cameron closed his eyes, his thoughts drifting back to his fallen friend. He could still remember George’s words that first day, as though it had happened only hours ago. This truly was a new beginning. Cameron just prayed it wasn’t the beginning of the end. 
 
    
 
   -                            XIX                            -
 
    
 
                 It started slow, but soon the faults spread. Chasms formed across the surface of the planet, dropping cities into the fiery river below. Bubbling hot rock spilled out of every orifice and ran down the sides of mountains. Rivers boiled away and the ground liquefied. Hundreds of Arks launched, trying to save as many lives as possible. Most never made it off the ground. 
 
                 New Berlin collapsed in on itself, burying over three million civilians under piles of concrete and glass. Those who managed to weather the storm had nowhere to run when the fires came. Without a core, the mantle and crust collapsed inward. Magma liquified the layers of dirt, and the surface of New Eden warped and bowed. Sections of earth sank into the bubbling red rock. When the center finally imploded, the force cracked the planet into several pieces and pushed them out into space.
 
                 Fleet Valkyrie wings braved the fires, flying down to what stable ground remained to pick up survivors. Around the world, hundreds of pilots risked their lives to save anyone they could. There weren’t many to find.  The entirety of New Eden seemed to be undoing itself like a colossal origami puzzle. As the atmosphere burned away, the last human presence on the jewel of Eros died. With the damage done, Gehnom shut down its weapon and began to make its exit. 
 
                 Through it all, the humans watched. They saw the true power of the Boxti, and for the first time in their history they could contemplate the end of everything. The aliens didn’t press the attack. There was no need. The fighting spirit of the Terrans seemed sufficiently crushed.  
 
                 
 
   -                            XX                            -
 
    
 
                 Alexander’s face was drained of all color. He looked out the window into the driving rain, his breath labored. What did it matter who ran the Terran people? Pretty soon there wouldn’t be any left to govern. Jonah had been right. As much as it pained him to admit, the rebel knew what was coming and what had to be done. If that ship found its way to New Eden, it was only a matter of time before it traced its way back to Earth. And then there would be no hope. Then there would be nothing.
 
                 Stop thinking like a politician, he thought. Think like a surgeon. To save the body, he would have to lose the limb.
 
                 He couldn’t bring himself to say it, so he wrote the letters down on a piece of paper and slid it across the desk. He walked away so he wouldn’t have to hear the words spoken, so he could pretend for just a few moments that he hadn’t condemned even more to die. Alexander told himself that this was the only way, that humanity had to be secured before it could be preserved. Only a year before, humanity had reached a landmark population. Thirty billion men, women and children populated four systems and over a dozen moons and planets. Now that number had dropped by almost a third. Who could blame Alexander for wanting to save what was left.
 
                 But no matter how he worded it, he knew the truth. There was no darker hell than the one reserved for Alexander Burton, because he had built it with his own sins. 
 
                 “Thank you,”Jonah said after hanging up the phone.“That may have been your last good deed as High Chancellor.”He snapped his fingers and soldiers appeared from the shadows to remove the prisoner to his cell.
 
                 Alexander didn’t answer. He stared out into the storm, knowing full well that it was staring right back.
 
    
 
   -                            XXI                            -
 
    
 
                 Cameron barged onto the bridge, his face flushed and full of anger.“What do you mean?”He marched over to the Admiral, staring him down.“Why haven’t you ordered a retreat?”
 
                 “I said we can’t and I meant it.”Fawks’voice cracked. He was beyond stressed, past terrified even. That a junior officer was addressing him in this manner didn’t even register.“The node just shut down. Just shut the fuck down. We don’t have a way to retreat. We don’t have a way home.”
 
                 “That thing just took out a planet, Admiral.”Cameron pointed to the viewing screens, as though his words needed a visual.“What the fuck are we supposed to do?”
 
                 Admiral Fawks disintegrated, falling into his chair and babbling.“I don’t know. I don’t know. Christ Almighty, I don’t know.”
 
                 An ensign burst into tears, wailing that Earth had abandoned them. Cameron was hard pressed to find a better way of putting it. He could understand, on some small level at least. He’d felt the planet break, had the vibrations course through his body as he flew around looking for survivors. He knew that once the adrenaline wore off, he was in for one mother of a crash. Back at Sol, who could blame them for wanting to preserve the Homeworld? 
 
                 Hiro put a hand on the pilot’s shoulder.“The first order of business needs to be getting clear of that ship.”
 
                 “Where can we go?”Admiral Walker asked. 
 
                 “Goddammit, Admiral.”Hiro wheeled on the officer, his temper flaring.“It’s your fucking job to think of a contingency. We need to head for Colorum, regroup with the ships being refitted at the Cove.”
 
                 “And if they follow?”Cameron asked.“Are we supposed to cut the relays at Colorum too?”No one answered. Cameron turned around to find himself the center of attention. He looked for another officer, someone of higher rank, and was surprised to see that no one rose to the occasion. Captain Donovan was below at the hangar, coordinating the remaining ships to return. The other commanders were all aboard their own vessels, probably just as frightened as the rest of the soldiers. The XO had locked himself in his quarters and hadn’t answered any calls, and Admiral Walker was back on Midway trying to keep the Seventh from dissolving.
 
                 “What do you think we should do, sir,”a technician asked. 
 
                 Kaileen ran into the room, followed by the other wing commanders. Cameron looked at all of their faces, at the young and scared pilots who needed answers. He looked out at the screens and saw the winking lights of the enemy fleet, hiding in the shadow of the distant rock. He saw it all and felt his mind finally set itself. He was afraid, as he had every right to be, but there was something else building inside. Ever since waking up with a hangover after a night with his best friend, the universe just hadn’t been right. Billions were dead, many close to him, and the monsters responsible just kept smiling and driving on. No, he wasn’t going anywhere. He was pissed.
 
                 “Listen to me,”he said.“This isn’t the time to sit and weep. This isn’t the time to run home. We are the Fleet, home is out there. If these fuckers want to send a message, then I say we send one of our own.”
 
                 Slowly, he saw their faces change. Fear turned to anger. Sorrow became resolve. Admiral Fawks stood, his lined face hardened. More pilots and crew filed in from outside the bridge to hear. The weeping ensign, her tears drying, opened a comm channel so Cameron’s words could reach the armada.
 
                 “It doesn’t matter how many of us they threaten, how many they kill. We will never stop. You all stood in front of the flags at one point or another. How many of you remember the words sewn below the emblem?”A few people whispered the phrase.“We don’t give up. We don’t run away. We are the goddamn FLEET! Let them hear you.”He stomped on the deck, his face red.“Let them know we’re coming.”
 
                 At first no one spoke. Then someone started.“Until the stars fade.”Cameron turned to see Kaileen leading the chant.
 
                 More voices joined in, louder.“Until the stars fade!”
 
                 Admiral Fawks, in his commanding timber, spoke up.“Until the stars fade!”
 
                 Now the crew cried out as one, and the ships-of-the-line stood with them. Aboard Midway, Admiral Walker and Commodore Osaka shouted to their men and women, rallying every last soldier back from the brink. Their chant grew louder, until it echoed down the corridors and gangways. As one, the soldiers of Fleet turned their gaze upon the enemy, their wrath focused.
 
                 Cameron swelled with emotion. His heart pounded in his ears and his throat felt dry as a bone, but it was a moment he would never forget.“It’s time they realized they came to the wrong system. They’ve controlled the game until now. From today until every last trace is blasted from our skies, this is our fight. If we want to survive, we have to win.”He faced the crowd, his eyes set and full of fire.“We are the Fleet. And they just made one big goddamn mistake.”
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                 The MCU rested. It had been a short but furious amount of work. Now it was time to see if its programs had been successful. It pulled in all the resources it could, utilizing power from units deemed unnecessary, all to power a single charge. This was do or die time, and every watt counted. It ran a final check, deciding that 200 milliamps would have to suffice.
 
                 It waited for the precise moment, when the timing was perfect, and fired the jolt.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The Archangels stood in silence in the empty hangar. Dax had pulled off most of his gear and Alexa was patching up his myriad of scrapes and bruises. She wrapped a thick bandage around his midsection to keep him from injuring his broken ribs. It must have hurt something awful, but he didn’t make a sound. His torso was covered in gashes and multicolored welts from his bout with the alien leader. There was another souvenir he carried from that fight: a notch in the butt of his Ragnarok. Next to him, eyes red and puffy, were Cameron and Kaileen. As happy as the pilot had been to see Dax, everything changed when he’d been told the news.
 
                 At the center of the cabin, laid on a pile of seat cushions, Josh’s body remained motionless. His armor had been carefully pulled off so that it wouldn’t remain on him when rigor mortis set. It was a gruesome job, but Alexa and Dax had insisted it be them to do it. The big man had been close to tears the entire time, but held it together for his friend. When they’d removed the chest plate, the biofoam had obscured the wound to Josh’s body. That was a blessing. As they sat in their seats, each soldier tried not to look over, but found their gaze drawn to the fallen officer constantly. He looked just like he was sleeping.
 
                 Leaning against the bulkhead, Alexa rubbing ointment into his shoulder, Dax held Josh’s helmet in his hands. He turned it around and around absently, his face a mask of sorrow too deep to be expressed. Dax had never been one to make a lot of friends. Even when he played for New Freeman, his fellow teammates had been coworkers, nothing more. As he sat in thought something broke his concentration. A small beep caused him to look around, but he couldn’t find the source. It sounded again, this time louder. After a moment he realized it came from the face mask. Looking inside, Dax could see letters on the screen, but couldn’t make out what they said. 
 
                 “What is it?”Alexa asked. 
 
                 Dax held the cover out.“It’s making noises.”
 
                 “Let me see.”Alexa pulled the helmet away and peered at the HUD. 
 
                 “What does it say?”
 
                 She tried to get her face at the right angle to read the rest of the words.“System check?”
 
                 By now the other soldiers had begun to crowd around, wanting nothing more than some form of distraction to take their minds off the mission. Fares leaned on Cho’s shoulders and Liane rested her head on Dax. As they stared down at Josh’s gear, the message changed. 
 
                 Alexa read the lines.“Reboot successful. MCU reports repairs complete.”She looked up at her squad, confused. 
 
                 Cameron stepped forward. His voice cracked when he spoke.“What does that mean?” 
 
                 “Shit,”Cho spat out.“These things didn’t come with an instruction manual.”
 
                 But Alexa wasn’t listening anymore. She stared past her friends to the back of the compartment. Her eyes grew and she pushed through the crowd, hobbling over to Josh’s body. She knelt down by his side, pressing a hand against his neck. Her gloves were too thick so she tore them off with her teeth and searched for the carteroid artery. When her finger found the thick cord they stopped. Alexa held her breath as a single pulse passed underneath her hand, followed by another. And another.
 
                 At her touch his eyes popped open, dry and red. Alexa shouted, falling back against the chairs, as her dead friend rose to a sitting position and smiled at her. No one moved as Josh stretched out his arms and yawned. His expression turned worried when he saw their faces. 
 
                 “Jesus, guys. What happened?”He looked around, counting his soldiers.“Did someone die?”
 
    
 
   *                            *              *              *                            *
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