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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A breach in space-time ripped through the void, blossoming into a white plane with frayed edges of immaterial smoke. The wormhole sputtered like a dying light before glaring brighter than distant Sol for a split second. The Crucible gateway writhed like it was in pain, the building-sized thorns roiling against each other as it fought to maintain the wormhole.  
 
    And as quickly as the rupture formed…it snapped out of existence. At the center of the ring formed by the Crucible was a single life pod. It hung motionless for a few heartbeats, then began tumbling.  
 
    Distress beacons activated, broadcasting a single name over and over again.  
 
    Christophorous.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s a life pod.” Commander Terry of the Orbital Guard wiped the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead. He huddled over a workstation in the Crucible’s central control room as a pair of nervous techs stared into a holo screen with him at the pod in the center of the great crown of thorns over Ceres, Earth’s new moon.  
 
    “I can see it’s a goddamn life pod.” Terry pointed an accusatory finger at the holo. “What I want to know is how the damn thing broke through all our security measures to get here. The boss is going to be asking these exact same questions with a hell of a lot less patience and more volume than I am, so get me some goddamn answers!” 
 
    “There must’ve been some sort of a tripwire protocol buried deep in the mainframe,” one of the techs said, her lips still moving even when words weren’t coming out. “This whole thing is still Xaros tech, after all. We know how to use it, not how it all works. Sir, you don’t think we’ll be sanctioned for this, do you?” She put her hand over her mouth.  
 
    A silence fell over the control room. Rows of workstations arrayed into stacked rings formed a coliseum around a slightly raised dais at the center of the room. The control center was built for the alien—and now extinct—Xaros. Humanity had bolted on their own comforts and systems, but the room still had a creepy quality that made Terry’s skin crawl even after years assigned to this shift. Techs and security guards eyed the exits.  
 
    “Everyone,” Terry said, raising his arms. He pointed at the two guards flanking the main doorway and wagged his finger back and forth. The guards stepped shoulder to shoulder to block any egress. “Everyone just stay calm. It’s one unscheduled arrival. That’s all. Not like a rebel fleet’s snuck under our nose.” 
 
    He leaned back over the holo.  
 
    “What’s the next ’hole? Refugee transfer from Centauri in an hour? Delay it. If there’s so much as a stray graviton or a butterfly flutter in the quantum foam, you blow the charges on thorns alpha nine and epsilon four,” Terry said. “Nothing else comes through. Not even if it’s got gold clearance. Understand?” 
 
    “Sir, we throw a wrench in the transfer schedule and it’ll jam up traffic for days,” a tech said. “And if we interfere with gold clearance—” 
 
    “All our asses are on the line, I get it.” Terry stood and crossed his arms. “We need to prove to the Commissars that we’re acting out of an abundance of caution—”  
 
    A long beep emanated from a nearby workstation.  
 
    “Watch Commander,” said a blond woman raising her hand, “there’s a life sign coming from the pod. Just one, but the scans are coming back…there’s older Terran Union tech there and something alien not in the database.” 
 
    “This shift’s just getting better and better, isn’t it?” Terry flopped his hands against his sides. “Any idea what it is, Masha?”  
 
    He went to her station and ran a hand along her shoulders.  
 
    “There are two very distinct anomalous readings,” she said. “One I’ve never seen before but—oh no!” Her hands snapped away from the controls as the screen went berserk with static and code lines written with jagged runes.  
 
    “Shit. Shit! What did you do?” Terry looked over his shoulder to the exit.  
 
    “I didn’t do anything. Passive scanners hit traffic without gold clearance. It’s standard operating procedure,” she said.  
 
    The holo tank in the center of the room shifted into a man’s head and shoulders. The face was a chrome mask of flat features. He turned around slowly then focused on the watch officer.  
 
    “Ceres Crucible…explain.” The voice was low and reverberated with malice.  
 
    “Com—Commissar Nakir,” Terry said, swallowing hard through a dry throat. “We’ve had an anomaly. Nothing we can’t handle. I wasn’t even going to alert my security forces. Just a small…pod. Is all.” 
 
    “From where?” The chrome face tilted to one side ever so slightly.  
 
    “From…where?” Terry snapped his gaze to the two technicians. They both shook their heads quickly.  
 
    “That’s part of the anomaly.” Terry smiled. “The other end of the wormhole wasn’t from the Mars Crucible. The rest of the network is still off-line, has been since the liberation. A gate-to-gate transfer shouldn’t be possible and our disruption field still extends—” 
 
    “Secure the anomaly. It is of immediate interest to my master. We will arrive shortly to exam it. You will be there. Nakir out.” 
 
    The holo field disassembled back into the local space over and around Ceres.  
 
    “Have the tenders move the pod into bay 37 and then lock down the entire node,” Terry announced. “Move, people. We’ve got VIPs coming.”  
 
    He went back to Masha’s screen and jabbed at the keys. “What? What the hell are they so interested in?” he asked. “There’s got to be something…” 
 
    “Sorry, they wiped my cache when they cut in,” Masha said, “but I caught a glimpse at the transponder signal. You remember the Christophorous?” 
 
    “No. Wait…” 
 
    “The big colony mission to Terra Nova. Back during the Ember War. We never heard from it or the follow-on mission,” Masha whispered.  
 
    “This might save my ass. Our ass.” 
 
    “Oh good, because I got what you were asking for.” She tapped a pocket and a small case within, then gave his thigh a quick pinch.  
 
    “I’m definitely going to need it. You’re my girl.” He squeezed her shoulder and winked at her before he made for the exit.  
 
    Masha waited for him to leave before she reached under the workstation and palmed a small square of plastic. The scraper went into a hard-to-spot slot on the emergency hood strapped to her thigh and she brushed fingertips over her temple to hide a drop of sweat. The scraper recorded all the data that passed through her station, but she’d have to tease out the last few seconds later to know exactly what triggered the Commissar’s attention.  
 
    “Terra Nova,” she muttered. “Terra Nova…curious.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terry wiped frost off the life pod’s view port and cupped his hands around his eyes to look inside. The pod was built for half a dozen, but seats had been stripped out to accommodate a long cylinder bolted and braced within. The cylinder glowed in places, shining a pale green through frost that rimed the surface.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a Toth?” Terry looked over his shoulder at a hulking guard with a dark reflective visor over his head.  
 
    The guard held a long gauss rifle that Terry was fairly certain a normal human couldn’t even lift without a pseudo-muscle layer or power armor. The guard’s muscles strained beneath the tight mesh armor over his skin, but he remained silent to the question.  
 
    The dome-shaped bay was the same basalt-colored material as the rest of the Crucible, with a mirror-polished deck and a red line climbing up the bulkhead at the far side up to the apex. Air circulators and lighting had been bolted in, more after-market improvements to accommodate the human crew that the Xaros would never have needed.  
 
    “Oh, not the talkative types,” the watch officer said. “That must be nice. They won’t kill you to keep you quiet. Or send you to prove your conviction to the cause. But since you can’t nark on me…” 
 
    He stuffed a hand into a pocket and drew out a tiny injector barely bigger than a fingernail. He jabbed the point hard against his wrist and winced. There was a slight hiss and he sighed in relief.  
 
    Red lights spun to life and the bay doors opened without a sound, crumbling back from the red line, revealing a small, inverted pyramid hanging just outside in the void.  
 
    Terry yelped and dropped his injector. It skittered beneath the life pod and he fell to his hands and knees as he searched for it. Reaching deep under the pod, he felt the device with one side of his hand. He jammed his fingers in deeper…and couldn’t get them out.  
 
    “Help. Little help here?”  
 
    The guards did nothing.  
 
    He swore to himself and pressed his shoulder against the pod, rocking it just enough against the anti-grav anchors to get the injector and shove it back into his pocket. Terry shuffled back around, still on his knees, and looked up as the pyramid craft—almost as big as a Mule transport—floated over without a sound. Terry leaned forward and pressed his forehead to the deck.  
 
    There was the sound of boots and shoes against the deck, but Terry didn’t dare look up. His heart pounded and his ears rang as blood rushed into his head. When he felt a slight kick against his shoulder, he raised his face hesitantly, like a hand-shy dog getting yelled at.  
 
    Two men stood over him. The broad-shouldered Commissar Nakir—covered head to toe in black, his chrome mask the only standout color—stood with his hands clasped behind his back. The other man wore a dark blue suit and a gold medallion around his neck. He was bald, with an ugly mass of scar tissue over his nose, brow, and one cheek in the shape of a hand.  
 
    The third arrival wasn’t human at all. A slightly built alien with the avian features of a blunted beak and fleshy tendrils in place of hair. The Dotari had his arms crossed and scratched a nail against the red cloth wrapped around his arms. He wore a simple tunic and sandals that left his clawed toes to scratch against the deck.  
 
    “Administrator Kutcher…I-I-I’m honored,” Terry said. “This pod was completely unexpected. I’ve looked through the logs and—” 
 
    “An automatic gate-to-gate junction based on gravitic tides.” Nakir took a slow walk around the pod. “The origin gate isn’t in our network database…and not even in our galaxy. Fascinating, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Theoretically impossible.” Terry raised a hand. “Which is why we weren’t on watch to prevent it. I had no idea there was a Crucible gate in the…Canis Major dwarf galaxy. There’s no record, and for a wormhole to form across more than five thousand light-years is—” 
 
    “Theoretically impossible.” Nakir rapped knuckles against the pod. “And yet…” 
 
    “I remember when the Christophorous left,” Kutcher said, scratching the ugly scars on his face. “Big deal, as it looked like the only way any humans were going to survive the Second Xaros Invasion. You remember that, Commissar?” 
 
    “Before my time.” 
 
    “But the Christophorous and the second mission launched with the Enduring Spirit weren’t.” Kutcher clicked his tongue. “Maybe, maybe, eh? Ibarra slagged most of the Union’s records, but he couldn’t erase memories.” He tapped the side of his head.  
 
    “Our faith and patience are rewarded.” Nakir slipped a small rod from his belt and plugged it into an access port.  
 
    There was a creak within the pod and the access hatch popped open, nearly crushing Terry’s hand.  
 
    “Out of the way.” Kutcher waved a hand at Terry and the other man got to his feet.  
 
    The cylinder within slid out like a slab from a morgue. Melting ice sloughed off and splattered against the deck. Terry could make out a person within, but nothing more than shadows.  
 
    “I don’t recognize this tech,” Kutcher said to Nakir. “You?”  
 
    “No.” The Commissar waved a hand over the cylinder and lines of text ran over his chrome mask. “But what’s inside is human…and there’s what we came for. Dr. Hal’ten?” 
 
    The Dotari clicked his beak and raised a hand, a small sensor rod clutched in his palm. He flicked his wrist and prongs snapped out of the rod. He held it over the head within the tube and tendrils of electricity danced against the surface.  
 
    Hal’ten glanced at a screen on the back of his other hand. “You may be right,” he squawked at Nakir, then flicked a switch on the rod.  
 
    A hologram projected out from the escape pod.  
 
    Ken Hale materialized beside the cylinder. He wore simple work coveralls with the Terra Nova colony mission badge sewn over his chest. His hair had more gray than not, and pain was etched in his face.  
 
    “This is Ken Hale, Governor of the Terra Nova colony. This message is for Stacey Ibarra.” 
 
    Hal’ten hissed and pulled back, raising the rod to strike. Kutcher’s body went stiff, and one hand went to the scars around his eye. Terry shrank back, almost into a fetal position. Nakir’s hands clenched hard.  
 
    “When I left,” Ken continued, “you weren’t on best terms with the Union, nor they with you. It’s been…quite some time since then, and I hope that the relationship’s improved. No matter what…I know you, Stacey. You’re not cruel. I know you’ve been dealt a bad hand, but I hope—pray—that you’re still the same woman I knew.  
 
    “My son,” Ken said, holding out a hand to rest on the cylinder. “Elias; you remember him?” 
 
    Nakir growled low in his throat.  
 
    “You met him when he was just a baby. We ran into each other at Armor Square. You remember that, Stacey?” Ken asked. “He’s still just a boy…and he’s been hurt.” The hologram’s voice quavered. “There’s nothing we can do for him here in Terra Nova, and we’ve looked everywhere we can for some way to help him. Years, Stacey. We’ve worked for years and the stasis technology is failing. If you can’t help him soon…he’s going to die. My son will die, Stacey. 
 
    “He was injured when a Qa’Resh probe broke and merged with his brain stem. No one knows that technology better than you, Stacey Ibarra. You are his only hope. When we last saw each other…we parted on bad terms. But he is my son—he isn’t me. Have mercy on him, please. Save him. I’m begging you as a father. 
 
    “For anyone in the Terran Union that hears this message, I am Colonel Hale of the Pathfinder Corps, Terran Strike Marine, Governor of Terra Nova. If my name means anything to you, get my plea to Stacey Ibarra. My son can tell you more once he’s been treated.  
 
    “Hale. Out.” 
 
    The hologram vanished.  
 
    “Kill that one,” the Dotari said, pointing at Terry. “He knows too much.” 
 
    “What?” Terry’s eyes went wide. “No! I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Watch Officer Terry’s record is thoroughly adequate,” Nakir said. “We can’t just waste his life force.” 
 
    The Commissar reached down and grabbed Terry by the back of his neck. Terry went stiff and his vision tunneled. His eardrums fluttered and all he could hear was a loud whine as Kutcher and the Dotari argued with each other.  
 
    Nakir let him go and Terry fell to the deck, his limbs quivering and his tongue wagging out of his mouth.  
 
    “What did you do?” Kutcher asked.  
 
    “Sent a synapse burn through his implant. It’ll erase his short-term memory and shouldn’t have any long-term effects,” the Commissar said.  
 
    “You’re getting soft,” Kutcher chuckled.  
 
    “Our lords want us to show more mercy as the war turns in our favor.” 
 
    “Spare me,” Hal’ten snapped. “The rebel was telling the truth. There is Qa’Resh technology melded to the other human’s nervous system, but the probe is in fragments. I may be able to remove it without triggering its self-destruct protocols.” 
 
    “Can you do it without killing the patient?” Kutcher peered into the tube at the sleeping youth. Elias Hale was in his late teens. His skin had an unhealthy pallor and a swatch of scar tissue ran from one side of his neck to the base of his skull.  
 
    “What does it matter if he survives?” Hal’ten clicked his beak.  
 
    “He knows more about Terra Nova, and about Ken Hale,” Kutcher says. “Our lords want Ken Hale. He is a…witness. You wouldn’t risk angering our lords, would you, my Dotty friend?” 
 
    “Perhaps our lords would consider assisting with the extraction,” Hal’ten said. “They do know the Qa’Resh technology better than…most anyone.” 
 
    Shuddering, Kutcher asked Nakir, “May I petition them in person?”   
 
    “I’ll bring you to the most blessed one in her craft over the North Pole,” the Commissar said. “Victory on the battlefield brought this boon to us. May we all rejoice in the coming salvation.”  
 
    “Rejoice we shall.” Kutcher nudged the still-twitching Terry. “He going to be all right?”  
 
    “If he recovers, it is because Malal wills it.” Nakir snapped a finger at the nearest guard. “Move this device onto our shuttle. Then both of you report to the incinerators to be decommissioned.” 
 
    The guards nodded as one, then went to work.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Masha nudged her elbow against Terry’s side. The man snorted and clutched their shared blanket tighter against his chest. He rubbed the back of a finger against the bottom of his nose and sniffed at it.  
 
    Terry enjoyed his recreational substances, which Masha was happy to provide, especially as she could spike it with other compounds as needed.  
 
    Masha slid out of bed, hating the chill air but not fighting for the blanket to cover up. She went to Terry’s crumpled uniform thrown against the wall and squeezed the fabric until she felt the tiny listening device she’d planted on him back at the control room.  
 
    She’d found him in his quarters, slurring his words and unwilling to discuss anything but getting his fix and their normal follow-on activities. He wasn’t the most loquacious when it came to pillow talk, which was why she’d taken to bugging him any time he had an important meeting away from the rest of the hoi polloi like her.   
 
    Masha teased the chip out and pressed it against her earlobe. The circuitry in the chip and the false flesh melded and she listened to the recording, fast-forwarding and rewinding with slight movements of her thumb along the edge of her ear.  
 
    “Elias Hale…I’ll be damned,” she said to herself. “And he’s got Qa’Resh tech in him.” 
 
    “Huh? Wha—?” Terry’s legs thrashed and he sat up quickly.  
 
    Masha slipped the chip into her mouth and tasted bitter foam as it dissolved.  
 
    “Just going to the bathroom, Skipper,” Masha said sweetly.  
 
    Terry grumbled and reached over, squeezing a pillow like it was something more fun than it really was.  
 
    “Ugh, the things I do for the Crusade,” she said as she took a data slate from Terry’s clothes, swiped it under his hand to unlock it, then executed a hack she’d installed on it a few months ago. She started typing a message.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Phoenix Spaceport should have had dozens of automated drones and piloted craft coming and going. But the landing pads were eerily still, and a gray pallor stretched across the sky. Long, red “remove before flight” tags on an onyx-black Sirin-class shuttle snapped in the wind as ribbons of sand snaked across concrete.  
 
    A wall of sand and dust leading a thunderstorm rolled in minutes later, spreading over the sky like a deepening bruise. Visibility fell to a few feet around the shuttle and the beacon light on the control tower was snuffed out by the sandstorm.  
 
    Three figures emerged from the brown abyss and took cover behind the shuttle’s rear landing gear.  
 
    “Clear,” said a man with a battered helmet. The visor was fashioned into a skull face, the paint for the bones chipped and missing in parts, like war paint at the end of a long day at battle. He clenched a gauss carbine against his chest, shielding it as best he could from the blown dust.  
 
    “Like we can see anything,” said a woman in goggles with a shirt tied over her mouth and nose. “Anything on the zars’ comms?” 
 
    “Nothing.” The man tapped the side of his helmet. “But my IR’s been kind of iffy. Besides, we shouldn’t pick up anything in this soup.” 
 
    “Damn, Cable, I thought Rangers took care of their gear.” The woman reached over, grabbed the third person by the shoulder, and gave him a shake. He wore a backpack over a technician’s overalls. The simple safety goggles over his eyes were clad in dust and his beard stubble had already taken on the hue of the storm. She pointed at the tail number.  
 
    “ZZ-37, they use this one all the time!” she shouted over the wind. Watkins was hunched against the landing gear, his hands over his head. “What’re you waiting for?” 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t know if I can do this, Kenny. We’re supposed to make these sort of repairs in a hangar—not out here in this mess!” 
 
    “You said you did this out at Pendleton before you got rolled over.” Cable whacked a fist against the Sirin. “This was your idea. You said all you needed was for us to get you the bomb. Man up and do it!” 
 
    “I was working on Mules, not—” 
 
    Kenny grabbed him by both shoulders and pulled him face-to-face.  
 
    “Watkins, do you want to avenge Jessica or not? They came into your house in the middle of the night and dragged her away and you couldn’t stop them, because if you fought, you’d be out there in the fields with her. But now you can make them pay, Watkins. What are you waiting for?” She pushed him against the landing gear.  
 
    “OK, OK, I just need you two to try and block the storm.” Watkins shrugged off his backpack, removed an impact wrench, and worked the directional switch back and forth. He unscrewed bolts in the wheel well and slipped each one into a breast pocket.  
 
    “Too much sand in here will trip maintenance. My guys are lazy, but they ain’t stupid.” Watkins removed a small panel and gave it to Cable. “Now let me reset the vibration-monitoring sensor…” He reached deep inside and cursed as his sleeve caught on the edge.  
 
    “Why are you taking so long?” Cable flipped the panel over in his hand.  
 
    “Because if I don’t reset the vibration sensor set to monitor the aft fairings and not the hydraulics, it’ll detect something’s off before they reach altitude.” Watkins ripped his sleeve when he jerked it free. “That’s the whole point, in case you didn’t remember.”  
 
    “You’re talking way too much. Just get the mix in there,” Kenny said.  
 
    Watkins lifted a small bottle of blue liquid out of his backpack and gave it a shake.  
 
    “What are you doing!” Kenny recoiled.  
 
    “Aerating; it tends to settle.” Watkins took the panel from Cable and set it on the ground. He took out a C-clamp and a small one-handed plasma torch and welded the bottle in place. A bottle containing a viscous oil was welded down next to it.  
 
    “Binary explosives are harmless,” Watkins said. “Until you mix them, that is.” 
 
    “Thought Puffies like you knew that.” Cable nudged Kenny with his elbow.  
 
    “I’m a Pathfinder, not a ‘Puffy,’ you Neanderthal.” Kenny watched as Watkins gingerly removed the cap from the blue liquid and attached an elbow-shaped valve on both sides with a mechanical dial in the middle. He screwed the other bottle into the valve on the altimeter switch and twisted the dial. He looked over his handiwork and put the panel back on the shuttle.  
 
    “There we go. There’s no explosive for the zars to detect until this bird reaches forty thousand feet. Then the altimeter will snap the seals and components will combine into nitrothrite and the next sparrow fart of vibration will set it off. No electricity. No timer. No moving parts until boom boom. Then there’ll be one less zar VIP. Maybe even Kutcher. The bastards only let the bigwigs make orbit or go to their big ships.” 
 
    “Pat yourself on the back later,” Kenny said. “The storm’s letting up.” 
 
    “Don’t rush me.” Watkins screwed in one bolt. The impact wrench slipped off and twisted into the onyx fuselage. The wrench ripped through the metal, leaving a deep gash.  
 
    “You’re kidding me,” said Cable, putting a hand to his face.  
 
    “That’s funny.” Watkins looked from the tool to the gash. “The panels are a graphenium composite. That shouldn’t have happened.” He gripped the edge of the broken hull and pulled hard. A thin panel the size of a car door came off and clattered to the landing pad. Inside the shuttle was nothing but a bare frame and landing gears.  
 
    “It’s a fake…” Watkins pointed into the emptiness within. “Why would it be fake?” 
 
    Headlights appeared in the storm, washed out into dull smudges.  
 
    “We’re made.” Cable grabbed Watkins by the strap on his backpack and jerked him away from the decoy shuttle.  
 
    “Shit, they’re at the fence line.” Kenny looked down at a compass as the needle wavered back and forth. “That was our way out!” 
 
    “There’s-there’s a hangar!” Watkins pointed under the decoy. “We keep the cargo carts unlocked. No one’s supposed to get through the fence, so we—” 
 
    “Move!” Cable hauled the mechanic in the direction he pointed. Kenny stayed close, as the sandstorm was so thick, they could barely see their feet. They kept going as the washed-out light of the cars at the fence line shifted back and forth.  
 
    “They can’t see either,” Kenny said.  
 
    The three almost ran into the curved side of the hangar. Watkins felt along the wall until he got to a door. He fumbled in his pockets for key fobs.  
 
    “No time for this.” Cable raised his gauss rifle to strike at the lock with the stock.  
 
    “Wait!” Kenny shot an arm up and blocked his strike. “We force the door, they’ll know we’re in here. He gets us in and then locks it, they might keep going.”  
 
    Cable half lowered his weapon, then nodded when he grasped what the Pathfinder meant.  
 
    “Ha!” Watkins shouldered the door open and they rushed inside. Weak lights along the apex of the ceiling illuminated workstations with robotic arms and dismantled engines. The space still groaned with the storm, but it was almost blissful compared to the riot of wind and sand outside. He locked the door and backed up. 
 
    “How’d they know?” Cable grabbed fistfuls of the mechanic’s overalls and hauled his feet off the floor. “How’d they know?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me.” Watkins kicked his boots, his eyes wide with fear. “I swear. They killed my wife. Why would I—” 
 
    Cable dropped him with an angry grunt.  
 
    “We need to get away from the Commissars before they find us,” Kenny said. “Dump our gear and blend in to a friendly neighborhood.” 
 
    “Dump? I’ve had this helmet since the Kesaht War.” Watkins pointed a thumb at his faded skull face.  
 
    “We can replace gear! Can’t replace you.” Kenny pointed at a Gator, a small cart with seats for two. The cargo bed was full of boxes.  
 
    Cable shoved the boxes off, and tools and parts scattered across the concrete floor.  
 
    “Ah! Those were packed by the bots.” Watkins hurried over. “It’ll take hours to—” 
 
    “You’re going to need a new job anyway, buddy.” Cable went to the box on the other side and tried to haul it off, but only managed to half tip it with his first try. “Shit, what’s in this one?” 
 
    Snap-snap-snap 
 
    Gauss bullets ripped through the walls and struck the box. Cable jumped over the cart and took cover, his combat instincts kicking in instantly. Kenny was crouched next to a robot arm, her carbine in hand, a finger to her lips.  
 
    Watkins was splayed out, blood pooling beneath his head and back.  
 
    Kenny slapped the stock of her weapon and signed at Cable with Terran Union standard patrol signals. 
 
    Rear. Door. Quiet.  
 
    Cable nodded. The two hurried to the back of the hangar, the squeak of their dusty boots against the concrete feeling like a giant bullseye on his back. Banging at the front entrance grew louder as they reached a stack of pipes.  
 
    “Fatal funnel.” Cable took aim over the pipes and waited.  
 
    “Marked exits are a bad idea right now.” Kenny looked at the back exit like it was a snake about to bite. She unsheathed the Pathfinder knife strapped to her thigh and twisted the pommel. A dull blue lit up and down the edge. “I’ll cut us a doggy door.” 
 
    “We’re Marines all of a sudden? Do it,” Cable said, keeping his optics trained on the door at the front. He set his rifle to high power and a whine that made his teeth hum rose from the power pack. The door broke open and a Commissariat shock trooper in deep-green armor with a raised neck guard and a bullet-shaped helmet burst through.  
 
    Cable drilled him through the vision slit before he could get two steps into the hangar. The trooper went down, his legs entwining with the man trying to rush in behind him. Shadows jostled to get in, but the first dead man had become an obstacle.  
 
    Cable fired single shots into the doorway, the magnetically accelerated slugs ripping through armor plates, over-penetrating through the lead man and punching into the one behind him. He was certain he’d killed at least four when they abandoned the doorway. He lowered the power output on his rifle and shot along the front wall, hoping to hit anyone that thought aluminum sheets would stop a bullet. His power pack died before the magazine ran out of bullets.  
 
    “Swapping!” He yanked back on the discharge handle and a red-hot power pack clattered to the ground. He reached to his belt and pulled out his last power pack.  
 
    “Almost done!” Kenny called out.  
 
    The rear door bent inward and came rushing straight at him. Cable rolled over and kicked out, tripping the shock trooper with the door bent over his shoulder as he thundered past. The brute went down and slid on the door until he whacked into a garbage can.  
 
    Cable slammed his fresh battery home and felt the weapon vibrating in his hands. Hot swaps were always dicey, especially for gear as old as his.  
 
    “Gonna rip your face off!” yelled the shock trooper as he knocked greasy lunch bags off his head.  
 
    There was a beep-beep and his gauss rifle was ready to fire. The Ranger shot the brute in the neck where the armor was thinner. The bullet ripped down the man’s body, imparting all its kinetic energy and knocking the now-dead man back into the cans.  
 
    A crackle of energy swooped past Cable’s face and a baton struck his arm. Pain shot up his arm and he howled. The rifle fell from twitching fingers and he ducked his head down as another blow struck, glancing off his shoulder and sending fresh agony through him.  
 
    He rolled away and got to one knee.  
 
    A Commissar loomed over him. She wore a dust-caked overcoat, the black of the fabric still visible beneath her arms. A lightning-bolt-shaped scar marred her from an ear down to a chin; one eye was dead and pale. Her features were mixed race and might’ve been pretty before she was maimed…and if she wasn’t looking at Cable like something she should scrape off her boot.  
 
    Shannon. Her again.  
 
    Cable’s arm jerked of its own accord, and he didn’t know how long the nerves would be shot. His weapon was out of reach, and he wasn’t going to beat her to it.  
 
    “Hello, skull face, why do you make this so hard on yourself? You could live in peace.” Shannon twirled the shock baton in one hand while the other drew a pistol from a holster.  
 
    “Maybe we just like killing you.” Cable dragged himself away from her with his good arm. “We’re not yours, tube baby; never will be.”  
 
    “We already have what we want from you.” Shannon stepped toward him. “Surrender and we won’t have to do a lottery to make amends for the damage you’ve done. It takes ten souls to—”  
 
    “For the Lady!” Kenny tackled Shannon and the women went down in a tangle. The Commissar’s gun went off several times and bullets smacked against the concrete next to Cable’s head.  
 
    Kenny straddled Shannon and got a handful of her dark hair. She beat the Commissar’s skull against the floor, then stabbed her knife into Shannon’s heart.  
 
    Shannon let out a “guh,” and her eyes went wide.  
 
    Kenny wrenched the knife to Shannon’s ribcage, then pulled it free as bloody spots grew on the back of her dirty fatigues. She wavered for a moment, then slumped to one side.  
 
    “Kenny?” Cable crawled to her. Her breathing was ragged. He pulled her goggles and mouth covering away. Blood trickled from her mouth and nose.  
 
    “Color,” she rasped. “What color’s the blood on my stomach?”  
 
    “It’s dark. Real dark.” 
 
    “Then I’m as good as dead. Break me.” She struggled to swallow and coughed up blood. “My soul’s not for them.” She pressed her Pathfinder knife to his chest.  
 
    “Lord, forgive me.” Cable pulled her scarf away to expose the gold-filigreed harness that covered the back and side of her neck. “I’m sending you home. Save me a place.” 
 
    He jammed the knife into the harness and shattered the crystal matrix at the back.  
 
    Kenny gasped and went limp. He slid the knife into his belt and scooped up his rifle as he went to the triangle-shaped cut in the back of a short hallway formed by offices and a bathroom. He ducked through and went out into the storm.  
 
    She could’ve left him behind, he realized. She died as a true Pathfinder, ensuring that others might live. He stumbled through the storm, unsure what direction he was actually going. So long as he was putting distance between him and the hangar, he considered that progress.  
 
    His nerve-damaged arm recovered after a few minutes, and he felt at his collarbone. The Big Boss promised a few more hours of the technical difficulties with the Commissar’s tracking software. Enough time to get clear and bed down someplace friendly.  
 
    The mission was a failure, but killing a Shannon and some of her goons was still a blow to the occupation.  
 
    A thrum rose in the storm and triangular running lights of a craft swooped over him. The ship continued on and Cable changed direction. He pushed on through the storm, his exposed skin rubbed raw. He choked on the finer dust that made it through his helmet’s filters, and breathing became harder and harder as more dust clogged them up.  
 
    Shadows flashed in the wind-borne sand. He heard a throaty rumble, but the storm made it impossible for him to know where it was coming from. A beast came loping out of the storm, as tall as Cable at the shoulder. It hit him in the flank and Cable went to the ground with a grunt, his rifle still clenched in his hands.  
 
    He got to one knee and swung the weapon from side to side, but there was no sign of what had hit him. An ache crept up his right forearm. Three claws had sliced through his sleeve and left hairline scratches down his skin.  
 
    The icy tip of fear finally broke through the adrenaline coursing through his system. The precision of the wound was no accident; he was being toyed with, and he knew by what. The Geist had him…now they were just toying with him.  
 
    He snapped his helmet to one side and pulled it off. The smell of the storm was like an old tomb. The winds died down, giving him a dozen yards of visibility.  
 
    A figure approached, a dark shape that sauntered from the storm like he was born from it. He wore the Commissar’s black, but his face was a chrome mask with a mannequin’s features.  
 
    Nakir raised his hands to his sides and dipped his chin. “You’ve gone far enough.” Nakir made a fist and silver flames roiled up his arm, lighting up the floating dust around them. “How long have you fought us?” 
 
    Cable worked his jaw from side to side. He had his rifle in his good hand, the grip just ahead of the optics. If he could manage a hip shot… 
 
    He let go of the rifle, caught it by the handle, and swung the barrel up, finger on the trigger.  
 
    Nakir snapped his hand over and a silver beam cut through the rifle, slashing across the side of Cable’s leg. The Ranger went down with a cry, twisting to one side to hide the Pathfinder knife from the Commissar.  
 
    Cable’s world went quiet, and he became painfully aware of every breath, the feel of blood dripping down one leg, the infuriating twitch in one arm.  
 
    “Your Crusade is doomed,” Nakir said, coming closer. “The Geist are endless and all we offer is a final salvation that the Ibarrans would deny you. Why? Why do you fight us? Why make so many others suffer for your stubbornness?” 
 
    “You can’t have our souls,” Cable croaked. “Dying is nothing. There’s only one man that can give us salvation, and you ain’t Him!” 
 
    “Malal saved an entire galaxy’s worth of souls from the Xaros. Now we will finish his work for a reward that—” 
 
    Cable snatched the Pathfinder knife off his belt and slashed up at Nakir with a roar.  
 
    Nakir’s glowing hand caught him by the wrist, stopping the blade well short. A dull ache grew through Cable’s arm and he struggled to pull it free. He dropped the blade and tried to catch it with his nerve-damaged hand to strike again, but it bounced off his fingers.  
 
    Nakir lifted the Ranger’s feet clear of the ground and silver strands of light crept up his neck.  
 
    “The Saint li—”  
 
    The light went rigid and Cable seized up.  
 
    “She can’t hear you.” Nakir brought his chrome face close to Cable’s.  
 
    Light rose through the Ranger’s entire body before it disintegrated. Empty clothes fluttered to the ground.  
 
    Nakir went to one knee and felt through the sweat-stained, dirt-choked fabric until he found the golden wire of the harness. He turned it over in black-gloved fingers and twisted the crystal in the back up. Cracked and dark.  
 
    He brushed fine dust off the gem, then tossed the harness away.  
 
    Nakir picked up the Pathfinder knife and tested the balance, admiring the craftsmanship and the care that had gone into maintaining the weapon years since the Pathfinder Corps had been nearly wiped out. He gripped the knife between his hands and was about to break it when he hesitated.  
 
    He turned back to all that remained of the Ranger, then tossed the dagger onto the pile.  
 
    Nakir disappeared into the storm.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elias.  
 
    He was falling. Sinking through a deep darkness with only a single star above. Elias Hale reached out, his arms fighting to move like they were held back by elastic straps. He couldn’t shout for help no matter how hard he tried.  
 
    Elias. 
 
    He felt ground beneath him, one hand on an edge. He turned over and looked down into a pit where his father stood, one hand raised to him. His mother was there, and his brother, as were Carson and the rest of her Pathfinder team. All stood mute while only Ken Hale cried out to his son.  
 
    Save us. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Dad!” Elias opened his eyes to a blinding light. Rubbery arms flopped up against his face and he gasped dry, sterile air. Elias scrunched his eyes open and shut until he made out the blurry back of his hand. An IV line fed into a vein, and a hospital room slowly came into focus.  
 
    “Well, well, well, look who’s finally decided to join us,” a woman said.  
 
    “Jerry? Jerry, the Emperor’s here and he’s got…Jerry?” Elias tried to sit up. He got as far as lifting his head before collapsing back into his pillow.  
 
    “You’re not in any danger at all.” A woman with mixed-race features and long black hair leaned over him. Her skin was a shade of pink that looked like it had never been touched by the sun. She gave him a smile and dabbed at his forehead with a small cloth. “Surgery went very well. Dr. Hal’ten says you’ll be up and about in no time.” 
 
    Elias narrowed his eyes at her. She was rather attractive…but something was very off about her. Something familiar. Something that only added to his confusion.  
 
    “Where’s Jerry? Is he OK? The colony?” 
 
    “So concerned about your brother. Jared Hale. That’s a very noble quality.” She tucked a strand of hair behind an ear then gave him a pat on the cheek. “I’m afraid I don’t know any more about your brother.” 
 
    “Why don’t you? Am I on the Valiant or…where am I?” 
 
    “I think we need to take this a little slow, champ. I have lots of good news for you. For one…you’re on Earth. Phoenix, actually. Welcome home. My name’s Shannon, by the way.” 
 
    “Shannon,” Elias said, swallowing painfully, realizing how thirsty he was. His mind was still foggy, but he remembered the name. Someone that looked a lot like her with the same name, but who was much older, back on Terra Nova.  
 
    “I’m with the Commissariat, part of the government of—well, let’s not put the cart before the horse,” she said. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Awful.” He winced and touched the back of his neck where a patch of flesh felt raw. His hand went down to a beaded chain around his neck. He pulled out a pair of dog tags and his brow furrowed.  
 
    “We let you keep those. They were the only sort of personal items that came with you. Now don’t go poking at your surgery scars. We removed one fragment, but the other was too deeply incorporated into your brain stem.” She picked up a plastic mug with a handle and spooned ice chips into his mouth. “You were under for quite a while. Regular old Sleeping Beauty—or Sleeping Handsome if we’re going to be fair. Don’t worry, no one gave you a kiss to wake you up.” 
 
    “Where’s my father? Anyone?” 
 
    “Cart horse, horse cart. We’ll get to them as soon as we can. Now…can you tell me how you got here? How you ended up in an alien stasis tube and with Qa’Resh probe fragments in your head? Enquiring minds want to know.” Shannon drew back his next spoonful until Elias nodded quickly.  
 
    “The Triumvirate captured me on board the macro cannon, took me to the Ultari’s home world and then…what happened then?” 
 
    “Back up. Start with the Enduring Spirit leaving Earth.” 
 
    “What? You don’t know?” 
 
    “Humor me.” She batted her eyes at him. “Please.” 
 
    Elias told her of the second colony mission to the distant Canis Majoris dwarf galaxy and how the ship led by his father discovered the first colonists had disappeared and that they’d been enslaved by a Triumvirate of three exiled rulers of an alien civilization. He related how the dwarf galaxy was full of sentient species—contrary to what had been promised when the Qa’Resh offered the Union the chance to colonize it far from the Xaros’ reach—and how Terra Nova had fought off a Triumvirate invasion.  
 
    “Amazing,” Shannon said, nodding along as Elias gave the final details he remembered of his father fighting against the reborn Emperor to save him.  
 
    “I must have…the probe must’ve been part of the shrapnel that hit me. Is my dad OK? Uncle Jared and his family? Where’s Jerry?” 
 
    “I know your father’s alive and well.” Shannon put her hand on his forearm. “He’s the one that sent you back. Luckily, we had the expertise to help you because what he asked for was impossible.” 
 
    Elias frowned. “Back? Sorry, things are a little…fuzzy.” 
 
    “See for yourself.” Shannon stood and went to the curtains. She threw them back and the morning sun flooded into his room. Elias recognized Euskal Tower—one of the few buildings to survive the first Xaros invasion—and other high rises. In the distance, identical slabs of buildings stretched to the horizon at regular intervals and spacing, like the city had given up on expanding organically.   
 
    “A lot’s changed.” She went back to him and grasped his hand. “A lot. Do you know…how long you’ve been gone?” 
 
    Elias frowned and looked at his hands.  
 
    “If I was held in stasis, then…” 
 
    “Five years.” Shannon breathed through her teeth. “You’re technically old enough to drink, but you’re still seventeen. Physically.” 
 
    “Huh…my mom and dad had a time skip after they…they went to some lab deep in the void. Dad missed Uncle Jared taking the first trip to Terra Nova while he was…paused. That’s how he put it—paused. Wait, how’d I get back? No. This means my brother’s—” 
 
    Elias tried to roll out of bed, but he lacked the strength.  
 
    Shannon touched a panel on the side of the bed and Elias felt a chill move up his arm from the IV. A floating sensation came over him and his eyes lost focus. 
 
    “Can’t have you getting too upset. I’ve given you a little something-something to smooth you out and help you answer some questions.” She grabbed him by the chin and he didn’t resist. “Good…you’re nice and malleable now.” 
 
    Shannon held up a data slate and a diagram scrolled up. “You recognize this? What is it?” 
 
    “It’s an engine. A faster-than-light engine,” Elias slurred. “Where’d you get the…” He pursed his lips and sank deeper into his pillow. 
 
    Shannon snapped her fingers in front of his eyes and he perked up.  
 
    “The foundry schematics were encoded onto the probe fragment that’s still in your head, but the power source is missing. How did this engine work?” 
 
    “Astranite.” Elias put his fingertips to his temples and pressed hard. “It’s from the dwarf galaxy where Terra Nova is. You mean you haven’t found any in the Milky Way? We thought…thought it was made during a supernova of a neutron star, which should be impossible, but the math works if the star had a close call with a micro-black hole and the inner core contracted to—” 
 
    “Shame.” Shannon rolled her eyes. “We’ve lost the foundry tech, and if we still had it, there’s no code for the fuel either. Now, Mr. Hale…what did your father ever tell you about that deep-void laboratory. Who was he there with?” 
 
    “His Marines and the Breitenfeld.” 
 
    “Did he ever speak the name Malal to you?” Shannon asked, leaning in and whispering into his ear. 
 
    “Who?” Elias turned to her and the tips of their noses bumped.  
 
    Shannon sighed and pulled back.  
 
    “Your father was a bit too tight-lipped. Shame, but maybe he’ll tell us himself,” she said.  
 
    “Dad’s coming?” 
 
    “We’ll get to that soon.” Shannon touched the back of her head. “There’s still a fragment in there. Lucky for you, we’ve pioneered a chemical that helps human beings tolerate implants of Qa’Resh technology. We’ve got Compound 12 in your drip. The side effects are minimal. Now that I’ve got enough of our more proprietary drugs in your system, we need to fix something.” 
 
    “I feel tingly.” 
 
    “Never say your name again.” Shannon became very serious. “That name is heresy. It is a crime. You are Ely Hale from now on. Say it.” 
 
    “Ely?” 
 
    “Your parents named you after an evil man. You will not repeat that name again. It is an affront to our lords. You understand, Ely?” 
 
    “Ely. You don’t look the same. As I ’member.” 
 
    “Hmm, interesting. Now you get some rest. We’ll have more for you soon.” 
 
    She adjusted his medication and left the room. A guard with a blank visor over his face stood against the hallway wall. She stepped clear as hydraulics hissed shut, locking the door like a vault.  
 
    “Keep him isolated. No contact,” she said, then pressed a palm to a biometric reader on the wall. A holo screen snapped on and Commissar Nakir turned to look into the camera, his chrome mask in place.  
 
    “He’s hiding something,” Shannon said. “The remaining fragment had some activity before he woke up, but stayed dormant the entire time he was questioned.” She swiped up on the pad and graphs scrolled across the bottom of the screen.  
 
    “Fits, as he was true-born but not engineered through the procedural tubes,” Nakir said. “Should he be Turned? We could find out what else he knows.” 
 
    “Not with the fragment still present. Do you want to risk it reactivating? Besides, even if it was removed, if we Turn him, he’ll be nothing but a useless thrall. If he has Ibarra conditioning, it would be futile. He’d die before he’ll be Turned.” 
 
    “The Ibarrans don’t have their claws in him. He’s as true born as can be. Can you get more out of him?”  
 
    “Give me time. We may not even need it if the fragment we removed can do what we need,” she said.  
 
    “I’ll suggest we keep options open, but our lords will do as they will.” 
 
    “We serve,” Shannon said and ended the call.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas Hoffman leaned one shoulder against the side of the battlements surrounding the west side of Phoenix. The walls hadn’t held for long, and the section was pockmarked by plasma bolts and blasted apart in some areas. Much of it was crumbling away and Hoffman took some of his weight off the battlement.  
 
    Beyond the wall was a wide road leading to a landing pad. A lander was there, running lights winking in the early morning, darkness still behind it. Between the lander and the wall was a field of metal X’s planted in the ground. Hoffman didn’t care to let his gaze linger on the men and women crucified, didn’t like to think about how many friends he might have out there in the fields, or whether or not they still suffered.  
 
    It wasn’t that cold for a winter morning in Phoenix, but a chill cut down to his bones.  
 
    “Really, Hoffman, why do you come up here?” A man came up the stairs and handed him a steaming cup of coffee. “It’s grotesque.” He took a sip of his own drink then looked over both his shoulders. “Grotesque that anyone would raise arms against the regime, of course,” he said quickly. 
 
    “I’m no snitch, Sal,” Hoffman said, raising his coffee in thanks. “This is what the refugees see. Earth, maybe the first time any have ever seen her, then the broken defenses of the Terran Union and the waiting harvest of those that failed in that defense.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t explain why you’re up here.” 
 
    “Helps to understand the mindset of those we’re processing. We’re trying to help them, remember?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “When it’s the harness or death, it ain’t that hard to make quota. That’s all I’m saying. Why is it so damn cold up here? Thought this was the desert.” Sal clutched his coffee with both hands and held it close to his chin, letting steam roll up his face.  
 
    “You’re a bit shy on your numbers this week,” Hoffman said. “You get sanctioned again, the Commissars might cut your calorie ration. If you’re lucky.” 
 
    “It’s a big ship and we’ve got another one coming in tomorrow. I’ll make my quota. We can’t all be ex-Strike Marine superstars like you.”  
 
    “Former Strike Marine.” 
 
    “Whatever. Maybe next time, I’ll put a crayon in your coffee instead of cream.”  
 
    In the distance, ramps lowered from the transport ship. Hoffman saw the spark of electro whips as overseers herded their refugees down onto the landing zone.  
 
    “Got to love this job,” Sal said, finishing his coffee before tossing the cup over the wall, “or you don’t last long at it. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hoffman waited outside a pen whose walls were chain link and extended twenty feet up where electrified razor wire snapped. Inside were a hundred or so ragged refugees, all wide-eyed with fright and wearing little more than the clothes they were captured in. He heard the cries of children and babies and fought to keep his face stern.  
 
    “Boss ready?” A hulking guard with a spiked club in one meaty hand put the other on a gate door. The gate would open to a short pathway covered by fencing up to a platform that had another cage over it. The Resettlement Corps had lost a few too many agents before those safety measures had been implemented.  
 
    “Not yet.” Hoffman’s heart beat hard as the refugees within milled about. He heard other agents making their pitch in nearby pods and waited for more refugees to divert their attention to their surroundings and not him.  
 
    “Now.” Hoffman threw the gate open and sprang up onto the platform. He thrust his hands up in the air and shouted, “Welcome! Welcome back to Earth. I am your relocation advisor and I am here to help you.” 
 
    “Traitor!”  
 
    A plastic bag used to hold food on the transfer ships flew out of the audience at Hoffman. The bag splattered against the cage and foul-smelling liquid and sludge hit Hoffman’s trench coat.  
 
    There was a snarl from the pack of guards and a gate flung open. Four of the brutes waded into the refugees, shoving them aside until they found a middle-aged man standing his ground as those around him drifted away. The man took a swing at the nearest guard and landed it, but the blow did little more than jiggle the helmet. A club came down and smacked into his shoulder with a loud crack. The guards dragged the fighter out and closed the gate.  
 
    Hoffman didn’t look as the guards proceeded to kick and beat the man to death. Their response was hardwired and there was no use trying to talk them out of retaliation.  
 
    “I am your relocation advisor and I am here to help you.” Hoffman shrugged off his trench coat. “The Great Synod gives you all a chance. Serve and live in comfort and happiness. Otherwise, you will deny their mercy. Some who make the wrong choice…they’re chosen to be harvested immediately. Some who make the wrong choice are thrown out of the Synod’s mercy and into the wild, where none survive. Where none survive. Am I clear on that? 
 
    “Many of you have been lied to by the Crusade. That is not your crime. But believing those lies—when you can see the greatness of the Synod for yourself—is a crime. Look. All of you, look behind you.” Hoffman pointed. He’d given this speech so many times, but he refused to let it become rote and passionless like so many other agents.  
 
    In the morning horizon, a great inverted pyramid hung over Phoenix. It spun ever so slowly, the sun’s rays cutting against its sharp, miles-long angles. 
 
    A moan of despair rose from the refugees.  
 
    “Earth has been liberated,” Hoffman continued. “Your world that you came from was liberated. And now the Synod, in their wisdom, has chosen to relocate all freed humans back to Earth. The Synod offers you food, housing, medical care, and real work to support yourself. All you must do is accept a small burden.” 
 
    He took a small wire device off his belt. Small jewels glittered in the sun’s rays.  
 
    “This is your harness. It goes on painlessly. This will tie you in to the city’s emergency network so that you will be safe. Accept the harness, obey the Commissars, and you will be cared for and protected.”  
 
    He dropped the harness to his side.  
 
    “Fight, you are not the only ones that will be punished. Those you’re assigned to work with will face sanction. Your family…will face sanction. You will make this choice before me in the next few minutes. Safety and security…or death. Choose wisely.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “You can go fuck yourself,” an older woman snarled at Hoffman. Her head jutted forward and a glob of spit hit Hoffman’s uniform tunic. She smirked then looked at the pair of guards flanking him.  
 
    They were inside a converted cargo container, just big enough for a small table for Hoffman to sit behind. There were two doors to Hoffman’s right, one red and one green.  
 
    “Red.” Hoffman tapped a button on a screen built into the table and one of the guards lumbered forward, grabbed the woman by the arm, dragged her to the red door and shoved her through.  
 
    Hoffman heard her scream for a few moments, then go suddenly silent.  
 
    “Next.” Hoffman dabbed a tissue at his tunic as a refugee family shuffled in from the other side of the container. The father’s clothes were two sizes too big, and his face looked deflated. This was a man that used to enjoy his food but had gone without for the last few months. The mother wore an extra coat and had a visible baby bump. She had one toddler on her hip and led a little girl by the hand.  
 
    “The Wilsons.” Hoffman swiped through a form. “Welcome home.” He paused at the medical scan of the wife. One box pulsed red.  
 
    “Ask him,” the little girl said, tugging at the mother’s hand.  
 
    “Hush!” The woman gave Hoffman a furtive look.  
 
    “Three children gets your family a bonus to your calorie ration and a spice allotment that goes a long way to making meals better,” Hoffman said. “Have you made your decision?” 
 
    “What happens if we say no?” the father asked.  
 
    “Michael,” his wife hissed.  
 
    “What I promised hasn’t changed.” Hoffman leaned back. “You refuse the harness and refuse to work, then the best you can hope for is exile. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I will tell you the ground truth. All exiles are dropped many hundreds of miles from any city under control of the Synod. They give you nothing. Survival is on your own. Then the Synod will release soldiers and…other things…to hunt for anyone in the wild. If you find a group of others? If they don’t kill you immediately, the larger your group, the higher the chance that you’ll be harvested by the Synod.” 
 
    “He’d do it,” the wife whispered.  
 
    “You…have another child?” Hoffman asked and the family went stiff. “Shows up on your bio scan. Pelvic bone.”  
 
    “A boy,” Michael Wilson said. “Fifteen. We were separated when they—when they took us from our settlement on Bern. Is there any way you can…can see if he’s somewhere in your system? There weren’t that many with us during the passage.” 
 
    Hoffman paused, letting them stew on the decision he’d made as soon as they’d asked. The Commissariat monitored everything, and it helped to keep up appearances. He tapped a finger on one side of the screen, then pulled down a menu and initiated a DNA trace.  
 
    “Let’s chat a bit,” Hoffman said, tapping in a command. “Accept the harness and you must work. Whatever the Synod requires. Fail to meet quotas and it won’t be you that’s exiled.” He kept eye contact with the father and then glanced from the little girl back to her father. “You will have the option to be exiled as well,” Hoffman said to him. 
 
    “People abandon their children?” the mother asked.  
 
    “Mommy, what?” the girl asked.  
 
    “And you may be required to foster other children,” Hoffman said. “With a calorie allotment increase, of course.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” the girl asked. “The soul thief?” 
 
    “Carra!” The mother turned to one side and pulled the girl behind her.  
 
    Hoffman unzipped his tunic at the shoulder and pulled it open. He tilted his head back and showed the harness embedded around the base of his neck. He stood and turned around, showing the wires up and down the back of his neck.  
 
    “I never feel it,” Hoffman said. “It stings for a moment when it’s first attached, but that’s it. The harness will preserve your spirit in case you’re in a tragic accident. It’s very kind of the Synod to do this for us.” 
 
    The screen on his desk beeped.  
 
    “Ah, we’re in luck.” Hoffman swiped up and a holo appeared over the desk. Drone footage showed refugees squatting in a dusty pen. A teenage boy paced back and forth along the fence line.  
 
    “Eric!” the mother shouted and the little girl squealed with delight.  
 
    “Let me speak to him please,” Michael pleaded. “He’s headstrong. Very religious. If he thinks we’re dead, then he’ll choose to be exiled. Let me reason with him, I’m begging you.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Hoffman cut the feed. “I don’t have that access to the security drones. But I can get Eric through this station and I will tell him you all are alive. That’s the best I can do. Now, are you choosing exile or the harness?” 
 
    “He won’t believe you,” the mother said. “He…he has certain beliefs about you and your kind.” 
 
    “Here, show him this.” The father dug into his pants and pulled out a thick golden ring. On one side was a crest of a Terran Union military academy; on the other was an embossed shield and a motto. “My name’s inside. He’ll listen if you show him that.” 
 
    “Tell him he’s my Armor.” The girl peeked over the edge of the table. “He’ll know it’s me too.” 
 
    Hoffman leaned toward her and put a finger over his lips. “Don’t talk about Armor, little one,” Hoffman said, then leaned back. “Running out of time. What’s your choice?” 
 
    “The h-harness,” Michael said. “We’ll take the harness.” 
 
    Hoffman reached onto the desk and took the ring.  
 
    “Green door. If your son sees reason, I’ll pass this off to him and get him in the same resettlement block as you all. It’ll be up to you to find him.” Hoffman pointed to the appropriate door and the family shuffled out.  
 
    He held up the ring and examined it under the lights. A Naval Academy class ring, one made of gold and more than a few precious stones.  
 
    “Sure hope that kid sees reason.” He put the ring in his pocket, then opened a line to Mankowitz in selection station nine. He owed Hoffman a favor. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hoffman shrugged off his uniform top and tossed it in the garbage. No amount of soap was going to get the mess out of the sleeves. His apartment was small, with a single bed and miniscule kitchen. He went to the fridge and pulled out an unlabeled bottle of beer and screwed the top off before he sank into a lumpy couch.  
 
    His knees ached, as did his back. The line between the pain being caused by age or old war wounds got fuzzier as the days went on.  
 
    He took a slate out of his pocket and ordered a new set of uniforms—unlimited requisition points for those in his position—and looked hard at a video app. Everything he could watch was heavily censored, but sometimes he’d find a classic that still had some of the original dialogue.  
 
    The cushion vibrated beneath him and he froze. He waited for the sensation to return, then he ripped open the stitching on one side and dug out a plastic case just big enough to hold a toothbrush.  
 
    He opened the video app on his slate, set the volume to max, then pushed one end of the case against his skull behind an ear.  
 
    “Saint alpha, you secure?” a modulated voice asked. The words came through bone vibration direct to his ear, making it harder for any listening devices to pick up both sides of their conversation.  
 
    “Saint alpha, clear,” Hoffman said. His heart began pounding in his chest and he felt sweat break out across his body.  
 
    “We’ve got ourselves a silver bullet, old man,” Masha said. “You seen anything come across your screens?” 
 
    “If I did, I’d be the one activating the cell, wouldn’t I? Don’t play the ‘I’ve got a secret’ game. Get to the point.” 
 
    “You’ve never been any fun. You know that? You wouldn’t believe what I’ve had to go through to get this information. What’s the worst you have to deal with? A little pee-pee poo-poo thrown at you?” 
 
    “Today, I had to spend half an hour convincing an idiot teenager that his family was alive and he had to take the harness and be with them at the expense of his immortal soul. You think that was fun? Did you call just to make me regret all those times I had a chance to kill you and didn’t?” 
 
    “I appreciate poor Strike Marine marksmanship, don’t worry about that. Now back to our silver bullet…it’s a Hale. From Terra Nova.” 
 
    Hoffman’s brows shot up. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “There’s a Geist pyramid ship hanging over Phoenix and we’re working together like bosom buddies. Let’s not be too strict on what’s impossible. Elias—‘Ely’ in all Commissar records; those bastards really know how to hold a grudge—Hale is at Memorial Hospital under guard. There’s some Qa’Resh tech involved, but I don’t have all the details.” 
 
    “Getting him…getting him out of the hospital really is impossible—unless he brought a battalion of Armor with him from Terra Nova. The Geist have the city center locked down cold.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to wait until they move him. None of the Synod are in Phoenix—believe me. Whenever they move, void traffic control gets tangled for hours. The kid’s got a piece of a Qa’Resh probe in his head. This is a key piece of technology, Hoffman. Do I have to paint the picture for you?” 
 
    “Wait…how do you know all this from up at the Crucible? Tell me you didn’t, Masha.” 
 
    “The implant is in play.” 
 
    “Goddamn you, that’s our only ace in the hole and you’re using it on a kid?” Hoffman sprang to his feet and mashed one palm against his face as a migraine came on.  
 
    “The implant activated himself. Guess he’s not as shut off as we thought. We need to get Ely Hale off Earth, Hoffman. Operation Trap Door is in effect.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to sell this to my team? Because we’ve got one shot at this and then the Crusade is done on Earth, Masha. You understand that, don’t you? My cell hasn’t been sleeping this long just to get some kid off world. No matter whose kid it is.” 
 
    “Did you think this was a democracy, knuckle dragger? The implant knows the situation better than anyone and it’s his call. Get your people ready.” 
 
    “We’re burned after this, Masha. The chances that any of us will get out alive aren’t great.” 
 
    “It’s a suicide-ish mission. Always has been. I’ll signal you when there’s a transfer order on the target. For the Lady, Hoffman.” 
 
    “For us all.” The line clicked dead and Hoffman sat back on his couch.  
 
    “I hate spies,” he said and picked up his beer from the floor, drinking it as fast as he could.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “My son can tell you more once he’s been treated. Hale. Out.” The hologram of Ken Hale snapped off.  
 
    Ely moved his hand over the slate with the projector, then let his hand fall by his side. He looked at a half-eaten meal on a tray, then over to the window where Phoenix’s illuminated skyline stood against the dark of night.  
 
    He went to the window and leaned his hands against the sill. His head hung low and he bumped his forehead against the glass gently.  
 
    “Are you up early or late?”  
 
    Ely sprang away from the window and whirled around. Shannon was in the doorway, a smile on her face.  
 
    “I think I’m still on Terra Nova time,” Ely said. “And I’ve had a lot to think about. So I think I’m up late, technically.” 
 
    “Time skips are rare but not completely unknown to us. There was the thirty-year jump of the Saturn Colonial Mission, but that was with every single human that survived the Xaros invasion, so it wasn’t too much of a shift. Then there was the Breitenfeld and your parents after the mission to a deep-void site.” She stepped inside and the door shut behind her. She glanced at his tray as she walked toward him. “Food not to your liking?” 
 
    “No appetite, sorry.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “You had a home in Terra Nova, and now here you are.” 
 
    “Admiral Valdar,” Ely said, his eyes shining. “Can I see him? He’s my godfather, but more of a grandpa. I’m sure he half expected to never see me again after we left for Terra Nova, but he’s the closest thing I’ve got to family out here.” 
 
    “Admiral Valdar is…unavailable,” Shannon said. “A lot has happened since you left, Ely. Would you like to learn more?” 
 
    “Unavailable? What does that even mean? He was on some sort of a mission to find Dotari lost in deep space when we left. Isn’t he back yet?” 
 
    “How about you and I go for a walk?” Shannon raised a hand and traced a symbol in the air. A chest rose up out of the floor, along with a thick curtain on a rod next to it. “Change clothes. A hospital smock’s no good for being out and about, yes?” 
 
    “Um…sure.” Ely moved behind the curtain for some privacy and rummaged through the chest. “It’s all monochrome tunics and slacks.” 
 
    “Fashion trends move ever on, Mr. Hale,” Shannon said. “Why waste time and mental energy managing a wardrobe? Wearing what’s simple and practical is an upgrade.” 
 
    “Least it’s all my size.” Ely stepped out from around the curtain in a simple dark-gray outfit and stuffed his feet into a pair of worn boots. “Maybe you can explain why that window’s fake?” 
 
    Shannon cocked her head slightly to one side.  
 
    “There’ve been a couple power spikes. I spotted error lines in the HD matrix when they happened. Photo-realistic hologram, pretty neat,” he said, touching his chest where the dog tags had bunched up. He smoothed them out.  
 
    “Colonial tech used on less desirable worlds,” Shannon said. “You might live on a Mars analog, but at least you can look out to a Hawaiian beach over breakfast—some motivation to keep at those terraforming efforts, not that that’s relative anymore. So we used the tech to give every patient the best view. Better than a beige wall, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Sure, not too bad.” Ely tested the fit on his boots. “So where we going?” 
 
    “The heart of Phoenix,” she said and smiled. “Curfew’s still in effect, so we’ll have the streets all to ourselves. Don’t worry; so long as you’re with me, there won’t be any problems.” 
 
    Ely followed her out into the hallway. The pair of guards stayed at their post. The hospital was dead silent all around them, and each of the rooms they passed was dark and not lit from within.  
 
    “Slow day?” Ely put his hands to the glass of a room and tried to peer inside.  
 
    “This hospital is for VIPs only,” Shannon said. “More privacy for those that need it.” 
 
    “What is it you do, exactly?” Ely asked as they got into a lift.  
 
    “I’m with the Commissariat. Internal security. That sort of thing. We may need to get you an ID soon. No reason to keep you in the hospital if you’re able to be out and about.” 
 
    “Do I need an ID? Figure I can just walk up to anyone and say ‘Hi, I’m Elieee. I’m E-lieeee sss. What the hell? What can’t I say my name?” 
 
    “Just a little bit of conditioning.” Shannon tapped the side of her head. “Things have changed since you left, Ely. Some things aren’t allowed anymore.” 
 
    “I can’t say my name?” 
 
    “You’ll understand in a little bit. Perhaps a coffee before we leave?” 
 
    “No, I’m awake as it is. Eee-luh. Eee-sss. That is so weird. Can you change it back?” 
 
    “No need, Ely. There won’t be any need for that.”  
 
    The lift doors opened to a bare hallway. There was a shuffling sound. Ely stepped out and saw a man in dark blue coveralls walking toward him. The man’s head was down and he dragged two bags of garbage on the floor beside him. A silver filigree wound around his neck and up his jaw.  
 
    “Oh, excuse me,” Ely put his back to the wall as the man shuffled by without any indication he knew Ely was there. The man’s eyes were pure silver.  
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Shannon took Ely by the elbow and led him through a short hallway. “Automation systems have changed somewhat.” 
 
    “Was that like a doughboy or something?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Those abominations? Never.” She raised a hand to a double glass door and there was a heavy click as locks disengaged. The doors opened and painfully dry air blew over Ely. He put a hand over his nose and mouth.  
 
    “Uh…sinuses weren’t ready,” he said.  
 
    A slight smile crossed Shannon’s face. Identical skyscrapers stretched to the horizon behind her, and running lights of drones and aircraft winked in the night.  
 
    “You’re a spacer. You’ll have to get used to being dirtside again. Didn’t your parents carry you from planet to planet while Ken Hale was in charge of the Pathfinder Corps?” she asked. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Jerry and I did see a bunch of places when we were kids. Then Dad got tapped for the Terra Nova mission and we spent a lot more time in Phoenix while he was getting all that—wait a minute.” He turned around and walked backwards, then pointed to a cluster of buildings in the distance. “What happened to Peace Tree Gardens? I used to live there. It was like…ninety stories tall.” 
 
    Ely squinted up at the second moon in the sky, Ceres. The Xaros had moved the dwarf planet into Earth orbit after they’d wiped out all of humanity, except for the couple of hundred thousand that Marc Ibarra hid away, then built the Crucible gate out of material quarried from Ceres. The Crucible cast a long shadow against the new moon, but he stared hard at a twinkle of starlight around Ceres.  
 
    “Since when did Ceres get a ring? Like Saturn has?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Sharp eyes. You’ve missed quite a bit,” Shannon said. “Did your father ever mention what happened at the very end of the Ember War? With the Toth…” 
 
    Ely did a quick turn on one foot and walked even with Shannon.  
 
    “He hates those aliens. He did tell me about Nibiru and all the sentient species the Toth kept as cattle before they ate their neural energy.” Ely shivered in the dry heat. “Are the Toth still a problem? I don’t remember hearing about them after the war.” 
 
    “There was one overlord, but he was sorted out. Nothing about the Toth homeworld?” 
 
    “No. Wait, did we find where they lived?” 
 
    “Someone did,” Shannon said quietly. “Ely, it’s very important that you tell me the truth. The more I know, the better I can help you. Agreed?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Ms. Martel. You’ve been…the only person I’ve met since I came back. Those two guys outside my room weren’t real talkative.” 
 
    “Your father said that we should ask you more once you’ve been treated. We brought you back from the edge of death, and now we’d like you to tell us what it is that you know. What was your father talking about? Did he tell you some way to find Stacey Ibarra?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ve been thinking about that too. Wait, Stacey Ibarra didn’t get that fragment out of my head?” 
 
    “All us. Ken Hale didn’t tell you anything about how to connect the Crucible gates to Terra Nova? They must have a gate. How else would you be here?” 
 
    “There was talk about building one and coming home…but they couldn’t do that for many years. Building a Crucible isn’t easy. Wait, so we can open another gate to Terra Nova? You can send me home, or my family can come back?” 
 
    “Theoretically. Our best astrophysicists and mathematicians have examined your arrival, and they found that there was a serendipitous window to send a single object with the mass and volume of your life pod back from the dwarf galaxy. There’s another ebb in the gravity tides a few years from now. Maybe a chance to reconnect with Terra Nova.” 
 
    “I can go home?” Ely asked.  
 
    “This is your home now. This is the home of all humanity. But we’ll make that case to Terra Nova when we have the chance,” she said.  
 
    “We gave up on the stars?” Ely looked up and stopped. He pointed to the sky and traced an angular shape. “Shannon, what’s that blocking the stars? There’s something hanging over Phoenix.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that soon. Do you remember Stacey Ibarra?” Shannon swallowed hard, like there was a bad taste in her mouth. “Anything at all?”  
 
    “Armor Square, just like Dad said in his recording. We’d go out there for the memorial ceremonies. He’d tell me stories about Ell-us—son of a bitch, sorry—the Armor I’m named after. The Iron Hearts. He actually knew Saint Kallen before she died on Mars. But Stacey…one year she was there. She was in a coat with a hood. Couldn’t really see her face because she had a scarf on. Wasn’t that cold, but I shook her hand and she was like ice. Felt it through her gloves.” 
 
    “Heresy,” Shannon hissed.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Please continue,” she said.  
 
    “That’s it. Dad always got sad whenever he talked about her. I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “And what about Marc Ibarra?”  
 
    “Dad didn’t have a lot of nice things to say about him.” Ely smirked. “Used the word ‘traitor’ a lot.” 
 
    “Well…that’s something he and I can agree on. Just around here…” She led him around a corner and a murmur rose in the distance. Ahead was an open square, poorly lit by hovering drones, but Ely made out a ring of pedestals with large metal feet still affixed. In the center was a tall podium with a silver statue of a man on it.  
 
    A crowd milled around the base, their hands raised in anger, and discordant chants carried toward Ely and Shannon. Bits of food and stones flew up and flashed in the lights at the base of the statue.  
 
    “I know this place,” Ely said. “We’re at Armor Square.” 
 
    “It’s Penance Square now,” Shannon said. “Don’t talk to anyone. They’ll ignore you if you ignore them.” 
 
    “What happened to all the statues of Armor?” Ely stopped. “How’re the Templar and the other Armor supposed to take their vows—”  
 
    Shannon grabbed him by the tunic and shook him with surprising strength. “Gone. All of that is gone, you understand me? Now be on your best behavior. The mob can be a bit unpredictable and you don’t want them to think you’re anything but loyal to the Geist and the Synod.” 
 
    “The who? The what?” 
 
    Shannon let his tunic go and put a cold hand to his cheek. “Let’s just get a little closer, OK?” She took him by the hand and led him forward.  
 
    The crowd screamed obscenities at the statue. Some beat their chest and face so hard that they were bloody, their clothes torn.  
 
    “You killed them all!” 
 
    “The blood of billions!” 
 
    More and more hysterics rose from the crowd as Ely and Shannon got closer to the statue.  
 
    A man grabbed Ely by the shoulders and got in his face. His beard was ratty, his mouth missing teeth, his eyes wide with madness.  
 
    “Did he sacrifice your family too?” the man asked.  
 
    Shannon slapped a palm into the madman’s chest and he went down with an ugly cry as electricity ran through his body.  
 
    “Keep moving.” Shannon dragged Ely forward by the elbow until they were a few yards from the pedestal. The mob pulled back from them as Ely looked up at the silver man on the pedestal. The statue was marred by rotten food and dirt, but the stoic image of an elderly man stared forward.  
 
    “That’s…that’s Marc Ibarra,” Ely said. “Why—ugh—” His torso tightened and the boy gagged on his own tongue. Golden lattices filled his vision, emanating from Marc Ibarra and spreading through the sky in a riot of fractals.  
 
    His knees buckled and Shannon caught him before he could hit the ground. Ely’s eyes rolled back and he began convulsing.  
 
    “Administering 50 ccs of compound twelve.” Shannon plucked an injector from a sleeve and jabbed a needle into the side of Ely’s neck. Ely gave a ragged breath, then began panting. “Did you get the data?” 
 
    “It’s discordant,” Dr. Hal’ten said through her earpiece. “The fragment still embedded might be more corrupted than we initially thought, but this does validate my theory about exposure to an Ambassador frame. I suggest you move him away before there’s more neurological damage. Make my job easier.” 
 
    Shannon snapped her fingers in the air and a pair of guards muscled through the crowd and dragged Ely away. She turned back to the statue and gave Marc Ibarra a cruel smile.  
 
    “I know you’re in there,” she said. “I know you can hear everything we say to you. You can’t stay locked in there forever, Ibarra. We’re going to break you. Terra Nova was supposed to be your little trap door, some way of saving humanity one way or another. But it’ll be ours soon. We’re going to crush your Crusade and bring Terra Nova into the Geist’s dominion. Failure, Ibarra. Your legacy will be nothing but absolute failure. And we’ll make sure you can see it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    A buzz rose in the back of his mind and grew into a hum that resonated through his teeth and ached in his ears. Ely opened his eyes to a warbled view through a glass canopy. With both hands, he touched the covering that was just a few inches over his face. The cold pinched his skin, and he had to tug his fingers off.  
 
    A worried-looking middle-aged woman with dark hair stepped in front of him. She took a drag on a cigarette, then spoke to someone Ely couldn’t see, her words muted by the glass.  
 
    “Mom? Mom, let me out!” Ely shouted, but Marie Hale didn’t react.  
 
    Ken Hale appeared behind her and touched her shoulder.  
 
    “Maybe she can help him,” Ken said, his voice coming through crystal clear. “Stacey knows the tech better than anyone. And then she can take him to the last place we were together with him.” 
 
    “I’m right here!” Ely slammed a fist against the glass.  
 
    “He knows,” Marie said, her voice now clear and low, but with a darker undertone to her words. “He knows where to find him because you told him. Isn’t that right, my love?” 
 
    Ken froze, like he was a recording on pause.  
 
    “What’s happening? Just let me out, please.” Ely pounded on the glass.  
 
    “Where is he?” Marie leaned forward. Her face passed through the glass as she drew closer and closer to Ely. Her skin went a deep silver and a second pair of red eyes split off onto her temples. Her nose flattened to a pair of slits and a black forked tongue snapped out through a fanged mouth.  
 
    “Where is Malal!”  
 
    Ely screamed.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shannon and Commissar Nakir knelt before a floating sliver of crystal that shone like a distant star, twinkling against Nakir’s chrome mask.   
 
    A figure stalked the darkness behind the two, the light catching on a metal body with slightly feminine curves. 
 
    “The boy’s told us all he knows, Master,” Shannon said. “If you cannot glean anything further, then there’s nothing there.”  
 
    “Your faith is required and your opinion is useless.” A Geist strode up to the probe fragment and extended a four-fingered hand underneath it. She lifted it up higher and the light pattern changed into a kaleidoscope of color against the thousands of metal strands twisted together to make her body, like she’d been flayed of all her skin but still lived. Her neck was long and slender, her face triangular with two pair of red, glowing eyes. Gossamer strands of hair wavered on an unfelt breeze.  
 
    Nakir’s and Shannon’s breath fogged.  
 
    “We haven’t tried more corporeal methods of interrogation,” Nakir said. “Let me have the boy for a few hours, Exalted Noyan. He’ll break quickly.” 
 
    “And what damage will that cause to the larger artifact still in his head? This fragment was tinkered with for thousands of years. Countless errors inflicted to the source code. I’ve managed to repair what I can. If I attempt to restore any more functionality, the AI within will realize the Qa’Resh are gone and self-annihilate. It may not be enough to break the apostate, but the artifact in the Hale child is nearly pristine. We could accomplish so much with it…” 
 
    The Geist touched a fingertip to the fragment and a ripple of light passed through her body. “So much damage. Sacrilege.” She drew her hand back and gazed upon gleaming fingers.  
 
    “Do others of the Synod know of the fragments?” Shannon asked. “Perhaps the High Lord can repair the device. It would be the key to breaking the apostate’s defenses.” 
 
    Nakir reached for a pistol strapped to his thigh.  
 
    “Now, now…” The Geist turned around and twisted her arm as a spot of light flowed beneath her metal shell to the base of her skull. “She is perfectly loyal. That’s how we made her.” 
 
    “You ordered that none of the other Geist will know of the Hale child’s arrival or your possession of the shards. Just because she’s loyal doesn’t mean she’s free from defect,” Nakir said.  
 
    A faint smile passed over Shannon’s face as she gazed upon Noyan. Her pupils dilated and a line of drool glinted on one side of her mouth.  
 
    “Don’t threaten my toys, Nakir. She works well enough. I need to break the apostate. He knows where Malal is being held. Once we have that…our salvation will be secured. We have waited so many years for his return. This is the final trial. Though…perhaps I can use the fragments to grow more perfect in Malal’s eyes.”  
 
    “Then take the other fragment. The boy’s life is nothing,” Nakir said.  
 
    “What does the Dotari say? I don’t waste my time on biological matters.” The Geist stroked Shannon’s hair, leaving a line of frost down the strands.  
 
    “Dr. Hal’ten cannot do any more without killing the patient. There is another matter. Word of the arrival has spread through Phoenix. That he is the son of Ken Hale has put a fire beneath the resistance network. They’re gaining hope,” Nakir said.  
 
    “Another revolt? I thought you liquidated the ringleaders after the last attack,” Noyan said.  
 
    “The instigators and their families were sacrificed to the fields. Still, hope is like a virus, exalted one. It spreads easily and is difficult to tamp down. I suggest moving the boy to your ship. The rumors will die if he’s never seen again and those that found hope will be less likely to believe the next gold-plated rumor.” 
 
    “If I bring Hale to my ship, the rest of the Synod will know…I wasn’t the one that built the sensors. Exalted Pallax is ever so covetous of his position. But I should have enough time to recover the shard and break the apostate before the rest of the Synod can return from the front lines. This is my prize. Not theirs.” 
 
    “What are your orders?” Nakir asked.  
 
    “Bring Hale to me once he’s stable enough to move. Perhaps I can extract the shard without killing him. Turning the son of a Terran war hero would have quite the effect on the Ibarrans’ morale, don’t you think?” She grasped the floating bit of probe in her fist and an arch grew out of the floor. Hunks of rough obsidian piled on top of themselves as if collapsing in reverse. A dark sheen filled the space.  
 
    “As you command,” Nakir said.  
 
    Noyan stepped through the arch and she faded away. The stones fell back to the floor and flipped back into their recesses. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Grass rustled between his feet. A faint smell of pepper was on the breeze, and Ely breathed deeply. The air was damp with a coming storm. He sat in a field, his arms perched on his knees as thunder rolled in the distance. A tiny six-legged bug jumped onto the back of his hand. He peered at the zebra stripes on its carapace, then flexed his thumb to encourage it to go elsewhere.  
 
    The grasslands outside New Jefferson City felt almost eager for the coming rain. He looked up to deep-purple skies and got to his feet. Unfinished towers in the distance melded into the approaching storm front and a raindrop spattered against his shoulder.  
 
    Terra Nova was still under construction.  
 
    Ely walked to the city, no rush in his steps, even though the storm was upon him.  
 
    “Jerry, catch!”  
 
    Ely spun around just as his brother raced past him. His twin was in Pathfinder shorts and T-shirt, drenched in sweat. Jerry looked over his shoulder, then dove forward. A football arced over Ely. Jerry landed with an oof, then shot his arms up just in time to catch the football before the tip hit the ground.  
 
    Laughter broke out from a group of men and women in the same workout uniform. One, a well-built woman with hair just long enough to retain some femininity, shook her head at Jerry.  
 
    “Chief Carson?” Ely turned back to Jerry, but he’d vanished.  
 
    Where the field ended at a tree line in the distance, a man emerged from the woods, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his light jacket. He walked slowly, but with a military bearing that would never leave his steps.  
 
    “Dad. Dad!” Ely ran toward Ken Hale, but his father didn’t react. Ely flung his arms open for a hug and embraced Ken. Ely smelled the cheap cologne they gave him every Christmas and fought back tears as he clung to him.  
 
    Ken shoved him away. Ely fell back and hit the ground, landing on his side.  
 
    “Dad? What’s wrong? I’m back!”  
 
    Ken Hale kept walking, his eyes on the coming storm.  
 
    “Dad!” Ely scrambled to his feet and caught up to his father. “What’s going on? Where’s Mom? How did I get—” 
 
    Ken shook his head.  
 
    A hard rain broke out over the other side of the clearing. A veritable wall of water crashed down, racing across the field and engulfing them both with stinging droplets.  
 
    “Dad!”  
 
    Ken disappeared into the storm.  
 
    Lightning struck nearby, a golden bolt that burned an afterimage into Ely’s eyes of a broken lattice. The lattice faded, then pulsed through the rain, branching out with a chaotic reach, closing in on Ely.  
 
    “Help me!” Ely tried to run, but the lattice stabbed through his legs and he went face-first into mud. The lattice snapped out into branches like a long-dead tree, then bent toward him, piercing into his back and the base of his skull.  
 
    Ely screamed, the sound dying away into static.  
 
    Darkness. Cold.  
 
    The Terra Nova field was gone. Ely was on his feet, his body dry, a sting lingering where the lattice had hurt him. A faint shadow cast in front of him.  
 
    He pressed his hands to his temples as a painful buzz rose and fell in his mind.  
 
    “I just want to go home,” he said. “I just want…” 
 
    He turned to the light and caught his breath.  
 
    A woman knelt on a padded bench at an empty altar, her white robe glowing. Her head was bent in prayer, her arms folded across her stomach. There was nothing on the altar. Long red hair was braided over one shoulder, revealing a metal disc at the base of her skull.  
 
    The disc was unmistakable. She was Armor, one of the soldiers augmented to link their minds directly to their battle suits.  
 
    “Hello?” Ely walked slowly toward her.  
 
    She looked back at him. Her face was kind, her pale-blue eyes filled with warmth. She was older than him, but she carried a weariness on her soul.  
 
    “There’s room for you.” She motioned to an empty spot on the kneeling bench beside her.  
 
    “Where am I? What’s happening to me?” Ely’s mouth went dry as he locked his gaze on the pad bathed in the light emanating from the woman.  
 
    “You’re not in a good place, I’m afraid.” She leaned slightly and gave the bench a gentle pat. “But you’re alive. That’s what matters.” 
 
    Ely bent one knee to the pad and felt a gentle warmth flow through him. He knelt fully and put his hands on the old wood of the pew.  
 
    “You have a good name.” She smiled slightly.  
 
    Ely’s heart skipped a beat. “I can’t say it anymore.” 
 
    “That’s all right. You know who you are. Will you pray with me?” 
 
    “To who? For…why?” Ely looked at the emptiness on the altar. His skin began to burn where the lattice had struck, and the buzzing in his ears became worse. The woman reached over and put one hand over his. Her touch was gentle, and the pain faded away.  
 
    “It’s going to be hard.” She looked him in the eyes and Ely choked up. “But we need you. You have to be strong.” 
 
    “I’m not.” He shook his head. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    She put a hand to his cheek and he felt like he was a little boy again, his mother there to comfort him after a nightmare. “You have to be strong…and we are with you.” 
 
    She raised her chin, her eyes widening. She pressed his palms together, her hands wrapped around his. She spoke, but Ely couldn’t hear her as the buzzing in his skull grew into a roar.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mr. Hale,” said a singsong voice, waking Ely.  
 
    Shannon leaned over him, a plastic smile on her face. “How are you feeling?” She cocked her head slightly from side to side. “You’ve been down for a bit. Hungry?” 
 
    “Wha…” Ely sat up from a hospital bed. “I’m…Phoenix?” 
 
    “Of course!” Shannon held up a cup of ice chips. “Where else would you be? Thirsty?” She gave the cup a shake then brandished a spoon.  
 
    “I’m still here.” Ely sank back into the bed.  
 
    “Not for long. We found an expert who’s certain she can get that bit of nastiness out of your head. Won’t that be nice?” 
 
    Ely looked at her and a sense of dread grew in his chest. “Where am I going? For some kind of surgery?” 
 
    “It’s a special place.” Shannon’s eyes glittered. “High over Alaska. We don’t let many people go there. It’s quite an honor.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Ely took the cup and brought it to his mouth. Tiny red dots bobbed on the surface. He pushed it away, ignoring the thirst cracking in the back of his throat.  
 
    “It’s just some medicine.” Shannon scrunched her face into faux humor.  
 
    “I feel fine. Really.” 
 
    “Quick trip. You don’t even need to pack.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plastic bag containing Hoffman’s dinner of fish tacos and churros bumped against his thigh as he walked down the street. Sunset was little more than an hour off, along with curfew. He glanced at the rear window of a car and spotted a surveillance drone floating behind him. The drones weren’t unusual, as the Commissariat kept a watch on sanctioned employees of the occupation after work hours.  
 
    Hoffman made the long walk to a mariscos at least once a week to establish a pattern for the file on him—everyone in Phoenix had a file—so his extra-long walk to that particular mariscos would pass the smell test for any Commissariat mushroom questioning why he was in this part of the city.  
 
    Analysts, he’d been taught, were like any other person working a dull job; they would ignore anything that looked normal. 
 
    He ducked into an alleyway and stopped behind a dumpster. On the bottom of the rusted metal was a rune written in chalk. Dagaz. The meeting was still on.  
 
    A whine whirred overhead as the drone hovered in the street behind him. Hoffman fought the temptation to look back at it—that might imply he was worried about being watched—and unzipped his fly. He urinated on the chalk rune to wash it off and the sound of the drone faded away.  
 
    Whoever was controlling the drone obviously wasn’t much of a voyeur, for which he was thankful. He zipped up, went down two doors, and knocked a quick code.  
 
    The door flung open and Hoffman stared into the barrel of a gun.  
 
    “You green?” came the challenge.  
 
    “My Irish eyes are smiling.” Hoffman held his hands out to his sides, answering the challenge with the code that he wasn’t followed or under any threat or coercion.  
 
    The barrel snapped up and Hoffman stepped into the building.  
 
    “You’re late, jarhead.” A dark-skinned man shut the door and slammed down a heavy metal crossbar.  
 
    “I’m two minutes off, Barnes, and you know how far we are from my assigned sector. Speaking of, daylight’s burning and even I can’t bust curfew. So are the rest here or not?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “Yeah, whole team’s here, and some special guests.” Barnes stuffed his pistol into his waistband and canted his head toward a door down the hallway.  
 
    “Plural?” Hoffman’s brow furrowed.  
 
    “This is the real deal,” Barnes said. “Big Boss might be nervous after Cable’s cell got whacked.” 
 
    “Big Boss doesn’t get nervous,” Hoffman said. “He doesn’t have any nerves.”  
 
    “Try and keep your normal lovers’ quarrel to a minimum.” Barnes bumped his hand low on the door twice. “Like you said. Daylight’s burning.” 
 
    Inside were a tired-looking woman in nurse’s scrubs and a stocky man with an eyepatch over a wide swath of scars on the left side of his face. A hologram of Masha flickered in the center of the room. She sat Indian style, floating next to a wooden box with a blank Ubi slate on it.  
 
    “You’re late,” Masha said, brushing platinum-blonde hair away from her face.  
 
    “Not everyone can remote in.” Hoffman swung the bag of food up to the scarred man and he snatched it away, burying his face in the bag and sniffing deeply. “Enjoy, Par. Those tacos are on point.” 
 
    “Not that I don’t love getting to see everyone again,” the nurse said, “but I had to process all the dead from the Commissars’ hit down in Chandler. Can we get down to brass tacks before the bastards manage a back trace on Masha’s signal?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Grace. If the Geist could do that, we would’ve died years ago,” Masha said. “Big Boss has back doors into all the occupation’s systems. They don’t know about me. Or you. Or the trap door. Speaking of, we’ve got our mission.” 
 
    Masha took a small pill holder from her pocket and dry swallowed something black with a red stripe around the edge.  
 
    A holo of Ely Hale from a school yearbook materialized beside her.  
 
    “This is old, but he still looks the same. The Commissars are about to move him to the Juneau mother ship and we all know what happens to anyone that goes to that ship.” Masha’s teeth began to chatter and she clenched her jaw tight. “They don’t come back,” she mumbled.  
 
    “The Hale kid’s not in my system,” Hoffman said. “I can’t track his movements. Grace?” 
 
    The nurse shifted in her seat then crossed her arms tight over her chest. “Top three floors of the hospital are off-limits,” she said. “They’re only letting the pod people up there, one Shannon in particular.” 
 
    “Thought we killed her back during the last uprising,” the scarred man said, looking up from the paper containers of tacos.  
 
    “Killing Shannon is temporary,” Masha said. “We all know that.” 
 
    “We don’t have the manpower to bust the kid out of the hospital. Too many guns. Too many poddy security teams on alert,” Grace said.  
 
    “Why’s this kid so important?” Par asked. “We’re here for a VIP rescue and extraction, and other than his last name, he’s not exactly fitting my definition of a VIP.” 
 
    Hoffman looked at Masha and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Boss?” She looked to one side and tapped on a screen on her holo Hoffman couldn’t see.  
 
    The slate on the box lit up and an engineering schematic scrolled from left to right. Hoffman leaned over to look at it, then turned his palms up.  
 
    “Plans for a ship engine,” Masha said. “One that can send a ship into faster-than-light travel. The Commissars have been working like mad to figure them out, but the design calls for a fuel source that…doesn’t seem to exist. I know you all are the boots on the ground, blood-and-guts combat types, but an FTL engine would be a—what did the Big Boss call it—revolution in military affairs. A big fucking deal. We get the plans to the Crusade and it could be just what they need to turn the tide.” 
 
    “How much faster than light?” Grace asked. “So what if it can go a couple times faster? The systems where we’re fighting are dozens—if not hundreds—of light-years apart. I may be a sawbones, but I can do simple division, Masha.” 
 
    “The only reason the Crusade’s held out this long is because we have the Keystone gates. The mobile Crucibles give us the option to hit Geist-held worlds, to cut them off from the Crucible network. Imagine if a fleet jumps into the outer edge of a system then hits the FTL drive…” 
 
    “They could hit the Geist before they even knew we were there,” Hoffman said. “Jump in a couple dozen AUs from the system primary. Hit the warp drives. Geist early-warning scanners can’t go any faster than the speed of light.” 
 
    “You stop dragging your knuckles on the floor and just look how much smarter you become,” Masha smiled.  
 
    Hoffman rubbed the bridge of his nose with his middle finger.  
 
    “The FTL technology can turn the tide. That’s why young Mr. Hale is our Trap Door target,” Masha said. “The kid arrived with two fragments of a Qa’Resh probe grafted onto his brain stem. The Geist’s pet Dotari doctor—” 
 
    Grace shivered.  
 
    “—extracted the smaller piece. Big Boss believes the foundry code for the fuel is in the piece still in the kid’s head. That’s why they’re moving him to Juneau. The Geist there must think she can remove it without triggering the fragment’s fail-safes.” 
 
    “But there’s more to it,” Hoffman said. “This is Ken Hale’s son. That means Terra Nova is real. The colony survived. If they sent the kid back, then maybe there can be another Crucible gate to wherever the colony is. They could help us fight the Geist.” 
 
    The FTL engine schematics on the slate snapped off, replaced by a blinking cursor.  
 
    “Gate Command’s been running codes and gravitic assessments ever since Hale came through,” Masha said. “It looks like Terra Nova had to thread the needle just to send one life pod back. There won’t be another stable connection for years, if even then. But Ken Hale screwed up when he sent his son here for help.” 
 
    “The Geist know about Terra Nova,” Par said. “A whole planet full of true-born humans.” 
 
    “And let’s face it. The Crusade doesn’t have years left to fight,” Masha said. “Geist took the Larnaca system. The whole Gemini subsector is cut off from Ibarra space.”   
 
    “Shit.” Grace leaned back and whacked the back of her head against the wall. “My sister and her family are on Caledonia. That’d be the next planet to fall.” 
 
    “The Geist are already there,” Masha said.  
 
    Grace pressed her hand to her mouth and looked away.  
 
    “Terra Nova just put a big ol’ ‘kick me’ sign on their back for the Geist,” Hoffman said. “There any way to warn them? Tell them to keep their Crucible closed?” 
 
    “No. We’re already under orders to jam the connection open if it comes back,” Masha said. “Terra Nova’s not our immediate problem. Getting the kid off Earth is.” 
 
    “But we’re not sure he’s got the foundry plans for the engine,” Hoffman said. “We’re going to risk everything because we hope he has the missing piece of the puzzle? And there’s no guarantee we could even get it out.” 
 
    Text popped up on the slate screen.  
 
    SHE CAN DO IT.  
 
    “Boss,” Hoffman said, walking over to the slate. “Boss, you know we’ve only got one shot at this. We extract the kid, we’re all burned—and not just us. They’ll go after everyone we know here on the off chance they might be working with us.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Par said. “Everyone I work with is a collaborating asshole. I microwave fish for lunch every chance I get.”  
 
    “Our cell’s mission was to extract a key member of the Crusade that would slip into the refugee crowd,” Hoffman said to the screen. “That came with a high degree of certainty that expending all the resources and assets—assets you spent years getting into place—weren’t wasted. Now we’re going to shoot our silver bullet for a maybe? A lot of maybes?” 
 
    SAVE HIM.  
 
    “Ahh,” Hoffman groaned and tossed his hands up.  
 
    “There’s a lot of risk,” Masha said. “But the reward is…the reward might be exactly what we need to win the war. Now let me remind you of something. Who’s the only member of this team without an exit option?” 
 
    “Masha, you can’t be—” 
 
    “I am dead!” Masha leaned forward, her eyes flashing. “This works and I am dead. We fail miserably and I am dead. All of you have the chance to live. Not me. I made peace with that when the Big Boss brought me into the fold. So when I tell you that I am all for getting Hale off Earth—knowing full well what will happen to me—who are you to object, Hoffman?” 
 
    “We’ve all gotta die.” Par sucked sauce off one side of his thumb. “I’ll do it for Hale’s son, and the Crusade.” 
 
    “For the Lady,” Grace said and crossed herself.  
 
    Hoffman put his hands on his waist then glanced down at the slate.  
 
    PLEASE 
 
    “For the Lady,” Hoffman said. “For us all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ely and Shannon stood on the roof of Banner Hospital. A dry wind tugged at Ely’s hair as he gazed out over the city. The bare desert past the walls was a stark contrast to the tightly packed hab blocks and towers. He turned around and squinted at rows—endless rows—of X’s beyond the walls and to the south. 
 
    “What are those?” he asked.  
 
    “Hmm?” Shannon glanced back and waved a dismissive hand at him. “Just solar panels.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t they be…facing east?” A tremor rose in Ely’s hands. The tingle spread up his arms and a dull pain radiated from the scars on the back of his head.  
 
    “Oh dear, you’re not supposed to have a dose just yet.” Shannon pressed a hypo to his neck and a sting ran down his spine.  
 
    Ely’s right eye spasmed for a moment, then returned to normal.  
 
    “That’s not good at all.” Shannon clicked her tongue. “Your condition’s deteriorating faster than we’d anticipated. Good thing you’re going to the next level of care.” She smiled at him.  
 
    “I…appreciate it. I guess.” 
 
    “Juneau is a magical place.” Shannon handed him the injector and a case with several vials in it. “Just in case you need more during your trip.”  
 
    “You’re not coming with me?” 
 
    “No, no. I have my duties here. But don’t worry. You’ll be well taken care of…here comes your shuttle.” She raised a hand to shade her eyes and pointed into the distance. An air car approached, the gravitic engines thrumming, and an all-too-familiar queasiness hit Ely’s stomach.  
 
    “The fluctuations get you too?” Shannon giggled and tapped his shoulder several times. “I kind of like it, but I’m not like everyone else.” 
 
    The air car—heavily armored but displaying several bullet holes to the chassis—sported a dorsal turret that scanned the sky as it landed. It bore no outer markings but the black diamond and slashed circle that matched Shannon’s Commissariat pin. A door slid to one side and a pair of heavily armored men jumped out, gauss carbines held across their chests at the ready.  
 
    “Am I in trouble?” Ely took a step back, but Shannon caught him by the elbow.  
 
    “Not at all, dear. They’re here for your protection.” 
 
    “Why do I need—” 
 
    “Time to go!” Shannon stepped forward and turned back to look at him when he didn’t follow. “Time. To go. Mr. Hale.” Her mouth twitched and an uncomfortable look passed over her eyes.  
 
    “Right…right…” Ely walked to the air car. “Just never had an escort like this before. Even after that time my brother and I borrowed Admiral Valdar’s command slate. We sent some real funny messages to President Garret. At least we thought they were funny. Dad…not so much.” 
 
    “Have a nice flight.” Shannon slapped him on the back and left him with the two brutes.  
 
    Ely stepped onto a rail running below the passenger compartment and froze. The floor inside was stained with an ugly copper color.  
 
    Blood.  
 
    He pulled back, but a meaty hand grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and shoved him forward. A brute inside pushed him into a chair and pinned him back. Ely’s feet moved against chains and he found himself face-to-face with an uncaring man with bruises and old cuts healing around his mouth and jawline.  
 
    “Hook him up?” one of the other guards asked as the two outside crammed into the compartment. 
 
    “Low-risk transport,” the one looking at Ely grunted. He snapped a seat belt across Ely’s chest then over his lap.  
 
    Ely—his injection kit clenched in one hand—tried to smile. He looked at each of the three guards, who were identical. Each had a different set of scars and damage to the soft tissue on their face, but the head shape, jawline, and eyes all matched perfectly.  
 
    The air car lifted off and a swarm of butterflies assaulted Ely’s stomach. He couldn’t see much out the air car’s windows, but he saw the sun’s glare and estimated they were flying northwest.  
 
    None of the guards said another word.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    A sudden rumble of turbulence snapped Ely from a doze. Early sunset cast bands of orange to the air car’s port side. The three guards snapped bullet-shaped helmets over their heads and Ely heard one speaking, but couldn’t make out his words.  
 
    “Everything OK?” Ely asked.  
 
    A gloved finger pointed square between his eyes and Ely abandoned the question as his safety restraints tightened. A pair of pads shot out from either side of his headrest, tightening against his head, forming a brace.  
 
    “Someone mind telling me what’s—” 
 
    The air car bucked like it had been kicked and tilted to one side. Smoke roiled up into the passenger compartment and shouting from the guards grew louder and more urgent as the car banked hard and into a spiral that pressed Ely firmly against his restraints. There was a crack of breaking wood and the air car’s gravitic engines malfunctioned. He felt like a pea rattling in a jar before the car slammed down onto one side.  
 
    Smoke assaulted Ely’s eyes and he began choking. Heat grew against his back and flames roiled beneath the ceiling. He tried to unfasten his restraints, but they wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “Help! Help me!” He kicked at the floor as the smoke grew thicker.  
 
    A hand slammed against his chest, jerking the buckle away, and there was a groan of failing metal. His world lurched and he went tumbling through the air. His seat slammed into the dirt and the smell of pine needles tinged with smoke greeted him as he struggled to breathe. He stared up into tall trees, some of the branches licked by flames.  
 
    He tried to sit up, but the restraints held fast. “Ah…come on.” He struggled again, then flopped back against the seat.  
 
    A guard leaned over him and held up a fist. He snapped his fist twice and a Ka-Bar blade snapped out from a forearm sheath. Blood drained from Ely’s face as the knife slashed at him. He gave off an undignified yelp but the cut went through the straps and not his body.  
 
    The guard picked him up like he weighed next to nothing and set him on his feet. The other two had taken cover next to thick trees and scanned the forest.  
 
    “Any crash you can walk away from? Am I—” 
 
    The guard slapped a big hand against the back of Ely’s neck and brought Ely face-to-face with the plain metal of his helmet that offered only a vision slit across the eyes to look into.  
 
    There was a click as a speaker powered up on the guard’s helmet.  
 
    “Shut your mouth,” the guard said, “or I will rip out your tongue. We have to deliver you alive. Undamaged wasn’t specified. Follow?” 
 
    Ely almost answered but opted to nod furiously instead. 
 
    “Something scrambled our engines. Forced us down. We don’t have any comms either, so it’s got to be rebels,” the guard said. “Stay close. Run and I’ll kill you. Follow?” 
 
    Ely nodded again. He touched his pocket with the compound injector and nodded again. His body felt on edge, but he blamed that on the adrenaline and not the Qa’Resh probe further invading his nervous system. 
 
    The guards formed a tight perimeter around Ely, so close that he could barely see around him over their bulk. A shove told him which direction to walk—not that he knew where they were or where they were going. But he had no reason to doubt that any of his identical security detail would fail to deliver on the promise of bodily harm should he cause any trouble.  
 
    They moved slowly through the forest until the lead guard froze. Another pushed Ely down to his knees. He heard them speaking but couldn’t make anything out.  
 
    There was a whack and the lead guard stumbled back, a fresh gash across the forehead of his helmet. The guard shifted his momentum, lowered his shoulder, and charged. The other two opened fire, their gauss carbines snapping and muzzles flashing.  
 
    Ely crawled forward and froze as a blur came out of the woods. Light melted around a shape as it drew closer and closer.  
 
    The hot metal of a carbine barrel pressed against Ely’s temple and he gagged on the stench of ozone.  
 
    “Nothing personal,” a guard said.  
 
    The other shouted a warning as the blur launched forward and speared the brute about to shoot Ely in the midsection. The impact knocked the guard off his feet and he went down in a heap with the other guard.  
 
    A camo cloak slipped off a Strike Marine in full power armor as he fought with the two guards. The Marine slammed his hands against a guard’s chest and jerked the guard forward, slamming his helmet into the guard’s. There was a clang like a church bell ringing and the Marine shoved the guard away, a deep dent like an inverted nose on the guard’s faceplate.  
 
    The Marine looked at Ely, his full-face helmet scuffed and marred by old battles. His head snapped to one side as the other guard rolled onto his back, carbine in his hands.  
 
    Bullets struck the Strike Marine’s chest, spinning him back and into a tree trunk. The guard got to his feet and dropped his empty carbine. He drew a pistol in one smooth motion and aimed it at the Marine’s face as he strode forward. The Marine, one arm clutched across his body, looked up and into the barrel.  
 
    A shot snapped over Ely’s head and hit the guard in the wrist. Blood splattered out from the seam of the guard’s armor and the pistol popped into the air. The Strike Marine stumbled forward with a roar and tackled the guard. The guard shifted his weight forward and shoved the Marine aside, but the Marine kept his grip on the guard.  
 
    The pseudo muscles incorporated into the Strike Marine’s armor whirred and the Marine slammed the guard to the ground.  
 
    Ely spotted the pistol under a bush and crawled for it. He heard the clang of gauntlets against armor and grunts as the battle between the two warriors continued. Ely shot his arm into the bush and felt the pistol. He pulled it out by the barrel and fumbled with it.  
 
    The guard was on top of the Marine, raining unanswered blows onto the Marine’s helmet.  
 
    Ely took aim and pulled the trigger.  
 
    Nothing. He squeezed hard, but the trigger still wouldn’t budge. He looked for a safety switch, but he couldn’t find anything.  
 
    “Hey, asshole!” Ely stretched his arm back and threw the pistol with everything he had. The weapon smacked the back of the guard’s head and he stopped pounding on the Marine just long enough to look back at Ely.  
 
    Ely couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but he felt the hatred even from beneath the helmet.  
 
    The guard picked up the pistol and there was a whine as the weapon powered up. He brought the barrel down to aim at the Strike Marine’s face.  
 
    A Ka-Bar snapped out of the Marine’s forearm housing and he slammed the blade under the guard’s chin. The Marine twisted the knife and a glut of blood ejected from the wound. The guard toppled to one side.  
 
    The Marine rolled onto his hands and knees, then brought one arm across his chest. Blood dripped from bullet holes and the Marine let out a low groan, then collapsed to the ground.  
 
    “Corpsman?” Ely hurried to the Marine’s side and shook him. “Corpsman!” 
 
    There was a snap of branches behind him.  
 
    The guard with the deep dent in his helmet sat up, and Ely saw a single eye looking at him from the cracked vision slit. The guard slapped at the holster on his chest that held his pistol. A shot rang out and a bullet flew through the vision slit, piercing the guard’s face. The bullet hit the back of his helmet but lacked the power to shoot out the other side. Instead, it rattled inside the guard’s skull like a can of paint in a shaker.  
 
    The guard flopped back to the ground.  
 
    “Move!” Ely was shoved away and hit the ground.  
 
    A Marine with a camo cloak over his shoulders and a hood over his helmet rolled the injured Marine onto his back. The man’s armor was a solid mass of blood and dirt. The new arrival moved a palm slowly over the injured Marine, then his hand clenched into a fist.  
 
    Hoffman removed his helmet and dropped it to the ground, then gently took Par’s helmet off. Par’s breathing was shallow, his eyes unfocused and staring at nothing.  
 
    “Sir…sir, you there?” Par asked, coughing up blood.  
 
    “I’m here, Marine.” Hoffman gripped Par’s hand and held it to his chest. “The kid’s safe. Well done.” 
 
    “They were gonna…gonna…” 
 
    “I know. Quick thinking. Violence of action. You made me proud.” Hoffman brought Par’s hand to his mouth and kissed his knuckles.  
 
    “Grace…I can’t see her. Can’t see her, sir.” 
 
    “She’s waiting for you.” Hoffman looked away.  
 
    “Get the kid…get the kid…” Par coughed and kept trying to speak, but there were no more words. Hoffman held his hand until Par stopped breathing and his body went slack.  
 
    Ely took a few steps toward them, his heart racing. “We can’t…can’t we help him?” he asked.  
 
    “My corpsman is over there.” Hoffman crossed Par’s hands over his bloody chest, then flicked a hand toward the forest. “She’s dead too. First bastard got her. I had to kill him and I didn’t get back to Par fast enough.” 
 
    “I tried to—” 
 
    “Their guns are gene-locked.” Hoffman kicked the pistol away from the dead guard. “You didn’t know. But you kept trying. My name’s Cpt. Hoffman, Terran Strike Marines. You better be Elias Hale.” 
 
    Ely raised his arms slightly and flopped them against his sides.  
 
    “Come here.” Hoffman put a hand on Ely’s shoulder, then drew a small two-pronged device off his belt.  
 
    “What’s that for—ah!”  
 
    Hoffman jammed the prongs under Ely’s collarbone and a burst of electricity spiked down Ely’s arm. The limb twitched uncontrollably and Ely tried to catch his flopping arm and press it against his body.  
 
    “Geist tracker. Everyone’s got one.” Hoffman tapped the device against his power armor. “They explode if exposed to air after they’re implanted, unless you burn them out first. If it makes you feel any better, we all had ours burned out this morning.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t make me feel any better.” Ely grimaced as his arm spasmed. “Little warning next time?” 
 
    “Might’ve set it off if you’d flinched.” Hoffman looked over the dead and sighed. “All right, this is what we’ve got to do. Drag the Mitchells back to the air car and I’ll rat-fuck the grav engines. Batteries will ignite and that’ll flash-fry everything. By the time the Commissariat catch up, we’ll be long gone.”    
 
    “Wait…what’s going on here? Past couple days have been weird enough, but if someone—meaning you, as there’s no one else out here—in…where the hell are we?” Ely slapped a mosquito on his neck.  
 
    “Canada.” Hoffman grabbed the hand of a dead guard and dragged the body over to the other, then proceeded to drag them both toward the crash. “They were taking you to the Geist ship over Juneau, where an un-living monster was going to flay you open until she figured out how to remove that bit of Qa’Resh tech you’re carrying around. My team…I’m going to get you off this prison planet and through the Crucible to friendly forces.” 
 
    “Not that I’m for being flayed open, but what ‘friendly forces’?”  
 
    Hoffman got the corpses to the air car, hefted one up, and dumped it into the open door. He leaned against the underside and looked over a sparking wheel well.  
 
    “OK.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I hate to be literal, but we ain’t out of the woods yet. There’s a chance the Geist will catch up to us and what you don’t know you can’t divulge. Follow?” 
 
    “That’s what they said.” Ely swallowed hard and pointed at the dead guard.  
 
    “I doubt that’s what they told you.” 
 
    “No. ‘Follow.’” 
 
    “They’re templated off a Strike Marine. We all have a way of talking. Let me guess, you got to know one of the Shannons pretty well?” Hoffman slung the other body over his shoulder like a sack of bloody potatoes and worked it into the opening.  
 
    “There’s more than one Shannon?” 
 
    “I’m sick of killing her. But yeah.” Hoffman tapped Ely on the shoulder and led him back to where Par lay.  
 
    “I don’t follow. No, wait…” 
 
    “Geist conquered Earth.” Hoffman pointed a knife hand at Ely’s midsection. “Marc Ibarra refused to be evacuated and stayed behind. He wrecked every single foundry module in the system and destroyed the procedural fields on Hawaii and Mars. We thought he got them all, but there were some tubes in slow transit out to Pluto when the Geist hit. Those tubes had some old templates on them, templates that the Geist and their Naroosha buddies put to use.” 
 
    “Why were there any procedural tubes? I know all about the Hale Treaty. My father’s the one that—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Hoffman snapped. The Strike Marine clenched his jaw and Ely could tell he was fighting down emotions. One of Par’s hands had fallen to his side, his fingers curled into a claw. “Just shut up for a minute, kid. This is the worst part of being an officer.” 
 
    Hoffman bent over, picked up Par’s camo cloak, and handed it to Ely. “Your old man’s a Pathfinder. He teach you how to wear one?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Ely slipped it over his shoulders and used the ties inside the loose fabric to tighten it against his arms.  
 
    “We’ve got to take care of our dead. I owe it to them.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A pair of body bags lay in a clearing beneath a starry sky.  
 
    Hoffman had taken care of the last dead guard, then put the dead Strike Marines into black bags each had folded up on their equipment rig. He buried their armor beneath a fern bush.  
 
    Ely wore Grace’s helmet. Its internal IR comms and optics let him see and speak to Hoffman securely, even though they were largely invisible beneath their active camo cloaks. The helmet stank of old sweat and Grace’s flowery shampoo, but he was glad to have it. Walking blind through the forest while following a ghost would have been a rotten cherry on this particularly awful day.  
 
    “You of the faith?” Hoffman asked. “Saint Kallen?” 
 
    “I go to church, but not a Templar or anything. Dad…he knew Saint Kallen when she was alive. Told me stories about what she was like. My family never could get into seeing her as something…holy? That’s not right.” 
 
    “Then pray for the souls of good Marines that died so you might live.” Hoffman went to one knee, his gauss rifle in one hand, his head bent.  
 
    Ely folded his hands and tried to find the words. A knot formed in his chest and emotion threatened to overwhelm him.  
 
    Hoffman leaned forward and pulled a tab on Par’s body bag. There was a hiss and the bag tightened over the corpse. There was the sound of sand sliding against sand as the body disintegrated. He did the same for Grace. Hoffman stood and looked up to the sky.  
 
    “The Saint lives.” Hoffman looked at Ely, then thumped him in the chest.  
 
    “The Saint lives,” Ely said.  
 
    “Those are Crusader words.” Hoffman rolled up the two now-flat bags and snapped them onto his armor. “Know them. Might save your life sometime soon.”  
 
    “If you say so, Mr. Hoffman.” Ely shifted under his camo cloak, remembering just how poorly they let heat and moisture escape. “What now?” 
 
    “Left foot, right foot.” Hoffman hefted his gauss rifle in both hands and started walking. “We’ve got a ways to extraction. Should be a movement to daylight. Besides, I don’t have as much faith in the Big Boss’ claims that he can keep the Geist off us.” 
 
    “What extraction?” Ely asked. He had to lengthen his stride to keep up with the Strike Marine. 
 
    “Can’t tell you yet. You know anything about some kind of special engine? Faster-than-light engine? The fuel, specifically.”  
 
    “Shannon was curious about that too. She was disappointed when I told her that the FTLs run off Astranite. Really fascinating substance. They had it in the dwarf galaxy where Terra Nova is. Its composition is unique, some kind of a quantum fractal that—” 
 
    “You have it or not?” 
 
    “That we think resulted from a rare type of supernova, like gold, or any element heavier than helium, actually. I can show you the Holzburg equation and—” 
 
    “I may be an officer, but I’m still a Strike Marine. Smaller words and more profanity.” 
 
    “Then…no? Unless they loaded up the foundry matrix.” Ely tapped the back of his helmet. “Sorry.” 
 
    “How’s your uncle? Jared Hale?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “You know about him?” Ely perked up. 
 
    “I know his face.” 
 
    “Huh. He’s had a rough time in Terra Nova. The first wave of colonists had it pretty good for a while. He even got married, but then the colony found these three exiled rulers imprisoned in a nearby planet. And then…”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shannon rinsed the last of the conditioner out of her hair and appreciated a few more seconds of hot water. This level of the Commissariat’s residential tower had no utility rations. There was nothing wrong with enjoying one of the few perks of her position. She tested the weight of the bottles on the shower rack and frowned.  
 
    While she had no concerns over affording a few amenities, the factory that made her preferred hair-care brands had been destroyed during the Geist takeover, and there weren’t many bottles left. She’d need to stop by the contraband stores and see if any more had been confiscated. 
 
    She slipped on a bathrobe and went to a foggy mirror. Wiping the condensation away, she looked herself over, including the faint scars running along the edge of her face. The work looked sloppy, but her face matched what she remembered.  
 
    How long had she been out of the tubes? Her mind had been updated with everything relevant since her last sacrifice, but they never gave her benchmarks, such as when the last version of her had perished, or how.  
 
    A throat cleared behind her.  
 
    She spun around and snatched up a short pair of scissors as a weapon.  
 
    Nakir stood in the doorway, a crowd of shock troops behind him.  
 
    “Commissar.” She smiled and let her robe fall open just enough to attract eyes, but Nakir’s chrome mask didn’t budge. “I take it there’s a problem?” 
 
    “Where’s the boy?” Nakir stepped closer and Shannon straightened up, her back against the sink. “He never arrived at Exalted Noyan’s ship.” 
 
    “I saw him off.” Shannon shifted the grip on the scissors to strike, but her arm flicked them away. Disloyal thoughts were not tolerated. The Naroosha programmers made sure of that. “Weather problems, perhaps?” 
 
    Nakir brought a hand up and twisted a silver spike out of thin air as strands of light danced down his fingers.  
 
    “Your loyalty is absolute,” he said, “but your competence can be questioned. Perhaps we’ve copied the copy too many times. Deep-seated errors that have risen to the fore over time.”  
 
    “I will never betray the Geist. I will die and die again for the cause. If the boy isn’t with Exalted Noyan, then why are you here looking for a reason to pin the blame on me? Why don’t we obey their orders and find out what happened?” Shannon sneered at him. “Converts tend to have the most zeal, but there’s always the sliver of doubt, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Get decent.” Nakir walked out of the bathroom and the door slid shut behind him.  
 
    Shannon changed into a simple jumpsuit and joined Nakir in her living room. He had a slate on her coffee table with a holo of Earth projected over it. The troops were gone, but she was certain they were just outside in the hallway.  
 
    A flight path from Phoenix to the Geist ship over Juneau blinked in the projection.  
 
    “Official flight logs show the shuttle left when you say and arrived on schedule.” Nakir crossed his arms over his chest. “But Exalted Noyan is quite insistent that Hale did not arrive. Nor did the shuttle. I’ll let you guess how amused she is with the discrepancy.”  
 
    “All our efforts are to the cause.” Shannon reached into the holo and pulled out a menu. “How can the transponders be wrong? They’re linked through the satellite early-warning systems and routed through the main database here in Phoenix. We’ll just ping the transponder we implanted in the boy.”  
 
    She swiped up and a number pad appeared. She tapped in a code and a picture of Ely came up.  
 
    “He’s code vermillion. I need another Commissar to authorize the trace,” she said.  
 
    Numbers flashed across Nakir’s chrome mask and the border around Ely’s picture turned green. A few tense seconds passed and an icon popped up over Miami.  
 
    “What?” Shannon frowned. “How did he get—” 
 
    More icons with Ely’s portrait popped up across Australia and Japan.  
 
    Nakir grumbled.  
 
    “Someone’s in our system.” Shannon went pale.  
 
    “Who were the guards on his flight?” Nakir’s hands danced in the holo. “If the boy is out of their control, then they must be dead. Their trackers should have connected to the network when they flatlined.” 
 
    “Miguels,” Shannon said and joined him pulling through data. “I don’t remember their numbers, but they were from an older tranche. Here!”  
 
    A spreadsheet appeared with blinking red dates next to three names.  
 
    “Not a death alert,” Nakir said, “but that was the last time their trackers connected to the system. They’re all out of tolerance.” 
 
    “And they synched at…the node outside Seattle. Time’s on track with their original flight path,” Shannon said. “We have something to go off of, at least.” 
 
    The holo switched off suddenly and a new screen came up. Shannon glanced at Nakir, but he shrugged. A fresh-faced young man with red hair and an oversized jacket appeared, dancing along to a synthetic score.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” Nakir asked.  
 
    “We’re no strangers to love,” the man sang. “You know the rules and so…do I!” 
 
    “Ibarra.” Shannon’s face flushed red with anger. “He—he used this song as a joke. I always hated it.” 
 
    “Ibarra is in our network.” Nakir put a hand to his ear then tapped several times. “Now my comms are down.” 
 
    “That son of a bitch!” Shannon slammed a fist into the holo and shattered the slate as the crooner twirled around. The holo cut out in a hiss of static.  
 
    Nakir ran for the door.  
 
    “I’ll take care of him,” Shannon called out. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “North!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop.” Hoffman shook his head. He and Ely sat on a log deep in the forest where it was pitch-black beneath the tall canopy. “You fixed the macro cannon? And then you blew the hell out of the Ultari fleet?”  
 
    “That part was easy.” Ely shrugged and took a bite from a stick of beef jerky Hoffman had given him during their rest break. “All I had to do was re-synch the cardinal gram meters running to the encabulator. Once you do that, you can overload the unilateral phase detractors and convey enough kinetic energy to your projectile.” 
 
    “Small words. Profanity.”  
 
    “If you’ve ever broken down a girdle-spring, it’s pretty easy. But that got the Ultari’s attention and they captured me.” Ely’s shoulders slumped. “Things spiraled down from there. Now I’m…here. Eating this very dry jerky. Thanks again.” 
 
    “What if you hadn’t fired off that macro cannon?” 
 
    “The Ultari would’ve taken Terra Nova. Probably. Unless Carson and the Valiant brought something else to the fight I didn’t know about.” 
 
    “Then you did good, kid. Carson, she’s the Pathfinder that went looking into the mountain made of the screaming faces?” 
 
    “That’s her. She and my dad didn’t start off on the right foot because of what happened on the Belisarius. Maybe they’re getting along better now.” Ely took another bite of his jerky.  
 
    Hoffman stood and pressed his hands against the small of his back to stretch. He snapped on his helmet and donned his cloak’s hood.  
 
    “All right, that’s enough rest for one day. Got to keep moving. The Belisarius…that was awhile back.” He took his rifle from the mag locks on his back and led Ely into the forest. Short-range infrared lasers connected their helmets to each other with a network undetectable after a few dozen feet.  
 
    “I know you’re old and all, but it was maybe five years ago. Heck, I remember when it happened. Dad was real upset about it. Funerals and trials and—” 
 
    “Kid…what year do you think it is?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “Well, it’s…2139, right?” 
 
    Hoffman pushed through a bush and stepped over a stream.  
 
    “After your colony mission aboard the Enduring Spirit went to Terra Nova, the Union got into a sometimes-hot, sometimes-cold war with the Ibarra Nation. Then there was the Kesaht War and that…we lost a lot of good people in that fight. The Union won, but it took the Ibarrans to finish it. We got frozen out of New Bastion because the Nation kept using procedurals to fill their ranks, but the Nation also had the Ark and no other species wanted to poke the Ibarra bear after they saw what it did to the Vishrakath and the Kesaht.”  
 
    “An Ark?” Ely frowned and looked up at the sky. A hint of morning’s light grew in the east.  
 
    “Big Qa’Resh spaceship that they left behind when their race decided to leave the galaxy. Or our dimension. Or something. They ain’t around no more, but they left some bits and pieces behind. Your dad ever explain any of this to you? He was in the middle of most of the big events for the Ember War.” 
 
    “A big part of the Pathfinder Corps’ mission was finding Qa’Resh technology before anyone else could. But he didn’t like talking about it. Those missions had high casualty rates. Then the Ibarrans defected and he got real tight-lipped about anything Pathfinder-related. I think he blamed himself for them leaving. The Hale Treaty and all.” 
 
    “Heh,” Hoffman snorted, “we’ll see if that was for good or bad. The Ibarrans didn’t piss off? There’d have been no Ibarra Nation to pull the Union’s ass out of the fire during the Kesaht War. But without Stacey Ibarra out there looking for the Ark—” 
 
    “Wait, do you know Stacey Ibarra? Can you take me to her? My dad thinks she can get this thing out of my head and—” 
 
    “I knew her by reputation…but I’ve only met her once,” Hoffman’s voice got far away, “and I tried to help someone kill her.” 
 
    “Wait. What?”  
 
    Hoffman tapped his fist to his heart twice then kissed the back of his knuckles.  
 
    “We make mistakes, kid. Everyone does. I was in a bad spot and needed to lash out. So I did what I did and it led to a good man dying. Lucky for me, Lady Ibarra is the forgiving kind and she had the foresight to keep every fighter around for what was coming…not that it made much of a difference.  
 
    “After the Kesaht War, the Ibarrans pulled back. Made all their territory off-limits and started fortifying systems. They warned us to get ready for a storm, but the Union didn’t listen. The Ibarrans, they found the Geist on Nekara along with the Ark. They woke the beast by accident and they warned us. They knew what the Geist were capable of, but because there wasn’t anyone in the Union that saw it—except for a few Armor, and they were all suspect back then—no one at the commander center in Camelback Mountain believed the Ibarrans. The Nation begged us to reopen the procedural farms and make our military even stronger, but the bigwigs in Phoenix wanted to repair the relationship with New Bastion more than they wanted to throw in with the Ibarrans. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. The Ibarrans are human. They shed their blood with us to beat the Kesaht, but President Garret didn’t ever want to admit he was wrong. And Earth paid the price.  
 
    “The Geist attack…we were warned, but we weren’t ready. They came into the Crucible network at once and hit over a hundred star systems. Earth was cut off from the colonies like that—” He snapped his fingers. “Bolt of lightning from a clear-blue sky. I was working my land in Argentina when they hit. Managed to throw on my gear and link up with the militia when the first landings swept through Buenos Aires. We fought wretches in the streets for days while the Navy tried to hold the skies. They knocked out a half-dozen of the Geist ships and that bought us some time…then the Ark jumped in over Luna.  
 
    “Stacey Ibarra and the Nation pushed the Geist past Ceres. The Ark has Qa’Resh jump drives like the Breitenfeld used to have before the Qa’Resh left and took their drives with them—something about not wanting us to accidentally destroy the galaxy the way the Xaros did theirs. But the Ark can jump and it can expand the wormhole to take a bunch of ships with it when it needs to. The Lady was there and she offered to evacuate everyone she could. Most of what was left of the Terran Navy went with her. She pulled Armor off Mars and two divisions out from where they were fighting near Atlanta.” 
 
    “Why did she take so many defenders off Earth in the middle of a battle?” Ely asked. “She didn’t try to fight and win? That Ark thing—which sounds like an amazing piece of Qa’Resh tech—couldn’t turn the tide?” 
 
    “You saw that pyramid ship over Phoenix? That’s one of the Geist’s smaller capital ships. The Geist attacked the Union with thousands and they were gating in dozens more by the hour from the closer star systems they rolled over. I’ve heard this thirdhand, but the Ark has some weird kind of power system and Stacey Ibarra can’t recharge it. Even with the Ark and the fleet she came with, it wasn’t going to be enough to beat the Geist. So she tried to save what she could from Earth. Live to fight another day.” 
 
    “Then Admiral Valdar is still alive?” Ely perked up. “He’s my godfather, about the closest thing I have to family in this galaxy. If Stacey Ibarra was going to rescue anyone, it would have been him, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Hoffman quickened his pace. “After the Ark jumped out with most of our Navy, the war turned into a resistance in short order, and then we got word to surrender. We put up a better fight against the Geist than old Earth managed against the Xaros, but that’s like saying the guy that beat you up’s got sore hands from punching you in the face so hard. 
 
    “The Geist…they aren’t like the Xaros. The Xaros killed every intelligent species they came across. The Geist want something different from us. They never tried to wipe out civilians, but plenty got killed in the cross fire. They didn’t drop mass drivers to try and take out our colonies like the Vishrakath did with Iapetus. The Geist want us.” 
 
    “Maybe they want us the same way the Toth did? The Toth kept a population of humans on Nibiru that they…ate,” Ely said.  
 
    “You see this?” Hoffman stopped and pulled down the under-suit layer of his power armor over his neck. Part of the harness caught the morning light. “It captures something in our nervous system when we die. I don’t want to call it our soul, but I don’t have any other word for it. Grace tried to explain it to me with quantum probabilities. But the Geist put these harnesses on everyone. And they’re keen to collect them every time someone dies. For what, we don’t know. So the Geist have been corralling humans from across the Union’s old colonies and bringing them to Earth. Throwing them into cities with just enough to keep them alive and ordering those capable of having children to do just that or get harvested.” 
 
    “Did you leave behind your family to do this?” 
 
    “They think I’m too old now,” Hoffman chuckled. “But I’m in a key position, so I’m exempt from being harvested. I had a wife. Lost her when the Geist came.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I used to think it got easier to lose people…but it never does. Where was I? Geist took over and I got recruited into a cell working with the Crusade. Better option than fighting in the Andes until the Geist rolled over whatever camp I was in. Least this way, I might die doing something useful.” Hoffman glanced down at a screen on his forearm and a map appeared on Ely’s Heads-Up Display. “Almost there.” 
 
    “No counterattack to retake Earth? What was this Lady doing for all those years if she wasn’t ready for the Geist attack?” Ely asked.  
 
    “The Ibarrans shattered the Crucible network when the Geist attacked. I picked up little bits here and there from prisoners returned to Earth. One Crucible used to be connected to every other one in the galaxy, get from Earth to the last star on the Carina Arm as easy as gate-ing to Alpha Centauri. No one knows how they did it, but the effective range of a Crucible dropped to about thirty light years. Had to jump system to system, slowed everything down. Best reason I’ve heard is that the Ibarrans set a trap for the Geist when they came boiling out of whatever system they were holed up in. Geist fleets hit well-prepared Ibarran systems and got stuck there when the Ibarrans trapped them with the broken networks. They couldn’t retreat and some systems are still isolated—out of range of any other Crucible. The Geist can build new ones, but you’ve got to jump all that material out and that takes years.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the Ibarrans break the network before the Geist attacked?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Good question. Maybe the Lady will tell you when you meet her. So now the war’s ground down to a system by system fight. Crucibles are the most valuable terrain in the galaxy, but the Crusade has some tricks up its sleeves. They were keen on getting the Keystone tech during the Kesaht War. Seems they’ve been putting it to good use.” 
 
    “So how long were you working in Phoenix before our Canadian adventure?” Ely asked. “Because what you just laid out sounds a lot longer than a couple—” 
 
    “Twelve years.” 
 
    “No!” Ely stopped and raised a finger. “No, in Phoenix, they told me it was only—” 
 
    “The year is 2146, kid. You were on ice for a long time. Commissars probably lied to keep you from getting too upset.” 
 
    “Wait…” Ely breathed faster and faster and stumbled to a stop. He bent forward, elbows on his knees as hyperventilation took over. “That…means…that…” 
 
    Hoffman slapped his hands on either side of Ely’s helmet and snapped it off. Ely fell to his hands and knees, his breathing ragged and wheezing.  
 
    “I’m sorry, kid. You were going to figure it out eventually.” Hoffman went to one knee and touched Ely’s shoulder.  
 
    “Mom and Dad are…they were awake. This whole time! Jerry. Jerry’s been awake and I’ve been asleep for so long!” Ely brought a trembling hand up to his face. “Not…it’s not fair.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. And it will never be fair, Ely. But no matter how wrong it is, how much it hurts, you have to press on. That’s winning. Life will make you hurt, son. It’ll make you watch people you love die right in front of you, and there won’t be a damn thing you can do about it. But you keep going. You fight to make things as right as you can because if you’re doing that, then you’re winning. You’ll find a reason to keep fighting no matter how bad it is. So long as you don’t quit.” 
 
    Hoffman stood and offered a hand to Ely.  
 
    Ely’s breathing slowed after a few minutes, then he reached up and accepted Hoffman’s help.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd of hecklers had been cleared from the square before Shannon arrived with a platoon of shock troops behind her.  
 
    Marc Ibarra stood on his pedestal. His statue had shifted with one hand to his chin, his face contorted into an ugly smile.  
 
    “You are a petulant child,” Shannon said up at him. “Bring him down.” 
 
    A trooper shot out the stained pedestal and Ibarra fell into the fragments, his pose unchanged. Shannon drew her pistol and flicked a switch to maximize the power. One bullet would shatter Ibarra into a thousand pieces, though it wouldn’t finally destroy him.  
 
    She kicked aside the detritus, and her foot caught against a nub. An IR receiver. She wagged a hand to a trooper and he handed her a knife. She pried the receiver up and ripped it from the fiber optic cables underneath.  
 
    “One can make a lot of assumptions,” Marc Ibarra began as he stood up, brushing caked filth and dust off his silver body. He spoke like a younger man, though the face of his ambassador body was wizened, the cheeks sunken. “When an occupying force comes in, especially one like the Geist.” 
 
    Shannon’s breath turned to fog as the air chilled around them.  
 
    “You’ve accomplished nothing.” She aimed her pistol at his chest. “We’ll find him. The Qa’Resh probe—” 
 
    “I’m an old man, Shannon, as you well know. Been neck-deep in the subversive manipulation game for a loooong time, as you know. You taught me a good number of tricks. The real you. The first one. Shannon died during the Xaros invasion and I shouldn’t have kept you around.” 
 
    “Where is Elias Hale?” Shannon asked.  
 
    “But I’m just as guilty of the same mistake you and your fascist Commissariat have made. Laziness. I kept a version of Shannon handy because I knew what she was capable of. I knew her temperament. If I let her die, then I’d have to spend years finding someone with the same sociopathic tendencies and skill set. You think that was easy?” 
 
    Shannon lowered the pistol and shot Ibarra in the knee. The bottom of his leg blew off and he stopped his fall with his hands. Smoke rose from the broken limb—a mass of fractured silver.  
 
    “You can’t hurt me, dearest. You know that.” Ibarra looked up at her. 
 
    “You were nothing but a statue when we found you,” she said. “You locked yourself deep inside the matrix within that blessed Qa’Resh frame. Now you speak? Now you act? Why?” 
 
    “Stacey and I saw the Geist blitzkrieg coming. We’ve had our disagreements over the years, but we always kept our eye on the real prize: humanity’s survival. When I couldn’t get the Union to take the threat seriously, I laid groundwork for the long war, same way I did against the Xaros, but I had more help back then. Elias Hale wasn’t what I was waiting for, but providence comes when you least expect it. You bastards—” 
 
    Shannon shot him in the face and his head exploded into fragments. Tiny shards hit Shannon’s face and arms, each stinging like ice.  
 
    The rest of Ibarra’s body didn’t flinch, then a projection of his face appeared on his chest.  
 
    “Still can’t hurt me,” he said. “Stacey told me enough about the Geist that I knew what they’d do. Occupations are always as lazy as possible, especially when we both know what the Geist are really after. I tore down Earth’s computer networks when the surrender order came. And when you and the rest of the Commissars rebuilt it…all your networks were built on top of what I left for you.” 
 
    “You’re cut off now. It’s over for you,” Shannon sneered.  
 
    “Am I?” Ibarra’s headless body tapped his forearm. “Thanks for playing.” 
 
    Shannon pulled her sleeve up. Her screen was a riot of code and data.  
 
    “What’re you doing? Stop. Stop!” Shannon emptied her magazine into Ibarra, shattering him into a pile of silver shards that crackled with the ice that formed on the detritus.  
 
    The lights in Phoenix went out. Hab block after hab block shut off like falling dominos. Drones crashed to the ground with loud cracks as carbon fiber bodies broke apart. Light flashed through dark streets as the drones’ engines shorted out.  
 
    Shannon’s forearm screen buzzed and a garish black-and-white drawing of a face appeared, one corner of the mouth pulled into a half smile. A single word flashed beneath the picture.  
 
    PROBLEM? 
 
    Shannon turned her chin up to the sky and took a long breath through her nose.  
 
    “Tompkins?” She bent her elbow and raised her pistol up to her shoulder.  
 
    “Commissar?” The shock troops around Tompkins shuffled away from him.  
 
    “Collect up every bit of Ibarra’s remains and have them transferred to the Faraday chamber beneath Euskal Tower. He’ll reassemble in there. No wires. No receivers in there. You detect anything from him, you smash him apart with hammers. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Commissar.” The guards hurried to comply.  
 
    Shannon went to a pile of fragments, saw fog wafting from the icy rime on them, and kicked a hunk.  
 
    “Think you’ve won, you old bastard? You think you’re so smart? You’ve got a surprise coming. One I can’t wait to give you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” Ely said as he and Hoffman walked parallel to a creek.  
 
    “Contact?” Hoffman swung his rifle up and scanned the treetops.  
 
    “No, I just realized that I’m so old. Like…I’m almost forty,” Ely said. “This is awful. I missed all those prime years. I should be getting ready to retire or something. How do you deal with it? You look like you’re even older than I am on paper. Way older.” 
 
    Hoffman stopped and did an about-face.  
 
    “You listen here, you little shit. You’re not old. At all. You know what old is? Old is when you wake up one morning and your foot hurts for no goddamn reason at all. Went to bed? Foot’s fine. Wake up and you’re limping. Why? Damned if I know, but that foot’s going to hurt for the whole rest of the day. Stretching? Be careful. You never know when something that worked just fine yesterday will decide to quit on you out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Can you still trust every one of your farts?” Ely asked. “I heard that gets iffy.” 
 
    Hoffman sucked air through clenched teeth and leveled a knife hand at Ely’s midsection, then raised it to chest level.  
 
    Ely went pale beneath his helmet.  
 
    “I was in the profession of arms for almost my entire adult life,” Hoffman said. “You want to find out why it’s a poor idea to piss off someone who survived decades of a hazardous profession?” 
 
    “Maybe we should just keep going,” Ely said meekly.  
 
    “And let’s cut the chatter. There tend to be exiles this close to a functioning site.” Hoffman spun back around and continued on, muttering under his breath.  
 
    They walked along a steep embankment where the stream widened to a shallow babble of water. Fat raindrops smacked into the ground around them, and a mist obscured the treetops. Ely pulled his camo cloak tighter, but the sudden chill was getting to him.  
 
    He wandered closer to the edge of the embankment and looked up the stream. “What’s that?” He pointed down at the water’s edge where a gray slab of metal jutted out from the muddy wall.  
 
    Hoffman leaned over then jumped down, his boots splashing in the shallow water. “Come see.”  
 
    Ely slid down with less grace and tried to stay on the thin bank. His shoes weren’t waterproof like the Strike Marine’s power armor. Ely stepped over what he thought was a thick root feeding in from the forest, but lengths of slate-gray stuck out from the mud. He came up to where Hoffman was and the Strike Marine crossed himself.  
 
    A suit of Armor was partly buried in the embankment. It would have stood almost fifteen feet tall if its legs didn’t end in a mess of broken metal at the knees. The breastplate was wide, large enough to hold a single soldier scrunched into the pod within and connected to the Armor by an umbilical that fed into plugs at the base of the soldier’s skull. On the upper-left side of the breastplate was a faded yellow shield insignia with a black slash and a dark horse’s head. The Armor carried its own scars—holes with burnt edges and three long rents across the upper chest and into an arm nearly torn from the shoulder gyros.  
 
    The helm looked like a knight’s but was bent forward, its chin resting on one shoulder, like the Armor had given up the ghost right there. Too tired to fight on.  
 
    Small effigies made of sticks and twine were tucked into the soil around the Armor. Some had the rail cannon bent over one shoulder, while others attempted the double-barreled gauss cannons that most Armor carried fixed on a forearm, but which was missing on this one.  
 
    “What happened?” Ely asked. “Shouldn’t…shouldn’t someone have come and got the soldier? I think the pod’s still inside. I watched Dad practice recovery drills so many times that—” 
 
    “We lost,” Hoffman said. “Remember? No Pathfinders to make recovery. Who knows when this warrior fell, or if the rest of his lance is out there somewhere in pieces. This part of Canada was a battlefield for most of the fighting.” 
 
    “You’d think I’d be so excited to do this.” Ely made a small motion toward the Armor. “Mom and Dad named me after one of the more famous Armor soldiers. Ell-uh…Eee-lie…damn it. Joining the Armor Corps was never a goal of mine.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to join because of your father, right?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Because every time your father told you a story about Elias of the Iron Hearts, he’d get this look in his eyes and he couldn’t always finish the story. He’d take you to Armor Square in Phoenix before the bastard Geist defiled it?” 
 
    Ely nodded.  
 
    “And sometimes your mother would have to take you and your brother away because your father needed a moment by himself.” 
 
    “How’d you know all that?” 
 
    “When you’ve been in the service long enough, you just know. So you think joining Armor would hurt your father too much, right?” 
 
    “How…did you—did you know my dad?” Ely did a double-take at the Marine.  
 
    “Reputation only. Your uncle’s a different story. We can’t all be Armor. And for those that do, they have to be Armor. At least that’s what I’ve heard. Come on, got to keep moving. There are definitely exiles around here.” 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Ely sighed.  
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Hoffman thumped his fist to his chest twice and pressed his knuckles to the bottom edge of his helmet, then climbed back up the embankment. He pulled Ely up as the rain slowed and sunlight flooded the clearing they were in.  
 
    Hoffman looked over his shoulder, then whirled around, one arm out to push Ely behind him.  
 
    “What?” Ely almost fell back down but managed to stop when he grabbed the edge of Hoffman’s cloak.  
 
    There was a snap of twigs as a half-dozen men emerged from the forest. They looked dirty and wore torn clothes; most carried simple clubs. One had a crossbow made from springs and metal that looked like it came from an old car. Another had a very clean gauss carbine.  
 
    “I’m on your side.” Hoffman moved one hand up slowly and brushed his hood back. “The Saint lives.” 
 
    “Funny,” said the man with the crossbow as he raised it up to his shoulder, keeping the bolt aimed at Hoffman’s feet, “we only see harvesters in power armor out here.” 
 
    “You ever met a harvester that talks to you?” Hoffman asked. “Most just open fire soon as they know where you’re at.” 
 
    “They’ll talk when they’re trying to buy time.” The man with the carbine flicked a switch on his weapon and Ely heard the magnetic accelerators power up. “Or when they’re begging for their lives.” 
 
    “Let’s keep this nice and quiet—and peaceful,” Hoffman said. “Charge for that carbine doesn’t come easy out here, does it? Same for bullets. And that crossbow of yours won’t scratch the paint on my Strike Marine power armor, even if it is a bit old.” 
 
    “He’s no Strike Marine,” said a woman with a metal club. “But I bet he’s got food on him.” 
 
    “You can have my food,” Hoffman said. “But I’ve got to keep on moving.” 
 
    “So you can get more of your harvester buddies?” carbine asked. “You took half of us last month. What do you need the rest of us for?” 
 
    Even beneath the dirt and grime, Ely could see the harness on the man’s neck.  
 
    “If you’re a Strike Marine,” said crossbow, looking back and forth from Hoffman to the man with the carbine, “you ever serve on Okinawa?” 
 
    “Did a rotation back before the Kesaht War,” Hoffman said.  
 
    “You ever get any off-duty time? Where’d you go?” 
 
    “I’m a Marine. I went to the Banana Show,” Hoffman said. “Wasn’t shit else to do.” 
 
    “Tell me a part of the act,” crossbow said.  
 
    “You told me you never went,” hissed the woman with the club.  
 
    The crossbow man shushed her.  
 
    “You give that lady a couple bucks and she’ll make change in coins,” Hoffman said.  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Ely asked.  
 
    Hoffman shushed him.  
 
    “Hell, he’s got to be a Marine.” Crossbow relaxed, as did the rest of the exiles. “Old Breed. You?” 
 
    “Betio Bastard at the time.” Hoffman took a pouch off his belt and tossed it at crossbow’s feet. “Now that you all know I’m not a harvester…I’ll be on my merry way.” 
 
    “Can you take us?” the woman asked. “We’ve got some sick and children back at our—” 
 
    “No,” Hoffman snapped. “I’d appreciate it if you forgot you ever saw me. Deal?” 
 
    “Mama, it worked.” A little girl ran out of the bushes and hugged the woman’s leg. “You said if we pray at the suit, Missus Kallen would help.” 
 
    “Goddamn it.” Hoffman’s raised hand clenched into a fist. He walked up the bank, keeping Ely behind him, his eyes on the exiles. The one with the carbine took cover next to a thick tree, his gaze never wavering until Hoffman and Ely were far enough away to turn and run.  
 
    “What was that?” Ely asked, struggling to keep up with Hoffman. “Why couldn’t we take—” 
 
    “Because they’d be a liability!” Hoffman snapped. “They’ve all got their tracker chip still in them, and if I bring one in to where we’re going, it’ll set off alarms from here to Timbuktu. That’s why.” 
 
    Hoffman slowed to a jog and adjusted his cloak.  
 
    “Damn sloppy for them to sneak up on us like that. Maybe I really am getting old,” he said. “No more sightseeing stops, you understand?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it matters, but at this point, I feel like luggage,” Ely said. “I’m getting hauled around. Tossed this way and that. What I’m carrying is all that matters.” He tapped the back of his head.  
 
    “Ely, it’s not just what you’ve got stuck in your head. You ever heard of Prestor John?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Back during the Crusades—Middle Ages, not twenty-first century—the Christian kingdoms fighting the Muslims weren’t always winning. When their cities were under siege and they were losing battle after battle, they put their hopes on Prestor John to come and turn the tide. Legend was that this Prestor John ruled a Christian kingdom to the east, and that at any moment, he’d lead his armies to the Holy Land and defeat the infidels.” 
 
    “Since I’ve never heard of this, I guess it never happened?” 
 
    “Prestor John was a myth, but he was hope, Ely. He was hope that the Crusaders needed to keep on fighting. Didn’t work out for them in the end, but what I’m getting at is that Terra Nova is that hope for the new Crusade.” 
 
    Ely took in a breath to respond then paused. “No…” he finally said.  
 
    “Yes.” Hoffman nodded. “In my job, Ibarran prisoners would come through every so often. I’d read the debriefs. There’s a belief within the Ibarra Crusade that Terra Nova is coming to turn the tide. Don’t suppose they were building a fleet before you went on ice?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We had one really cool ship named the Valiant, but it was kind of small. There was a macro cannon…but I wrecked it.” 
 
    Hoffman shook his head.  
 
    “Maybe they started on a fleet after the fight with the Ultari.” Ely shrugged. “Makes me wonder why Dad didn’t mention any of that when he sent me back. He just asked for Stacey Ibarra to fix me and sent incomplete plans for that FTL engine. What the heck, Dad? I thought he’d be smarter than this.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s smarter than you think,” Hoffman said. “When you popped out of the Crucible, it was the first time anyone’s heard from Terra Nova. Ever. Two colony missions through. You came back. Your father’s the governor, so he’s not about to put the whole colony at risk. Crucibles are built to refuse a wormhole if they’re so inclined, so if Terra Nova doesn’t want to connect to Earth the next time conditions are right, they won’t.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “The galactic situation wasn’t exactly peachy keen when you left. Ken Hale sent you back because he was getting desperate to help you. He took the risk that you’d come back and get to Stacey Ibarra, then be alive and kicking to give him the all-clear at the next wormhole connection to Terra Nova.” 
 
    “So I’m like a canary in a mine. This doesn’t make me feel any better. Not only do you have to get me to the Ibarrans, but then I have to be back at Earth to give the thumbs-up in…a few years? Doesn’t that mean the Geist have to be gone for me to do that?” 
 
    Ely slowed to a stop and hung his head.  
 
    “You’re hope made manifest to a lot of people,” Hoffman said to him. “Wars can be won and lost on technology, on numbers, but the will to fight is the real thing. Without that, it’s all over. Can’t ever quit.” 
 
    “I’m just a kid, Mr. Hoffman. A kid with a first and last name that I didn’t pick that mean way too much to other people.” 
 
    “Well, least you’ve got the face you were born with. Not everyone had that option.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We’re almost there. Left foot, right foot.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hoffman crawled toward a fence, slow and in time with the breeze so that his camo cloak could better mask his movement. Any guards should see just another patch of grass. While Hoffman had practiced infiltration technique for decades, Ely was having some difficulties.  
 
    “The ground is so wet,” Ely said through the IR connection between their helmets. “Which means I’m getting wet.” 
 
    “Shut. Up.” Hoffman crawled forward. He could feel the static coming off the electrified fence, could hear the snap of intermittent rain against the chain links. He crept closer and looked up at a rusty sign half-hanging from the fence.  
 
    “Property of Standish Meats, a subsidiary of Standish Liquors. No Trespassing.” 
 
    “Hey, I know that guy,” Ely said. “Friend of my dad’s. He always gave Jerry and me the best birthday presents.” 
 
    “Just be very still. No matter what happens.” Hoffman took a small puck off his belt and twisted a knob.  
 
    “But I’m in a puddle. Think I’m sinking.” 
 
    “I cannot believe you are the fruit of Ken Hale’s loins.” Hoffman flicked the puck forward and it hit the fence. The puck melded onto a link and began smoking. The puck melted like hot wax and ran along the links, tracing out a network of veins. Then the fence disintegrated into a hole just big enough for a prone man to get through, the ends thick with dark goo.  
 
    “Hurry.” Hoffman slithered forward and into the gap. He drew a silenced pistol and did a combat peek around a corrugated metal shed, then reached through the hole and grabbed Ely by the cloak, hauling him onto the gravel bed beneath the shed.  
 
    “Come on, come on…” Hoffman said as the fence reformed and the puck reformed on his side. It fell off and he caught it, tossing it gently in his palm like a hot potato.  
 
    “Neat. Pathfinders don’t even have something like that,” Ely said.  
 
    “Pathfinders have stealthed drones, which would come in handy right about now,” Hoffman said. He snapped the optics off his rifle and held the lens past the edge of the shed. Feed from the optics came up on Ely’s HUD.  
 
    “Maybe if you told me what we’re looking for, I could be more help,” Ely said.  
 
    “Something out of place. Something about the size of a car.” Hoffman looked over dilapidated buildings and heavy metal pens. “Don’t see it. Damn.” 
 
    “This place has power,” Ely said. “So someone’s here. And if something’s here that isn’t supposed to be here…then who is here is probably concerned about it. Maybe it’s next to the headquarters? Especially if it’s big and expensive-looking.” 
 
    Hoffman looked over at Ely.  
 
    “That’s actually…pretty solid,” Hoffman said. “We go from building to building. Slow and steady. You see any movement, you tell me and let me handle it. Follow?” 
 
    “Roger. What is this place? I don’t see any cows or anything. Don’t smell them either,” Ely said as he crouched slightly and shuffled behind Hoffman.  
 
    “Harvester camp. These places aren’t always occupied. When that bunch of exiles said they’d been hit recently, I hoped this place would be empty, but look,” he said, tilting his head at a dumpster full of flies and garbage. “Geist let their soldiers come out and hunt as a reward.” 
 
    “They hunt people? What—how is that a ‘reward’?” 
 
    “Blue building. Go.” Hoffman hurried across a gravel road and put his back to a prefab building. Muffled voices came through a window. Ely shuffled forward and turned, jumping his back toward the wall.  
 
    Hoffman shot a hand out and almost stopped Ely’s momentum. There was a thump against the wall.  
 
    “What was that?” came from inside.  
 
    Hoffman put an arm around Ely’s neck and forced him down, then pushed him into a crawl space under the building.  
 
    “Sorry, sorr—” Ely froze when Hoffman squeezed his shoulder hard enough that he winced.  
 
    They heard a window open and a man belch.  
 
    “Probably another damn raccoon.” There was a hock and a glob of spit hit where they stood a few seconds ago.  
 
    “Find it,” an inhuman voice said. “I know of a recipe.” 
 
    “You find it.” The window closed and Ely heard the muted conversation continue, followed by laughter. A rat scurried by and ran down Hoffman’s back.  
 
    “Command post,” Hoffman whispered and pointed up. “Their vehicles should be on the other side. Stop screwing up and follow me.” 
 
    The two moved forward, pressing through a space so tight that Ely considered taking his helmet off. The thump of footsteps above sounded heavy. Ely wasn’t sure how many men were up there, but he guessed at least three.  
 
    Ely reached forward for a handhold and stuck his fingers into a decomposing cardboard box covered in cobwebs. Something warm and furry scattered out as a nest of rats went wild, screeching and hissing. Ely snapped his hand back to cover his mouth and got a nose full of cobwebs and something rank. He gagged and his head bumped against the building.  
 
    “There it is again!” came from above.  
 
    “Smoke it out,” another voice said as a foot stomped over Ely.  
 
    “We’re here for another day. You want to smell tear gas the whole time?” The conversation drifted forward.  
 
    Hoffman nudged Ely with his heel. Ely wiped his hand against his cloak and gave a thumbs-up. The Strike Marine started moving again.  
 
    “Bingo.” Hoffman stopped a foot from the edge. Ely looked where he was pointing to something covered by a black tarp away from a few parked vehicles.  
 
    “I was hoping it would be a tarp.” Ely gave Hoffman a thumbs-up. Hoffman shook his head.  
 
    A door banged open and boots stomped down stairs.  
 
    “Let’s go! Styles hasn’t made his quota yet.” The set of boots stopped in front of Hoffman. The Strike Marine readied his pistol. Ely became increasingly aware of the tight space he was in and fought back panic.  
 
    “Styles! Tok! The rats are moving east. You keep screwing around and we’ll have to go into the deep woods to get them.” There was a pounding on the wall.  
 
    The boots were metal and thick, just like the armor worn by the guards that had taken Ely from Phoenix.  
 
    “Slow-ass bastards.” The man bent down and peered into the crawlspace. He was chubby and dark-skinned, and his bald head was so perfectly shaved that his scalp caught the light. Hoffman’s pistol snapped and the back of the collaborator’s head exploded into a bloody mist. He collapsed to the ground and twitched, his boots jangling in the gravel.  
 
    Hoffman grabbed him by the collar and hauled the body under the house. Another pull and Ely was face-to-face with the dead man, the neat hole in his forehead leaking blood. His eyes quivered, looking in different directions, and there was a sweet smell that made Ely gag.  
 
    A trill came from the building and Hoffman cursed.  
 
    “Get the tarp off and run pre-flight!” The Strike Marine hauled himself out from under the house and charged into the building.  
 
    Ely crawled past the still-twitching corpse as all hell broke loose above. There were heavy footfalls from Hoffman as he ran inside. There was a snap from a gauss weapon and bullets shot through the floor, kicking up dirt and rat feces into a fine cloud all around Ely.  
 
    Ely found a whole new motivation to get moving and spat out from under the building. He choked on the dirt and rolled onto his back. The walls shook as a fight continued inside. Ely wiped his face and pulled himself up next to a jeep. Throwing his camo cloak over one shoulder, he ran to the tarp, which covered something that looked a bit bigger than the rest of the parked vehicles.  
 
    He ripped the tarp away and uncovered a life pod—not a small one like he’d arrived in—one meant for at least five sailors, usually deployed on larger ships.  
 
    “Really?” Ely scratched his helmet. “Hoffman, there’s no pre-flight to do! Hoffman?” 
 
    He turned back to the building, which had gone eerily silent.  
 
    Hoffman and a lanky figure broke through the wall and landed on top of a jeep. Hoffman rolled off and landed hard a few yards from Ely. His cloak was in tatters, his gauntlets red with blood.  
 
    The other figure fell between the jeeps and Ely lost sight of him.  
 
    Hoffman shook his head, then reached back for the gauss rifle locked on to his back.  
 
    A Dotari leaped onto Hoffman and the two went rolling across the gravel. The Strike Marine lost his grip on the rifle and it stayed at the point of impact. The Dotari was half-in, half-out of the same dark-green armor as the other collaborators, but his claws were bared and, trilling and screeching, he struck at Hoffman.  
 
    The Dotari’s beak struck at Hoffman’s throat, but Hoffman blocked it with his forearm. The screen and computer housing cracked as the bite squeezed like a vise. 
 
    “Kid!” Hoffman punched at the Dotari, but the alien blocked it with his gangly limbs.  
 
    Ely ran for the gauss rifle and grabbed it by the barrel. He adjusted his grip and raised it overhead like a club.  
 
    The impossibility of the situation slowed him down. He’d only ever known the Dotari as friends, loyal allies that fought beside humans ever since his father and the Breitenfeld saved them from the Xaros. Their Armor died beside the man he was named for at the final battle of the Ember War. Now they were the enemy.  
 
    Ely hesitated. 
 
    The Dotari glanced at him, Hoffman’s arm still held fast in his beak. Even though it was an alien, Ely recognized the hate the Dotari had when he met its gaze. He swung the rifle down and cracked it against where the Dotari’s quills met its skull.  
 
    The alien squawked and released its bite on Hoffman. Slamming his hands on the alien’s chin, Hoffman got a hand full of quills. A sharp twist snapped the alien’s neck and Hoffman yanked it off him.  
 
    Breathing hard, Hoffman pulled his helmet off while Ely stood there, trembling. Hoffman took the rifle out of his hands.  
 
    “Why didn’t you just shoot him?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    “The…gene thing? No?” 
 
    “No.” Hoffman shook his head and went to the life pod. “I got the other one before he could call for help. We’ll be out of here before they know something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Why…” Ely pointed at the dead Dotari, “why was that one trying to kill you? They’re our friends.” 
 
    “Some are ungrateful pricks.” Hoffman flipped a panel down from the side of the escape pod and flicked a finger at a control panel. “Come on, Big Boss. You have to come through for us just one more time.” 
 
    The screen came to life and Hoffman looked down at his ruined forearm computer. “Figures.” He squinted at the control panel and pecked at commands.  
 
    “Haven’t you seen Last Stand on Takeni?” Ely wagged a finger at the Dotari. “Don’t they still have that movie, Mr. Hoffman? Why isn’t this one our friend? Dotari,” he made a knife hand and shook it to punctuate his words, “are supposed to be our friends.” 
 
    “Undo the slave bolts on the other engine,” Hoffman said. “Almost done.” 
 
    “I want an explanation!” Ely choked back tears. “Dotari…humans!” He gripped his hands together.  
 
    “Because the Geist came for them too,” Hoffman sighed. “And when a fleet of battleships is over your planet and they say ‘join or die,’ guess what the Dotari from the Golden Fleet decided to do? They joined! You think I’m happy about this? Me and Valdar are the ones that pulled them out of deep space and saved the rest from the phage. Me sitting here going over ancient history ain’t going to get us off planet. Now undo the slave bolts or I’ll kick your ass so hard, you’ll make orbit that way!” 
 
    Ely turned away from the Dotari and jogged around the life pod. He threaded two fingers into a bolt hole and twisted as he pulled a metal slug out a few inches. He repeated the task three more times and a hatch opened.  
 
    “Get in,” Hoffman said and closed the control panel.  
 
    “Normally,” Ely said, touching his brow, “escape pods go from orbit to dirtside. And in case you haven’t noticed, we’re—moving! I’m moving!” He scrambled into the pod before Hoffman could reach him.  
 
    The life pod was musty, the straps on the seats frayed. Hoffman stuffed his helmet into a webbing beneath one seat and pulled a control arm down as he buckled in. Ely did the same as Hoffman mumbled and pecked at the controls.  
 
    “Problem?” Ely asked.  
 
    “The script is too small…got it.” Hoffman pushed the control arm into the housing as the hatch closed and there was a pop as the pod pressurized. “Ibarra Corporation special design.” Hoffman braced himself against his seat.  
 
    A wave of nausea rolled over Ely as grav engines spun to life. He yelped as the pod flipped over and shot into the heavens. He shouted as the g-forces smooshed him into his seat and he went on the worst ride of his life. 
 
    He could’ve sworn Hoffman was laughing the entire time.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “If I ever meet your pop, I won’t tell him you lost your cookies.” Hoffman floated at one end of the life pod, his elbow over his mouth, his other hand batting away little gray globs floating about.  
 
    “You could have warned me.” Ely held up a small suction device that captured more blobs with a slurp.  
 
    “Yeah, but then I wouldn’t have seen that look on your face. High-g acceleration ain’t no fun. You ever had to make planet-fall in a Tactical Insertion Torpedo? Even Armor hate those damn things and I had to do it in last-gen power armor.” Hoffman twisted over and slid open a panel. “Good news, this thing’s still loaded with emergency rations. Let’s see…we’ve got spaghetti-flavored nutrient paste…and tuna.” 
 
    Ely snagged the last droplet and snapped the collector into a magnetic housing. He looked out a porthole and at Earth’s night side. The glow of cities and connecting highways traced the coastlines and mountain ranges.  
 
    “Everything looks so normal from up here.” 
 
    “Space has that effect. The larger view never seems that bad, but the closer you look, the worse it is. Geist have been relocating colonists back to Earth for years. Mars is abandoned. Same with Luna and the Ceres domes. Geist give everyone just enough food and shelter to survive, then put them to work doing labor that construction bots could handle just fine. Everyone down there’s in prison, waiting for whatever the Geist decide to do next.” Hoffman twisted the cap off a tube of paste and squeezed a bit into his mouth.  
 
    “What were you doing for so long?” Ely asked. “How’d you manage to slip away and—wait a second. Why did we have to walk all night to get to this pod? Why wasn’t it right there waiting for us where you killed the guards on my air car?” 
 
    Hoffman pushed his foot against the hull and thumped against a seat. He strapped a belt over his waist and interlinked his hands behind his head.  
 
    “Because there was a screw-up.” Hoffman closed his eyes. “Big Boss had this life pod fabricated during the Geist attack. I thought it was for him to get off world when the Ibarrans showed up, but he chose to stay and organize the resistance. So this thing sat in storage somewhere in Kansas until we made the call to get you out. The transfer order went through, but the meathead making the delivery sent it to BC-landing-zone-two-A. Your air car suffered a fortuitous grav engine failure near BC-landing-zone-two. Oops.” 
 
    “Dad would call that a SNAFU,” Ely said. “Then he’d go on about how ‘proper prior planning prevents—’” 
 
    “‘Piss-poor performance.’ He’s right about that. But when you’re running a clandestine resistance under the watch of tech-advanced alien overlords, there will be some hiccups along the way. When that happens, we adapt and overcome. The Strike Marine way.” Hoffman looked through a porthole. “We’ll have line of sight soon. Sure hope she’s good and ready. Hungry?” 
 
    “Still a little…” Ely touched his stomach and scrunched his nose. “How can you…you killed a lot of people back there. I whacked the hell out of a Dotari. How can you eat and sleep right now?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see the elephant in Terra Nova?” 
 
    “I had my share of close calls, but I didn’t hurt anyone. Or—” 
 
    “It’s war, kid. I’ve been at it a long time. Kesaht. Rakka. Naroosha. Vish. Killing the aliens isn’t hard. But offing people, even when they’re tube scratch like a Miguel or a Shannon, that’s different. You can get used to it after a while, but that ain’t exactly a good thing. Their faces aren’t the ones I see when I close my eyes.” Hoffman hooked a thumb under one side of his pectoral plate and it snapped up. He drew out a small stack of dog tags on a beaded chain.  
 
    “My militia had a hundred men and women in it when the Geist attacked. We were down to eight when the surrender order came. If the boss hadn’t cut into my comms and asked me to take position…” He flipped through dog tags and stopped at one. “Opal would never have stopped fighting. That’s how he was built. He was a lot better man than me in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Ely reached into his collar and brought out his own dog tag. “This was on me when I came through, but I don’t know where I got it. Does have my name, date of birth, religion and ident number.” He tugged the chain one way and the other, moving the tag around like a fish at the end of a line. Fractals glinted along the tag’s surface.  
 
    “That’s weird.” Hoffman frowned at him. “What’s it made out of?” 
 
    “What’s it…supposed to be made out of?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Aluminum, for tradition’s sake, but aluminum doesn’t glitter.” 
 
    Ely took the chain off and pushed it toward Hoffman, who plucked it out of the air. Hoffman pressed his thumb and forefinger against the tags, sniffed them, then tried to bend them.  
 
    “Hey,” Ely protested.  
 
    “They’re thicker than regular tags, and they ain’t aluminum either.” Hoffman floated the tags back to Ely.  
 
    “Maybe Terra Nova decided to get with the times and advance the technology.” Ely put the chain back around his neck and tucked the tags into his shirt.  
 
    “Weird,” Hoffman said again, and a red light flashed on a control panel. “Let’s hope this is good news.” 
 
    “Hope is now a method?” Ely floated over and braced himself against the hull.  
 
    “We’re in an unarmed potato on a ballistic course to the Crucible. If the sensor scramblers weren’t working, we’d have eaten a couple plasma shots by now. So hope is a pretty decent course of action.” Hoffman double-tapped a screen and Masha appeared. She was in a computer stack, the camera very close to her face.  
 
    “Talk to me,” she said.  
 
    “Principal secured and in decent shape,” Hoffman said. “Just the two of us.” 
 
    Masha’s face fell for a moment. “Compromised or did they go clean?” 
 
    “Clean as a violent death can be,” Hoffman said. “Other than our egress being dropped at the wrong goddamn site, killing Commissariat at two different locations, and running into exiles, everything’s going exactly as planned.” 
 
    “Hate to disappoint you, but there’s been a wrinkle,” Masha said. “The Crucible network was severed at Aachen. I can’t leapfrog you to Bayonne until the Geist repair the gate, but when they do that, the Crusade will static the entire Edessa system. There being only two of you makes the life-support equation a bit better…” 
 
    “Just get us to the Crusade, Masha,” Hoffman said. “Anywhere.” 
 
    “It can’t be anywhere, knuckle dragger. I drop you in a system under siege like Aachen or Corfu, you’ll either die in the fighting or be recaptured, and we’re not doing this again. Not because I’ll be annoyed, but because we’ve lost all our tools to make an escape like this.” 
 
    “But aren’t we on course to the Crucible?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Let me see him,” Masha said and Hoffman moved out of the way so Ely could take his place. “Ah…look at you. So young and innocent. Your mother know you’re here?” 
 
    “Hello to you too,” Ely gave her a little wave. 
 
    “I really hope you’re worth it.” Masha shook her head. “I need a couple more hours. There’s a troop ship scheduled to jump from Ceres. I can slip you through with that transfer, but you can’t be floating out in the void—too much traffic, and the Geist’s sensors will pick you up if you’re in the lanes. I’m redirecting you to the bolt hole.” 
 
    “Masha,” Hoffman said, taking Ely’s spot with an unceremonious shove, “there’s too much risk of them—” 
 
    “All I have are bad options,” she snapped. “And I’m choosing the least bad that I can. Plus, you’ll have time to make one last pickup. Can’t leave him there, Hoffman. Even if he is on ice.” 
 
    “What…that actually came through? I thought it never got past the planning stage.” 
 
    “I didn’t update you because the team that got him in got taken out as soon as they made it back to Earth. What you don’t know you can’t give up, no matter what they do to you,” she said.  
 
    “There’s a lot of that going around,” Ely muttered.  
 
    Hoffman shushed him then said to Masha, “We’ve got time for that?”  
 
    “Plenty. Remember, you’re not there to sightsee. You’ve got the final approach.” Masha cut the transmission and the life pod swayed to one side. Through a small window at the prow, Ceres and the fuzzy ring swung into view and stayed there.  
 
    “What now?” Ely asked.  
 
    “There’s a ship.” Hoffman swallowed hard. “One big enough and intact enough for us to hide in until Masha gets her act together. Soon as she does, we’ll take the pod out and moray onto the hull of that troop transport. Make the jump to a system where the Crusade’s still fighting and we’ve got a shot at linking up with friendly forces.”  
 
    “This troop ship won’t have a sensor that can pick us up? You said—” 
 
    “Geist ships. That transport will be some old merchantman converted over to a people mover or a Dotari scow they’ve got in service. We’ll be fine. Just don’t go banging on the hull. The Geist won’t bring the ship in to where there’s fighting, so we can unlock and set course for friendly space as soon as we’re there. So long as we don’t get too close to the Geist or any ships fighting for them…we’ll be OK.” 
 
    “Wow…you guys have this worked out.” 
 
    “Not that we had a whole lot else to do but soul-killing office work until you showed up. And despite all our planning, you can tell how well this is going. I knew I should’ve prayed harder last Sunday. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get some sleep.” Hoffman snuggled against his acceleration seat and closed his eyes.  
 
    “Wait, what if the Geist find us while we’re on the way?” Ely looked out a porthole.  
 
    “We’re in a potato. Your call,” Hoffman said. “Eat. Sleep. Use the head. Who knows when we’ll get the chance again.” 
 
    “What ship are we going to?” Ely asked.  
 
    Hoffman sighed.  
 
    “The Geist attack was in full force when the Ark and the Crusade fleet led by Makarov the Younger jumped in. Our Navy was in a knife fight with the enemy when the Lady ordered the evacuation. She could get some of Earth’s defenders to safety, but not everyone. If every ship turned and ran, it would’ve been a massacre. So what was left of one fleet volunteered to die in place so the rest might live. After it was all over…the Geist created the junk ring around Ceres, so every time we looked up at the moon, we’d see our defeat writ large. And there’s one particular carrier up there.” 
 
    “Which? The new Europa? The Charlemagne?” 
 
    “No, Ely. Admiral Valdar was never the type to let someone else die for him. We’re going to the wreck of the Breitenfeld.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    An exile, who went by just John in his group, was thrown to his knees beneath the lights of a Commissariat shuttle. The glare blinded him as the troopers left him alone, the damp from the cold grass seeping through his clothes. He spat out blood and felt loose teeth. The bruises down his back and around his neck and shoulders had hurt since the troopers captured him deep in the woods.  
 
    Fists. Batons. Boots. They’d been liberal with the blunt-force trauma.  
 
    John tested the cuffs binding his hands behind his back and got a nasty shock for his efforts.  
 
    A pair of steel-shod boots stepped into the light and John tensed up. A Commissar, his hands in black gloves, got him up on his knees. John kept his gaze down, refusing to give the Commissar a look.  
 
    “How long have you survived out here?” Nakir gripped John by the chin and forced his face up. The chrome mask was in shadow, but John could see fear in his reflection. The Commissar hooked a thumb into the exile’s lips to expose teeth and gums. “You seem fresh.” 
 
    John shook himself out of Nakir’s hold. “Kill me and get it over with.” John’s shoulders sank. “I refused to be a good little slave once. Nothing’s changed.” 
 
    “Look how alive you are. Still full of the same foolish conviction you had when we brought you back home. All this time out here living like a savage has only tempered your soul, made you stronger.” Nakir slapped a hand on John’s harness and a jolt went through the exile’s entire body. “You would be a fine addition to the tithe…I’d rather not lose that gift.” 
 
    Nakir wrenched his hand off and involuntary tears rolled down John’s face. The Commissar took a clear plastic box from a pocket on his overcoat and held it up for the light to catch. A metal slug twitched, striations in its surface flexing as it felt at the box’s corners. John leaned away, but Nakir grabbed him by the neck and brought the box up to his eyes. The slug rattled against the walls, fighting to get out.  
 
    “You wouldn’t think such a small intelligence could enjoy its work, but the Geist are exquisite craftsmen. Do you know what happens when we Turn a mind?”  
 
     “I fight it and it’ll kill me. Then you’ll have nothing!” John spat on Nakir. Nakir bent his pinky and thumb into a C shape and poked the digits on either side of the exile’s heart. Blue electricity arced through John and he fell with a shriek.  
 
    John fought to breathe, but his lungs wouldn’t comply. A deep pain radiated out of his chest and down his left arm. Nakir punched him in the sternum and John’s heart restarted.  
 
    “Do you know how many times a heart can be jolted before it explodes? I might let you find out, or…” He shook the box again. “There is no defense. That was a lie we planted within the Crusade to trick Ibarrans into believing they could die by defiance. We’ve gained many thousands more troops from that little trick. No, captive soul, I Turn you with this and your mind will be mine. You will be stunted, capable of little more than basic survival, and you will be utterly obedient. The spark you carry in your harness will waste away to nothing until you die from apathy. That is your fate…unless you answer a simple question. Have you seen this boy?”  
 
    Nakir held a palm down before John, then flipped his hand over, and Ely Hale’s face formed out of blue light emitted from the Commissar’s fingers.  
 
    John’s face twitched and his voice caught in his throat.  
 
    “You have. I don’t need to Turn you to know that. Where? When? Who was he with? Tell me what I want to know and I’ll let you go,”  
 
    John’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Truly. Right back into the forest you’ll go. Grow stronger. The Geist appreciate a wild soul. So will it be freedom or will you be Turned?” 
 
    “I-I saw him.” John nodded. “’Round dawn. Down by the…the stream where we catch trout. Maybe a few miles west of where you caught me. He had a Strike Marine with him.” 
 
    “They were on foot? No one else?” Nakir asked.  
 
    “No one. Didn’t say anything about where they were going. They just-just gave us some food and kept going. All the food they had.” John’s eyes were locked on the box.  
 
    “All their food…” Nakir slipped the box back into his coat. “There. That wasn’t so bad now, was it?” He held up a finger and tapped it forward. The restraints on John’s wrist snapped off and the metal wire slithered up Nakir’s leg and coiled around his arm.  
 
    John crawled away, afraid to look away from the Commissar.  
 
    “Go.” Nakir shooed him away. “We’ll come for you when we choose to.”   
 
    The exile ran into the darkness.  
 
    “Was that wise?” a shock trooper asked Nakir as he walked up the shuttle’s ramp. The trooper had his helmet off, his lumpy, ugly face looking more potato than human. “You should have Turned him and be done with it.” 
 
    “Humanity owes the Geist every soul. I will not waste the coin to pay our way to salvation. Nakir waved a hand over a sensor on the hull and a holo map sprang out. “How goes the sweep?” 
 
    “We have every drone that’s still functional in North America combing the forest. Even if they have active camo, we’re running a sensor sweep that’s deep enough to pick up their residual thermal trace from footprints. Nothing but harnessed and chipped exiles and feral cattle. That Standish had a real beef ranch out here.” 
 
    “Then it stands to reason that our quarry aren’t here. They were on foot, no support, seen perhaps fifteen hours ago.” He pulled up an overlay of drone data from where they’d found the downed shuttle and their location. The search covered most of British Columbia, an area far larger than two could have covered on foot. “Anything more from the investigation at the harvester camp?”  
 
    “Three dead. One with a gauss wound. We finally got the nets back up after the outage and there’s this.” The trooper touched two fingers to a screen on the back of his hand, then flicked at the holo. A shipping manifest opened up.  
 
    “‘Unspecified heavy equipment.’” Nakir tilted his head slightly and more data scrolled across his mask. “Curious how something like that would be delivered to such a remote location.” 
 
    “Could be snowmobiles?” The trooper shrugged. “The harvesters still hunt during the winter. Almost too easy running the exiles down.” 
 
    “No sign of this equipment at the camp? No thermal spikes of a shuttle taking off? Or engines on any of the roads?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir.”  
 
    “When you eliminate all other possibilities, what remains must be true, no matter how unlikely or infuriating.” Nakir went down the ramp and walked away from the shuttle until he could gaze up at the stars. “If you could get off Earth, where would you go? Where would you hide? Someplace where God would be with you.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    The life pod floated into the Breitenfeld’s main hangar. The hull was cold and dark, the twisted remains of Eagle fighters and Condor bombers mashed to the walls. Bits of metal and broken tools floated about as the pod came down and docking clamps snapped to the deck.  
 
    The hatch opened and Hoffman, in his full power armor, scanned the hangar with his gauss rifle. He stepped out and continued forward in the zero gravity, then thrust his boots toward the deck. Magnetic pads activated to pull him down.  
 
    “Clear,” he said through the IR.  
 
    Ely emerged, wearing a too-large vac suit bunched up on his limbs and tied down. His feet slid across the deck until he locked down with the same kind of magnetic pads that Hoffman had.  
 
    “This suit stinks so bad,” Ely said. “Did the last guy to wear it never shower? Maybe he died in it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe he did.” Hoffman snapped on a flashlight and shined it deeper into the hangar. “Just be glad there was a spare suit on board.” 
 
    Ely looked up at long tears in the hull. Blackened and slagged patches from plasma weapon strikes were everywhere. A fighter pilot’s helmet drifted past him, the skull and crossbones unit symbol for Fighter Squadron 103 on one side. He grabbed it and turned it over.  
 
    “This was Mom’s old unit. How could this have happened to the Breitenfeld?” 
 
    “Destiny? This ship was in the middle of almost every single major engagement during the Ember War. Ibarrans captured her during the next big one. My Strike Marines and I got her back, then Valdar decided he’d never retire again or give her up to someone else. He made a lot of enemies fighting for a stronger Navy after the Kesaht War ended. That she’d hold the line before the Geist…destiny. At the end, she ran out of miracles.” 
 
    “But structural integrity seems decent.” Ely stomped a foot. “Most of the ship looked intact on the way in, but the turrets are gone.” 
 
    “The Geist took the rail guns. Made them into a monument out near Houston where they train conscripts.” Hoffman walked toward the rear of the hangar, shining the light back and forth until he ran it over a cut in the deck the length of a hand. 
 
    “You know where we are?” Hoffman went to one knee and reached for the cut, but pulled his hand back before he could touch it. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “This was the Final Prayer.” Ely stopped a foot behind him. “Where the Armor that died on the Apex were blessed. Colonel Carius was here and he…he asked Saint Kallen for victory. And the Iron Hearts were here too. Hussars. Templar.” 
 
    “Elias did this.” Hoffman touched the edge of the cut gently. “Made it with the blade that killed the Xaros king. This is holy ground.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Ely looked over Hoffman’s shoulder, then bunched his hands to his sides and slightly hunched his back. “I feel…something. Like there’s someone else here. I don’t like this place. Can we leave, please?” 
 
    “Ghosts.” Hoffman stood and walked to a dent in the hull. “This is where a good man died. He couldn’t let go of his hate and it almost cost us everything. I almost made the same mistake. Thankfully, Lady Ibarra is more merciful than she should be. Come on.”  
 
    “Where are we going?” Ely touched the back of his helmet and winced. “Ugh…I might need another dose of that inhibitor compound soon.”  
 
    “Hard to do when you’re in a vac suit. We need to get to the cemetery.” Hoffman stopped at the doors of a lift that were ajar and pried them open with strength augmentations in his power armor. The shaft was an abyss both up and down. “You ever slick ride?” 
 
    “I grew up on starships. Of course I did. Pathfinders loved doing it and my dad had a habit of deleting a captain’s mast disciplinary report with slick rides. Unless something got damaged.”  
 
    Ely swung into the shaft and locked the sides of his boots to a magnetic strip on one side, then the back of one fist over his head.  
 
    “Ready to fly?”  
 
    “Not exactly.” Hoffman kicked one boot against the strip on the other side and it locked on. His other careened off with a squeal of sparks and he fell back onto the deck, one foot still held fast.  
 
    “You’ve got to manually reconfigure the polarity.” Ely rolled his eyes. “Now you have to wait for it to cycle back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” Hoffman pulled his boot off with a grunt and sat on the edge.  
 
    “Why didn’t you ask? Sorry…sorry, sir. I just thought you knew how to slide. You never…you never told me what happened to Admiral Valdar. The bridge looked intact and—” 
 
    Hoffman shook his head. “He made the call to die in place, Ely. What do you think happened to him?” 
 
    “No.” Ely shook his head. “No. Not Valdar. Not him too! How can everyone I ever knew be gone! This isn’t fair!” 
 
    “And it won’t ever be fair, kid. Valdar died to—” 
 
    “You’re lying.” Ely looked up and the mag locks in his boots activated, shooting him up the shaft and straight to the ship’s bridge.  
 
    “Wait! Wait!” Hoffman’s voice faded as the IR lost signal.  
 
    Ely counted deck markers as he rose higher and higher in the ship. He slowed down a few levels from the bridge and came to a complete stop at a wrecked blast door. The Terran Union Navy learned that it was always better to fight after the ship’s atmosphere had been removed and the crew was in void suits. The presence of air gave explosions a medium to send blast waves and to fuel fires, neither of which were value-added during a battle. But the tanks that held the ship’s air were heavily shielded within the ship.  
 
    Ely crawled through a missing segment of the blast door and brushed dust off a mechanical gauge. It was full.  
 
    “Ship was at battle stations…that checks out.” He went to the yellow and black chevrons demarking the edge of the doors to the bridge and opened an emergency access panel. He pulled down the red lever inside and the doors opened a few inches with each heave.  
 
    He slid through the gap and turned on a lamp built into his vac suit. A dead holo table was a few feet away, the emitter ring cracked by a hunk of shrapnel. He turned to one side where the gunnery station was supposed to be. A body lay slumped in the seat, a gash down the back of the lightly armored battle uniform.  
 
    Ely’s breathing felt too loud in his helmet and he put a hand to the holo table to steady himself. The blast shields over the windows were torn up, and he could see Ceres through some of them. More wrecks from the Terran Union Navy’s last stand were visible through other gaps. He turned his light forward and saw the back of the captain’s chair.  
 
    “Please don’t be there…” Ely took a slow step forward, like he was moving through water and not a vacuum. “Please, please—” 
 
    Something touched his shoulder and he recoiled to one side. A body floated next to the holo table, commander’s rank on the shoulders. Its faceplate was shattered and Ely turned the light away before he could see what was inside, but not before he caught a glimpse of the name tape.  
 
    Egan.  
 
    Ely knelt lower as the corpse slowly drifted over him.  
 
    “It’s OK. It’s OK, because there’s nothing you could do for him. Not here for that.” Ely crept toward the captain’s chair. He leaned forward and saw a pair of boots. “Oh no.” 
 
    He got up slowly and the light from his vac suit washed over Admiral Valdar. His helmet was tilted forward, emergency straps in place. The rank and name tape matched the man Ely didn’t want to find dead on this bridge.  
 
    “Grandpa…”  Ely touched his helmet, failing to cover his mouth. “Grandpa, no…we were supposed to see you before we left. Go fishing at your cabin in Virginia. Jerry was so sad when you went on some mission. I tried to be tough, but I took it harder than he did. You had the best books in your library and you had so many sea stories. I thought I’d get to see you again when there was a Crucible on Terra Nova and that I’d get to introduce you to my own family and…you were supposed to be here.” 
 
    Ely touched Valdar’s chest…but there wasn’t any resistance. He pushed harder and the vac suit flattened like there was nothing inside.  
 
    “Huh?” Ely lifted Valdar’s helmet up, but there was only darkness within.  
 
    Empty. 
 
    “Kid!” Hoffman crawled onto the bridge, his chest heaving. “Kid, you don’t need unbroken legs for me to complete my mission. I’m just saying.” 
 
    “He’s gone! He’s not here!” Ely stabbed a hand at the empty vac suit in Valdar’s chair. “The Geist, they don’t use disintegration beams like the Xaros, right? Right?” 
 
    “You need to calm down before you use up all your oxygen.” Hoffman pushed Egan’s body aside and grabbed Ely by the arm. “No, the Geist use plasma or they’ll just tear you to pieces…”  
 
    He looked at Valdar’s empty suit and poked at the hand and arms.  
 
    “The hell? Why’s it empty?” Hoffman lifted the helmet up and snapped his hand back. “Shit. We shouldn’t have come up here. You shouldn’t have come up here.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Lights snapped on and air billowed out from the edge of the deck. Hoffman pulled up a control screen from the command chair as it flickered to life.  
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Hoffman said. “Someone remote-accessed the computer core and rebooted the life-support system. Go to the comms station and see if the Echo-niner-niner antenna is active. Move!” 
 
    Ely jumped to comply and came back to the deck without using the mag locks.  
 
    “Gravity’s back too.” Ely glanced at a screen on the bottom of his HUD. Atmospheric pressure was at a quarter of Earth normal and rising. The comms station had been shot up and was a broken mess, but one screen was still working. He swiped fingers from right to left and found the menu he needed.  
 
    “—you hear me!” Masha shouted from their helmets.  
 
    “Yes.” Hoffman tapped the side of his helmet. “We read you loud and clear. We must have tripped something when we came aboard. How long until we’ve got company?” 
 
    “They’re on the way from the security station on Ceres,” Masha said. “And all traffic through the Crucible’s been cancelled.” 
 
    Hoffman raised a fist and let it fall on the back of the command chair.  
 
    “We’ve still got an out. You get to the Crucible and I can open a wormhole. Thirty minutes is the best window I can give you.” 
 
    “The pod won’t make it in time.” Hoffman grabbed Ely and dragged him to the lift.  
 
    “Then you don’t take the pod. They’re looking for the pod. The plan was to get him to Earth, so there’s fuel to get through the Crucible.” 
 
    Hoffman locked his boots on to the lift’s mag line and pointed at Ely. “Deck sixteen. Cemetery number two. Don’t get lost.” 
 
    Ely nodded.  
 
    Hoffman slid down as Ely looked back at the bridge where Valdar should have died, and he vowed to find him if he was still alive. A drone flashed by an open blast shield and Ely jumped onto the mag line and slid after Hoffman.  
 
    “—because there’s a complication with the principal and you don’t know how that’s going to affect him!” Hoffman shouted. “No, I don’t know that for sure and neither do you. What choice? He’s in an emergency vac that’s made of tissue paper and duct tape. But we do this and—of course there’s a choice!” 
 
    Hoffman kicked open the emergency release on a door and swung inside. He reached out and snatched Ely off the mag line, pinning him not so gently against the bulkhead. The passageway was lit by flickering lights, the walls moist with condensation as the void-cold metal heated up.  
 
    “Agreed…we’ll make contact when we’re off the ship. Good luck, Masha. I apologize for all those times I tried to kill you…no, I didn’t think you would. Out.” Hoffman removed his helmet, unsnapped a small box from the speakers, then crushed it with his heel.  
 
    Ely took his helmet off and his sinuses and throat ached from his first painfully cold breath of shipboard air.  
 
    “They’ll track us through the IR. Linking into the ship’s system put our key code in the database.” Hoffman took Ely’s helmet and tossed it down the shaft.  
 
    “Don’t I need that?” Panic grew on Ely’s face as he heard it careen off the walls.  
 
    “Now it’s a decoy for them to chase. There’s another one in the emergency lockers. There’s probably one in the emergency lockers. Stay on my heels until we get to the cemetery. Let’s move.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Noyan walked around a coffin-sized container, the six fingers of one hand tracing the intricate lines carved into the resin coating. This chamber was deep within her pyramid ship, segregated from her laboratories and any prying eyes that might be watching. A trio of ant-like aliens stood against the wall. Their thoraces and heads were upright, a thin skin over their skeletal frames.  
 
    Humans referred to the Vishrakath as “ants,” a nuisance species on Earth.  
 
    “There was no record of your arrival?” Noyan asked.  
 
    “New Bastion is neutral space; the Geist do not monitor transit through the system, and our hive runs that Crucible.” The three aliens spoke as one. “This item is of cultural significance and was acquired and transported at great expense. Payment in kind is expected.”  
 
    “We lead the war against the Ibarrans. What more can the Geist do for the Vishrakath?” Noyan smiled, revealing double rows of pointed teeth.  
 
    One alien skittered forward, its mandibles twitching rapidly for a moment. Its body shivered, then its skin burst as a Geist ripped away the cocoon of the Vishrakath. The metal strands of the Geist’s body were twisted into a lumpy knot as it fell to the floor, covered in the alien’s viscera. The knot unwound to a humanoid shape, blood boiling off its surface.  
 
    The Geist swung an arm back and a strand locked out into a scythe, neatly decapitating the two Vishrakath.  
 
    “Zegor…I should have known.” Noyan crossed her arms.  
 
    “The Vishrakath are my vassals.” The new Geist shrugged a shoulder and his body expanded to the same height as Noyan. “You think I would miss when an item like this was smuggled out from under my watch?” 
 
    “I did, yes.” Noyan’s lips twitched. “You were always interested in more corporeal pursuits than spiritual.” 
 
    “Blood games have their appeal. You should see the predators I’ve Turned from Vishrakath planets.” Zegor put a hand on the casket and his fingers elongated over the top. “What do you want with this, Noyan? You already have one.” 
 
    “Not like this one. The Apostate’s defenses have proven…formidable, but I’m in possession of something unique and powerful that can aid us,” Noyan said.  
 
    “Which you haven’t shared with Pallax or the rest of the Exalted.” Zegor wagged a finger in front of his face. “What are you playing at?” 
 
    Noyan took a step back.  
 
    “Don’t,” Zegor snarled. “You didn’t detect me in my flesh puppet; what do you think I brought with me in the other bodies?” 
 
    “I would have sensed more of you.” Noyan narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Then try and kill me and find out how right you are.” Zegor’s eyes grew brighter. “I can be quite reasonable, Noyan. So long as I get my share of the prize.” 
 
    “You don’t have the courage to take the same risks as me…but you might prove useful. Observe.” Noyan flicked a hand to one side and a door in the floor opened. The Qa’resh probe fragment lifted up.  
 
    “My my.” A forked tongue slipped out of Zegor’s mouth and flicked in the air. “All the Qa’resh probes in the galaxy were destroyed…with the exception of the one the Ibarrans stole from us on the Ark.” 
 
    “This one came from beyond the galaxy. Providence from our Lord Malal. Now open the case and let’s test my hypothesis of what this artifact can still do,” Noyan said.  
 
    Zegor ripped the top of the casket off. Inside was the tall silver body of a Vishrakath. Frost formed against its shell, occluding the light reflecting off of it.  
 
    “The Qa’resh gifted only one of these to the races that joined with them in their fight against the Xaros,” Noyan said. “They’re nearly indestructible, and the Xaros kept them for study when they destroyed the old Bastion. The Vishrakath recovered some when they built a new Crucible in the Bastion system. They doled out these ‘Ambassador bodies’ to their allies, in some attempt to regain the mantle of leadership the Qa’resh abandoned at the end of the Ember War.” 
 
    “Some of the Synod wanted to demand them as tribute. But you were with the vote against. Why do you want one now?” Zegor asked.  
 
    “They were useless to us before now.” Noyan held up a palm and the probe fragment floated to her. “Now we can adopt Malal’s flesh, be more perfect in his sight.” 
 
    “And?” Zegor snapped. “Our bodies are as close to the Qa’resh technology as we could fashion. What else is there?” 
 
    “The humans are a sacrilegious lot, but they have their charms. They have a saying, ‘tough nut to crack.’ My ability to interface with the fragment is limited….the Ambassador bodies were designed to flow through the probes. With this,” she stroked the silver Vishrakath in the casket, “I’ll have the tools to crack one nut in particular.” 
 
    Zegor’s tongue flicked again.  
 
    “Let’s begin.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Masha slipped out of the computer stacks and brushed dust off her utility uniform. She reached behind a rack and stretched deep into a recess, scraping her wrist against a metal corner until her fingers grasped a cloth loop.  
 
    She pulled a leather bag out and unzipped it. Inside was a rather normal-looking stylus and a flat-blade dagger with a thin handle. She slipped the stylus into a slot on her sleeve and put the bag into a cargo pocket on her hip, open just enough to get at the weapon within.  
 
    She touched a small case of pills hidden in her bra then shook her head.  
 
    “I should do this clearheaded.” She fluffed her hair and walked out, putting a wiggle in her hips and a smile on her face as she went over to a coffee station. A dull-looking Commissariat guard looked her over, his eyes lingering right where Masha wanted.  
 
    She bent over the coffee pot and kicked one hip out to divert the guard’s attention as she poured a cup, then unsnapped her left thumbnail and poured a few white crystals into the coffee. She added powdered cream and went up to the guard.  
 
    “The watch commander sent me out for this. You mind opening the door back up?” 
 
    “Commissar Tolbert said no visitors,” the guard rumbled.  
 
    “Well, maybe he wants some coffee too, sugar. You know what kind he likes?” 
 
    The guard’s heavy jowls shook from side to side.  
 
    “Let me go ask. Then I can make you some too.” She winked at him.  
 
    “One coming in.” The guard hit a key and the slight depression of the door crumbled away from a red centerline. The Xaros construction of the Crucible always bothered her with how eerily it functioned. The miles-long thorns that made up the gate would shift and reposition themselves during wormhole junctions. Any crew not safely in the command nodules risked being lost in a labyrinth that could shift again before they reached someplace with food and water.  
 
    The Geist forbade rescue efforts for anyone lost on the Crucible. The gates ran on a schedule and they wouldn’t upset timetables just for one or two lost souls.  
 
     Masha knew he was staring at her rear as she entered the Crucible’s control room. The dozen technicians had their heads down and were doing their best not to get noticed as Terry squared off against a male Commissar in his deep-green overcoat and glossy black boots. The Commissar’s pistol was holstered, though the flap was unbuttoned.  
 
    “—because the transfer order was signed by Administrator Kutcher, that’s why!” Terry wagged a slate next to his face. “If we get backed up here, it causes delays through the entire Crucible network. It affects the war!” 
 
    Masha slipped the stylus out of her sleeve and held it along the seam as the door reformed behind her. The door mashed against the stylus and she twisted the end cap hard to one side. A dull glow pulsed a few inches around where the device was embedded, growing very slowly.  
 
    “My presence here will absolve you of any repercussions,” Commissar Tolbert said, clasping his hands behind his back. “There’s a security situation that Exalted Noyan is personally concerned with. I do hope that I won’t have to tell her that you interfered with our efforts.” 
 
    “These orders are from the Geist?” Terry sputtered. “Why didn’t you say so? I’ll have the Alameda adjust course and go into a holding orbit around Ceres.” The watch commander pressed his hand into a biometric reader and a command field materialized in the holo. He entered a command and the Crucible appeared. The great thorns slowed to a stop and the course of the oncoming troop transport shifted to one side.  
 
    “Your attention to the Geist’s war efforts is to be commended.” Tolbert smiled. “But remember that the Commissariat always acts in the name of the Geist, Commander.”  
 
    “Yes, sir, always.” Terry held out a hand to Masha as she handed it over. “Took you long enough. At least this is still warm.” He took a sip and frowned. “There’s cream, but it’s still so bitter.” He took another sip. “How old is the…uck…pot?” 
 
    Terry set the cup down and put a hand to his throat. Masha put a hand to her mouth and gasped, covering her smile.  
 
    “Commander, are you well?” Tolbert asked.  
 
    Terry wheezed and slapped at the holo table. Tolbert reached out to steady him. The rest of the command center staff perked up from their workstations like groundhogs.  
 
    Masha slipped the dagger out of her cargo pocket and reached back. She slammed the blade into Tolbert’s temple and he seized up. Masha jammed her hip against his back and held him up as she slathered blood spurting from the wound against her palm and fingers.   
 
    She drew Tolbert’s pistol and aimed it at Dershowitz at the communication station. She shot her between the eyes and the woman fell back with a yelp. Tolbert fell like a tipped mannequin as Masha pushed him aside. She turned the pistol on the pair of graviton computation technicians and killed them both with headshots.  
 
    “Help! Help!” The surviving command center crew were at the only exit, where the stylus was still embedded and the eggshell-white color in the basalt-colored material had fractured into an ugly spider web across the door.  
 
    Hitting the button on the controls to open the door was useless, as the thermite charge in the stylus burned hot enough to damage the alien material of the door, and the Crucible’s self-repair functions took primacy over all other tasks.  
 
    One of the techs grabbed at the nub of the stylus and howled as his hand burst into flames.  
 
    Masha shot the one with the hot hand and put the two bullets in the larger of the remaining men. She stuffed the weapon with one bullet left into her waistband and wiped the Commissar’s blood on Dershowitz’s shoulder.  
 
    “Do I have your attention?” Masha announced. The survivors at the door crouched behind workstations and didn’t answer. “Every last one of you is a collaborator. You kept this Crucible open as slaves came through and the Geist sent warships out to fight the Crusade. You’re going to get what you fucking deserve.” 
 
    “Please!” someone squeaked. “Please, we didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You took this position for an extra stack of ration coupons and an air-conditioned studio apartment, Janice. You told me that several times.” Masha went to Terry, who’d turned very blue and was barely breathing.  
 
    “You stay over there and don’t bother me and I won’t kill you.” Masha put one boot to the dead Commissar’s head and braced as she wrenched the knife out. “Any of you count how many shots I took? Fuck around and find out how many I’ve got left.”  
 
    “Masha, what are you doing?” Janice peeked over her cover. “We know Terry’s a scumbag, but don’t take it out on us.” 
 
    “Oh, they don’t like you.” Masha patted Terry’s cheek and sat him up. She stuck one leg against his back, then flopped his hand into the biometric reader. “That poison came from a particularly nasty reptile native to Navarre. It’s just potent enough to keep you flexible and alive for an hour. The brain damage is rather permanent.” 
 
    Control screens came up and Masha dialed in a code. She felt the Crucible re-shuffle its thorns through the floor as a progress bar filled slowly. The survivors were in a heated discussion, and she picked out the word “terrorist” several times.  
 
    Thumps knocked against the door and ashen hunks fell off. The frame glowed and shrank slightly as more material was fed into the damaged area for repairs.  
 
    “Hurry up, Hoffman.” Masha mussed Terry’s hair and leaned over to whisper in his ear. “In case you were wondering, yours is pretty pathetic. There’s no such thing as a ‘good size.’ And I know you’re sleeping with that harlot in shipping.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Hoffman ran down a corridor, his breath fogging instantly in the cold air. The Breitenfeld’s lighting was intermittent, strobing against the deck and bulkheads. Ely caught glimpses of horror—wide blood streaks and red dabs of melting slush from where frozen blood had landed when gravity returned and the temperature rose.  
 
    The smell of copper and ozone grew stronger and stronger the deeper they went into the ship, like an infected wound with the bandage removed.  
 
    Hoffman slid to a stop at a blast door cutting off the passageway. He put a palm against the metal and ran it down small cracks in the paint.  
 
    “What…” Ely gasped for breath and bent forward, his elbows on his knees, “…why’d we…stop? Not that I mind.” 
 
    “We’re in the outboard corridor,” Hoffman said, rapping knuckles against the blast door. “The ship should’ve dropped all blast-control measures when it came back online. This stayed shut because the hydraulics are damaged or because there’s raw void on the other side. Surface is bowed out slightly. No echo from the other side.” 
 
    “Just check the environmental sensors.” Ely reached for a control pad, but Hoffman grabbed him by the wrist.  
 
    “This ship is a tomb,” Hoffman said. “You access any system and it’ll—” 
 
    There was a pitter-pat against the hull as something scrambled over the other side of the bulkhead from them. Hoffman shoved Ely back and fumbled with his helmet as he raised his gauss rifle.  
 
    “Shit,” Hoffman whispered. “They brought drakes.” 
 
    “I’m going to assume that’s bad.” Ely backed against the bulkhead and his leg bumped into a metal cabinet bolted low on the wall. He whacked the door with his heel and it creaked open. Empty.  
 
    “That’s the fourth emergency locker that’s got nothing in it,” Ely said. “Should be void hoods and air tanks and—” 
 
    “The last team that was on here reported the ship had been picked clean.” Hoffman led Ely down a small corridor lit only by the glow of door controls. “Which was good news. Tomb robbers don’t waste their time on empties.” 
 
    “Last team? And they didn’t mention Valdar’s vac suit being empty or—” 
 
    “They weren’t here for him, kid. Their mission was in armory bay omega and that’s where we’re going. Just hope they didn’t get pinched afterwards and the Geist came for what they did. Because if that’s empty…things are going to get difficult.” Hoffman stopped at a T-intersection and motioned for Ely to hide in a doorway. The connecting corridor was better lit.  
 
    The Strike Marine cocked an ear up then moved to join Ely, never turning his back on the intersection.  
 
    “What is it?” Ely asked quietly. Hoffman shielded Ely with his armor and turned the lenses on his helmet visor away from the weak light. The older man pressed a finger to the trigger on his gauss rifle and a faint whine rose and died away.  
 
    Ely clenched his jaw shut to stop his teeth from chattering. The edges of his ears ached from the cold and a headache grew from breathing the chill, dry air.  
 
    “No sign on deck twelve,” came from down the connecting corridor. “Yeah, they found the emitter in the shaft. And that’s all. Target didn’t check out like Terry guessed…How much? Dumbass should know better than to make a bet like that.” 
 
    A pair of shock troopers came down the other passageway. Ely felt a slight vibration through the deck plating as the two walked in step with each other through the intersection. Their bulky dark-green armor was meant for Earth-side duty, not the void, Ely noted when he glimpsed them from under Hoffman’s arm. Neither had their helmet on. 
 
    One glanced over his shoulder, then back to a screen on his forearm as they kept walking. “Did we do a trace through the machine shops?”  
 
    “Why bother? None of the doors have registered as opening.” 
 
    Hoffman remained still as a statue until the last sound of the troopers faded away.  
 
    “Come on.” Hoffman moved to the intersection at a crouch and did a combat peek around the corner.  
 
    “Why didn’t they see us?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Hard to see in the dark when your pupils are tight from the light.” Hoffman squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t remember the exact layout of this ship. Should’ve been a straight shot to the armory omega, but the blast doors are shut. If we had air and helmets, maybe we could go EVA…no, drakes are out there.”  
 
    “Why the armory omega? Why not the auxiliary flight deck or the recovery drone berthings?” Ely asked. “How is our way off the ship…let’s just get back to the potato.”  
 
    “We landed on the main deck. That’s where they came in,” Hoffman sighed.  
 
    Ely squinted at a backlit door panel. “We’re on deck nine, sector H…that means we’re about two junctions from munition stores. There’s a no-gravity dumbwaiter that’ll connect to the armory omega.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Hoffman’s brow furrowed.  
 
    “What? You didn’t have to memorize the layout of the most famous ship in the Terran Union Navy for your junior engineering certificate? I got an invite to the Burton Engineering Academy for re-coding the mag inducement form factor on the—” 
 
    “You’re sure we can get to armory omega?” Hoffman grabbed Ely by the loose fabric on his vac suit.  
 
    Ely’s gaze went up and to the left as he remembered the layout, then nodded quickly.  
 
    “But why do we need to go to the old Strike Marine arms room?” Ely asked. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Ship got a retrofit after the Kesaht War,” Hoffman said. “Still a place for warriors that need bullets, just on a different scale. Follow me.” 
 
    Hoffman led them through the intersection and down the opposite way the Commissariat troopers had gone. He made a sharp turn around a corner and thrust an arm out to stop Ely just as the smell of decay hit him. He mashed the back of his hand over his mouth and nose.  
 
    “Ely…you got to be tough right here. Just keep your eyes on my back and don’t look around, OK?” Hoffman moved to block Ely’s view.  
 
    “Why? What’s…” Ely looked down. A red ooze of barely thawed blood spread across the deck and kissed the edge of his boot.  
 
    “It’s a dead patch,” Hoffman said, crossing himself. “Sometimes it happens on a ship that’s adrift for too long. Bodies float to one spot and…they get tangled.” 
 
    Ely retched and tried to pull back, but Hoffman got him by the collar.  
 
    “Just keep walking or I will carry you,” the Strike Marine said.  
 
    Ely made a noise somewhere between fear and despair, then put a trembling hand on the carry handle high on Hoffman’s back. They moved forward and Ely squeezed his eyes shut. He heard the plop of his steps in a puddle and the smell grew even worse.  
 
    “Raise your right foot high. Forward. Now left,” Hoffman said.  
 
    Ely complied, but his toe scraped over something that had a little give to it. There was a wet hiss as Hoffman pushed something out of their way. 
 
    “How many are there?” Ely squeaked. 
 
    “Too many. Long step again…good job. There’s no good way to go. But these sailors died holding the line. Bought time for the Lady to get most of the surviving fleet away from Earth. The Breitenfeld died so that others could live and carry on the fight. They don’t deserve to be left out here, that’s for sure. The Crusade will see them buried proper. They’re good like that.” 
 
    Ely opened one eye slightly. Dead sailors were scattered across the deck like discarded dolls. Their limbs were tight and frozen at the bones, but thawed blood spilled through tears and gashes in their void suits. Not all were intact. A severed head stared up at Ely with blank eyes.  
 
    Ely gasped and shut his eye again.  
 
    “Told you.” Hoffman took him by a shoulder and turned him to one side. “Good now. Just don’t look back.”  
 
    Ely stopped and refused to take another step.  
 
    “It’s not fair. It’s not fair. This is Grandpa’s ship and it’s not supposed to—” 
 
    Hoffman shook him roughly. “No, it ain’t,” the Marine said. “Ain’t ever fair who dies and who doesn’t. So don’t look for it to be fair. Everyone back there had a name. They loved and were loved by someone. Every death is a tragedy, Ely, but you’re alive, so you’re not part of that. You keep going so you ain’t the dead one, and you stay alive long enough to keep your buddies alive too. Welcome to war. What you saw back there is losing. Winning ain’t that pretty either. Now keep moving. We’re almost to the magazine.”  
 
    They got to a door with red and yellow warning chevrons on the frame. Hoffman looked down at one hand and tapped fingertips to his thumb.  
 
    “If I remember right, the dumbwaiter’s on an angle. One deck slide to omega…Bob’s your uncle,” Hoffman said.  
 
    “Won’t we trip an alert when we open the door?” Ely asked.  
 
    “I’ll brace the door after we’re through. Zars will waste time breaking in, and by the time they’re through, you’ll be—huh. That’s funny.” Hoffman pointed at the door controls. There was a smudge on the dirt and frost. “Looks like someone’s—” 
 
    The door slid open and Hoffman was eye to eye with a rather surprised-looking shock trooper, his arms full of gauss cannon slugs the size of Ely’s forearm. Hoffman recruited the auxiliary muscles in his power armor and struck the trooper square in the nose. The force of the blow—coupled with the small metal spikes on Hoffman’s knuckles—collapsed the trooper’s face and sent him flying back into a munitions cart. The trooper arced back and crumpled to the floor.  
 
    The magazine was rows and rows of wire-frame lockers with dead servo arms hanging from the ceiling. Re-supply was automated wherever possible, with war fighters requisitioning their loadouts from ships’ stores and having it delivered to their armories right away. Even so, the ship was designed for all tasks to be done manually, a holdover from the Ember War when the Xaros drones could hack in to any system they could connect to.  
 
    “Rex?” another trooper called out from between rows of lockers.  
 
    Hoffman brought his gauss rifle up and fired on a moving shadow. His bullets tore through the lockers, sparking on the metal. The trooper shook as bullets hit him and he sank to the ground.  
 
    “Down!” Hoffman jerked Ely forward and threw him to the deck. Hoffman ran toward the cart laden with open boxes and slid forward as a pair of troopers raced out from a row. Hoffman fired up and hit one under the chin. The bullet exited out the top of the trooper’s helmet and blood splattered against a robot arm.  
 
    The other trooper shoulder-checked his dead-on-his-feet companion and sent the body crashing onto Hoffman, throwing off the aim of his next shot that ricocheted off the now bloody robot and whacked into a case of high-caliber gauss shells. The heavy corpse flattened across Hoffman’s midsection, pinning him in place.  
 
    The trooper stomped at Hoffman’s head, but the Strike Marine jinked aside a split second too soon. The side of the boot scraped against Hoffman’s ear and he cried out in pain. The trooper kicked Hoffman’s rifle out of his hand then came down with a blow that would pulverize Hoffman’s skull.  
 
    Hoffman punched up at the trooper’s fist, and his Ka-Bar blade snapped out of the housing. The blade impaled the trooper’s blow, and the tip buried itself deep into the meat of the trooper’s arm. He howled, then screamed even louder when Hoffman wrenched the blade out of his arm, nearly splitting the forearm in two.  
 
    He tried to turn away, but Hoffman slashed the Ka-Bar across the thin armor on the back of the trooper’s knee and drew blood again. The trooper fell against a locker, his one good hand gripping the spaces between the wire frame.  
 
    Hoffman kicked the body off him then finished off the wounded trooper with a stab to the base of his skull. Hoffman stood over the body, breathing hard. He slapped the flat of his blade to knock blood off, then snapped it back into the housing.  
 
    “Ely?” Hoffman called out.  
 
    “Over there.” Ely raised an arm and pointed at what looked like three oven doors. One was up on hinges, flush against the bulkhead, rollers on each side of the interior. “Straight to armory omega.”  
 
    Hoffman went to the cart and snapped open the ammo boxes. He picked out a pair of cylinders with red edges.  
 
    “What’re those?” Ely asked as he got to his feet.  
 
    “Mark 20s. I don’t have a launcher, but they’ll work if you treat them just right.” Hoffman stuffed more into a pouch on his belt. He slapped Ely on the shoulder and pointed to the open dumbwaiter. Then he shut the magazine door and crushed the controls with one kick.  
 
    Ely went to the dumbwaiter and looked into the deep darkness, seeing a faint point of light at the end.  
 
    “Daylight’s burning.” Hoffman locked his rifle onto his back and looked down the shaft.  
 
    “Maybe this wasn’t the best idea,” Ely said. “Doing a slide in a lift shaft is one thing. This looks like—”  
 
    “Your dad ever tell you what happens during a void-borne drop when a Pathfinder refuses to jump?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “Goes something like this.” Hoffman grabbed Ely by the collar and the belt and tossed him into the shaft like he was loading an old-fashioned artillery piece. Hoffman climbed in and went sliding down a moment later, following Ely’s cry.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Ely spat out of the dumbwaiter shaft and crashed into an empty ammo cart. He rolled across the deck and slapped into a safety railing.  
 
    “Ow,” Ely said, shaking pain from the arm that took the brunt of the impact and feeling a welt growing on his forehead.  
 
    Hoffman landed even harder, his armor plates slapping against the deck until he rolled to a stop on his back next to Ely.  
 
    “I’ve had worse.” Hoffman tried to sit up but fell back. “Just a sec…for the spinnin’.” 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Ely pulled himself up with the railing and looked over the side. They were on a catwalk ten feet up, the lower level a mess of hoses and loose tools around a coffin-shaped frame that rose up in front of Ely. The coffin had no front or back, and the sides were several yards deep. Servo arms stuck out from the side like winter branches.  
 
    “This isn’t a Strike Marine armory,” Ely said. “This is a cemetery. Where they kept…Armor.” He looked down the catwalk, past a half-dozen empty coffin bays. At the end of the catwalk was a single suit of Armor. The suit had no weapons mounted on it, the knightly helm with blunted antenna dark and deactivated.  
 
    The dull white paint on the Armor’s breastplate had a single iron-colored heart on it and a name stenciled above.  
 
    Elias.  
 
    “What?” Ely looked from Hoffman to the Armor.  
 
    “Museum piece from Fort Knox.” Hoffman got up slowly. “Old Man Ibarra had it smuggled up in pieces. Then got a team of techs to put him together…with some nonstandard tech.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ely said.  
 
    Hoffman limped down the catwalk.  
 
    “If we were ever going to retake Earth, we’d need the Crucible,” Hoffman said. “Just one suit of Armor can make a hell of a difference in a fight, especially if the enemy is the ‘crunchy’ type. We’re a hop, skip and a jump from the Crucible from Ceres orbit and that,” he pointed to a jet pack grasped by robot arms next to the suit, “is your hoppy-skippy part. Ibarra must’ve had a direct-action team for that mission that was never activated—the Crusade got pushed back before they could mount a counterattack.” 
 
    “Where were they going to get an Armor soldier?” Ely touched the back of his head where the neural-link socket would have gone. 
 
    “Like I said, nonst—” 
 
    Talons stabbed through the bulkhead between two empty coffins and ripped a hole open. The metal head of a beast with a wolf’s head, two sets of glowing eyes, and writhing tendrils at the base of its skull burst through. Crystalline jaws snapped at Hoffman, but the bite came short as the Breitenfeld’s frame caught against the monster’s shoulder.  
 
    A drake. 
 
    The Strike Marine reached back, caught Ely by the upper arm, and pushed him toward the Armor. Hoffman fired on the drake as it snapped the ship’s frame and fought its way into the cemetery. Bullets sprang off the drake’s head, but one bullet managed to crack the plating. The drake roared.  
 
    It burst into the cemetery and crashed through the catwalk, severing the back support and causing it to give out beneath Hoffman. He slid down and caught a rung of the safety railing, firing one-handed at the drake as it shrank back with each impact.  
 
    Hoffman’s gauss rifle clicked empty.  
 
    The drake breathed deep and stared at the Strike Marine. Rivulets of neon-blue blood ran down from beneath the plate on its snout and stained the crystal teeth.  
 
    The pseudo muscles in Hoffman’s arm gripping the rung tensed.  
 
    The drake struck out with two four-taloned paws. Hoffman pulled hard on the rung, the strength lent by his power armor propelling him up the slanted catwalk and next to Ely. The drake’s talons bit deep, embedding into the catwalk and catching.  
 
    Hoffman thrust a hand into his pouch and pulled out one of the cylinders. He turned and smashed the fuse assembly on one end against the Armor’s breastplate, then hurled it at the drake.  
 
    The device bounced off the drake’s metal scales and clattered to the deck below. The drake tilted its head slightly, like a confused animal, then leaned toward Hoffman and Ely.  
 
    The grenade exploded and the drake convulsed in pain.  
 
    Hoffman took out another grenade and smashed the trigger against the Armor again. He kicked a leg up and threw it like a baseball against the drake’s neck, then he swung his body across Ely.  
 
    The blast wave slapped Ely in the face and bounced the back of his head against a railing. He saw stars…then Hoffman looking at him. He was shouting, but for a few seconds, all Ely could hear was the ringing in his ears.  
 
    “You OK?” Hoffman’s voice finally came through.  
 
    “I’s…I’s…” Ely tried to speak, but his lips were going numb. A golden lattice appeared around the edge of his vision and he felt like he was floating, even though the cold of the railing was still against his back and neck.  
 
    “Med…cine…” Ely tried to shove a hand into his cargo pocket, but his fingers wouldn’t work the zipper.  
 
    “Got you, kid. I got you.” Hoffman took out the injector, frowned at the ampules, then noticed there was a dose already loaded. He jammed it into the side of Ely’s neck and Ely took a sudden, ragged breath.  
 
    “Better?” Hoffman asked.  
 
    Ely’s body began twitching and the lattice faded away.  
 
    “Ah ah ah ow…” Ely’s chin jerked to one side no matter how hard he tried to stop it. “Little bit.”  
 
    Hoffman put the injector back into Ely’s pocket then looked up at the Armor. “OK, this is where it gets a little weird,” the Strike Marine said.  
 
    Behind him, the bloody head of the drake rose into the gap in the catwalk. Ely’s eyes went wide and he tried to grunt out a warning.  
 
    Hoffman twisted around and the drake raised a claw and swiped at him. Hoffman raised his arms to his head as talons raked across his armor then tore through the railing. The drake slumped down and gave off a death rattle.  
 
    Hoffman’s arms went to his side and blood spattered the catwalk.  
 
    “Ah…shit…” He fell to his knees with a groan.  
 
    “Hoffman!” Ely tried to move, but his body rebelled. 
 
    The Strike Marine raised one knee up, then stood slowly. He wobbled slightly, blood running down the side of his leg. He turned around and took small steps to a control deck hanging from the side of the Armor’s coffin by a thick cable. He mashed a thumb against a red button and the coffin came to life with a whirl of machines. Lights within the Armor’s helm flickered on.  
 
    Ely clenched his jaw and regained control of himself with a cry. He caught a faltering Hoffman by the waist, the Strike Marine’s blood smearing across Ely’s vac suit.  
 
    “What do I do? Tell me!” Ely cried out.  
 
    Hoffman lifted a bloody arm from his side. The auxiliary muscle layer had tightened against the gashes across his flank.  
 
    “Bleeding’s stopped. Painkillers should kick in…but I ran out of those years ago.” Hoffman put a hand on Ely’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “You’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    The Armor’s breastplate swung open, revealing a matte-black cocoon within. Hydraulics lifted the cocoon out of the chest cavity and the cocoon split down the middle. Steam floated out of the seam.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ely said.  
 
    Hoffman coughed and swallowed back blood. “Masha…she’s on the Crucible. She’ll get you to the Crusade.” Hoffman struggled through a suddenly dry mouth. “You get to the Crusade, Ely. We all…we all did this to get you there. Don’t stop. Don’t quit.” 
 
    “No…you’re coming with me. You have to!” 
 
    Hoffman shook his head. “You get to Lady Ibarra and you…you ask her to speak well of me to Saint Kallen. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    The cocoon opened with a whine. Inside was just enough room for one person, the inner wall a crisscross of evenly spaced lines. An open clamp of glowing metal was mounted on the back. 
 
    Ely’s face contorted with confusion. “I’m not Armor.”  
 
    “You are now.” Hoffman shoved Ely into the cocoon and pinned him against the back. The clamp snapped over Ely’s neck and he struggled to free himself. Hoffman stepped back and the cocoon closed, locking Ely in total darkness.  
 
    Ely kicked out, calling for help. The clamp refused to budge as his feet splashed into liquid. A bitter cold seeped through his vac suit and the liquid rose higher in the cocoon.  
 
    “Hoffman! Let me out! Let me out!” The liquid came over his chest and splashed against his face. Cold as ice, it tasted stale and sweet. Ely tried to pry the collar open, but it wouldn’t budge as the thick liquid hit his neck and poured into his suit.  
 
    Ely gasped then sucked in air as the fluid filled the last of the cocoon. It was thick as syrup and robbed his body of heat. Ely’s struggles weakened and his lungs burned for air. He let out a final cry and choked as the fluid invaded his lungs.  
 
    He coughed and gagged as he took in more and more.  
 
    He lost feeling in his body as the cold faded away.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    He was falling. Falling past smears of color and stretched memories until he wasn’t. Ely blinked and there was grass against his face. Dandelions and what looked like little ferns swayed in a breeze he couldn’t feel. Ely brushed a hand against the ferns and the petals closed against themselves.  
 
    He sat bolt upright. He was in a grass plain, the edges lost to a white mist. Deep-purple clouds roiled overhead. He worked his fingers into the soil and dug up a fine white sand.  
 
    “Something’s wrong,” came from behind him.  
 
    Ely cried out in surprise.  
 
    A man in simple fatigues was there. His boots fastened with thick straps instead of laces. Sandy-blond hair waved in the breeze and he had an electric guitar slung over one shoulder.  
 
    “Am I dead?” Ely looked around, but the man was the only standout feature in the green grass and surrounding mist.  
 
    “What a question,” he asked, but his mouth didn’t move as he spoke. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “If…if I’m not dead, then where am I? No. Hoffman! I need to help him! Let me out of…” Ely ran into the mist, but the edge stayed the same distance away. The man appeared in a flicker next to him.  
 
    “What is this?” he asked and an outline of Ely’s body appeared between them. Rotating circles of light appeared around the base of Ely’s skull.  
 
    “That’s a piece of a Qa’Resh probe that’s fused to my nervous system, obviously.” Ely shook his head quickly. “Hoffman! He’s dying and he needs my help.” 
 
    “Kesaht’ka…he was there for me.” The man raised a hand and the outline vanished. His fingers were stiff. Artificial. “I owe him.” 
 
    “Then let’s help him!” Ely reached for the man, but his hand went through him like he was a ghost.  
 
    “Like I said, something’s wrong,” the man said. “There may be a workaround if I—” 
 
    Ely was suddenly back in the cold darkness. He couldn’t breathe and his limbs wouldn’t move.  
 
    Ely snapped back into the meadow and he took a deep gulp of air. “Don’t do that again!” he begged.  
 
    “Turning it off and on again usually works. Oh, Trinia, you said this would work.” The man dropped his hands to his sides and walked a tight circle around Ely. “Let’s speed up the interface and do a re-map.” 
 
    Ely raised a hand, but his arm moved painfully slow. His mind didn’t seem affected, but when he tried to speak, the sound came so slowly, he felt the vibration of his vocal cords.  
 
    +Think at me.+ The man’s voice sounded in Ely’s mind.  
 
    “I can’t be dead. Why would Hoffman do this to me and why are my thoughts so loud now?” Ely kept moving with barely perceptible motion.  
 
    “Your brain is just a mess.” The slowdown didn’t affect the man as he walked in front of Ely and crossed his arms. “Was there another piece of Qa’Resh tech in there? Someone was poking around and they weren’t very subtle.” 
 
    “Hoffman. He needs me.” 
 
    “I’m doing a workaround. If I screw this up, you’ll redline. That is not a good time, trust me on that one.” One of the man’s hands blinked out of existence then was replaced by a fist with a raised finger.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Armor. Your Armor. Specifically.” He looked to one side and his nose scrunched up. His upper lip and mouth never budged. “What? They put me in a Mark II suit? Archaic, even by the standards of my time. Is it a museum piece?” 
 
    “Hoffman mentioned Fort Knox.” 
 
    “How long have I been waiting?” the man asked.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We need to save him!” 
 
    “I’ve got your time perception dilated as low as I can while I’m humming through your autonomic nervous system and finding shunts around the Qa’Resh damage. Do you know how deep it’s penetrated into your occipital lobe? It gets into your cerebellum, you’ll be a vegetable. If you’re lucky.” 
 
    Ely’s right eye twitched out of synch with the rest of his body.  
 
    “Ah, progress. So you were telling me what year it is? Where we are?” 
 
    “It’s…2146. I think. At least that’s what I was told and as much as I don’t want to believe it…there it is. I was in Terra Nova and got hurt when—” 
 
    “2146?” The man stopped, his eyes darting from side to side. “That’s far too long. What happened to the Crusade?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know? There’s some lady on the Crucible that’s supposed to get me there, but Hoffman put me in Armor on the Breitenfeld and whatever purgatory I’m in now is the worst possible cherry on a shit sundae!” 
 
    “Breitenfeld. Terra Nova. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “E…Ely Hale. My dad’s the governor back there. Maybe you saw him in a movie?” 
 
    The man turned away and paced back and forth. He stopped and slung the guitar around, his still hands hovering over the strings. A tune began to play.  
 
    “I’ve got a workaround. Enough to get us moving, but we need to take it slow or you’ll redline.” His head bobbed in time with the song.  
 
    Ely’s limbs tingled, the sensation increasing until it felt like needles jabbing against his skin.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The song picked up tempo. 
 
    “I am Armor. The Breitenfeld, really? How did she survive the Line? Let’s go with a classic while I build synch. Something apropos and in the original Swedish…Ingen vila till natten. För i gryningen går vi mot strid… 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hoffman listened as Ely railed within the cocoon, which the suit retracted into its chest. The breastplate closed over it with a whir of tightening bolts.  
 
    “Good luck, kid.” Hoffman lost his balance for a second but caught himself against a rail before he went down. The pain of the wounds was still a hot blade in his side, and he was thankful for it. It meant he wasn’t about to die.  
 
    He unsnapped his helmet from his uninjured thigh and slapped it over his head. He brought up a hidden comms menu and activated the one-time-use quantum dot embedded in the helmet’s earpiece. It took a few seconds before Masha connected.  
 
    “Sure hope you’ve got good news for me,” she said, “because I’ve got this tiger by the tail and it is feisty.” 
 
    “Principal’s loaded in the suit. Either him or the ghost should come online any second now…one for transit. My armor’s void-compromised.” Hoffman’s vision blurred and he closed his eyes.  
 
    “Someone’s got to get back to the Crusade, Hoffman. Pass on all the intelligence we’ve collected. Might as well be you and the Hale kid,” Masha said.  
 
    “Are you…” Hoffman fought down nausea. “…are you actually concerned for my welfare all the sudden? Did the Geist get to you?” 
 
    “We had our differences, Hoff, but let’s not pretend that we didn’t develop a degree of professional courtesy as the years—you move again, Sabastian, and I’ll shoot you right in the dick!” 
 
    “Everything OK up there?” 
 
    “I’m holding the whole Crucible hostage. Some of the bridge crew aren’t happy about it, but you wing one guy in the crotch and the rest lose interest in being a problem. The time horizon for this mission succeeding is getting lower by the minute. Have I mentioned that?” 
 
    “You have, yes.” Hoffman beat a fist against the Armor and the helm’s optics flashed. “It’s getting there, Masha. Download your data to the suit when it breaks for the void. Is this how you thought we’d die? After all we went through?” 
 
    “I’ll take this over freezing to death over…where was that shit hole? With the Kesaht?” 
 
    The doors to the cemetery cracked open.  
 
    “I’m having…having some trouble remembering. I’ve got to go, Masha. You get him out of here, you hear me? For the Lady.” He swallowed hard, his mouth dry and begging for water.  
 
    “For us all. You were a worthy foe and an even better friend, Hoffman.” 
 
    “You too.” Hoffman took his helmet off and snapped the quantum-dot chip out. He opened a thick panel on the Armor’s side and snapped the chip into a housing. He closed the panel and picked up his gauss rifle, leaving his helmet in its place. 
 
    Hoffman dragged a leg to the edge of the catwalk as the cemetery doors opened with a bang.  
 
    Nakir entered, the lights reflecting off his chrome mask. A platoon of shock troopers stayed in the passageway just outside the doors. The Commissar raised his hands up parallel with his shoulders and turned slowly, showing he wasn’t armed.  
 
    Hoffman felt a numbing cold spread from his wounds.  
 
    “Where’s Hale?” Nakir asked as he stopped at the edge of the broken catwalk. He glanced down at the slain drake. “My pet wouldn’t have killed him…” 
 
    “Go look,” Hoffman sneered and flicked the barrel of his rifle at the gap. “Which one are you? What kind of tube trash did the Geist send after me?” 
 
    “I’m an original,” Nakir said as data ran down the side of his mask, “and you’re dying. Where is he, Crusader? Tell me and I won’t demand a tithe in penance from the chattel in Phoenix. Hundreds will go to the fields for this.” 
 
    “They’re all dead anyway,” Hoffman said. “But when the Crusade takes Earth back…their souls will be free. The Saint lives, you monster.” 
 
    Nakir knelt and looked over the dead drake.  
 
    “I raised that drake from the egg. Turned her myself…she was the best of her brood,” Nakir said. “She died in service to the Geist…you haven’t tried to kill me, so you’re either resigned to your fate or you’re playing for time. Which is it?” 
 
    The Armor stirred in its coffin and Nakir reared back. “No. Impossible!” 
 
    Hoffman smiled. “The Saint lives!” He jammed a hand into his pouch and pulled out a grenade. He slammed the trigger against his thigh and hurled it at the Commissar.  
 
    Nakir thrust his arm at the device and a ghostly swirl of energy caught it. Nakir flicked it back at Hoffman and held up a palm, forming a wall over the gap. The blast slapped the Strike Marine against the catwalk and he slid back against the railing.  
 
    Robot arms swung the jet pack against Ely’s Armor and mounted it to brackets on his back. The bulkhead opened behind the Armor and the coffin slid back on rails and into a tall passageway that led to a small flight bay.  
 
    “No!” Nakir leapt over the gap and pulled his fist back. Energy coalesced into a lance and he punched out at Ely. The bulkhead closed, deflecting the blast away from Ely and into the Breitenfeld.  
 
    The Commissar flexed his hand and a demon’s hand grasped at the air. The bulkhead shut with a clang and silence prevailed through the cemetery.  
 
    “I’m coming…Opal,” Hoffman muttered. The Strike Marine was a bloody mess, his face burnt and one eye ruined. He had a chain full of dog tags on the deck in front of him, and one rusty, bloodstained tag stuck out from the chain. “I said I’d be with you to the end. Now…be with me, old buddy. I need you. It’s getting dark and I need you.” 
 
    Nakir stomped on the dog tags and smashed them through the catwalk. “Your soul will pay for this.” Nakir grabbed Hoffman by the neck and connected to the harness. But Hoffman was already dead. Hoffman’s eyes lost their light and he went limp with one final breath. 
 
    Nakir grasped at Hoffman’s last breath, then pressed the air to his chest.  
 
    “You’re still in there,” Nakir whispered. “If your Saint takes you in, tell her I will find him and rip the probe from his body. Then the Geist will use it to finish Malal’s quest. Our victory is inevitable.” 
 
    He turned away and went to the edge of the broken catwalk. He raised his hands and the drake rose up. Armor plates peeled off the dead animal and swirled around the Commissar.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The man looked up from his song and winked at Ely. The meadow vanished into a smear and Ely was standing in an auxiliary flight bay with wrecked drones and a scrapped Mule transport against the tall doors—at least, they should have been tall.  
 
    Ely stood at almost three-quarters of the doors’ height. He glanced at the Mule and it was…smaller, like a scale model for a hobbyist. He raised an arm and felt a cool current against his skin. The hand that came up in front of his face was metal, the fingers squeaking with dusty servos.  
 
    “Ha-ahh!” Ely thrust the hand away from him. He spread his feet and massive boots clunked against the deck.  
 
    +—you hear me now?+ the man asked him. +You need to get these doors open so we can blow this joint.+ 
 
    Ely slapped hands to his now-metal chest, then touched at his face, which was now a helm.  
 
    “What did you do to me? How did you…am I Armor?” 
 
    +Not if you keep thinking like that. The bay doors, Ely.+ 
 
    There was a bang behind them and the blast doors that would open back to the rest of the ship rumbled with another impact.  
 
    A video screen popped up on Ely’s vision. A few seconds of Nakir standing over Hoffman’s body played in a loop.  
 
    “No…” 
 
    +He was gone before I brought our systems online. I don’t know who shiny-face is, but I assume he’s not our friend. The doors, Ely. You’re dangerously close to redlining. If I take control again, I’ll deliver a vegetable to the Crusade. Let’s not, yeah?+ 
 
    The blast door bowed in slightly with another blow.  
 
    “There should be an emergency release,” Ely said, going to the bay doors, walking like someone who had had too many drinks, or a toddler new at the ambulatory game. He wasn’t sure which. The control panel beside the doorframe was far too small for his now-larger fingers, and he clenched his fist in anger.  
 
    +Of all the people…Ely. You are Armor. Use your suit!+ 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    The bow in the blast door grew larger with another hit.  
 
    Ely went to where the double bay doors joined and stuck his fingers into the seam. He pried, and after a moment of servos squealing, the doors jerked partially open. Ceres and the ring of dead ships were close, the infinite star field of the void beyond that. Air screamed out into the vacuum, carrying a storm of broken bits of equipment that smacked against Ely’s back and legs.  
 
    He felt the impacts, but not the immense pain that should have come with it. He slapped at his thigh where his emergency hood should have been.  
 
    +You don’t breathe air anymore. Get us out of here.+ 
 
    “Did you put plugs in my brain?” Ely put one foot against the opening and hauled back. The bay doors creaked open, then there was a shudder as something broke and the door slammed back into the hull.  
 
    Ely looked out over the mass of garbage and ship parts floating in the void.  
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    +Jump.+ 
 
    “Jump? To where? What—urk!” 
 
    Ely’s mind caught on fire as the suit hurled itself off the Breitenfeld. The pain subsided as he bumped against detritus and tumbled head over feet. His arms and legs flailed around, but there was nothing to grab on to.  
 
    +Don’t make me do that again. You won’t survive. Now that I have your attention, access the jump-pack controls and fire up the engines.+ 
 
    A wire diagram of Ely’s suit appeared in a corner of his vision and the jump pack pulsed. Ely poked where the diagram was, but nothing happened.  
 
    +Concentrate, Ely. Activate the controls in your mind, not with your body.+ 
 
    Ely willed his attention on the jet pack and the engines rumbled against his back. They kicked him forward then cut off with a pop. Ely was now coasting toward deep space. 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    +The induction magnets lost alignment. Problem with long-term storage and no regular maintenance. Give me a second…+ 
 
    “Hale, you there?” Masha sounded like she was coming through a headset.  
 
    “Another voice in my head, great,” Ely said, tapping the side of his helm.  
 
    “You can hear me. That’s progress, at least. I’ve got you on the scope, but you’re not on a course to the Crucible and you’re moving way too slow.”  
 
    +Almost got this fixed. Tell her.+ 
 
    “Why don’t you—never mind. Nice lady voice? The ghost, or AI, in my suit’s fixing the jet pack. What do I do when he—ah!” 
 
    The jet pack roared to life and the thick fluid in Ely’s cocoon sloshed around. He was acutely aware of having two bodies for a moment, then he was solely Armor again. He glanced down at his feet, where flames from the jet pack had singed his heels.  
 
    +I can handle the course adjustments. Just don’t screw anything else up.+ 
 
    “There we go. Stand by for a data link. Get this to the Crusade, along with the rest of you.” 
 
    A download progress bar appeared at the top of his vision and Ely tried to ignore it. He flew over the ring of dead ships, and the Crucible rose over Ceres’ horizon a few seconds later.  
 
    “I don’t have plugs. How am I in Armor if I don’t have plugs?” he asked.  
 
    +Because you have an augmentation linked to your nervous system through a synapse bridge built into the cocoon. Collar-looking thing. Remember? Aeon engineers are the best, eh?+  
 
    “Is your ghost talking to you?”  
 
    “He is. Wait, where are you? Who are you?” 
 
    “Masha. At your service aboard the Crucible. Which is why I can do…this.” 
 
    A wormhole ripped through a pinprick of reality within the great crown of thorns and spread through the inner space.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Ely asked.  
 
    “They might break into this channel. Can’t say. But you’re going on your own, Ely. Saint Kallen keep you and preserve you.” 
 
    “Are you going to be safe?” 
 
    “Ha ha ha. No. But I’ll be just fine until you’re away. Your arrival might be a little dicey. Be prepared.” 
 
    “Hoffman’s…he’s gone. I barely know who you are, but I don’t want you to die for me either. Can’t you get to a shuttle or—” 
 
    “Once upon a time, I would have done anything to save my own skin. Then I stopped by Armor Square when I was in Phoenix for a visit. You ever go there before the Geist desecrated the place? Statues of the Armor that died in that final battle against the Xaros. They fought a battle they knew they’d lose to win what they believed was more valuable than their lives. You know one of their names.” 
 
    Ely touched the name stenciled to his Armor. 
 
    “I’m not them, not by any stretch. But you, young Mr. Hale, you’ve got something that could turn this war around. It’s not just your name, but the promise that comes with it. Hope’s a weapon, Ely. Wield it well.” 
 
    Ely nodded and a cold pit of fear rose in his chest. The jet pack stopped firing and he flew on at a velocity that blurred the ships beneath him.  
 
    +We’re on track.+ 
 
    “To where? Where am I going, Masha?” 
 
    “Assume this line is monitored…but it’s not a vacation destination. At least the Crusade’s there.”   
 
    Schematics for the FTL engine appeared in Ely’s HUD.  
 
    +These are on a surface file on that bit of Qa’Resh you’re carrying. Interesting.+ 
 
    “Too many people have died for them already,” Ely said. “They’re more important than me. At least they’d better be.” 
 
    He flew closer and closer to the wormhole, and the fear grew stronger.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Come on, kid.” Masha wiped a tear from her face then touched the box of pills hidden in her bra. The wormhole was open and Ely’s Armor was closing fast.  
 
    “We have to!” Masha heard Patrick from Records and Accountability half shout to what remained of the bridge crew. “They’ll kill us if we don’t even try.” 
 
    “But she’ll—” 
 
    Patrick shot up, brandishing a fire extinguisher over his head. He screeched a war cry and charged at Masha. The rest of the crew were caught flat-footed, but they followed him into battle.  
 
    “As you like.” Masha drew the pistol and shot the fire extinguisher. It exploded into foam and mist and threw out a thick fog. Patrick took a nice hunk of shrapnel to the top of the head and pitched forward. He slid across the foam and whacked the side of a console, snapping his neck.  
 
    Masha flipped the knife up, caught it at the tip, and hurled it at Janice. It thudded between her ribs.  
 
    “Back!” Masha waded into the fog, the pistol held out in front of her. A man slipped and rolled down the stairs. He grabbed the legs of a workstation and stopped a few feet from her. His mouth flopped open and closed as she turned the weapon on him.  
 
    “I’m a hundred and seven pounds, but this hunk of metal and propellent is quite the equalizer, ain’t it?” she asked him.  
 
    “Get her!” someone shouted. “Get her for the Geist’s sake.” 
 
    The man got his feet under him, his face contorted with rage.  
 
    Masha pulled the trigger and it clicked empty. “Shit.” 
 
    The man lunged at her and she brought the butt of the gun down, whacking the back of his head. He grabbed a handful of her shirt and dragged her down with him. Masha jammed a thumb into his eye and he howled in pain. Both hands went to his eyes and he raised his chin. Masha punched him in the exposed throat, the blow hitting with a satisfying crunch. His screams cut into wet gags as he started choking to death.  
 
    Masha looked up in time to see a kick coming straight at her face. She turned her head aside and the boot clipped her nose and chin. Her attacker landed with his legs spread out and she launched an uppercut to his crotch.  
 
    He punched her in the forehead and knocked her to the deck. Then the pain overwhelmed his adrenaline high. He gasped and went down, hands stuffed between his legs.  
 
    “Mother. Fucker.” Masha picked up the pistol by the barrel and clubbed the man several times. The fractured skull would be enough to keep him down. She coughed on the extinguisher fog and fumbled at the dead Commissar’s belt. No spare magazine.   
 
    Masha flicked the release on the weapon and removed the empty anyway, then made a show of slapping it back inside.  
 
    “I’ve got plenty more bullets for the rest of you.” Masha winced as the blows began to register. “Who’s next?” 
 
    Two crewmen raised their hands and backed away to the door. She reached into her blouse, took out the pill box, and threw it at them.  
 
    “Blue ones. Have a blue one and you’ll feel just fine.” She checked Ely’s location and smiled. He was almost there. She opened a channel to the Armor. “You read me?” 
 
    “I’m so lost.” 
 
    “I know you are. I know.” Masha leaned against the holo table. “You’re going to make it. I have one request for you. Will you grant one last wish?” 
 
    There was a pause.  
 
    “OK. I don’t know what I can do for you right now.” 
 
    “When you get to the Crusade, you find a colonel named Medvedev. Big, ugly, and painfully stupid man. Tell him…tell him that the time we worked together was the best. I don’t regret a moment of it. And I didn’t take this mission to get away from him. For the Lady. For us all.” 
 
    She watched as Ely entered the wormhole, and laughed. She grabbed Terry’s hand and flung it away from the biometric reader. The wormhole collapsed on itself and the holo froze. Masha snapped Terry’s neck and pushed him to one side.  
 
    She sat against the table for a few minutes, watching as the thermite in the stylus lost its charge. The door returned to normal and opened.  
 
    Shannon was the first through, a pistol in one hand.  
 
    Masha waved her hands next to her shoulders playfully. “You again,” she said.  
 
    “Have we met?” Shannon bent her elbow to aim at the ceiling and stepped over bodies as she made her way down the steps. 
 
    “I’ve met you. Couple times. Of course you don’t remember. They should load you up with your deaths. Might make you better at your job.” Masha ran a hand across her mouth and bit down on a fingernail. A pill slipped between her cheek and gums.  
 
    “Where’s the boy?” Shannon asked.  
 
    “Maybe I sent him to hell. Why don’t you go look for him?” Masha tongued the pill between her teeth and clenched slightly.  
 
    “I don’t have time for this.” Shannon tilted her head slightly. “You’re a professional, aren’t you?” 
 
    Masha nodded.  
 
    “Then as a professional courtesy, either surrender to interrogation or take that pill I saw you put in your mouth. Sloppy, but understandable given the circumstances.” Shannon stopped several arms’ lengths away and aimed the pistol at Masha’s forehead.  
 
    Masha’s jaw quivered.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shannon raised an eyebrow. “Afraid of death? Your type normally has faith to get through these last few trying seconds.” 
 
    “The Saint lives,” Masha said and crunched down on the pill. An acid taste filled her mouth. “The Saint lives!” 
 
    Masha’s cheek turned a dirty gray. The blemish spread over her face and her platinum-blonde hair went stark white. She collapsed to the deck and her body crumbled into ash.  
 
    Shannon nudged Masha’s body with her foot and a fine powder wafted up.  
 
    “Such a shame. I do enjoy breaking professionals.” She holstered her pistol, then waved a hand over the biometric reader.  
 
    “What about the survivors, Commissar?” a guard asked from the doorway. The command center had filled with over a dozen of the brutes during her conversation.  
 
    “Take them into the hallway and shoot them.” Shannon flipped a hand up and kept her attention on the Crucible’s logs. She ignored the pleading and the gunshots as she scrolled through the data.  
 
    “You sent him to Edessa?” she asked Masha’s body. “This is going to be too easy.”  
 
    She raised the back of one hand and spoke to the small screen embedded in her skin. “Nakir. I have him. Bring your pets to your corvette and I’ll send you through when the Crucible resets in a few minutes.” 
 
    There was a rumble through the Crucible and a thorn broke off from the holo. Even if they reattached the spike immediately, the gate would be useless for hours—or even days—as it repaired itself.  
 
    “What?” Shannon kicked the pile of ash that was Masha and a blinking detonator tumbled out of a pocket. Her face contorted in anger, then went placid.  
 
    “Well played. Well played indeed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ely knew nothing but static and a white emptiness that had neither feel nor shape. He emerged from the wormhole over a dusty red world with dark blotches of small oceans. Pinpricks of light lit up the night side and around low orbit.   
 
    “Did we make it?” Ely twisted around and saw the Crucible gate behind him. The basalt thorns cracked and crumbled as they shifted against each other. “That looks bad. Is that bad? Wait, where are we?” 
 
    +I’m not pinging active sensors until—look alive!+ 
 
    A crescent-winged ship with a diamond-shaped fuselage zoomed past him. Ely rolled out of reflex and the planet corkscrewed beneath him.  
 
    “Was that—was that friendly?” The jet pack vibrated against him as tiny jets of electromagnetic force stabilized him.  
 
    +Uhh…I’m not sure. Did it have a Crusader cross on the hull? I remember the Ibarrans liked those.+ 
 
    “Wait, you’re not part of the Crusade?” 
 
    +Terran Armor Corps. Death before dismount.+ 
 
    “What does that mean…I think it’s coming back.” Ely’s targeting systems locked on to the fighter as it pulled up and flipped over into an Immelmann turn. The wire diagram of his suit pulsed on one forearm, and in a field next to the suit, a rifle diagram blinked red. The suit was unarmed. 
 
    +If that’s a hostile, our options are limited.+ 
 
    A pair of points on the ship glowed red, and the ghost activated the jet pack. Ely surged forward. Bolts streaked past where Ely was a moment ago, and the evidently hostile fighter shot by. It banked around for another attack run. 
 
    “Can we outrun it?” 
 
    +Ha ha ha. No. There’s a debris field at thirty mark twelve. Head for that and I’ll handle propulsion.+ 
 
    “Ugh…” The jet pack slammed him to one side as more bolts barely missed him. A target icon appeared over a jagged spot against the planet’s surface and Ely reached for it. The pack accelerated him forward. The ghost jinked him up and down, and side to side as the enemy fighter closed, still firing.  
 
    The sudden maneuvers slammed Ely’s hands and feet against the inside of the cocoon. “Think I’m going to puke. Can I even do that?” 
 
    +Shut up. This is better than eating one of those bolts. Trust me.+ 
 
    Ely closed on the destroyed ship, the hull once white but now darkened by flame and damage. A Terran Navy destroyer, he thought, but the paint and the engine configuration were different.  
 
    +Orient your feet to the ship and hold on.+  
 
    “To what?” Ely kicked his boots forward and the jet pack fired, decelerating him so fast, blood drained from his head. His feet felt like they were swelling.  
 
    He hit the ship so hard, his feet dented the armored hull and one leg shot out from under him. His chest bounced off the hull and he managed to grip the edge of a gap in the plating and stop from floating off into space.  
 
    The fighter unleashed a torrent of bolts that stitched a line down the ship, leading straight at Ely. He pulled himself across a wide wound in the destroyer and his jet pack boosted him with a quick burst. Ely grabbed a bent section of the ship’s outer frame and stopped. He mag-locked his boots to the hull and ducked as the fighter roared overhead.  
 
    +You’re starting to get the hang of this.+ 
 
    “It’s like…it’s like I am the Armor.” 
 
    +So close.+ 
 
    The fighter flipped its aft over and the engines flared, coming straight back at Ely.  
 
    “I’m getting sick of this guy.” Ely tore a hunk of the frame off and readied it like a spear. Targeting systems locked on the enemy and he hurled the yard-long piece into the void. It flipped end over end and struck the fighter just behind the cockpit. The ship angled down as the engines accelerated it forward and straight into the dead destroyer.  
 
    The fighter broke apart, blue plasma from the engines smearing into a cloud and vanishing like fog in strong sunlight. Bits skittered by Ely, who looked at his metal hands, then to where the foe met its end.  
 
    “Was that me or you?” 
 
    +You are the will. I’m fine-tuning. Now what are we going to do about the others?+ 
 
    Threat icons appeared to one side of Ely’s HUD. He peered around and four more of the crescent-winged fighters were coming right for him. Missiles loosed from the fighters and converged toward him.  
 
    Ely made for the rent in the destroyer, but the missiles were closing far too fast. He wasn’t going to make it.  
 
    He went prone and held on to the ship for dear life. The missiles suddenly arced straight up and raced toward blinking points overhead. The missiles exploded into brief sunbursts and stillness returned to the void.  
 
    It lasted for a heartbeat, then tight lines of blue bolts tore just over the ship toward the enemy fighters. New fighters with forward-swept wings soared past Ely and engaged the enemy. There was a brief dogfight as the new arrivals slashed through the enemy formation, blowing up one in the tilt. The swept-wing fighters dropped small canisters in their wake, which unleashed small, short-range missiles that took out the rest of the threats.  
 
    Footage from Ely’s optics played back, and one of the new ships had a red Crusader cross on its black wing.  
 
    +That’s them,+ the ghost said. +The Ibarra Crusade. Never thought I’d be so happy to see Shrike fighters.+ 
 
    A Shrike stopped over Ely and flipped over. Ely looked up at the pilot looking down at him. He was in a battered helmet, and air hoses and cables attached to the sides and into the ejection seat. A direct IR comm channel opened.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” the pilot asked.  
 
    Ely gave a brief wave. “Uhh…hi? I’m Ely Hale and I’m supposed to—” 
 
    “By the Iron Heart, are you a kid? In Armor?” The pilot put a hand to his face. “Wait, did you say ‘Hale’?” 
 
    “Of the Terra Nova Hales. I’ve got something for Stacey Ibarra.” He tapped the back of his helm.  
 
    “Right.” The pilot nodded. “You’re in a red sector out here. I’m sending you coordinates to a spot dirtside. Get there fast because the front’s—shit.” 
 
    The Shrike flew away with a green streak of plasma from the engines.  
 
    +Got the spot.+  
 
    “Why’d he—oh, that’s why.” Ely crouched as a gray Geist pyramid ship materialized in the distance. The edges lit up with silver and the lower point swung toward the destroyer. “Ghost? Ghost, what’s happening?” 
 
    +Move. Move!+ 
 
    Energy sliced down the pyramid’s sides and joined at the tip. A solid beam lashed out and struck the destroyer, slicing it in half and blowing it to pieces. Ely went flying off, his boots still locked to the length of hull ejected by the explosion. Debris smacked against his suit and his jet pack tugged away from him.  
 
    The prow of the ship, burning with a silver flame, hurtled at him.  
 
    Ely unlocked his hold and jumped away. The jet pack came to life and sent him spiraling at the planet as one of the main thrusters malfunctioned.  
 
    “Ghost!” Ely thumped against the inside of his cocoon and tried to brace himself against the sides, but his hands kept slipping off, thanks to the thick liquid. “Ghost, do something!” 
 
    +I’d eject it, but we need to land in one piece!+  
 
    The malfunctioning thruster cut off and Ely’s descent turned into a wide circle toward the planet. The jet pack deactivated as Ely felt the tug of atmosphere against his suit. 
 
    He made out thin clouds and a meandering river below, the dark of night not far from a single point that appeared on his HUD. He focused on it and his optics magnified a massive city that ran along one bank.  
 
    Air glowed red around Ely as the descent continued.  
 
    “Ghost, does this thing have a heat shield?” 
 
    +Your jet pack does. Need you to orient the pack dirtside and—+ 
 
    Ely rolled and lost control, spinning like a loose wheel going downhill.  
 
    +Killing me here.+  
 
    The jet pack shuddered with micro pulses and the world stopped spinning. Ely looked “up” at his boots, which were alive with sputtering flames. The jet pack pulsed and a half shell of electromagnetic force formed around him, dissipating the heat of reentry.  
 
    +Don’t move until I tell you. Now that we’ve got a moment, why the hell did the Crusade send you—a kid with no training and no clue—to synch with me? How old are you?+ 
 
    “Seventeen by bio, I think. Maybe eighteen? Have we passed July yet? Do you think I asked for this? I was in Terra Nova with my family, minding our own business, when we got put in the middle of a war and it ended with me hurt and carrying two parts of a Qa’Resh probe in my skull. Then I wake up in Phoenix and there are evil Dotari and weird clone ladies and—and Hoffman put me in this suit so I could get away from Earth, but if I burn to a crisp right now, it’s all for nothing, huh? Now how about you tell me who or what you are?” 
 
    +I am Armor.+ 
 
    Ely rolled his eyes. “Are you an AI construct or something? Do you have a name?” 
 
    +I am Armor.+ 
 
    “Aaah,” Ely said in frustration. He flexed his hands and feet, then touched the name on his suit. “Ghost…Elias, he redlined and was never able to leave his suit again. I can get out, right?” 
 
    +Back in the old Corps, we took ‘death before dismount’ seriously.+ 
 
    “Ghost.” 
 
    +You can leave the suit, don’t worry. But I don’t recommend it until you’re someplace safe for your crunchiness.+ 
 
    “Why did they make you? Does Armor not need plugs anymore?” Ely rubbed the back of his head against the collar, feeling where the neural link would have gone.  
 
    +I’m an auxiliary. Armor spend years learning the finer points of being. I feel your will and turn it into the commands the suit reads. In a way, I am the plugs. From what Trinia told me, I’m a very rare system. When I was called out of the darkness…it took a toll on the Lady.+ 
 
    “Weird way to create an AI.” 
 
    +I’m no AI. I am Armor. Hard part’s coming up. I blow the shield and then you flip feet-down and blow the last of the jet pack’s charge. Savvy?+ 
 
    “Isn’t…isn’t the pack damaged?” 
 
    +A bit. But if we don’t try, you’ll find out that your cocoon can crack just like an egg if it hits with enough force. We’re in gravity’s hands now, and she is a harsh mistress. Mark in three…two…mark!+ 
 
    The heat shield ripped off and Ely hit the air like it was a wall. He shot an arm out and caught enough drag to flip around. The city below was alive with explosions and energy bolts stabbing back and forth. Smoke rose from scattered points, tall signals of continued death and destruction.  
 
    The spot the pilot gave them was too far away to reach and Ely picked what looked like an empty spot close to the fighting. He snapped his legs straight and the jet pack fired up, a single column of blue-white plasma so hot, his left heel felt like it had been bitten off.  
 
    “Ah!” He shifted his left leg to one side and his descent turned into a wobble.  
 
    +No, not like that! Get your orientation right!+ 
 
    Ely veered to the right, overcompensating and moving even farther from his intended landing spot. He flew through a cloud of smoke and straight toward a blasted-out high rise. The jet pack un-bolted from his back and took off like a firework. Ely hit the building and crashed through glass and two floors then burst out the other side. He smashed against the angled roof of the next building over and landed on a car, flattening it to the ground.  
 
    The Armor was still, one arm bent badly at the shoulder joint.  
 
    +Ely…I know you’re conscious. Get. Up.+ 
 
    “I’m waiting for the road to collapse into the sewer.” Ely raised his head and the HUD fizzled in and out. He rolled off the car and smacked against a dusty street. His right arm jerked back and forth in its socket and that hand moved of its own volition when he tried to brace it against the ground.  
 
    His vision swam and an ache grew from his spine.  
 
    +Stop. Stop!+  
 
    Ely’s suit locked up and the pain subsided.  
 
    +Don’t try to move damaged parts of your suit. It creates a neural discordance that’ll slag your connection and you’ll redline. I’m applying a nerve block…one second.+ 
 
    Ely’s right arm went numb. He reached over within the cocoon and gave it a shake. No sensation at all.  
 
    +Good. Now don’t take any more damage, deal?+ 
 
    Ely felt the suit again and he got to his feet. This part of the city was quiet, but the sounds of weapons fire and muffled explosions carried with the breeze. The high rise had a fresh—Armor-sized—hole and the shingles he’d bounced off looked like they belonged to a church. 
 
    Ely concentrated on the small antenna on his helm and a comms menu unfolded on his HUD. He accessed a radio frequency when the whole menu blinked off.  
 
    +What are you doing? Broadcasting in the open is how you get shelled. This is a war zone. All Crusaders will be on short-range IR and bouncing off relays.+ 
 
    “Then how do we find them? This city looks like it’s already dead.” 
 
    +You hear that?+  
 
    Targeting systems came up and direction/distance arrows appeared with each explosion and heavy snap of weapons fire.  
 
    +Charge to the sound of gunfire. Default orders that have held true since Napoleon.+ 
 
    “Should I do it with one arm and no weapons?” 
 
    +Didn’t say they were good default orders. But do you have a better idea?+ 
 
    Ely started forward, his damaged heel making him limp until the Ghost adjusted something in the knee and ankle servos. The city felt smaller, like when he’d gone back to an old kindergarten classroom and noted the disparity the years created in his memories.  
 
    “You think Stacey Ibarra’s going to be here?” he asked.  
 
    +I hope not. This place is too dangerous for her. Not that she’s one to avoid danger.+ 
 
    “You sound like you’ve met her.” Ely snapped his optics toward a rustle in an alleyway. Sensors pulled in data and he could see through a wall. What looked like a hairy armadillo scampered away from a dumpster.  
 
    +Once. Briefly.+ 
 
    “My father didn’t like to talk about her. Said she didn’t deserve what happened.” Ely looked for spots to take cover as the sound of fighting grew stronger, but being in a fifteen-foot-tall suit didn’t leave him many options. 
 
    +We’d be lost without her. Geist would have the whole galaxy by now.+ 
 
    “And who are these Geist? What do they want?” 
 
    +Eyes front.+ 
 
    Ely’s sensors went hazy, identifying hostile targets across a wide boulevard that appeared for a split second then disappeared with an error code. A bullet ricocheted off his thigh and Ely winced with phantom pain. More shots blew out glass in the cars around him and sprang off his Armor.  
 
    +Take cover. Building at our three.+ 
 
    Ely ducked, holding his working arm up to protect his helm, and he broke through a redbrick wall. He was in an empty foundry, wrecked 3D printers spread across the work floor.  
 
    “Rook rook!” echoed around him.  
 
    +Those things.+ 
 
    Shadows moved around the windows, hunched-over shapes with wide shoulders. The ceiling cracked open and tiles fell at Ely. He bent his arm up and caught a heavy weight against his forearm. He held an alien aloft, its wide face gray and white eyes bulging. It had no neck, a blunt snout, and a flat nose. Fragments of armor and small totems of bone and glass were fastened haphazardly to a dark under-suit.  
 
    The alien had a heavy pistol in one hand, which it struggled to point at Ely’s face as it fought to hold on to his arm.  
 
    +Kill it! Kill it!+ 
 
    Ely slammed the alien into the ground and it bounced hard, bones shattered.  
 
    “Rook rook!” 
 
    More Rakka flowed into the building, swarming over Ely, trying to take him down with sheer weight and volume. Ely kicked one off and it hit a support beam head-on and slid down, leaving a streak of blood. He stomped down, feeling the crunch beneath his boots. Swinging his arm as wide and as hard as he could, he felt impacts with each swing.  
 
    An alien ran up the back of another and jumped at Ely. It grabbed him by either side of his helmet and bit at his optics. Ely slapped a massive hand on the back of its head and flipped it back, snapping its neck like a chicken.  
 
    A low horn blast hit the building, shaking dust from the walls. The Rakka pulled back, snarling and baring teeth at him.  
 
    “You better run!” Ely pointed at one then swung his finger to another. “I-I’ve got enough for all of you!”  
 
    +Turn your speakers on next time. They didn’t hear you.+ 
 
    The Rakka retreated from the building and Ely felt a dull vibration through his boots.  
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” Ely stepped aside as the vibrations shook parts of the roof loose and sent them falling down.  
 
    A tall shadow appeared on the nearest wall, but there was no light source…or person to cast it. Ely backed away as a gray humanoid stepped through the wall and into the shadow. It was several feet taller than Ely, its surface made of smoke that solidified into dense fractals around long lines of gold that pulsed with glyphs. Smoke wafted off the face, revealing a handsome visage with a cruel smile carved into one side of the mouth.  
 
    Three more of the gray-armored beings stepped into the building, forming a square around Ely.  
 
    “My my…” The first tilted his head slightly to one side. “How did this get here?” A golden line broke from the path across his chest and ran up his chin, then circled blank eyes in an infinity shape. The line slithered back into his mouth and vanished.  
 
    A shove from behind sent Ely stumbling forward.  
 
    “Ghost?” Ely whispered, unsure if his speakers were on. 
 
    +Geist.+ 
 
    “The imitator sends this to fight?” The first caught Ely by the chin of his helm and held it like it was in a vise. “Perhaps this is a baby suit. Has the Crusade run out of food for their primitive little toys?” 
 
    Ely tried to pull away, but he was stuck. He beat at the Geist’s arm and accomplished nothing. The Geist lifted Ely off the ground then glanced at the name on the Armor.  
 
    The Geist’s face shifted momentarily to anger, the features becoming more alien. It threw Ely aside and sent him sliding across the ground, through a printer, and to the feet of another Geist.  
 
    “You think you can insult Malal like that?” the first asked. “We won’t give you the honor of being Turned. Rip him apart then crack his shell. I want to look into his eyes before I tear the plugs from his brain.” 
 
    The Geist standing over him pinned Ely to the ground with one foot. Another grabbed him by the ankles and pulled his legs taut.  
 
    The ground pounded against Ely’s helm and the Geist looked at the nearest factory wall.  
 
    Bricks went flying as a shield broke through. Black Armor charged into a Geist and sent it flying. White ripples of energy coursed over the round shield as the Armor slammed it into the Geist at Ely’s feet.  
 
    The Armor was bigger than Ely’s, bulkier at the legs and shoulders, the helm fashioned like a knight’s and with a Crusader cross embossed across the face.  
 
    The first Geist slapped hands together overhead then sliced them at the Armor. A scythe of green light struck the shield and dissipated into shrinking motes of light.  
 
    The Black Knight slapped the side of a leg where a hilt was locked to the metal and flicked the guard away. Segments of crystal snapped out, surrounded by a dark wire lattice. The white energy on the shield leapt to the sword, and the Knight swung an expert cut into the Geist’s exposed neck.  
 
    The edge cleaved through the Geist. It froze in place, cracks spreading from the damage through its entire body. It collapsed into rubble like an ancient statue giving way to time.  
 
    The Knight didn’t linger over the victory. He twisted around and ducked beneath his shield as another Geist thrust a hand at him and a green lance struck the shield, beating the Knight down.  
 
    The white light leapt from the sword back onto the shield and the Knight charged forward, the Geist’s lance breaking into an umbrella of fading light over it. The Knight rushed the shield into the Geist and lifted it up and over him, dumping it to the ground. He brought the sword back and the glow jumped again as he swung it through the Geist, bisecting its head from ear to ear.  
 
    A Geist brought its hands to one side then swept them across its body. Rubble and machinery came alive, forming into a wave that came down on the Black Knight and coalesced into a cage.  
 
    The Knight tossed the glowing sword at Ely and it flared as it bounced against the floor. The Geist was focused on crushing the Black Knight and didn’t see Ely snatch up the sword.  
 
    Needles of pain ran up Ely’s arm, and the sword shook like it was trying to buck out of his hands. He pointed it at the Geist and lined it up like it was a rifle. The light in the blade shot off and obliterated the Geist. Its arms hung in the air for a split second, attached to nothing, then fell to the ground. The legs stayed in place as they crumbled.  
 
    The last Geist crawled out of the machinery the Black Knight had knocked it into against the wall, its hair a wild mane of red light. It raised its hands up and lightning crackled from the fingers.  
 
    A glowing sword stabbed through the wall and impaled the Geist. Its face turned up in a silent scream, then it collapsed into sand and stones. The killing sword stayed for a moment, then withdrew.  
 
    The sword in Ely’s hand had deactivated, the crystal dull and cold.  
 
    The Black Knight kicked a printer housing away and went to Ely. The Armor held a hand out to Ely and he gave the sword over, hilt-first. The Knight turned the sword tip down, then bent a knee in prayer. The crystals pulsed with light.  
 
    “Was I not supposed to do that?” Ely got up slowly. “Because I don’t know how I did it. I swear. Sorry?” 
 
    The Knight remained in prayer.  
 
    “Ghost?” Ely tapped his helm.  
 
    +He heard you. Just be silent a moment. That can’t be him…+ 
 
    The Black Knight raised his chin as the sword glowed. He twisted the weapon and the light ran up his arm and behind his back. The blade collapsed back into the hilt and he snapped it to mag locks on his leg. He stood up, definitely taller than Ely’s suit. The Knight held a hand to the name and the iron heart.  
 
    “Elias?” he asked. He sounded middle-aged and exhausted.  
 
    “Well, yes, but actually no,” Ely said. “Ely…Hale. I came from Terra Nova and—” 
 
    “You’re damaged.” The Knight touched Ely’s shoulder and tiny drones came out of his forearm housing. Thin servo arms unfolded and joined the drones around the non-functioning servos.  
 
    “Thank you for…” Ely looked at the pile of dust that remained of the Geist that had tormented him. “I have to find Stacey Ibarra. I brought something from Terra Nova for her and my father—Ken Hale—he needs her to help me. I need her to help me. There’s this—” 
 
    The Knight held up a finger.  
 
    “We need to get back to my lines,” the Knight said. “My lance found a way that doesn’t go through as many Rakka or Shi-rai.” The drones and servos returned to their housings.  
 
    “Who are you?” Ely touched the back of his helm with his now-functional arm. “Because this thing in my head keeps saying—” 
 
    “I am Armor.” 
 
    Ely slumped a bit.  
 
    “But you can call me Marshal Roland Shaw, commander of the Lady’s 2nd Crusade here on Aachen.” Roland beat a fist against his chest. He looked at the stenciled name and insignia on Ely’s. “Never thought I’d see this suit again…I heard a rumor of a mission on Earth. You…must have a ghost. Not plugs.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Ely nodded.  
 
    “Who’s in there with you? Aignar?” 
 
    “What’s an ‘Aignar’?  
 
    +Tell him ‘always ready,’” Ghost said.  
 
    “Always ready?” Ely raised his hands in confusion.  
 
    Roland nodded.  
 
    “Come with me.” He pointed through the hole he’d made, where three more suits of dark, battle-damaged Armor waited for them in the street.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roland led Ely through ruined city blocks at a jog, which in their Armor was faster than Ely could have ever managed on foot. The Marshal and his lance formed compass points around Ely. No one spoke to him.  
 
    A pair of Shrikes roared overhead and a fireball rose up a few blocks away, the blast wave shattering what little glass remained in the buildings around them. There was no sign of anyone who once lived there, but dead Rakka and other bodies were crumpled against walls and sidewalks.  
 
    “Ghost, did I do something wrong? They’re so quiet…” Ely said.  
 
    +Crusaders. You’re lucky they haven’t ripped you out of your pod and taken this antique as a new shrine. They’re like that.+ 
 
    “Wait. What? Since when is there even a ‘crusade’? Dad told me about the Templar order in the Armor Corps. Did it get more popular or something?” 
 
    +They’re just the way Stacey Ibarra wants them. Even the ones that she didn’t pump out of the procedural tubes.+ 
 
    “Here.” Roland pointed to a tall garage, where soldiers with the same Crusader cross on their visors as the Armor had formed a perimeter. A garage door rolled up and there was a hole the size of a car in the concrete. A Dotari in goggles stood up from a cupola of a big piece of machinery jutting out from one side of the gap.  
 
    “Oh, they’re not all bad?” Ely asked through his speakers.  
 
    The Dotari’s quills bristled and the alien sat down in the machine. A hatch closed over him.  
 
    “Don’t piss him off.” Roland jumped into the hole. “The Oath are the best tunnelers in the galaxy.” 
 
    Ely hesitated at the opening, but below was a space almost eight yards across. His mind recognized the drop as dangerous to him outside Armor and he wasn’t willing to drop in.  
 
    +Move.+ 
 
    His suit stepped off and Ely fell, arms pinwheeling as control came back to him. He landed facedown in a pile of rock chips and dust.  
 
    “You’re right,” an Armor said, the voice female and Irish. “This one has two minds in there.” 
 
    Ely got up and brushed himself off. They were in a tunnel without lights, pitch-black ahead of them, a digging machine with the faded painting of a pastel-colored snail with eye stalks behind them. Drills and crushing tools formed a wreath around the machine.  
 
    “You mind? You’re embarrassing me in front of the Knights,” Ely said to the ghost.  
 
    +That leprechaun was about to kick you in the hole if you waited another second. She’s just as bad as the rest.+ 
 
    “Why don’t you like them?” 
 
    No answer.  
 
    “Ely, travel config.” Roland tapped the side of his legs, then plates on his thighs unhinged and treads snapped out. Hydraulics in his hips and waist extended and the treads fell forward onto the ground.  
 
    “I can turn into a tank?” Ely looked down at his legs.  
 
    “What did you call us?” the Irish Templar asked as she and the other two of Roland’s lance went down on their treads.  
 
    +Even I’m offended.+  
 
    Ely’s quadriceps muscles cramped up as treads popped out of his suit and he pitched forward. He looked down at his new form and tapped one of the treads. He felt the sensation in his left shin then tried to walk forward. He turned in to the wall then rumbled back until Roland stopped him with a hand to Ely’s shoulder.  
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing?” Roland asked.  
 
    Ely paused for a moment. “No. No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Have your ghost slave to mine and I’ll get you moving. The longer we’re out here, the longer the Geist have to move against us. Straight-line shot back to my base. We’ve got to keep ahead of the Gary driller or we’ll become a permanent part of this planet. We break the tunnels behind us on the way back in,” Roland said.  
 
    +Fine.+ 
 
    Ely heard a “pop” in his ears and he began rolling forward, keeping pace with Roland. Ely’s legs went numb, but he could still move his suit’s arms and look around. Infrared optics engaged and Ely could see the walls and the rest of the lance. A crunching noise followed behind them. 
 
    “We detected the Crucible activation and thought it was an error,” Roland said. “That gate’s too damaged to let in much more than something the size of a shuttle. It isn’t like the Geist to interrupt the self-repair sequence. Then the recon I sent to investigate saw you out there…care to explain?” 
 
    Ely shared his story as they rumbled through the tunnel, answering the occasional question from Roland.  
 
    “There goes our ace in the hole for retaking the Ceres gate,” Roland grumbled, “but that plan was shelved years ago. We’re almost back. Follow Morrigan and she’ll get you to a cemetery to dismount, then we’ll get a better look at you.”  
 
    A block of light appeared ahead of them and they drove into an opening just wide enough for Roland. Thick metal walls buttressed Ely as he went through. On the other side were more Armor, all with rifles the size of a man. All looked ready to fight. They were still underground, metal spars all around, like they were at the bottom of a dome flipped upside down and sunk into the planet.  
 
    Roland slapped a hand to the floor and flipped over, his treads reverting back to legs, and he hit the ground at a slow pace. Crusade officers in fatigues, some in power armor, fell in behind him, one rattling off numbers and terms Ely didn’t understand. Roland disappeared through a set of blast doors without even looking back.  
 
    Ely veered to one side and sensation returned to his legs as a charley horse knotted his muscles. His treads receded back into their housings and Ely was on his feet, unsteady for a few seconds.  
 
    With the pommel of her sword in one hand, Morrigan pointed him down an empty stretch of the metal wall.  
 
    Ely followed her instructions. “Story of my life lately.” Ely shrugged his shoulders with a whirr of servos. “Just go where I’m told. It’s like I’m in boarding school. Or the army. Jail, even?” 
 
    “Army sounds about right.” Morrigan stepped past him when they reached an Armor-sized doorway and kept her optics on him, one thumb on the activation controls of her sword. An antenna on her helm pulsed with light and the doors opened.  
 
    People were inside—women, children, the elderly. They were dirty, with extra layers of clothes and bags around them. Four of the side-only coffins were there, the service catwalk now home to clumps of refugees. Some cried in fear when Morrigan stepped into the cemetery.  
 
    “Ahh…damn it,” she said. “This bay was supposed to be clear.” 
 
    “And we told them that!” A woman in mechanic’s overalls and hair in a tight bun whacked the catwalk’s railing with a heavy wrench. She had welder goggles on her forehead, which held hair down over her left eye. A pudgy man in similar dress and two robots with shovel-shaped heads and dirty frames were a few yards behind her.  
 
    “It’s warm in here!” a refugee called out.  
 
    “The Crusade needs this space,” Morrigan said, holding up a hand. “There’s food and cots at the Saint Carius Center on level three. I speak for the Lady in this.” 
 
    “Cover that name,” Morrigan said through an IR link to Ely. He brought a fist to his chest in an unfinished salute he’d seen the Crusaders giving.  
 
    The refugees started moving, filing out of the cemetery and passing Ely’s and Morrigan’s legs. Everyone that came within arm’s reach of Ely knocked on his legs, then kissed their knuckles. Ely got a few double-takes.  
 
    “What’re they doing? With the tapping?” he asked.  
 
    “Armor are the avatar of Saint Kallen. We are icons to the faithful,” Morrigan said. “It’s a hefty burden, not one we take lightly. Get in bay 1 and then dismount.” She pointed the hilt to where the mechanic woman and a robot waited. The catwalk in front of a coffin lifted up.  
 
    “Finally.” Ely backed into the bay and spinning rods from the coffin fastened onto his suit.  
 
    +Whatever they do, don’t let me sleep for so long again. Find me some Geist to kill,+ Ghost said.  
 
    Ely lost all sensation from the suit and the pod emptied. Ely coughed up the thick fluid, choking as he transitioned from that substance to breathing air again.  
 
    The pod opened and lights blinded him. The collar on his neck finally snapped off and he slid to the bottom of the pod.  
 
    “Saint’s bones, he’s just a kid,” the mechanic woman said. 
 
    Mechanical hands helped him out of the pod and Ely collapsed onto the catwalk, covered in the liquid. Ely had no memory of his birth, but he gathered that what he was feeling now wasn’t too far off.  
 
    “At least I’m not naked and screaming,” he said and then hocked up one last glob of fluid from his stomach.  
 
    Green fog enveloped him and the liquid went rigid, then flaked off like old skin. The mechanic woman stood over him, and he looked up at her rather impressive bosoms and one smiling eye. 
 
    “Is this his first time?” she asked the robot with her. The robot’s optics twisted from side to side.  
 
    “What is that stuff?” Ely shook flakes off his clothes then shook out his hair.  
 
    “Amniosis.” The mechanic frowned at him. “Takes the place of respiration and is a shock absorber. Also makes a hell of a shot when you heat it up and add vodka. I’m Sugimoto. Who’s in there with you?” 
 
    “Roland thinks his name is Aignar, but he answers to Ghost,” Ely said. His boots were still squishy, and there was a slickness against his skin that wouldn’t go away.  
 
    “Never heard of him. Ma’am?” She turned around.  
 
    Morrigan was taller than Ely. She was in a simple skin suit and had on clunky boots with the same straps he’d seen Ghost wearing. Morrigan snapped on a gun belt and tipped the holster forward to check the charge reading on the pistol.  
 
    “Get this suit up to combat specs,” Morrigan said, glancing at the Elias Armor. “Gauss cannons, rotary. See if you can scrounge up a Mauser and a MEWS while you’re at it.” 
 
    “I’m getting a gun?” Ely perked up. “And why would I need a meus?” 
 
    “Melee Enhancement Weapons System. Are you Armor?” Morrigan asked evenly.  
 
    “No, I’m—” 
 
    “Then no. It’s not your concern. This older model will go to Armor who’ve lost their suits to battle damage. The Ghost shouldn’t mind. They can be reset easily enough. Follow me.” Morrigan motioned with her chin to the end of the catwalk. One hand rested on the holster.  
 
    “Am I a prisoner here too?” he asked.  
 
    “You pop out of the Crucible alone and without warning. You’re in a holy relic and you’re asking for the Lady. You know what a Trojan horse is?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not a—” 
 
    “Which is what a Greek bearing gifts would say.” 
 
    A half-dozen Crusaders in power armor and carrying gauss carbines with power and ammo lines feeding into their backs came through the doors.  
 
    “What happens now?” Ely asked.  
 
    “You get in the cart parked outside,” Morrigan said, “then you get checked out by medical to verify some of your claims and make sure you don’t have a…anything else.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea, because this—” he tapped the scars on the back of his head, “—is a problem.” 
 
    Morrigan turned and motioned for him to follow.  
 
    Ely took a half step and stopped. Morrigan had the plugs at the base of her skull, the way he’d known Armor soldiers to connect to their suits.  
 
    “Do you have a Ghost too?” Ely asked. “Do you even need one?” 
 
    Morrigan turned and unsnapped the cover on the holster, then put one finger to her lips.  
 
    Ely didn’t ask any more questions.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hallway outside a command center was cold enough that Ely could see his breath. He rubbed his arms and looked up at a vent that had refused to dispense any heat since he’d been brought there almost half an hour ago. At least they’d taken the hood off him.  
 
    The two legionnaires (not Marines—he’d been corrected on that during his medical evaluation) on either side of him didn’t seem bothered by the cold.  
 
    The discussion within the command center was muffled, but Ely’d heard it grow heated more than once. Now there was the sound of a door opening and feet shuffling out. A few seconds later, the door behind Ely buzzed.  
 
    A legionnaire opened it for Ely and a breeze grew around him as the cold air flowed into the much warmer room.  
 
    A lone man stood at a holo table, his arms out wide and his palms against it. He wore simple dark utilities with a lanyard of gold and red cords at his right shoulder. His head was low as Aachen spun in the holo before him.  
 
    “Marshal, sir?” Ely asked from the door.  
 
    Roland raised his head, and Ely saw an ugly knot of scar tissue where Armor plugs should have been.  
 
    “Come on over.” Roland rubbed his face. He was in his mid-forties, with tired eyes and a decent stubble. “Doc’s report confirms that you do indeed have Qa’Resh tech in your brain. They’re synthesizing more of that compound for you. So that’s good news and bad news.” 
 
    “Bad news? Maybe you could share the memo with the bruisers following me everywhere. I say boo, they’ll knock my teeth out. Everyone’s so on edge around here.” Ely went to the holo and squinted at the text boxes. He could read the alphabet easily enough, but the words weren’t English.  
 
    “We’ve had issues with infiltrators.” Roland took a sip of coffee and made a face. “Out of sugar. Figured that would happen eventually. No, son, the good news is that you’re telling the truth and now we’ve got plans for a faster-than-light engine.” He tapped a screen and the schematics came up.  
 
    “Except that there’s no fuel.” Ely rubbed the back of his head. “The foundry code that would make it is embedded deeper in the Qa’Resh probe, which you can’t read, I take it.” 
 
    “Correct. Lady Ibarra could, most likely,” Roland said.  
 
    “But?” Ely asked.  
 
    “He won’t let you leave Aachen.” The holo changed to a woman on a ship’s bridge, Navy personnel behind her. She was in a black and red void combat uniform, and a blue lanyard made of blue stones was worked into the plates on her chest and shoulder. Her long dark hair fell over one shoulder in a braid, run through with strands of gray.  
 
    “Don’t do this.” Roland shook his head.  
 
    “I will do this because you’re being a stubborn, pig-headed fool.” The woman in the holo kept her voice level, but her anger was palatable.  
 
    “Ely Hale, Fleet Admiral Makarov the Younger.” Roland raised his coffee in a brief salute. “She’s in command of the system’s void forces. I’m very much in command of the ground fight, which gives me seniority in this combat theater.” 
 
    “I will fix Davoust’s wagon about this when we get back to Navarre,” Makarov said. “And I’m no slave to an appendix at the back of a Crusade deployment operation’s order. You know that, dearest husband.”  
 
    The view behind Makarov shifted as her ship changed course. Passing behind her was a light-gray star gate, the spars longer than the thorns of a Crucible, like a compass star made of scrap metal.  
 
    “I’m well aware, darling, as you bring it up every time we have comms.” Roland pinched the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “What the good Marshal is tiptoeing around,” Makarov said, “is that we can evacuate some of the Crusade off Aachen. So we can get young Mr. Hale to Bayonne. Though that window is closing.” 
 
    Roland swiped a hand over a reader and the planet returned to the holo. Red threat icons appeared in orbit, but not near the single city ringed in blue on the surface.  
 
    “The Geist dreadnoughts—the pyramid ships—won’t get within line of sight of Memel,” Roland said, touching the city. “I’ve got enough Armor and Phalanx artillery to keep them away, but they’re still landing troops outside my direct-fire envelope. I can’t evacuate, as I lack the lift capacity, and if we try to make a break for the Keystone…” 
 
    The holo pulled back to a diagram of the same gate Ely’d seen behind Makarov beyond the orbit of the planet’s single moon. Blue icons of an Ibarran fleet surrounded the gate. Ships rose from the planet and were immediately destroyed by the Geist dreadnoughts.  
 
    “Which is why I would launch a spoiling attack on the Geist and clear a corridor to the Keystone,” Makarov said. “Does the VIP know what the Keystone is?” 
 
    Roland raised an eyebrow at Ely.  
 
    “Wait, I’m the—it’s a mobile Crucible gate. My father told me one was being built right before we left for Terra Nova. Grandpa Valdar was going to use it to save the Dotari. Something about finding some with old immunities to cure a disease they’d contracted after they went back to their homeworld.” 
 
    “They’re a strategic asset,” Roland said. “The Keystones are why we haven’t lost this war yet. We can connect to the gates under the Crusade’s control, which helps us shift forces faster than the Geist can. Which makes them more valuable than any planet, or Army, or commander.” Roland beat the meat of his fist against a panel and Makarov returned to the holo.  
 
    “An FTL engine would be even more valuable,” she said. “It could turn the tide of the whole war. If I had one aboard the Warsaw—and just the Warsaw—I could take out the flotilla over the southern hemisphere and—” 
 
    “But we don’t have that, do we?” Roland snapped. “Nine parts out of ten to a solution is no solution at all.” 
 
    “Which means I’m pretty much worthless,” Ely said quietly.  
 
    “I don’t doubt Lady Ibarra,” Makarov said. “Marshal Shaw seems to, despite how many times he’s risked his life for her, and all that she’s done for him.” 
 
    Roland rubbed the scars in place of his absent plugs.  
 
    “You’re not worthless,” Roland said. “You’ve got potential, but we would lose over half of Makarov’s fleet to get that potential back to Navarre. To evacuate you. Only you, Ely. I’m not leaving. Neither will any under my command.” 
 
    Makarov put the back of her hand to her mouth and looked away.  
 
    “Why only me?” Ely asked.  
 
    “Because there are civilians in Memel. Over eighteen thousand souls and Lady Ibarra charged me to protect them,” Roland said. “I will not abandon them to the Geist. I can’t. The Geist know this, and they’ve been bleeding my Crusade dry through attrition. The longer the siege goes on, the more they think me or Admiral Makarov will get desperate.” 
 
    “They want my Keystone,” Makarov said. “Which is our only way out of this system.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the Crusade?” Ely asked. “Get reinforcements from somewhere else through the Keystone.” 
 
    “There is nowhere else.” Roland brought up a star chart. A silver ring spun around Aachen, and Crucible gates popped up around nearby stars. “Geist took Larnaca. There isn’t another Crucible in range of the Keystone. If we could evacuate, we’d have to jump to Gliese 999.37, then jump again to Crusade space. So we wait for the Lady.” 
 
    “Roland, she’s not coming.” Makarov swept a hand through the map and returned to view. “She won’t do it.” 
 
    “Then I remain here,” Roland snarled.  
 
    “You can.” Makarov’s face fell. “I’ll get Ely off world and once I can get word back to Navarre, then the Lady…” She raised her chin. “You can’t hold out that long.” 
 
    “Navarre knows our situation. Navarre knows we’re losing on every front, but the Lady will not act.” 
 
    “You know the price,” Makarov said. “Don’t make me choose between you and—” 
 
    “You told me to have faith in her.” Roland shook his head. “So my faith holds that she will come for Aachen and save us.” 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Ely said. “Don’t have anyone else die for me, please. This plan for the Navy to get me off world? Thousands would die, right? And if Stacey Ibarra can’t get the fuel matrix out of me? All for nothing. Too many good people have already given their lives. I don’t want any more.” 
 
    “Ely, billions will die if we lose this war,” Makarov said. “Combat math is harsh, but how the equation balances is clear.” 
 
    “Hoffman…it wasn’t fair…” Ely wiped a hand across one eye to conceal a tear.  
 
    “A life lost in faithful service is never wasted,” Makarov said. “Roland’s faith has been tested more than others and has left him a bit…doubtful.” 
 
    “For the Lady, for us all.” Roland crossed his arms and Makarov rolled her eyes. “We still have an option. If the counteroffensive at Ibelin succeeds and they retake that gate, Keeper can force a break through here and that may be our ticket out of here.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Makarov said. “Fleet Admiral Blackburn will relieve Jaffa before Aachen. More lives at stake.” 
 
    “Then we’re victims of our own success.” Roland looked at Ely. “We evacced most of the civilians off this colony in record time. Marshal Kellerman was a bit slow at Jaffa.” 
 
    “But there’s a chance?” Ely asked. “We hold out and the rest of the Crusade could come and help?” 
 
    “No chance,” Makarov said.  
 
    “There is,” Roland said. “And we will hold what we’ve got until we can’t, then the Fleet guarding the Keystone will depart.” 
 
    Makarov’s jaw clenched and she shook her head.  
 
    “Would you stay and fight anyone else?” Roland asked.  
 
    “No, my love,” she said, her voice cracking. “For anyone else, I’d leave once the fight on the ground was lost. I wish the Lady had made me different, as perfect as other commanders.” 
 
    “Don’t orphan them,” Roland said quietly. “Don’t let them grow up like we did.” 
 
    Makarov broke the channel.  
 
    Roland put his hands on his hips and stared into the cup of cold coffee.  
 
    “Are you Armor?” Roland asked after a few seconds.  
 
    “No, sir, I’m just me.” Ely looked down in shame. “I don’t have any training and—” 
 
    “Then sending you to the fight would be a death sentence. The soldiers with you would be at risk as well. You understand why?” he asked.  
 
    “Soldiers are trained to fight together. I don’t have that training and I’d be a monkey wrench in the works,” Ely said. “I know machines, at least.” 
 
    Roland took a small communicator off his belt and handed it to Ely.  
 
    “Here. This comm will connect to mine. If our outlook down here changes, I’ll be in touch. If my wife is right, you might have the key to winning this war in your head. It comes down to a moon shot or certain failure…the Warsaw will come for you.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Not your call.” Roland held up a hand. “Makarov can hold out against hope. I can hold until the walls fall. You know machines? Go find Chief Sugimoto and have her put you to work. Stay busy, stay useful…and stay safe.” 
 
    “I get it.” Ely nodded and went to the doors. 
 
    “I met your father once,” Roland said.  
 
    “You did?” Ely looked back.  
 
    “I was a busboy at Deco’s. Big, fancy restaurant in Phoenix. I was about your age and due for my compulsory service. He asked what job I wanted in the military and he encouraged me to join the Pathfinder Corps.” One corner of Roland’s mouth tugged into a smile. “I didn’t listen. Went Armor instead.” 
 
    “How’d that work out?” 
 
    “Remains to be seen,” Roland deadpanned. 
 
    “I did a little bit of the Pathfinder thing in Terra Nova.” Ely shook his head. “Not as great as people make it out to be. It was mostly terrifying and horrible.” 
 
    “How’d Armor treat you?” 
 
    “Neither’s been a great experience, sorry.” Ely shrugged. “Orbital artillery. Nice and boring. Just you and a couple other techs in a big tin can waiting to shoot something.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of boring out here.” Roland drank the last of his coffee with a frown. “Move out. Draw fire.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting away from the command center wasn’t overly difficult. The Crusaders working in and around the offices all looked sleep-deprived and gaunt—too many meals taken from the piles of food in the hallways and corners, which were mostly tubes of nutrient paste and soup that just needed hot water to be palatable. 
 
    In his simple fatigues and still-squishy boots, Ely stuck out like a sore thumb from the Crusaders. They were uniformly tall and spoke a language amongst themselves that didn’t sound at all like English or a Romance language. Marc Ibarra was from somewhere between France and Spain back when those countries still existed, but their gibberish was unintelligible to what little high school French he remembered.  
 
    Power-armored legionnaires let him out of armored doors and locked him out in an underground garage. The city above had moved below ground, with about as much grace and dignity as a crashed gypsy caravan. Families clustered in tents put up in empty ammo cases with whatever worldly possessions they still had.  
 
    Ely found signs on pillars and meandered a bit before figuring out the pattern. A staff officer in the headquarters told him that Sugimoto was in the same cemetery where he’d dismounted.  
 
    “Turning wrenches, OK,” he muttered to himself. “Guess I can finally do something useful instead of getting carted around…” His face darkened and he shoved his hands in his pockets. Partly to sulk, partly to keep his hands warm in the chill air.  
 
    Children stared at him as he went through the garage. He hadn’t seen many his age, and he assumed that they’d been drafted into the fighting.  
 
    A woman with a toddler sleeping on her lap studied him as he approached her hovel.  
 
    “Zein unitaterekin zaude?” she asked.  
 
    “No habla. No…wait.”  
 
    The little girl on her lap stirred awake and blinked at Ely.  
 
    “What unit are you with?” the woman asked. “Are you from an archived colony?” 
 
    The girl spoke and pushed hair out of her face.  
 
    “Terra Nova. No unit, sorry,” Ely said.  
 
    “Terra Nova?” The woman perked up. “Terra Nova is back?” 
 
    “Just me…do you know where bay Arrano 3-3 is?” Ely backed up slowly, realizing that mentioning the fabled world was probably a mistake. 
 
    The girl grew more excited, bouncing up and down on the woman’s lap.  
 
    “Ez, ez,” the woman said, giving her a hug. “She thinks you know her brother. He’s in the gold cohort. Perhaps you’ve run into them? Antton Duhalde?” 
 
    “No…sorry.” Ely shook his head.  
 
    “Pa pa?” The girl tugged at her mother’s sleeve. “Pa pa?” 
 
    “Pa pa…ez, Esan dizut…” The woman’s face was veiled in sorrow for a moment, but she forced the emotions down.  
 
    “Excuse me.” Ely hurried away and went into a stairwell that smelled of urine. He mashed the back of one hand against his nose and went down two flights of stairs to a new level that was even colder than the one he’d just left.  
 
    The word “Arrano” was over bay doors, and he went looking for the 3’s. There weren’t as many civilians around, probably because other floors were warmer.  
 
    “I bet Jerry’s doing a lot better than me right now. He was practically a Pathfinder the last time I saw him. Oh, he’d love being in that Armor. Like a fish to water, I’d bet. Course, even being in that suit wouldn’t protect him from Mom, soon as she heard he was running around a battlefield. Mom—” 
 
    Ely stopped as sorrow welled up within him. She must be so worried about him, worried for all those years he was in stasis. Did she fight to keep him back until the next wormhole connecting to Terra Nova opened, when the whole colony could have come back, or was he really that close to death that his parents had to risk sending him to Stacey Ibarra? 
 
    Admiral Valdar wasn’t here. There was no family. The cold creeped through his clothes and he felt utterly alone.  
 
    “What…what am I even doing here?” He rubbed his chest and felt the dog tags beneath his utilities. He fished the tags out and felt their weight in his hands. They were heavier than he remembered his father’s being. Ken Hale always wore a set to honor his Strike Marine years and kept one laced in his boots as Pathfinders had taken to doing.  
 
    The floor shook and dust scattered off the ceiling. The entire floor went eerily silent, then another bang echoed through the level.  
 
    An old man crouched against the side of a maintenance bay, his eyes wide with fear. He locked eyes with Ely, then turned and ran.  
 
    “Are we getting shelled?” He squinted at the ceiling. “I don’t even know how far down I am. If artillery’s landing on the surface…macro-cannon strike would crack the planet’s crust. Not that.” 
 
    A line of sparks exploded from a seam in the armored wall. Metal wires shot out and slapped down against the wall and it exploded a heartbeat later. A hunk of metal skidded past Ely and he dove for the space between the garages where the old man had been.  
 
    Squeals and squeaks came from the breach as Ely got his back to the thin metal of the garage wall, then peeked around the corner.  
 
    Tall aliens in flame-colored armor spilled into the level. Their helmets looked like an angry mix of an iguana and a raccoon. The plates shifted between flecks of red, yellow, and gold as they moved. A white bolt struck the garage corner just above Ely’s head and he flinched back. A new, neat semicircle with a glowing red edge had been blown out.  
 
    More bolts spat through the thin walls and Ely crawled away as fast as he could. Cries and more explosions echoed off the low ceiling. He ran out between lines of garages and found Arrano 3-3. He sprinted across the access lane, feeling terribly exposed and vulnerable.  
 
    He slammed into the door and tried to open it. Locked. He heard shouting within.  
 
    “Let me in! Let me in! Sugimoto’s waiting for me!”  
 
    The door opened suddenly and Ely fell in. He looked up at a pair of terrified men, each armed with hunting rifles and clubs. He was in the cemetery where he’d dismounted from the suit a few hours ago.  
 
    “Sugimoto?” one asked.  
 
    “Is she here? Because there are some—” 
 
    “Sugimoto!” The one with a club pointed back at the catwalk. The suit that once belonged to Elias was there, but now it had a double-barreled gauss cannon on one forearm and a rotary gun mounted on a shoulder, muzzles angled up. The Armor had been cleaned; the suit gleamed beneath the lights.  
 
    There was no sign of Sugimoto. Morrigan’s suit was gone. 
 
    Civilians huddled around the Armor’s legs, many praying in Latin. Shots grew louder, the alien troops’ blasts mixing with the crack of gauss weapons.  
 
    “OK…now what?” Ely looked around, and he could smell the fear of refugees in the maintenance bay. Dozens were beneath the walkway, all staring at him.  
 
    “Armor?” The man with the club grabbed him by the shoulder. “You?”  
 
    “I’m no…” Ely looked at the far wall where the sound of fighting grew louder and the roof clanged from stray hits. The people all looked at him, their faces pleading for him to act.  
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” Ely ran up the catwalk and skidded to a halt in front of the suit. He knocked on the breastplate then picked up the control panel attached by a thick cable to the coffin.  
 
    “Ghost? Can you hear me in there? Open up so I can—why isn’t this in English!” Ely swore and shook the control panel in his hands. He pressed every button, then the breastplate opened with a hydraulic whine and the pod inside opened at the top.  
 
    “Here goes nothing.” Ely kicked off his boots, threw away his utility top, and crawled up into the suit. He slapped a thigh pocket and pulled out the communicator Roland had given him. He snapped it into a chipset on the inside of the chest housing, then slapped his other pocket and checked that his compound was still there.  
 
    Ely hopped into the pod and his bare feet slipped against the slick inner surface. He flailed about and finally got his neck into the collar and slapped it shut. He squeezed his eyes closed and braced himself against the pod.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Ely opened an eye and looked from side to side.  
 
    “Ghost? Aignar? What am I supposed to do?” He slapped the side of the pod. “Come on! There are people that need us. Ghost!” 
 
    The pod shut and Ely was locked in darkness. The collar tightened and a painful tingle spread from his spine. Ice-cold amniosis flowed into the bottom and Ely cried out. The fluid rose up, and Ely had new doubts about what he was about to do, even though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to accomplish. 
 
    His breathing went shallow and quick as the amniosis reached his mouth. Ely choked on the painfully cold fluid and felt like he was dying…again.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you want?”  
 
    Ely was in the meadow again. Ghost leaned forward and looked Ely right in the eyes.  
 
    “We’re under attack.” Ely extended his left arm and a wire diagram of the double-barreled gauss cannon was there. “You need to take control and—” 
 
    “I’m auxiliary systems, not an autonomous program,” the Ghost said. “I couldn’t use you as a long-term meat puppet.” 
 
    “That…sounds awful.” Ely reached to one shoulder and touched the holo of the Gatling gun. The barrels spun slowly then pulsed red and yellow. “Then let’s walk. Maybe I can hold them off. Get them away from the civilians. They need us!” 
 
    “Aggression.” One of Ghost’s fists blinked out of existence and returned with a finger pointed at Ely’s face. “Fury. Violence of action, Ely Hale. Armor doesn’t go to war to half-ass anything.”  
 
    “I can do something useful, probably.” Ely shook the arm with the cannon.  
 
    “Who are you?” Ghost put a hand to Ely’s chest and he felt his heart beating hard.  
 
    “Why do you keep asking?” Ely said. “I can’t even say my real name.” 
 
    Ghost shook his head and vanished.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Ely’s perception jolted and he was the suit again, seeing through the helmet optics, feeling the floor against the boots and the weight of the weapons mounted to his suit. Weapons fire echoed through the garage as targeting systems pinpointed the direction with ripples like a stone dropped in a pond on his HUD.  
 
    He shifted one leg and refugees scurried away in fright.  
 
    “Everybody move!” Ely shouted, grabbing the catwalk in front of him and giving it a shake. “How does this thing—” 
 
    +You’re not signed for it! Let’s go!+ 
 
    Ely bashed a hip against the catwalk and a long segment broke off in front of him. He caught it before it could hit the ground and lowered it gently. Bent over, he saw a huddle of people in one corner.  
 
    “Sorry, I’ll…fix it later.” He went to the bay door and paused, waiting for a sensor to detect him and open it.  
 
    +Where did I stutter when I said fury and violence of action—+ 
 
    Ely twisted at his waist then backhanded the bay door, crushing the metal to one side like it was a curtain. Civilian men armed with gauss weapons fired from behind a cargo truck, the far side blackened by flames.  
 
    A white bolt shot through the windows and took a defender in the upper chest, slapping him back. The last two defenders went to their comrade and dragged him away, both stealing glances at Ely as he stepped out of the garage.  
 
    “Double-barreled gauss cannon, check.” Ely extended his weapon arm and a bullseye reticle appeared against the wall of the next building. A solid line connected a barrel to the bullseye, while a dashed line from the other barrel ran parallel to that. “So how do I shoo—” 
 
    The gauss cannon snapped and a shell perforated the garage.  
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    +I’m adjusting your firing sequence. Open your left hand…good. Close to fire. Don’t have a lot of ammo on board, so pick your targets a little more carefully.+ 
 
    The aliens in the flame-colored battle armor rushed the cargo truck and came to a sudden halt when they saw Ely. They opened fire, their energy bolts striking Ely’s arms as he crouched down. He felt the pinch of the impacts, but there wasn’t lasting pain.  
 
    Ely looked up over his gauss cannon at the aliens, who were shouting at one loading a shell into a launcher.  
 
    +That one will hurt more.+ 
 
    Ely extended his arm out and the reticle floated over the group of aliens. He fired a hail of shells into them, blowing them to pieces and shredding the cargo truck. Gauss shells tore up the concrete floor and a haze of dust and atomized blood floated around the impact site.  
 
    The gauss cannon ticked, rocking from side to side.  
 
    +Unclench your fist before you blow out the mag rails.+ 
 
    “Huh? Oh…” Ely opened his hand, unaware of what he’d done. A panel on his back opened and dropped an empty magazine. He felt something shift against his left side and the reticles blinked green.  
 
    +Reloaded. Now let’s go find some more.+ 
 
    Ely stepped out of the garage and over the wrecked truck. The aliens were scattered about, some whole, some not as much.  
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    +Emerians. Bastard bunch of xenos the Geist found when they hit the Union. We had their world quarantined, and when the Geist offered to let them loose on humanity, they jumped at the chance. Don’t be taken alive by them.+ 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Ely ran forward, the slam of his boots against the ground loud and imposing. He reached the outer wall and followed it toward the sound of more fighting. A drilling machine—one end a corkscrew with crushing bits spiraled down the front cone and a body the length of a bus—stuck out from the wall, surrounded by mangled steel plates.   
 
    Emerians trickled out from the other side, forming up around one with a feathered headdress.  
 
    Ely quickened into a sprint, then lowered his shoulder where the drill cone met the body. He struck with a clang of metal and the alien machine broke open where it had breached the wall. The drill hinged to one side, slamming against the wall and crushing Emerians into paste.  
 
    Ely swung his gun arm across his body and sprayed the assembled alien troops with gauss shells. The few survivors scattered and Ely gave chase.  
 
    +No, we have to deal with the breach,+ Ghost said.  
 
    Ely felt like a hand had been thrust into his chest and he came to a stop.  
 
    +Go back to the drill. Punch your right arm through the gap I’ve marked.+ 
 
    Ely turned around and there was a blinking yellow field on one side of the breach. The drill machine was broken open, the insides a sparking mass of broken capacitors and hydraulics.  
 
    “What about the survivors?” Ely asked.  
 
    +Onesie-twosie, the civilians will take care of them. You’re here to kill monsters, not crush ants. Now punch through!+ 
 
    Ely rammed his arm into the gap and a flame icon appeared on one side of his HUD. There was pressure on the underside of his fist and the feeling of a hose filling up down his arm.  
 
    +Bunch more Emerians in that same tunnel. Right hand fist and let’s slow them down before they can get through.+ 
 
    Ely complied and fire blossomed from gaps in the breach site. He could have sworn he heard screams mingling with the flames.   
 
    +Great, but that’s not the only place they came through. I’m not tied in to any of the comms, but there’s weapons fire along the perimeter.+ 
 
    Ely pulled his arm out. The fingers of his hand were darkened, but they still functioned. He ran toward gunfire.  
 
    “What else can this thing do?” he asked.  
 
    +Don’t have a rail gun installed…that’s probably good, all things considered. Right thigh.+ 
 
    A hatch opened and a hilt popped out.  
 
    “Sweet, this that same glowy thing that Marshal Roland has?” Ely snatched it off while he was still moving and tested its weight. It was hefty for such a small device.  
 
    +Ibarran toys. You’ve got a real weapon, a MEWS. Imagine a sword.+ 
 
    A tube of dark-gray material snapped out of the hilt, then locked into the shape of a sword without a hilt.  
 
    “How about an…” 
 
    The MEWS reformed into a wood-chopping axe.  
 
    +Action front.+ 
 
    Ely came around a building and slid to a stop. A strange-looking wall just taller than his suit formed a semicircle against the wall. Its wide, irregular panels overlapped like scales.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Rakka hooted and climbed up from the other side, firing at him. Ely hit the top of the wall with his gauss cannon, exploding a Rakka and blowing out a hunk of the wall. Green fluid spurted out of the gash and leaked down the side.  
 
    The barricade shifted. The end against the wall pulled away and a mass of different-sized eyes locked on to Ely.  
 
    +That’s new.+ 
 
    Plasma fields ignited over the great worm’s head and it struck at Ely. He leaped aside, the heat from the plasma screens sending pain down his flank as it clipped him. The worm slammed against the ground, the plasma evaporating concrete into steam.  
 
    Ely struck out with the MEWS and a fishhook pierced the armor scales. The worm jerked Ely off his feet and carried him along as it crashed through garages.  
 
    +Good idea.+ 
 
    “You think I planned this?” Ely pressed against the rampaging creature as it tried to buck him off, slamming Ely against the ceiling.  
 
    +Brace your left heel against the ground. Now!+ 
 
    Ely swung his feet forward and a drill bit popped out of his left heel. He slammed it to the ground and an anchor shot deep into the floor. The MEWS tugged against Ely’s grip, but he held firm. The worm kept going and the hook in its flesh ripped its scales open. Dark-green blood splashed out onto the ground, the worm’s momentum carrying it forward and disemboweling it at the same time.  
 
    The worm’s tail snapped back, then slammed into Ely. He went tumbling like a barrel down a hill and stopped in a small depression.  
 
    Ely’s HUD blinked. 
 
    “Ely, can you hear me?” Roland asked.  
 
    “Sure can.” Ely tried to sit up, but his suit wouldn’t respond. A Rakka jumped onto his chest and brandished a spear up into the air. The alien let out a war cry then stabbed at Ely’s breastplate. The tip bit him, but not deep.  
 
    “There are breaches all through the city. I’ve got troops heading to you, but you need to keep them bottled up. There are too many civilians down there with you,” Roland said.  
 
    More Rakka massed around Ely, stabbing at him with spears, scratching his optics.  
 
    “I’ve got their attention. Not sure what I can do next. Little help would be appreciated,” Ely said.  
 
    “Son, you’re capable of far more than you can imagine in that suit. You’re fighting in my Crusade and I demand only one thing of my soldiers—fight until you die.” The channel clicked off.  
 
    Ely tried to move, but his suit was dead weight. One of the spears stabbed deeper into his breastplate and the tip hit the outer shell of his pod.  
 
    “Ghost? Ghost, do something!” 
 
    +I’m trying to do a hard reset without frying your brain. You think this is easy? Here, use this.+ 
 
    Roland’s right arm pressed against the depression, lifting his body at an angle. The Rakka attacked with even more vigor.  
 
    The rotary cannon snapped out of the housing on his back. The Rakka with the spear through Ely’s breastplate got to look right down the barrels. A single shot blew its head off, then the weapon spun to life.  
 
    The Armor reactivated and Ely rolled onto his hands and knees, spilling Rakka into the depression where the worm had formed its barricade. He was on one knee and raised his torso up.  
 
    A crowd of Rakka around him suddenly became very sheepish. The rotary cannon unleashed a torrent of bolts. Each bolt ripped through several aliens as Ely swung around, keeping the cannon at chest level with the aliens and maximizing the damage of each shot.  
 
    The rotary cannon seized up, then ripped off the mount and clattered against the ground.  
 
    +It wasn’t fully installed. That’s on me. Careful. Where there’s Rakka, there’s always—+ 
 
    Ely was struck from behind and he pitched forward, sliding through dead Rakka. Damage icons flared on his HUD and he felt a knob against his back within the pod. Whatever had hit him had dented the inner armor.  
 
    A blow shattered his right knee servo and Ely tried to cry out in pain. He rolled over and kicked out with his left leg. The centaur alien over him had mechanical lower limbs. Its humanoid upper half wore chain-mail armor and carried a long hammer made of black metal. The centaur lifted its front hooves up over Ely’s kick, then used the momentum of the dodge to bring the hammer down at Ely’s helm.  
 
    Ely caught the hammer by the hilt and held firm as the alien struggled to get it back. Ely kicked his heel into the alien’s underside and shot the anchor through its body. The centaur cried out and writhed like a speared fish before dying. Ely kicked it away and tried to get up, but the damaged leg wouldn’t hold his weight.  
 
    He crawled out of the depression and onto the garage floor, dead Rakka scattered everywhere.  
 
    The breach in the wall was the same size as the worm that lay dead behind him. Its edges melted, a thrum rose from the dark tunnel. 
 
    “Those tread things going to work?” he asked. Unable to feel his right leg, he reached down to touch it and confirm that it was still there. The suit’s lower leg was still attached by wires and a wrecked knee servo.  
 
    +Housing’s jammed. You’re not going anywhere fast.+ 
 
    Ely readied his gauss cannon as light caught something shiny within.  
 
    He opened fire and the blue flame of a broken plasma engine flared out of the tunnel with spinning lumps of metal. A drone shaped like a flower made of thorns and razors flew through the fire and rose toward the ceiling.  
 
    Ely clenched his fist and gauss shells ripped it to pieces. He swung his aim at another drone as it squeezed itself shut. Razor petals struck Ely in the chest and one struck the mouth of his helm. A gauss shell clipped the drone and it fell to the ground. The flower opened, trying to right itself.  
 
    Ely shot it again and it broke apart.  
 
    He touched his helm and tugged the petal out. The edges squirmed and blue plasma sparked from tiny spikes. He crushed it and tossed it away, feeling heat grow in his breastplate. Two petals were digging through the Armor, one directly on Elias’s name and the iron heart symbol. He swiped down and knocked one out. The other kept digging and had almost slipped fully into the cut when Ely’s fingertip pinned the back edge in place. He jammed a thumb into the cut and pried the Armor open to grab the petal, then ripped it apart.  
 
    There was a rustle of shadow in the tunnel and Ely started blasting. A pale-blue wall of energy formed inside the tunnel, moving toward him at an almost leisurely pace. His gauss shells struck the shield and evaporated into brief puffs of light.  
 
    Ely’s gauss cannons ran empty and a spent magazine fell out and into the depression.  
 
    +Last magazine…which just jammed. Working on it.+ 
 
    The energy shield inside the tunnel shrank down to a single point, held in the air by a chrome hand. A human made of reflective metal emerged, taller than even Roland’s newer Armor. The statuesque suit was carved with perfectly proportioned fine lines, like a statue of a Greek god come to life. A short apron over the waist provided some modesty. Only the face was plain, like a blank mannequin.  
 
    “Is that you, Hale?” Nakir’s voice boomed from his suit. “That you’d be out here—alone—is almost too good to be true. But then Malal does smile on his faithful. The wormhole that brought you here lingered just long enough for me to follow. Even a damaged Crucible can still work…to a degree.” 
 
    Ely clenched his gun fist several times and got an error sound each time.  
 
    “You’re too late,” Ely said. “They got the probe out of me.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to a Commissar. We take such insults personally.” Nakir held up the hand holding the light and tendrils reached out and crept into Ely’s helm. “Hoffman died before he could be of any more use. Same with his partner on the Crucible. All that trouble to get you off Earth and then you practically fall into my lap.” 
 
    “At least they died for what they believed in.” Ely winced as something traced the collar inside his pod.  
 
    “They failed. You don’t understand what the Geist are capable of, what they want for us.” Nakir came closer. “If you did, you’d surrender and join us. Glory awaits…who’s in there with you? I feel another soul. How is this—” 
 
    Ely’s world scrambled then reformed into a hospital room. A man with sandy-blond hair lay there, hooked to a bank of machines by IV lines and tubes that ran into his nose. Both arms ended just below the elbows, the stumps capped. The blanket over his legs collapsed just below the knees. Medical plastic covered his lower face, the mouth and chin gone.  
 
    Ghost—Aignar—opened his eyes and stared at Ely, pain and despair deep in his soul.  
 
    “No!” Nakir flinched, the tendrils shrinking back into the point of light.  
 
    The gauss shells ran down the ammo line into the cannon and locked into the breech.  
 
    +Do it.+ 
 
    Ely punched into Nakir’s stomach and opened fire. Shells beat the beautiful plate into a mess of craters and gashes, but none broke through. Nakir backpedaled as hits cracked the chrome face and blew off fingers.  
 
    Nakir fell back with a cry and Ely ran out of ammo. Dragging himself onto his side, Nakir looked at Ely, smoke rising from the red-hot barrels of his cannons.  
 
    “This changes nothing,” Nakir said and retreated into the tunnel.  
 
    Gauss shells snapped over Ely’s head and struck near the breach.  
 
    Black Crusader Armor stomped past Ely and pursued the Commissar. Ely bent forward, both hands against the ground. His mind was spinning from whatever Nakir had done to him.  
 
    “Ely? Ely, you there?”  
 
    Roland was before him, on one knee, so they could look optic to optic.  
 
    “This Armor stuff’s not too hard,” Ely said.  
 
    “Who was with you?” Morrigan asked. She had a long rifle with a thick barrel in her hands. “Are they injured?” 
 
    “Just me and…” Ely tapped his helm, “my friendly Ghost.” 
 
    Roland and Morrigan looked at each other.  
 
    “Maybe there is something to the name,” Morrigan said.  
 
    “Hey, Roland, I may have some good news.” Ely tapped his chest. 
 
    “Marshal. Shaw,” Morrigan growled.  
 
    “What is it?” Roland asked.  
 
    “Remember how we don’t have the fuel for the faster-than-light engine? I think I’ve got some. My dog tags aren’t right. Dad’s no dummy, but maybe I am. Doesn’t take much of that star stuff to kick the engines past light speed. Maybe we’ve got a way off this rock…or a way for Makarov the Younger to help us out,” Ely said.  
 
    “We never scanned his dog tags?” Roland asked Morrigan.  
 
    “We were focused on the probe in his head, not his tags,” the Irish Armor said. 
 
    “Ely Hale from Terra Nova came with more than just a sliver of hope,” Roland said. “We’ll get a better look at your tags as soon as we can, but until then, I need you to keep fighting,” Roland said. “For the Crusade. For the Lady. For us all.” 
 
    “About that…” Ely motioned to his ruined leg.  
 
    “Easy repair.” Roland stood up. “Let’s get you fixed up, and then I’ll assign you to a lance. I’ve got someone in mind for you.” 
 
    “Then let’s get me back in the fight,” Ely said. 
 
    The Ghost laughed, a deep chuckle that continued in fits and spurts, like he was laughing at his own joke over and over again.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Ely asked. 
 
    +Welcome to the war, kiddo. You’re a fighter, but you’re not Armor. Not yet. If you think this was easy, you’ve got another thing coming.+ 
 
    “You know…I think my dad would be proud of me right now,” Ely said. “If I’m ever going to see him again, I have to fight. And I’ll fight with the Crusade.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chirp of a cell phone roused Marc Ibarra from sleep. He snorted as he pawed underneath a pillow for the phone. He blinked hard and tried to read the caller ID. He didn’t know anyone named “ANSWER ME” and declined the call.  
 
    It rang again and hitting the X button didn’t stop the ringing. He threw it into a pile of dirty laundry, but the ringing only grew louder. His roommate complained bitterly from another room.  
 
    Marc rolled out of bed and answered the phone to end the awful disco anthem it was using as a ring tone. He hated disco with an absolute passion and would never have used that as a ring tone, not even for his ex-girlfriend who ran off to Japan with his favorite keyboard.  
 
    “What?” Marc rubbed his hand across his eyes. He glimpsed silver then shook his hand, and his skin was normal again.  
 
    “Marc Ibarra. I need to see you.” The voice was mechanical.  
 
    Marc dropped the phone. He’d had this dream too many times to fight it.  
 
    He was in the desert south of Phoenix, with only the light from his car’s headlamps and the stars to guide him. He had the phone to his ear as he stumbled around scrub plants.  
 
    “You’re standing on me,” came from the ground beneath his feet.  
 
    Marc dropped the phone and started digging. He knew the dream. He’d find the Qa’Resh probe a few inches down and then his whole world would change. He’d gone through this in the fugue state while his Ambassador body reassembled itself. Whatever matrix held his consciousness together seemed to enjoy this memory; the Qa’Resh tech of his body appreciated the memory of the probe.  
 
    He moved two handfuls of sand away, and instead of a glowing needle, he uncovered a corpse’s face.  
 
    “Gah!” Ibarra fell back on his rear. The corpse sat up, displaying a still-smoldering gash across his chest.  
 
    “You killed me.” Dust fell away from his face as he spoke, and Marc recognized him. Sam Perkins, head of Ibarra’s accounting division from decades after this moment.  
 
    Marc ran into the darkness and bumped into someone. Karen Summers, the first of many attorneys he hired when he patented his graphenium batteries. The left side of her body had been crushed; dark blood and pink brain matter dripped from her skull.  
 
    “You killed me,” she said and reached for him.  
 
    More corpses appeared from the darkness, every one with a familiar face. Marc tried to run, but he was surrounded. He reached up to the crescent moon and cried for help.  
 
    The desert was gone, replaced by a kitchen, the morning sun shining through tall glass windows. An Olympic-sized swimming pool glistened outside, a water slide built of native Arizona stone on one side.  
 
    The arms of a cooking robot moved over a stove, preparing eggs Benedict Southwestern style with potatoes in place of the English muffin, just how he liked them. The kitchen was full of the smell of coffee.  
 
    “Here, Grandpa.” 
 
    There was a little girl at a glass dining table, her heels kicking in the air beneath her seat. She was coloring furiously on a sketch pad, a box of crayons next to her. A steaming cup of coffee waited for Ibarra across from her.  
 
    Ibarra sat down and took a sip, welcoming the bitter taste. The girl had dark hair cut just below her chin; her blue eyes were bright and intelligent.  
 
    “What are you drawing, Stacey?” Ibarra took another sip.  
 
    “Destiny,” she said.  
 
    “That’s quite a tall order for someone that’s only six years old,” Ibarra said. “Can I see?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Stacey drew the sketch pad closer to herself. “Grandpa, can you tell me something?” 
 
    “Anything, my dear.” 
 
    Stacey brought the sketch pad up to her face and looked over the top at him.  
 
    “Where’s Malal?” 
 
    The heat drained out of Marc’s coffee.  
 
    “What? Where did you hear that name?”  
 
    The skies darkened.  
 
    “We were there.” Stacey’s eyes changed, losing their color. “Remember? We took Malal away after the Xaros were destroyed.” She slapped the sketch pad to the table and a line of blood trickled from a corner of her mouth. “Where? Where is he?” 
 
    The crude drawing was of Stacey lying on her back, a simple frown on her face, a bullet hole in her chest. Ibarra snapped to his feet and hurled the table aside. It shattered the glass walls and the kitchen fractured with it.  
 
    Marc was in the Crucible, his body silver, his hands those of an alien Dotari. Stacey, now a young woman, lay on the ground, a bullet wound to her chest, her face deathly pale. Marc rushed to her, struggling to speak as the beak of his face morphed slowly into the mouth that his mind knew.  
 
    He grabbed Stacey beneath the arms and dragged her to the stasis chamber that would transfer her mind to an Ambassador body before she died.  
 
    “Don’t! Don’t do this!” Stacey cried out. “Let me die. You let billions go but not me!” 
 
    Ibarra hauled her into the stasis chamber and activated it. Instead of locking her body into place, Stacey beat at the clear lid, smearing her blood everywhere.  
 
    Marc bumped against the plinth that held Stacey’s Ambassador body, constructed of the same nigh-indestructible material as his. She’d spend the next two decades trapped in it, unable to return to her flesh and blood, lest she die moments later from the wound.  
 
    He whirled around, but Stacey’s Ambassador form wasn’t there.  
 
    Shannon smiled at him with a glint in her eyes.  
 
    “Hello, Marc.” She stepped off the plinth and walked behind a counter to where two copies of her lay dead, each shot to death. Stacey was still screaming inside the stasis chamber.  
 
    “This isn’t right.” Ibarra looked up, then put his silver hands to the sides of his head. “This isn’t what happened.” 
 
    “But this is what’s happening.” Shannon turned around and clasped her hands behind her back. “I have some excellent news for you, Marc. For so many years, you’ve been able to retreat into your little…” She reached out and tapped him on the forehead. “And there was nothing the Geist could do about it. Your granddaughter stole the only technology in the galaxy that would let us join you, let us have a more equal conversation. But times chaaaaange…” She gave him a wicked grin.  
 
    “No…” Ibarra said.  
 
    “Oh, most certainly yes.” Shannon cast her eyes up. “That little piece of the Qa’Resh probe Mr. Hale brought us from Terra Nova is just enough for us to tap in to your matrix. Technology!” She scrunched her nose at him and clicked her tongue.  
 
    The Crucible vanished into San Francisco. Xaros drones—large, oblong shapes of dark metal writhing with fractals and long stalks—flew through the skyscrapers, firing red beams that disintegrated the mob of panicking people trying to flee all around them.  
 
    Marc cried out in despair. A mother and child were annihilated right in front of him, their ashes staining his silver body.  
 
    Shannon snapped her fingers and the world froze.  
 
    “Aw-ful.” Shannon brushed ashes off Ibarra’s shoulder. “You left me—the stone-cold original Shannon—to die in Phoenix, yes? Do you think I suffered, or was it quick?” 
 
    “Never.” Ibarra shook his head. “I’ve had over a century to come to terms with who I am. What I’ve done. There’s nothing you can do to me. I’ll never tell you where to find Malal. You understand that? Never!” 
 
    Shannon tilted her head to one side, then a genuine look of joy spread over her features.  
 
    “So we can find Malal. Now that’s something.” She clapped her hands twice and total darkness enveloped them. Then spotlights appeared over them. “Where is he, Ibarra? We will tear your mind apart as many times as it takes, but you will tell us.”  
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    The Ibarra Crusade continues in Steel Sworn, coming soon! 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The hardest part was the waiting.  
 
    Director Ken Hale stood in front of the captain’s chair on the Enduring Spirit’s bridge, watching as his crew took in last-minute reports from the small colony fleet about to jump with him to Terra Nova, twenty-five thousand light-years away in the Canis Major star cluster beyond the galaxy’s edge.  
 
    After years of prep work for the mission, the final countdown before the wormhole jump filled Hale with a sense of foreboding, an oncoming dread worse than what he’d ever felt during years at war.  
 
    Earth filled the bottom half of the bridge’s viewport where city lights traced along the Mediterranean Sea. Venice and Athens had been rebuilt in the past decades, but the wide swaths of darkness across Europe reminded him just how far humanity had to go before the damage from the Ember War was repaired.  
 
    Along the edge of the view port, enormous basalt-colored spikes poked into view. The Enduring Spirit and the colony fleet sat in the center of the Crucible, a giant gate in the shape of a crown of thorns that would send them all to Terra Nova in the next few minutes.  
 
    There would be no return for the Enduring Spirit, her crew, or the rest of their small fleet. They would step beyond the edge of the galaxy and that would be the last any of them ever saw of home.  
 
    What lay ahead wasn’t what bothered him; it was what he was forgetting.  
 
    Despite years of concerted effort to prepare this colony mission—choosing the crew, overseeing the special construction of the Enduring Spirit, procuring everything the colony would need—and spares—and the endless meetings—he still didn’t feel ready. And he was in charge.  
 
    “Sir, good news,” said a crewman named Hue as she spun around in her chair, “the Old Forge found their heavy-metal cargo and the tertiary foundry computer cores.” 
 
    Hale breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Where were they?” Hale asked.  
 
    “Right where they’re supposed to be.” Marie Hale walked down the ramp behind the command deck and handed a data slate to her husband. “Deep in the bays underneath fifteen other containers that were a pain to move. Someone screwed up the last manual count and the Old Forge’s entire crew were jumping through their ass to make sure we weren’t leaving Earth with a foundry that couldn’t produce anything once we got to Terra Nova.” 
 
    “Every time the fleet does a manual count, we get screw-ups like this.” Hale swiped a fingertip over the slate, noting all the green status indicators.  
 
    “And every time we do a manual, we find something the computers missed,” Marie said.  
 
    “Which is why I’m so glad you insisted we do them.” Hale looked up at the viewport, where the great basalt spikes of the Crucible shifted against each other. 
 
    “I cancelled the emergency resupply,” Marie said. “Not that Ceres station could have gotten it to us in time anyway.” 
 
    “The boys all right?” Hale asked quietly.  
 
    “Jerry and Elias are in our quarters. It’s not like a Crucible jump is anything special for them,” she said. “They’re more excited about this than you are.” 
 
    “They’re teenagers; they have no responsibilities.” Hale felt the screen on his forearm buzz with an incoming call. “It’s Keeper. We must be getting close. Start the final checks for me?” 
 
    “You have to say something to the fleet. You’re the director,” Marie said. “You think I listened to you rehearse for hours and now you’re going to pawn off—” 
 
    “I’ve got my speech ready, Marie. Let me check with Keeper and make sure something hasn’t gone horribly wrong before I give a speech about our grand adventure and then have to announce a delay minutes later. I never liked the Marines’ ‘hurry up and wait’ mentality. I’m not going to be the leader that tells everyone to hurry up and wait even more.” 
 
    She gave his arm a squeeze and walked toward the workstations.  
 
    “Crew, report final checks from all stations,” she said, using the commanding tone of one who’d led void fighters into battle. The sailors responded in a well-practiced sequence, and Hale felt a bit of confidence return.  
 
    Hale tapped the incoming call icon on his forearm screen and lifted a holo projection off his arm.  
 
    The head and shoulders of a woman with a fit body but elderly face appeared.  
 
    “Keeper, you’ve good news?” Hale asked.  
 
    “Do you want a long answer with quantum-state algorithms and wormhole loci or the crib notes?” the woman asked.  
 
    “Pretend I’m still the dumb Marine you used to know,” Hale said.  
 
    “The Crucible’s working overtime to form the wormhole. This is the second time we’ve ever sent a fleet so far with a single jump, but the gravity tides are just as the Qa’Resh promised. Sending you through with zero velocity isn’t optimal, but it’s the only way the math works,” she said.  
 
    “My ships are glorified lumps in space,” Hale said. “We have enough engines to get us into Terra Nova orbit and then to shuttle everything down in pieces. Just get us there, Keeper.” 
 
    “Say hello to your brother Jared for me,” Keeper said. “I met him a few times.” She touched her face and fractals spread out across her cheek. “I’m not sure how he’d react to me now.” 
 
    “Lots of news to pass on.” Hale looked over at his wife and thought of their boys, one of whom they’d named after his brother. “That we survived the war with the Xaros will be the headline.” 
 
    “We won that war and now we’ve got to win the peace that comes after,” Keeper said. “No matter what happens back here, I’m glad that humanity’s got an ace in the hole with Terra Nova. A colony in uninhabited space, far beyond the reach of any enemy here. Good luck and fair winds, Hale. I hope our math with the Crucible is correct and that I might get to say hello to your descendants someday.” 
 
    “Thank you, Keeper.” 
 
    “You’ve got eight minutes.” She cocked her head to one side. “Not sure if your personnel transfer will make it. Excuse me. I have to concentrate for this last part.” The hologram clicked off.  
 
    “Personnel transfer?” Hale looked over at Marie.  
 
    His wife held up the data slate and pointed to a blinking yellow box.  
 
    “Your spiel,” Marie said. “I’ll handle this last emergency.” 
 
    Hale’s jaw clenched, but he decided to let her deal with the issue. Choosing Marie as his executive officer had been the easiest—and best—decision he’d made since he’d asked her to marry him. He motioned to the ensign at the communications station and straightened out the utility uniform he wore over the thin void suit beneath. It never felt right being on a void ship and not in his Strike Marine armor, but here he was.  
 
    A whistle blew the notes for “general call” through the speakers. A lens lit up on the ceiling and Hale cleared his throat. His image went to every screen in the fleet.  
 
    “Terra Nova expedition, this is Director Hale. In a few minutes, we will embark on our mission beyond the galaxy’s edge, to a brave new world that will be our new home. All of you aboard the Enduring Spirit, Old Forge, New Phoenix, Acme, Vesuvius, and the Standish,” he remembered not to grumble the last ship’s name, “volunteered for this chance, and you are amongst the best humanity can send to sow our future far beyond the Milky Way. 
 
    “We leave Earth behind forever, but the embers of what survived the war with the Xaros remain. We carry the torch to Terra Nova, where we will join those who went before us and build our new home.” 
 
    Marie leaned over a workstation, speaking low and forcefully to someone on the other end of a transmission. He recalled the rest of the speech, then decided it could be left to a footnote in history. 
 
    “All ships, secure for transit. Hale out.” He stepped away from the camera and ignored the applause from the bridge crew as he hurried toward Marie. 
 
    “…if you’re not aboard in the next eight minutes, you’re not coming. It’s as simple as that.” Marie shook her head.  
 
    “What personnel transfer?” Hale asked.  
 
    “Byers, our Pathfinder team chief, got cold feet and pulled his packet this morning,” Marie said. “His girlfriend—who’s not on this mission—found out she’s pregnant. That also happened this morning. So I put in for a replacement from Pathfinder command and she still hasn’t arrived yet.” 
 
    “Byers dropped?” Hale’s hand went to his forearm screen, then he looked up at the mission clock. Only minutes until the wormhole formed. “Who did you…why didn’t anyone—” 
 
    “Because I’m the XO and you can’t make every single decision,” Marie said. “And when all this blew up, you were doing a photo op with the media and President Garret. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Who did you pick? Why did it take so long for anyone to—” 
 
    Marie passed him a data slate, facedown, as she chewed her bottom lip. Hale knew something was up.  
 
    “Marie…” He turned the slate over and saw the picture of the Enduring Spirit’s final crewmember.  
 
    “No.” Hale shook his head. “Not her. Not in a million years. Send her back.” 
 
    “She has the skill set and we’re not going to get someone else to replace Byers,” Marie said evenly.  
 
    “I’ll train someone else personally.” Hale reached for the microphone on the station behind his wife but she grabbed his wrist.  
 
    “I made the decision for the good of the mission,” she said. Hale stood up and she let him go. “We need her.” 
 
    Hale glanced at the plot for a Mule transport closing on the Enduring Spirit, then back to the mission clock.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Hale said. “She’ll never make it in time.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Warrant Officer Katherine Carson held a yellow and black handle attached to the side of the Mule’s open cargo bay as the ship banked to one side. Her mag-locked boots kept her secured to the deck, but she almost lost her grip during the maneuver. It had been a long time since she’d been in the void, and it would take some time for her sea legs to come back. Below, distant Earth came into view, the planet’s blue oceans, white clouds, and green land brilliant and clear.  
 
    Goodbyes don’t get much better than this, Carson told herself. She smiled and squeezed her other hand into a fist. After years of waiting for a chance to escape her cubicle in the Camelback Mountain military headquarters, today had been her day. A colony mission, and not just any colony: the last ticket to Terra Nova.  
 
    An alert chimed and a communications request came through on her helmet’s heads-up display: the Mule pilot.  
 
    “Carson, go,” she said.  
 
    “Chief, our flightpath is still green, but we are down to the wire here,” the pilot said.  
 
    Carson leaned out of the opening and looked to the right. The Ajax, a massive foundry ship, came into view.  
 
    “What wire? We’re almost there.” Carson sucked air through her teeth. The mission clock on her HUD was ticking down, and the Mule hadn’t even begun its braking maneuver yet… 
 
    “I’ve got five minutes to land, disembark you and your gear, then launch and get clear before the wormhole forms,” the pilot said. “I know you’re excited about this Terra whatever place, but I am getting short and I want to live on a colony I’ve actually visited before. And liked. Same with my crew. We are cutting it too close. I’m scrubbing this mission.” 
 
    “No! Wait, wait…” Carson pulled telemetry data from the Mule and put it up on her HUD. “I don’t care about my gear. You don’t…” She did some quick calculations in her head. “Heck, you don’t even have to land. Can you do a slingshot?” 
 
    “You’re insane,” the pilot said.  
 
    “If you were a mediocre pilot, I’d be suicidal,” Carson said. “But since you’ve been in for so long, I bet you can do the maneuver. Easy. Yes?” 
 
    “I need clearance,” he said. Carson could almost feel the pilot rolling his eyes over the channel. Unlocking her boots, she went to a storage locker, pulled out a jet pack and slipped her arms into the straps. The pack tightened against her shoulders and she took out two hand thrusters. Both gave off a spritz of propellant as she pulled the triggers.  
 
    “Carson?” A woman’s voice came through her helmet. “This is Hale. A slingshot dock—at the velocity you’re moving—is at the very edge of what’s survivable. Theoretically survivable.” 
 
    “I am aware of the risks, ma’am,” Carson said. “But the Enduring Spirit is at a standstill. This’ll be easy.” Carson hurried back to her spot at the edge of the open cargo bay and locked her boots to the deck.  
 
    This will not be easy, she thought. At all.  
 
    “You’ve done a slingshot insertion before?” Marie Hale asked.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Carson crouched slightly and checked the charge on her jump pack. She didn’t bother to add that she’d done the maneuver only once before…in training.  
 
    “Abort if you come in too hot,” Marie said. “Rather have you flying Dutchman for the Crucible to pick up after we leave than a smudge on my hull. Understand me, Pathfinder?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Carson said.  
 
    Carson bit her lip. The fact that it had been Marie Hale and not Director Hale on the line unnerved her slightly. She’d assumed after she’d been cleared to join the mission that Hale, the founder and first commander of the Pathfinder Corps, had finally forgiven her for what happened aboard the Belisarius—or at least finally looked past it. When she’d seen the orders and a Hale had signed off on them, she’d assumed it’d been Ken, but now she realized it could’ve easily been Marie Hale. 
 
    Ken Hale’s words from her court-martial echoed in her mind. “Your reckless behavior has cost the Pathfinder Corps greatly and you have put a black mark on this great organization, one that won’t be forgotten quickly. My only hope is that someday you will have the opportunity to redeem yourself.”  
 
    Later, she told herself. You can deal with that later.  
 
    Carson punched up another number on her display. The range between the Mule and the colony ship was just over three kilometers. She did some quick math in her head and then switched her suit’s IR over to the Mule’s channel. 
 
    “You guys sure you don’t want to come along?” 
 
    “Lady, it’s bad enough we got shanghaied into this in the first place,” the pilot said. “If you think we’re going with you, you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    “Just point me in the right direction,” Carson said. “I’ve got this. I’ve definitely got this.” A tinge of fear that ran down her spine and into her knees told her otherwise.  
 
    The pilot let out a sigh. “This is insane. Hold on.” 
 
    The star field outside the Mule swam as the ship flipped over and the massive blocky structure of the Enduring Spirit came into view. A small—very small—shuttle bay was open on its wide flank. At this distance, she could just make out the rows of transports and service vessels arrayed in orderly rows on either side of a long strip of open deck. Her mind told her the runway was at least thirty feet across, but her eyes told a different story. If she was off by just a few feet… 
 
    “Slingshot on my mark,” the pilot said. “What about your stuff?” 
 
    Carson eyed the crates strapped to the deck, her name stenciled along the side of each. Her entire life packaged into three boxes. Was there anything inside worth missing the trip to Terra Nova? 
 
    “Well, they did tell me to pack light,” she said. “It’s all yours.” 
 
    “Are all Pathfinders as crazy as you?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “Good to know. Hang on back there, release in thirty seconds,” the pilot said.  
 
    Carson began her breathing exercise to slow her heart rate, but despite years of using the technique, her heart pounded in her chest. She was no stranger to EVA, but working through the vector dynamics of depositing an object with an impressive amount of momentum onto a stationary landing pad was above and beyond the normal call of Pathfinder duty. Especially when she was the moving object and the slightest miscalculations would end her trip as a smudge against the Spirit’s hull.  
 
    “Fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “Do I need to remind you to use your anti-grav thrusters?” Carson asked. “Rather not get cooked when you punch off.” 
 
    “Oops,” the pilot muttered. The sound of switches clicking did not fill her with confidence. 
 
    She crouched down, mentally preparing herself for what she was about to do. Everything but Enduring Spirit’s open hangar bay faded into an unfocused haze. Either way, this stunt would put her name in the books, whether as an outstanding feat of bravery or a cautionary tale was yet to be determined. 
 
    “Okay, reverse thrust on my mark. Three…two…” 
 
    Carson unlocked her mag boots. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    Carson activated her jet pack and went flying into the void.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Check out the entire Terra Nova series! 
 
    [image: The Terra Nova Chronicles] 
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