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CHAPTER ONE 

The Lions Still Stand Guard
When Julian had been very small, his mother had told him that monsters weren't real. She had lied. There were monsters under the bed. There were terrors that hid in the closet. There were demons in the dark.
And they had awakened.
They were flying in fast.
From the watchtower on the edge of the galaxy, he saw them. A swarm of red lights. A shoal of dark beings. They came from beyond. From beyond the galaxy. Beyond human understanding. But Julian knew the old tales. He knew who they were. With stiff lips, he whispered their name.
"Hydrians."
At once, claws of terror clutched his throat. He could speak no more. He could barely breathe. It was real. They were actually here.
For generations his family had stood on this watchtower, a hundred thousand light-years from Earth. Julian had been watching the darkness for years. Before him, his father had stood here. And his father before him. They were Ben-Aris, the scions of heroes. In Julian's veins also flowed the blood of the Emery and Linden families, great military dynasties. He was the son of guardians. A child of warriors.
But the wars had ended long ago. From the ashes rose new life. From destruction, civilization bloomed again like new saplings sprouting after a forest fire. Back on Earth, times were good. Humans were fat and lazy and happy. Sunlight bathed the days of plenty, and when night fell, if some shiver passed along the spine, it was easy to simply light a candle, to pull the blanket overhead, to pretend the monsters weren't real. And at dawn the sun would rise again. Generations of peace went by, and they forgot the terrors.
But not his family.
Not the Ben-Aris. Not Julian. While humanity slept, he stood watch. He remembered.
His father never saw this evil. Nor his father before him. But they had stood here on this tower. And they had passed on the torch.
And now the monsters were here. And those claws of terror gripped Julian Ben-Ari, and his bones felt like glass and tears stung his eyes.
Why must they have come in my generation? Why must it be me? I'm not a hero. I'm not a warrior. I'm not ready.
He stared unblinking at those red lights in the dark. God, there must be millions. Billions. It was more than a swarm. More than an army. More than a fleet. It was a galaxy. A galaxy of red stars heading for collision with the Milky Way.
Nobody else would know.
Nobody on Earth would see them yet. Their light would not reach Earth for a hundred thousand years.
Only Julian knew.
The watchtower rose on a planet called Hypnos, a little world orbiting a desolate star named Nemesis. In many ways, Nemesis was an ordinary star, small and white and unremarkable. But in other ways, Nemesis was a unique star in the galaxy. She was like an introvert at a party, shying away from the crowd. While the other stars in the Milky Way clustered in spiraling arms, Nemesis floated alone. She hovered on the very edge of the galaxy, far apart from the rest, a solitary candle in the dark. From here, this shy little star gazed out onto the void between the galaxies. Into nothingness. Into the vast emptiness of interstellar space.
Nemesis had only one companion—a little rocky world. A planet called Hypnos. And on this planet rose the tower. And on this tower stood Julian Ben-Ari, perhaps the loneliest man in the cosmos. His job was merely to watch. To stare into the darkness that all others turned away from. To peer under the bed for monsters. To check the closet for creatures. To wait.
To wait for this day. For this nightmare. He was like a man in a lighthouse, facing an armada of ghost ships in the mist.
They were coming closer.
The red lights were eyes. They were staring right at him.
He could not move. Could not make a sound. Could not draw a breath. He could hear them! He could hear them in his mind!
Join us …
Worship the shoal . . .
Or die …
Part of him wanted to fall to his knees. To praise them. To worship them. To live. Even if it meant living as a slave. How could one fight such a terror? How could even Earth, with all her warships, face this storm? Better to kneel! Better to worship! Better to praise the monster than suffer his bite!
But then Julian remembered his father. He remembered his family name. Remembered who he was.
I am a Ben-Ari. I am descended from the Golden Lioness herself. The heroine of Earth. My ancestors fought the Babylonians on the walls of Jerusalem, the Nazis in the forests of Europe, and the centipede scum in the deserts of Abaddon. I am a son of warriors. I do not kneel.
He took a deep breath. It felt like gasping for air after a plunge underwater. Alone? No, he was not alone. There were still others who remembered. She was still alive. The Golden Lioness herself. And her pride of lions too. Most humans had forgotten the monsters under the bed, but the lions remembered. The lions still stood guard.
Julian would summon the might of his family against these devils.
He turned toward the machine in the watchtower. The wormhole generator. It was a clunky old machine, a century old. One of Julian's ancestors—Professor Noah Isaac—had invented and built it. An azoth crystal shone inside, the most precious material in the galaxy. Azoth crystals could bend and control spacetime itself. With this machine, Julian could open a tiny wormhole—no wider than a needle—across the span of the galaxy. He could call home.
His fingers shook, but they did not betray him. He turned the creaky old dials, disturbing the cobwebs. Spiders fled between the gears. Julian flipped the cracked switches, shedding rust. Deep inside the watchtower, slumbering engines awoke and rumbled like golems. As they stretched and creaked, rising from their long hibernation, they rattled the tower top where he stood. Power streamed from underground, rising into pipes, gears, and pistons that filled the tower like a skeleton. The little crystal inside the machine lit up, glowing like a lavender firefly trapped in a clockwork jar.
Above the tower, a tiny wormhole opened. It was smaller than a grain of pepper. It was the tiniest of perforations in spacetime, barely visible to the naked eye. But it was a miracle. From this hole stretched a tunnel a hundred thousand light-years long. From here all the way to Earth.
Julian called home. And she answered.
"Hello?" came her voice from the machine. "Julian?"
It was her. Einav Ben-Ari. The Golden Lioness. His great-great-grandmother. She was 142 years old, but through the generations, she endured. She remembered. After eras of silent vigilance, she was ready to roar again.
Julian's throat constricted. He could not speak. Could not breathe. Oh God, they were closer already. They were right there in the dark, flying in fast. Billions of them. The shoal.
Join us …
Worship us …
Or die …
"Julian?" came the voice from the machine.
He gulped. He clutched the receiver so tightly its plastic parts cracked.
"They're here," he whispered. "The hydrians are here."
Silence from Earth. Silence from the Golden Lioness. The red lights flew closer. Staring. Burning.
Die …
Then, from the silence, her voice again.
"We will be ready. We—"
A flare of light blazed in the sky, and for a split second the night became day, and the blackness became white, and the void became an inferno. Then the light was gone, leaving only a burning, searing pain in Julian's eyes. He squinted and blinked. Luminous blobs floated across his vision.
"Grandma?" he said into the receiver. "Grandma, are you there?"
Nothing. No more wormhole. No more line to Earth. The machine was dead. The gears had stopped turning, the pistons had stopped pumping, and the wormhole was gone. He dropped the receiver as if dropping some small dead animal.
Something was wrong. When his eyes cleared, the darkness was deeper than ever before.
The colony's gone dark, he realized.
From atop the watchtower, he looked down at the surface of Hypnos. Solace-by-the-Void was home to ten thousand souls. Over a century ago, a few colonists had moved here to watch the void, to wait for the hydrians. But over time, the colonists too forgot. They too stopped fearing the dark. Grandmothers no longer whispered the old stories by the fire. Children feared monsters in movies, not monsters in the sky. The old tales? Tentacled terrors in the void? Fairy tales! That was all. Mere stories meant to frighten children, no different from tales of boogeymen and goblins. That's what they said. Today's colonists saw Julian as an eccentric. A lone kook up in his tower, a relic from an age of superstition.
Sometimes, during the lonely nights, Julian would forget his duty. If only for a while. If only for a moment. He would look away from the void beyond the galaxy, which he had sworn to forever watch. And in those moments of loneliness and doubt, he would gaze down to the colony below. At the humble homes with candles in the windows. At the pubs where warm hearths blazed, where friends met to sing and drink. He would hear their distant songs from up here. A huge dome encircled the colony, protecting them from the harshness of Nemesis and her cancerous rays. The tower too was within this dome, but often Julian felt like he was in a different world. As if some invisible barrier separated him from the people below. At those moments, he wanted to leave the tower. To enter one of those pubs, to warm his bones by the fire, to listen to the songs. To meet a girl perhaps. To have a house of his own with candles on the windowsill.
But those moments never lasted long. Because he remembered himself. Remembered his family. Remembered the terrors Einav Ben-Ari had faced and fought and vanquished. And he remembered his duty. He would look away from the colony below and gaze again into the night.
Now the colony lights were dark. A strange wind had extinguished the candles and silenced the machines. A black cloak lay upon Solace-by-the-Void. The only light now came from the billions of red eyes where there should be only darkness. The shoal was coming in fast. They were almost here.
But then a realization hit Julian. He gasped, spirits rising.
I was a fool! he thought, exhaling in relief.
Intergalactic space was vast, maybe infinite. Surely the lights he was seeing must be distant. Surely those red lights were millions of light-years away. It would be epochs before they ever reached the Milky Way. Humanity had time. Lots of time to prepare! He was simply seeing a vision from millions of years ago. Wasn't he?
Well, maybe not.
As he considered that possibility, his spirits sank again. Human starships could travel faster than light. With azoth crystals, they could warp spacetime. They could bend the very fabric of the universe around them. With warp drives, they could travel between the stars within months instead of epochs. True, humans could not venture beyond the galaxy. Those distances were too vast for even the fastest human ship. But if the hydrians could sail the intergalactic ocean—and he was watching them do it right now—they must be faster. Much faster. Their ships must be like steamboats while humans were still unfurling their sails.
If the hydrians could travel between galaxies, they must be flying faster than light. Surely they were leaving their light far behind them like a boat leaving a wake in the water. Julian remembered something from his childhood. Something his father had taught him. If an enemy fired a gun at you, his father had said, the bullet would hit you before you heard the gunshot. That was because the bullet traveled faster than sound. The same principle applied to ships traveling faster than light.
That meant …
Oh God. Julian felt faint.
He was viewing old light, yes. Light from when the hydrians had still been far. But the aliens were faster than that light. They must be almost here. They—
The sky cracked.
The tower trembled.
All of Hypnos shuddered.
And they were here.
* * * * *
One second the sky had been black and empty, and then there was no sky. There was only the shoal. The great swarming fleet of the enemy. They surrounded the world like a Dyson sphere. Like scabs around a wound. Like flies around a carcass. Countless starships. Dark, craggy, tentacled. Starships? No, maybe not. Not in the human sense of the word. These were more like shells. Carapaces that armored the terrors within. Humans called them galactopods. Spaceships? Spacesuits? Mere exoskeletons? It didn't matter what you called them. All that mattered was that the monsters were inside.
Julian rushed out onto the balcony. It wrapped around the tower top, forming a ring. Telescopes were mounted onto the railing, allowing him to gaze to the sky above or the colony below. But he didn't need a telescope to see this. To see the storm of tentacles above, covering the sky.
The hydrians were shaped like Earthling squids. But only superficially. They were larger, smarter, deadlier than any animal on Earth, humans included. Nobody knew where they came from. The ancient Sumerians had worshipped them as gods. Sailors had called them krakens, told stories of them destroying ships. Humans had feared them for millennia. A century ago, the hydrians had devastated a human battalion here on Hypnos … then vanished. Until now.
Their tentacles stretched across the sky, interlocking, braiding together, forming a cage around the planet. Their tubular mantles floated above them. Their eyes peered down, red and blazing. Within their armored shells, they were said to be soft, their flesh easy to burn and cut. But their exoskeletons protected them. It let them swim through space the way squids swam through water. That armor could withstand radiation, vacuum, meteoroid impacts, and gunfire.
Even the smallest caste, the simple hyds, were larger than elephants. Larger still were the hydlords, great beasts the size of blue whales. Largest in the shoal, hovering in deeper orbit, loomed a gargantuan galactopod. A gargantopod. That exoskeleton was as big as the entire colony. Sumerian cuneiform was etched into its unholy hull, filled with red flame. Julian, gazing through his telescope, could read the flaming glyphs.
The Monster in the Maelstrom.
The flagship of the alien fleet. The ruler of the shoal. There above flew a hydprince. Julian knew who lurked inside the galactopod. Knew the only creature it could be. There he loomed, right above the watchtower. The one who was foretold. The old Sumerian god. The breaker of bones. The devourer of souls. The terror of Sumer and the lord of the underworld.
Ninazu.
He was risen. He was here.
Julian reached for the air-raid sirens, another relic of the past days of war. He tapped the button. He tried to sound the alarm, but no sound came. The electronics were fried. That white light from the sky, that blast that had lasted an instant—it must have destroyed every piece of machinery in the colony.
Not that anyone needed the sirens. It was hard to miss a shoal of alien squids covering the sky.
In the old days, back when Einav Ben-Ari had led Earth, many soldiers had been stationed here. A hundred warships had orbited the planet then. But Einav had not been president for nearly a century now. Few even remembered her name. Over the generations, the great garrison on Hypnos had fallen into disrepair. The old barracks were now bars and brothels. The warships had been decommissioned, their scraps used to build cruise ships and leisure pontoons. Today only a small police force operated on Hypnos. Fifteen officers, that was all, and they spent their days playing poker. In their arsenal? A few batons. Ten handguns, which had never been fired. Their fleet? Three coptrollers, ships barely larger than shuttles. The coptrollers had missile launchers but no missiles.
Sergeant Julian Ben-Ari, barely into his twenties, was the only soldier on Hypnos. He was, in fact, the only soldier for a hundred thousand light-years around.
He raised his head, and he saw the three coptrollers in the sky. The police ships hung there above the colony like lost balloons, helpless and dazed. One coptroller turned to flee. Flee where? It merely scuttled across the sky like a terrified dog fleeing fireworks.
The galactopods above rumbled. Tentacles stirred across the sky in a storm. The carapaces had round portholes like nictitating membranes. Within the glassy bulbs, the red eyes of the hydrians stared. Wet, ruby-colored eyes. Eyes with pupils like black holes. Eyes filled with intelligence. With malevolence. Not the malevolence of a bloodthirsty maniac, cackling and hacking away with pleasure. This was a different kind of evil. An uncaring, unyielding wickedness. There was no trace of anger. No passion. No fury or flame. The eyes were red like blood, but they were cold like ice. The aliens would have what they wanted. They would kill whoever resisted. They would grant no mercy, no quarter, and they would feel no remorse. To them, killing was mundane.
As the coptroller fled the colony, the grumbles rippled through the shoal. The red eyes narrowed. One galactopod, with seeming nonchalance, raised a tentacle. A valve opened on the tip, and from it spewed a blob of ink. The globule flew across the sky, leaving a trail of droplets, and hit the escaping coptroller.
The ink splattered against the little starship, coating it like tar. The sticky material began eating through the hull like acid. The ink consumed the coptroller, leaving only a charred hunk of molten metal, a skeleton inside. From the tower, Julian watched the remains fall.
Seeing this slaughter, the other two coptrollers turned to flee too. They didn't get far. Two more tentacles pointed at them like tornado funnels. Two more inkblots flew. Two more charred hulks crashed onto the rocky surface of Hypnos, cradling within their smoldering embraces the bones of the dead.
Not a moment later, another tentacle uncoiled, pointing from the sky toward the colony. A blob of ink streaked downward like an asteroid. The globule splattered the protective dome around the colony … and began eating through the glass.
Below in the colony, most folk hid in their homes. A few brave souls had been gaping from their rooftops and balconies, snapping photos, taking videos, rubbing their eyes with disbelief. But now their courage abandoned them. They too fled indoors. Julian watched from the tower balcony, his knuckles white around the railing, as the colony dome shattered.
Chunks of molten glass rained down. Shards slammed into the colony, cleaving through rooftops, slicing through trees, shattering buildings. Glass rained onto the farm, carving through the livestock. The animals died with pitiful bleats. Julian leaped back into the watchtower. Not an instant later, shards of glass slammed into the balcony, ripping it off the tower. Concrete and mangled metal tumbled down and crashed onto the temple below.
Yes, even after all these years, the watchtower still sprouted from the temple of Ninazu. Generations ago, the occultist Erafel had built this temple, shaping the very building into the form of his god. The buttresses spread like the tentacles of a hydrian. The nave stretched across the ground like the mantle of a squid. The doorway opened like a hungry mouth ringed with tusks. From this unholy temple rose a tower, tipped with light like the lure of an anglerfish. Long ago, Erafel and his acolytes would stand atop this tower, praying to Ninazu, trying to summon their dark god.
Einav Ben-Ari had defeated the occultists, had expunged them from this world. The lighthouse, a beacon to summon Ninazu, had become a watchtower. Those who had once stood here to summon a god now guarded against his coming. And now the day was here. Ninazu had come.
It was his ship, the Monster in the Maelstrom, that had destroyed the dome. And now his mighty tentacle shot another blob of darkness. Below in the colony, the ink splattered the police station. The roof, already scarred with chunks of glass, finally collapsed. Policemen ran from inside, covered with the black ooze. The goo ate their skin, their flesh, leaving only bones to clatter onto the road. A dozen officers. Snuffed out like so many candles.
With the dome destroyed, the natural atmosphere of Hypnos flooded the colony. It was hot and dry. The oxygen levels were low. The toxins were high. Hypnosian air was breathable in a pinch, but it left one weary and wheezy. Things would get worse when dawn rose, when the radiation of Nemesis flooded this hemisphere, burning everything under its gamma-ray glare. That radiation could invade the cells, mutate and twist them. Dawn was a time of death for Hypnos.
If dawn can even break through the storm of the shoal, Julian thought. And if I even live to see the dawn.
Another glob of ink hurled down like an asteroid of tar. This one hit Colony Hall, home of the mayor. The ink devoured the curved walls and crystal windows, slithered into the corridors and chambers, and consumed the building from within. Colony Hall collapsed into a heap of sticky black stone and metal.
Then the red eyes of the creatures in the sky turned toward the tower.
Julian stared from his post, eyes wide and damp, expecting the tentacles to turn his way, ready for the ink to devour him. He was after all a soldier. The only soldier here. The only man left in uniform. A military target.
But the aliens did not fire. They would not defile what had once been their temple. The red eyes turned away.
I'm alive, Julian realized. They spared me. This can't be real. This must be a dream. Just a dream …
He wanted to wake up. To find himself back on Earth. Back in Or Midbar, his family's little village outside the walls of Jerusalem. He wanted to run up and hug his great-great-grandmother. To play around the olive trees with his nephews and nieces. To gaze upon the golden dunes of the desert, not this storm of ink and eyes. But no matter how much he willed it, Julian could not wake up. Could not convince himself this was a nightmare.
A group of hyds, a thousand or more, detached from the shoal. They descended toward the colony. Julian got a closer look at them. Clearly galactopods were more than just exoskeletons like those a crab might grow. They had evolved for space travel. Metallic rings sprouted from their mantles, spinning around cores of flaming energy. Armored plates covered the tentacles like the scales of a pangolin. Suction cups lined the tentacles, filled with spinning blades like garburators. These beings were part machine, part organic, and fully unholy.
The aliens landed across the colony, their tentacles gripping rooftops, roads, and wells. Julian had read everything there was to know about these creatures. It wasn't much, but he knew enough to recognize different castes of hydrian. The aliens who had landed were just hyds—an early instar in a hydrian's life cycle, just above the larval stage. But even the smallest, youngest hyd could swallow a man whole. And some were even larger—as large as houses. In time, given enough food, the hardiest, hungriest hyds could grow to the next instar. Most never reached that stage. But those who did became hydlords. Some of those gargantuan, starship-sized aliens hovered in the sky, gazing down protectively upon their younglings.
A century ago, a hydlord named Mezmeron had crawled beneath Ur Eshuna, the holy mountain of Hypnos. He had been a scout. A powerful hydrian sent to sniff out galaxies for possible colonization. In his lair beneath the mountain, he had devoured little girls. It was Julian's ancestors—Marco Emery, Addy Linden, and Einav Ben-Ari—who had slain that beast.
And then, as Julian was contemplating the past, another ship detached from the shoal and descended.
Not a galactopod. An actual starship made of metal. A human-made vessel! Julian gasped, staring in disbelief.
The ship was saucer-shaped, and a ring of blades sprouted around her rim like a malevolent crown. Sumerian runes, reminiscent of those on the galactopods, were engraved into her dark hull, filled with flame. Julian recognized this kind of ship from the history books. This was a shadowcrown, a vessel of the Light in the Void, the cult that worshipped Ninazu. A student of Sumer, Julian could read the runes on the dark hull.
Can I Get There By Candlelight?
Was that the name of the ship? What was the meaning of the phrase? That Julian did not know.
The shadowcrown descended toward the city square. The courtyard spread before the temple. From up on the tower, Julian had a full view of the plaza. Years ago, worshippers of Ninazu would gather there. In this generation, the square held a marketplace. As the shadowcrown descended, engines rumbling, her exhaust blasted the square. Merchant carts overturned, spilling spiky sandfruit and sweet ripe duneberries. Bowls of spices overturned, unleashing rivers of crimson paprika, brilliant red saffron, aromatic vanilla, and rich cinnamon. A puppet box tilted over. Wooden marionettes clattered across the cobblestones in a final dance. The shadowcrown landed atop the puppets, crushing Punch and severing Judy's linden head.
For long moments, nothing else happened. Standing in the tower, Julian studied the nightmarish tableau. Above him the shoal blanketed the sky, a storm of tentacles and red eyes like bloody sores. Below him spread a field of shattered glass. A thousand hyds clutched the colony buildings like ticks on the back of some mangy dog. The colonists hid inside their homes. Not a soul ventured outdoors, not a breath stirred. It could have been a ghost town. In the center, a diseased heart, stood the shadowcrown.
"Can I get there by candlelight?" Julian whispered. What the hell did that mean?
A hatch opened on the shadowcrown. A ramp extended to the ground. And a creature emerged.
* * * * *
A creature. Yes, that seemed apt.
He was not a man. He had the upper body of a man, yes. The face was gaunt, the hair gray and shaggy and long. The chest was bare and pale, marbled with blue veins. The hands were bizarrely large, the fingers twice the usual length, though they were still identifiable as human hands. Below the waist, however, nothing was even vaguely human. Instead of legs, this creature sported tentacles. Eight squirming, naked tentacles lined with suction cups. He slithered down the ramp on these flailing appendages.
Julian caught his breath. He knew the stories. Like his father and his father before him, Julian had studied the lore. He knew this hybrid. This beast. And yet it was impossible. Impossible! This chimera would have to be two hundred years old by now! Then again, if Einav Ben-Ari could live an unnaturally long life, why not her antithesis, her archnemesis?
Yes, Julian knew who this was. This thing had been a man once. Back before his devotion to Ninazu had corrupted him. He was Erafel. The man—back then he had been a man—who had built this temple and this tower. Who had lit the beacon. Who had called his gods here.
Erafel stood in the courtyard on his eight tentacles. He looked around and inhaled deeply, nostrils flaring. He nodded, and his gaunt face broke into a smile.
"Ah, it's good to be home!" he said. In the silence, his voice carried across the colony.
Nobody answered. Nobody left their houses. Even the trisliders—triangular animals with leathery wings—hid in their holes. A single beetle, bright and green, scuttled across the ground. Erafel slammed down one tentacle, crushing it.
"Be not afraid!" Erafel cried, voice filling the colony. "I am Erafel. I was once a man like you. A denizen of Hypnos. I've taken a celestial journey, and I've returned with the gods. Ninazu has come! The blessed day is here!" He raised his arms and tossed back his head, consumed with religious fervor. "Come forth, children, for our lord has risen! Come worship him!"
Silence.
Stillness.
No doors opened. No curtains parted. Nobody emerged to bow, throw flowers, or sing praise. Julian watched from the tower, daring not move lest the ink rain. He could still see the smoldering bones of the policemen down the road.
"Will nobody worship with me?" Erafel cried. He laughed incredulously. "Have you all forgotten yourselves? Come forth, children! The blessed day we've awaited is here!"
Still none answered the call. Tentacles squirming, Erafel turned from side to side.
"Come now! I know I've been gone for a while. A few years. Or … maybe decades?" His smile faded. "Or has it been even longer? Has time truly stretched so long while I flew among the stars? Has the Light in the Void been forgotten?"
Julian understood. Time was relative. Time flowed differently based on your speed of travel. Erafel had been flying with the shoal at a dizzying velocity. No, this strange hybrid was not two hundred years old. He was probably barely sixty. But during his absence, two centuries had gone by. This colony, which had once served him, no longer knew his name. Those who had once prayed for Ninazu to arrive now hid from the dark god.
"Will no one emerge to even speak to me?" Erafel cried, laughing hollowly. His laughter sounded like the cracking dome. "Does no one even know my name?"
Julian did not know what strange force seized him, what hidden well of courage burst inside him. As if controlled by an invisible hand, he leaned out the tower doorway, revealing himself to the world. The balcony was gone. It lay in mangled heaps far below, covered with shards of glass. Standing in the doorframe, leaning into the night, Julian cried out, his voice ringing across the colony.
"I remember! You are Erafel."
Erafel's head snapped up, and his eyes locked into contact with Julian. It was a movement so fast, virtually instant, a striking viper snatching his prey within a heartbeat. Erafel's gaze tugged with malevolent power like a force of nature. Those beady eyes were like tractor beams. Julian felt like that stare could pull him off the tower, hurl him down, and shatter him against the cobblestones.
"Who are you?" Erafel hissed, his voice inhuman, deathly, sounding unnaturally close, as if the chimera stood here on the tower with Julian, not down below on the courtyard. "You wear a foul uniform!"
Yes. Julian wore the uniform of the Human Defense Force. The military his great-great-grandmother had once led. The military his family had served in for centuries. He was a simple sergeant. A lowly rank, some might say. But this uniform and what it represented were sacred to him.
"I am Sergeant Julian Ben-Ari," he said. "I—"
"Ben-Ari!" Erafel cried, his voice demonic, high-pitched, a voice like shattering glass. "A cursed name! A wicked legacy."
He rose higher on his tentacles. The limbs extended and extended, shoving Erafel upward, becoming like stilts. The creature ascended, growing impossibly tall, nearly reaching the top of the tower. His lips peeled back to reveal sharp, triangular teeth. Shark's teeth. His unnaturally long fingers stretched forth, tipped with claws. Those terrible black eyes were like dark holes, like empty eye sockets. They had no lashes. No eyebrows. No white to them. They were pits of damnation.
But Julian stood his ground.
His family had faced evil. Einav Ben-Ari had faced monsters and defeated them. Julian was not a hero, but the blood of heroes flowed through his veins. He would not cower.
"Yes, I am Julian Ben-Ari! I am descended from Einav, the Golden Lioness. I am a soldier. I am a human—which you are no more. Your cult is dead, Erafel! Your gods are unwanted, unworshipped, unloved. Leave this place! In the name of the Human Defense Force, in the name of Earth and all that is decent, I defend this world. And you will fly no farther."
Erafel had risen so high he was nearly eye level with Julian now. The shoal squirmed above. The tentacles flailed. The red eyes of the hydrians blazed. But still Julian stood his ground. He was panting. Shaking. Sweating. But he kept his chin high, and he drew his gun from his holster. He aimed the weapon at the hideous hybrid.
Erafel stared at him . . . then burst out laughing.
"You … defend … this world?" Erafel was laughing so hard he could barely get the words out. "You … a lone man … try to cast out the shoal?" He tossed back his head, roaring with laughter, and wiped a tear from his eyes. "I've heard of noble fools, but this is an utter farce!"
Surprisingly, even with the shoal above, even with the dead below, a new feeling penetrated Julian's cloak of fear. Anger. Amazingly, the taunts were getting to him. Julian glowered at the creature before him.
"Yes, I stand alone in this tower," Julian said. "But I am not a lone man. The might of Earth is behind me. The blood of Einav Ben-Ari flows through my veins. The fury of the Human Defense Force flares at my back. Turn away now or it will burn you!"
Erafel's laughter died. A smirk twisted his face, and a malevolent light filled his eyes. His tentacles kept stretching, propelling him even higher. The tentacles thinned out, becoming fleshy poles, then little more than strings. Soon Erafel rose as tall as the watchtower. He was eye level with Julian now, who stood in the doorway, gun in his hand. Two men. A soldier in a tower. A mutant from beyond the stars. They stared at each other.
"Join us," Erafel said softly. "Fly with the shoal. And you will live. You will become strong like me. If you resist, child … you will die. And so will every heretic on this world. The people of Hypnos have forgotten their gods. Come back home."
For a moment, Julian was tempted.
He wasn't proud of it. But yes, he was tempted. Why should he die here? For what? Most of Earth scoffed at tales of the hydrians. Most no longer remembered the Ben-Ari family and their long war. They called soldiers like him antiquated. Relics of a barbarous age. Why should Julian die here for them? He could live. He could return to Earth strong. He could rule them! He could reign upon those who had scoffed!
Yes, for that moment, he nearly knelt. But then he touched the metal disks that hung from his neck. His military dog tags. He remembered the day he first wore them. How proud he had felt. He remembered taking his vows. He whispered them now, so softly not even Erafel would hear.
"I swear on my word of honor to remain loyal to Earth, her laws, and her people, and to devote all my strength, and even sacrifice my life, in the defense of the homeworld and the freedom of humanity."
Tears stung his eyes. He remembered the day he had first spoken those vows. A hot summer day in the deserts of North Africa. He had been an eighteen-year-old soldier, scion of a military dynasty, a budding leaf on a great tree whose roots ran deep. Years later, a man on this tower, facing an alien swarm, he valued those words more than ever. No. He was not alone. The name Ben-Ari means "son of lion." He was part of a pride.
"What is that?" Erafel said. "What are you whispering? Speak louder! What is your answer to my offer?"
Julian pointed his gun at Erafel's forehead. "This is my only answer."
He pulled the trigger.
The gun fired with a deafening crack. A sound like a thunderbolt. A crash that echoed across the colony. To Julian, it was the roar of a lion.
His ears rang. His arm ached from the recoil. He stared for a moment, not comprehending. Why was Erafel still standing in front of him? Why wasn't his head blown open?
Erafel seemed just as stunned. He ran one of his obscenely long fingers across his ear. The bullet had ripped off the top of the ear. Blood poured down his neck.
I missed, Julian realized. I aimed for his forehead. And I missed.
His arms shook. He aimed again. He—
One of Erafel's huge hands lashed out. Fingers like serpents clutched Julian's wrist, bending it, breaking it. Julian screamed. The gun fell from his shattered hand and tumbled toward the courtyard below.
Erafel's second hand—by God, it was like a forklift—grabbed Julian around the torso. The fingers tightened. Squeezing. Squeezing. Something snapped. Something broke inside him. Julian could not even scream.
With his mutated paws, Erafel pulled Julian out of the tower. The hybrid held the soldier aloft above the colony. He was inhumanly strong, crushing Julian, breaking him, grinding him to pieces. Something was leaking from inside him.
"I'm sorry!" Julian tried to say. "I will worship him! I will join you!"
But the words would not leave his mouth. There were no stars out here on the edge of the galaxy, but a thousand stars of pain floated before his eyes.
Erafel's tentacles contracted and thickened. He descended toward the courtyard, carrying Julian with him. Around them, the people still hid in their homes. A few pale faces peered from windows, then quickly retreated. The bodies of the policemen smoldered, jawbones open in silent screams.
The shadowcrown waited in the courtyard. The round vessel looked larger from down here. Less like a starship and more like a dark temple. An assortment of blades and hooks sprouted around its rim, each different, some curved, others spiked, all designed to inflict maximum pain. Candles burned in the portholes.
Can I get there by candlelight? Julian thought, still caught in the crushing grip of Erafel's serpentine fingers.
The mutant slithered on his tentacles, carrying Julian into the dark vessel. The hatch slammed shut behind them. On the inside, the shadowcrown was like a sinful shrine, full of candles and runes upon the walls. A stone altar rose in the center, stained with blood. A young girl lay upon the stone, wrists bound, disemboweled and stuffed full of herbs, a sacrifice to the gods. A mural of Ninazu sprawled across the domed ceiling, gazing down upon his victim.
Erafel tossed Julian down by the altar. He slammed onto the deck. He tried to rise but could not. He coughed blood. His body was broken. Erafel turned away. Julian was no threat, and the occultist knew it. With his knobby, bone-crushing fingers, he grabbed levers and yokes. The shadowcrown hummed and soared. Through the porthole, Julian watched Solace-by-the-Void drop down below him. Soon he could see the entire colony, home to ten thousand souls. The houses seemed like toys, the roads like slender ribbons. Even the watchtower was nothing more than a needle. And all above, all around, covering the horizons—the shoal.
"Now watch, Ben-Ari," Erafel hissed. "Watch what you did."
Across the sky of squids, the tentacles descended like tornadoes, and the black ink poured. The storm rained over the colony. The sticky globules splattered over the tiny toy homes. They rushed down the roads like midnight rivers. They coated the watchtower like dark blood on a blade. And then the ink began to feed. Like some living creature made of mold, the ink consumed, cracked, sucked, devoured. It tore through metal and stone and glass until it found the sweet marrow within.
Now the people left their homes. They ran down the roads, but the ink grabbed their feet, ripped the skin off, pulled them under, and left nothing but bones. The tower crashed down. The homes melted. The candlelight shone no more. All those warm pubs which Julian had once dreamed to visit. The bakery where he would buy warm rolls. The library where he sought solace in old tales. All buried under the sticky barrage. A few last souls reached up from the ink like primordial beasts from a tar pit, and then they sank under and were gone. Ten thousand people. Ten thousand little flames—snuffed out. Julian lay there by the porthole, body broken, watching, tears on his cheeks.
Erafel stood beside him, gazing down, face blank. "They forgot their gods. They forgot their virtue. They refused to kneel." He shook his head sadly. "So they had to die."
"I … I will kneel," Julian whispered, hating himself, hating his weakness. His forefathers would have fought to the end. Einav Ben-Ari would have spat in the face of death. Tonight Julian learned that he was not a hero.
Erafel shook his head sadly. "Oh, my dear child … your bones are broken. You can no longer kneel. And so you are useless."
He grabbed Julian, carried him toward the airlock, and opened the hatch. He tossed him out into the night like a piece of refuse.
As he fell toward the colony, Julian did not look down. He gazed upward at the shoal. At a billion hydrians covering the sky. At the great gargantopod, the Monster in the Maelstrom, its tentacles the size of skyscrapers. The god festered within. And he would not linger here. He would head to Earth next.
But I warned them, Julian thought as the ground rushed up toward him. At the end, I did my duty. I warned Earth. My life was not a waste. My life was—
* * * * *
Standing in his shadowcrown high above the city, Erafel watched the soldier hit the ground. The ink devoured the poor boy within seconds. What a waste! Humans were silly creatures. Even when faced with the glory of the gods, they turned away from the light.
Hard to believe I was ever a human like them, Erafel thought. But he had seen the light in the void. He had reached out toward it. And the gods blessed him.
He touched his mangled ear. The bullet had ripped through cartilage and flesh, and the ear still rang. The eardrum was likely ruptured. But the gods had given him great strength. He was stronger than a human now. He was a demigod, and he would heal.
He looked again at the colony. Solace-by-the-Void had once been his home. He had built this colony to welcome the gods. What an utter disappointment! He heaved a sigh. His lord Ninazu should have met an adoring throng here. Not a group of heretics. Well, let Hypnos be a lesson for Earth! As Sodom and Gomorrah had been punished, so too Hypnos. Any who turned away from the hydrians would drown in their ink.
Already the hydrians were feeding. Like great straws, their tentacles sucked up their ink, taking with it the bones, the molten meat, the juices of this world. They had traveled between galaxies, and they were famished. This was just an appetizer. Soon they would feast upon the main course.
Only one bone did Erafel ask for himself. Only one trophy did he take from the slaughter. A single skull. And with it—a military dog tag on a chain. Two metal disks had once hung from the chain, engraved with the soldier's name. Only one remained. The second disk had fallen off somewhere in the ruins below. It was lost forever. Well, no big loss.
His prize claimed, Erafel adjusted levers and turned dials. The shadowcrown rose higher, ascending toward the gargantopod above. Can I Get There By Candlelight? was a small ship, no larger than the inky homes below. The Monster in the Maelstrom was the size of a city. And that city was home to only one denizen.
A hatch opened on the Maelstrom's underbelly. Erafel flew toward the opening. Soon he would be reunited with his god. Like a parasite in the body of a host, he would be one with Ninazu.
"We fly onward, my lord!" he said, eyes alight, lips peeling back in rapture. "We fly to Earth."
Like a swarm of scavengers rising from a skeletonized whale, the hydrians detached from Hypnos, rising from the sky into space. Billions of them schooled together in perfect, fluid movements. Ninazu flew in the center of the shoal, largest by far. His hydlords, aliens the size of blue whales, flew around him, protecting the great prince. Farther out flew the multitudes of hyds. They were all hungry after their long flight from beyond the galaxy. They had been flying for a million years. But they were almost there. Almost at their new home. Almost at Earth.
The shoal flew onward, carving deeper into the Milky Way galaxy like a worm into an apple. They left behind a desolate world. Down on the sticky, blackened surface of Hypnos, no bones remained. No sign of the colony. But when Nemesis rose, the sunlight gleamed on something small and metallic in the charred field. A military dog tag, just one bent disk, engraved with the name of a hero: Julian Ben-Ari.




CHAPTER TWO 

The Methuselahs of Jerusalem
"Einav? Einav, what's wrong?"
She barely heard him. Marco was touching her shoulder, talking to her. She hardly even saw him. Her communicator dropped from her hand. It thumped down among the cyclamens in her garden.
The world spun around her. She stood in a good place. A peaceful place. She stood on the hills outside Jerusalem, a place of olive groves and cypresses, of flowers that bloomed, of friends and family. In the north rose the ancient limestone walls of the holy city, while in the east the dunes rolled toward a hazy horizon. It was her home. Her port of call. But now darkness crawled across the land, covering the golden dunes, the blooming gardens, even the children who played among the carob trees. Only a tunnel of light remained like a single sun in starless space.
"Einav?" Marco held her hand. "Are you all right? What is it?"
She took a deep breath, and the darkness pulled back like curtains. The world returned. She saw Or Midbar, the village she had built for her clan. A cluster of brick homes stood on the hills, their craggy limestone walls the colors of sunrise and sand. Gardens of anemones and lantanas bloomed. Her great-great-grandchildren scampered among the trees, an entire army of innocence.
She was very old. A hundred and forty-two. She was a Methuselah, genetically engineered to live for centuries, cursed to watch her children, then her grandchildren grow old and die while she lingered on. On the outside, she looked like a woman in her thirties. Her hair was still blond, the same color as these bricks and this desert, and her eyes were still green, but they were no longer bright. Hers were weary eyes. She carried the burdens and grief of her long years of struggle. Even in this good place, in this village of her family, she could not forget her past. The terrors still haunted her.
And now new terrors are coming, she thought. Monsters worse than any we've faced before. The great war to end all wars. It's here.
She gazed at the sky. A blue, clear sky of spring. But she knew what lurked beyond the blue. She spoke their name.
"The hydrians. They're coming."
Marco's eyes widened. His face paled. He took a step back. He looked at the fallen communicator, then back at Einav.
"Was that …?" he whispered. "Was the call …?"
She nodded. "It was Julian. Calling from the watchtower at Hypnos. They're here. They're already in the Milky Way. And they're coming for Earth."
Marco stared into her eyes, jaw tight, eyes hard. "So it's here. The day we feared. We've been waiting for a century. And the time has come."
Marco too was old. Older than any man should be. He was 140, though he looked like a man in his thirties. Brown hair, a short beard, dark and contemplative eyes. He could have been anyone. But he too was cursed. He too had buried his children. And his grandchildren. He too was haunted. Through the generations, they had waited together. Methuselahs. Knowing the hydrians were on their way. Praying they were wrong, praying this day would never come. But after a century of anxiety—they were here. The nightmare.
He held her hands. "I'm with you, Einav. Always. As I served you in the wars long ago, I will serve you in the war ahead. The great war."
They turned together to look at the flowering valley. Their children had grown old and died. So had their grandchildren. But the next generations were here. Over a hundred souls lived in Or Midbar. Some were Ben-Aris. Others were Emeries, the descendants of Marco. Many bore the blood of both families. In their long lives, the two Methuselahs had lost so many loved ones, but they had seen new life flourish.
And now I lost another loved one, Einav thought.
"Julian is gone," she said softly. "My dear great-great-grandson."
Marco winced. "He might still be alive!"
"No. He's gone. I can feel it. His loss is like a hole inside me. They killed him." Einav clenched her fists. Both the real one and prosthetic one. "The bastards killed him."
With terrible irony, just then a voice rose from the valley. "I'll kill you, captains! Arr, Alien Addy will kill you all!"
Marco winced. He and Einav turned to gaze into the valley.
Outside the walls of Jerusalem, the land was flowering. Turtle doves cooed. Anemones and cyclamens rustled. Hinds raced in the distance, and the sweet scent of the desert filled the air. It was a time of peace and joy. In the valley stood Addy Linden, heroine of Earth. Her long blond hair hung in two braids. Tattoos adorned her arms. A furious grimace twisted her face. She was roaring as a dozen laughing children leaped across her. A rowdy game of Captains and Aliens was in session. The kids clung to her legs, climbed up her back, swung from her neck, and tugged at her braids.
"I'll get you, alien!" cried a little girl, giggling.
"Get the alien, get the alien!" said a boy, laughing.
Addy let out another roar. "You cannot defeat Alien Addy! I'll get all of you captains!"
More children leaped onto her, and finally the mighty Alien Addy collapsed. She hit the grass. The children laughed and hopped all over her, pelting her with olives.
"I yield, I yield!" Addy cried.
"No mewcy fow awiens!" cried little Fiona, all of four years old, pelting her great-great-grandmother Addy with olives.
Rolling around among the flowers, wrestling the kids, Addy finally noticed Marco and Addy standing on the hill.
She knew at once something was wrong. She froze, her laughter died, and she stood up.
"Playtime's over, kids," she said. "Alien Addy has to return to her planet now."
"Awww!" the kids all said.
"I'll turn into Dinosaur Addy for you later."
"Yay!"
She walked uphill toward Marco and Einav. All traces of frivolity vanished from her face. She could be silly at times. In fact, she was silly most of the time. But beneath her lively exterior lurked a woman of iron. To the kids, she was the playful Alien Addy or Dinosaur Addy or Monster Addy, the goofy adult who would wrestle with them, feed them hot dogs, and let them stay up all night watching B movies. To Marco, she was a wild wife who drove him up the wall. But to Einav, Addy was something else. She was a soldier. Perhaps her finest soldier. Marco was wise, a trustworthy adviser, but Addy was the strongest, bravest warrior Einav knew. If there was another woman in the world who understood Einav, who would support her no matter what—it was Addy Linden.
The tattooed blond woman reached her. Addy was taller than Einav, physically stronger, more striking with her bright blue eyes and noble features. She looked like a Valkyrie descended from Valhalla. Einav was smaller and quieter, thoughtful while Addy was brash, brooding while Addy was wild. But the two women complemented each other. They were fire and steel. Wilderness and civilization. For over a century, they had fought side by side. And they would continue fighting side by side in the war again.
"They're here, aren't they?" Addy said softly. "I can see it on your face, Einav. The hydrians."
It was amazing. A century had gone by since last the hydrians attacked. And Addy knew at once.
The fear never left us, Einav thought. Not in all those years.
The past decades had been tumultuous. They had traveled the galaxy. They had rested, recovering from their long wars. They raised children and grandchildren and this clan on the hills. They grew more deeply and fully in love with one another. They loved in ways mere mortals could not. To those who knew them, they were known as the Three Methuselahs of Jerusalem. But as the years went by, as new generations rose, most people forgot them. They had been heroes once. They had been famous across the world. Now they were barely even memories.
But in all this time, they had not forgotten. Memories of that last battle flooded Einav. She had entered a portal, traveling across the galaxy to Hypnos. There she had faced Mezmeron, the terrible hydlord, and his brood. She had taken a battalion with her, a thousand soldiers. Mezmeron and his children had wiped out half her force. That had been only one hydlord and a few newly hatched larvae. They had devastated her. They still haunted her nightmares.
Now billions were flying this way. She had seen the brief images in Julian's call. She had seen the sky full of demon eyes. Not just one hydlord this time. The shoal. The great migration of the hydrians. This force could do more than devastate a battalion. They could devastate Earth.
Einav nodded. "It's coming. The great war. The war to end all wars. We must prepare."
* * * * *
That night, the three companions left their little brick home among the gardens. Under the stars, they walked past the ancient walls of Jerusalem, through a grove of twisting olive trees, and into the desert. They hiked over the dunes until the lights of the city faded behind them and only the starlight remained. For thousands of years, the lost would wander these deserts, and here they would find answers. The great prophets, kings, and judges of Israel had sought truth in this sand and from these stars. It was here that Einav came to think her deepest thoughts. Often she came here alone, and she would spend all night in dark solitude, watching the bejeweled sky. Tonight she brought her two most constant companions.
They reached a rocky hill that rose from the sand. They climbed to the top and stood silently, gazing upon the stars. Einav remembered looking up at the stars as a girl. Back then, thousands of lights would circle and stream above. The lights of warships. The great fleet of Earth. She had been born into war, a child of the Cataclysm, the terrible scum invasion that had devastated the world. She had grown up on army bases, had become a soldier, an officer, a general. Throughout all those years, looking above, she saw the distant stars, places of danger and monsters, and the nearer lights that protected her world. But today so few warships flew. Today thousands of lights still traveled above, but they were not military. They were not white and stark and severe. The lights above her tonight were blue and red and purple like Christmas decorations. They were cruise ships. Floating casinos. Orbiting amusement parks. It was a time of peace and prosperity. A time when even the night sky celebrated.
"We built these good times," Marco said, echoing her thoughts. "We fought, suffered, and sacrificed for this world. A world of peace."
"And now times are good, and the world is weak," Einav said. "There are barely any warships up there. There are barely any soldiers down here."
"There's us." Addy puffed out her chest. "We're still soldiers."
"No." Einav shook her head. "We no longer even serve in the Human Defense Force. We're relics, my friends. Curiosities from the past. Living fossils. Now the hydrians are coming, and we command no fleet, no armies."
She lowered her head and clenched her fists at her sides. Tears stung her eyes. She had tried so hard to prepare. She had known this day was coming. Had known for years. When she had been president, she had dedicated vast resources to the military. Even in times of peace. She had spent a quarter of her budget on building warships. Training troops. Raising great cannons into space and pointing them at the night.
And a generation went by.
And another.
And the people grumbled. The people raged. Why should they spend so much money on defense? There had not been a war in decades! The aliens were all dead. Maybe the aliens were just a myth! Why vote for this wasteful warmonger? Ah, so the old folk said Einav Ben-Ari was a heroine. Bah! Let them talk. Ben-Ari was nothing but an antique. A relic from a barbarous time.
Thus spoke her critics. And thus she had lost the presidency. Lost her role in the military. Over the decades that followed, she had watched, helpless, as weak men enjoyed the fruits of her sacrifice, as they gluttonously fed upon the trees she had planted and desecrated her garden. Year after year, the fleets she had built dwindled. The military she had commanded withered. Today but a shell remained. Times were good and men were weak. And soon all those festive lights in the sky would go dark, and the red eyes of the shoal would replace them.
She looked at her friends. She knew Marco and Addy were thinking the same thing. After a century together, they could practically read one another's minds.
Finally Addy snorted. "Bah, we can take 'em! So what if we don't have an army anymore? The three of us have faced bad guys before. And we won. We'll do it again."
"This is not like other enemies," said Einav. "This is worse. Much worse. And we're weaker than ever." She smiled thinly and held her friend's hand. "Even the mighty Addy Linden will need help."
"How soon do we have?" Marco said, studying the stars. "Before they reach Earth?"
Addy sucked her teeth. "If they take the Wormhole Road? They can be here in two months. Not a lot of time to prepare. But beats a surprise attack."
The Wormhole Road. The network of tunnels that crisscrossed the Milky Way galaxy. The relics of an ancient civilization. The three companions had "ridden the worm" many times. Einav tried to imagine the shoal flowing down those tunnels in spacetime. But the image seemed wrong.
"No," Einav said. "No, the shoal can't take the Wormhole Road. I caught only the briefest image on my minicom screen before it went dark. But I saw many galactopods. Millions of them. And one of them was big. Real big. The size of a city. The galactopod of a hydprince. Of Ninazu himself."
She shuddered. Marco and Addy shuddered with her. They had studied the mythology carefully. They had visited the ruins of Sumer, read the old tablets, and pored over ancient scrolls. Ninazu had been a god to the ancients. A hydprince. These enormous creatures were like the queens in insect colonies. They traveled interstellar space with their swarm, seeking new galaxies to parasitize. When they found one, they latched onto a planet. They grew and bred. They spread across the entire galaxy until its spiral arms became like tentacles. Ninazu had been flying toward the Milky Way for a million years. The ancient Sumerians had seen him. So had the Light in the Void. And now he was here.
"Eh, so he's big," Addy said. "Good. He'll make a big sound when I blow him up."
But through her bravado, Einav could see that her friend was pale.
"He's too big to enter the Wormhole Road," Einav said. "That means Ninazu will have to travel here the old-fashioned way. Using good old azoth drives. Warp speed."
"But that could mean anything," Marco said. "A normal azoth drive, the kind humans use, is slow compared to the Wormhole Road. Moving at warp speed, the fastest human ship would need fifty thousand years to fly from Hypnos to Earth. For human warp drives? Not very practical. Might as well ride a bicycle. But hydrians grow massive azoth crystals inside their skulls. That lets them travel much, much faster than humans. How fast? I have no idea. With a big enough crystal, hell, they could be here in five years for all I know."
"Remember something, guys," Addy said. "The smaller galactopods, the ones the hyds fly, can fit into the Wormhole Road. Those little buggers can be here in weeks."
"Little?" Marco said. "They're the size of elephants."
Addy raised her chin. "They're little for me."
Marco poked her thigh. "They are."
"Shut up!" She punched him. "I mean they're little for me to kill."
"By sitting on them? Ow, ow, Addy! Not in the face!"
Einav chewed her lip. "You're right, Addy. But I suspect—maybe just hope—that the smaller hyds won't leave their master. They would be like bees in a swarm, staying forever around their queen."
"We don't know that for sure," Marco said.
"No," Einav confessed. "We must learn more. Know your enemy. That's the ancient rule of war. We know so little."
"But first we must sound the alarm," Marco said. "We'll speak to the new president. To the media. To whoever we can reach."
"And tell them what?" Einav said. "That I had a call from my great-great-grandson across the galaxy? That I saw an image of red lights in a distant sky? Do you think President Hart would listen to us?"
"He's probably passed out drunk anyway," Addy said. "If he's not in bed with the latest starlet."
Einav sighed. Yes, the new president had a bit of a reputation. He spent more time in tabloids than in his office.
"No, he won't listen to us," Marco agreed. "And if he did, he'd just scoff. Damn! This was so much easier when you were president, Einav. When Addy and I were officers. I feel so … so powerless. Helpless."
"It's fucking demeaning is what it is," Addy said. "That we need to grovel before an idiot like Hart for help."
"Like it or not, we're no longer in charge," Einav said. "So we must force those in charge to listen. We need more. We need proof. We need information. We need videos, photographs, data. Enough to force the president, the military, the powers that be to take this seriously. All we have is a quick call from Julian. The briefest of smudged images. We need something this new generation of leaders cannot ignore. We must fly to Hypnos. We must see for ourselves—and bring back the evidence!"
Marco and Addy glanced at each other, then back at her.
"Fly to Hypnos?" Marco said.
"Forgive me, Einav, but Marco and I already fucking did that," Addy said. "And we almost got sacrificed to a hungry hydrian."
Einav gazed at the night sky. Past the garish lights of the orbiting casinos and spas, she could make out the stars. Hypnos was too far to see from here. Even a powerful telescope would struggle. Of the shoal there was no sign. Their light would not reach Earth for another hundred thousand years. By then, Earth might be a ruin.
"If what I suspect is right, the hydrians will not ride the worm. They'll take the slow route here. That's a blessing. It gives us time. Time to find more information. Time to convince Earth that the threat is real. Time to prepare. Our enemy is strong and we are weak. But our enemy is also slow while we are fast. We can take the Wormhole Road. We can cross the galaxy within weeks. We leave tonight."
Addy nodded. "Another adventure for the superfriends! I'll pack the weapons. Marco, you grab the hot dogs. Einav? You're the brains. You come up with a plan." Addy cracked her fingers. "Truth be told, I was getting bored. I could use a good fight."
"I thought I was the brains," Marco said.
"You, sir, are a beast of burden."
"Yes, being married to you often does feel like a burden. Ow, Addy! Stop kicking me!"
As the married couple bickered, Einav gazed again at the stars, and she remembered the prophecy from long ago. She remembered the visions the oracles had seen. Would this be a fight as Addy said? Or would it be a massacre?




CHAPTER THREE 

A Slice of Darkness
Marco wasn't sure how old he was.
Over the years, he had taken many trips. He had traveled to the edge of the galaxy and back. Multiple times. He had explored stars with vast gravity wells that grabbed, twisted, and bent spacetime itself. He had orbited black holes. He had traveled faster than light and ridden the worm more times than he could count.
Every one of these trips dilated time. While traveling faster than light, even in a cozy warp bubble, a day or two might pass for him, only for a week, a month, even a year to go by on Earth. Not only speed affected the passage of time but also gravity. He often spent time in space with barely any gravity affecting him, while at other times, he flew by massive stars that tugged and twisted spacetime like a man wringing a rag. That too slowed or sped up time. When you space-traveled, calendars and clocks went crazy. Once, during a particularly busy period of travel, Marco had spent a month hopping from star to star. When he returned home, he was amazed to find his great-grandchildren a full decade older.
After that, he settled down on Earth. He wanted to spend more time with his family.
Einav counted the years by Earth's calendar. She had been born in 2123. Now it was 2265. According to that, Einav was now 142 years old. And Marco, using her method, was 140. But he suspected that, due to their frequent space travels, they were all significantly younger. Only about a hundred. Maybe not even that old. They might only be eighty or ninety.
He simply didn't know. There was no way to know.
Looking in the mirror to judge their age didn't help. It didn't even give them a ballpark. All three friends had drunk the Methuselah serum, and they aged much slower than usual. How slow? Again, they didn't know. They all agreed that they looked about thirty-five. Maybe thirty when Addy was boastful. But certainly they were not that young. Whenever he thought deeply about it, Marco placed his biological age at midthirties, his calendar age at 140, and his "time dilated age" (arguably the most accurate method) at about eighty-five.
At the end of the day, did it matter? Whenever Marco considered this question, Addy would scoff.
"I'm young, I'm beautiful, and that's all that matters," she would say.
Maybe she was right. In their situation, age lost meaning. As Addy said, they were young, they were beautiful (well, at least Addy and Einav were), and that was all that mattered. Most important to Marco—they were together. He had Addy and Einav to endure this long life with. Without them, he would have given up long ago, fallen into despair. Maybe even sank near suicide as he had long ago. Back then, in his darkest hour, standing on a roof's ledge, ready to jump into shadow, it was Einav Ben-Ari who had pulled him back. Who had saved his life. It was her love—and Addy's love—that had nurtured him, healed him, banished the shadows inside him. They had saved his life, then and a thousand other times. The years seemed so long and unforgiving, and the universe seemed so large and pitiless, but in this void of space and time, it was love that held them together. It was love that lit their lives and gave them meaning.
"Hey, nerd, what are you thinking about?" Addy elbowed him hard in the ribs.
Marco winced and rubbed his side. He had been lost in thought again. He had been doing that a lot lately. He realized he was still standing in the desert outside Jerusalem, studying the stars with Addy and Einav.
"I was thinking," he answered, "that we should take Joey."
Addy's eyes darkened. She elbowed him again—even harder.
"Ow!" he cried.
"No way." Addy crossed her arms. "We're not taking Joey."
"She's a good ship," Marco said. "And stealthy."
"She's a lunatic!"
Marco shrugged. "Takes one to know one. Ow, ow—"
"We're not taking that crazy little starship of yours!" Addy said, knocking him down onto the sand and pummeling him. "Did you hear what she called me? She said I'm too violent!" Addy shook Marco wildly. "Me? Violent?"
Marco cringed, managed to shove her off, and rose to his feet. He dusted sand off his clothes. "Well, you do keep kicking her dashboard."
Addy placed her hands on her hips. "She asks for it. She flirts with you."
Marco rolled his eyes. "Addy, she's a starship. An artificial intelligence."
"She's a slut."
"Whoa, whoa!" Einav stepped between them before Addy could pound Marco again. "Let's cool it here. Who exactly is this Joey?"
Marco heaved a sigh. "A new starship we bought."
"You bought her," Addy said.
"She's fast, she has an advanced stealth cloak, and she's perfect for this mission," Marco said. "It's just that her artificial intelligence is a bit, um …"
"Slutty?" Addy said.
"Spunky," Marco said.
Einav raised an eyebrow. "When did you buy a new starship?"
"He bought her a week ago," Addy said. "A week ago! He's been hiding her in the barn. He's embarrassed by her."
Marco felt his cheeks flush. "I wanted to patch her up, fix some of the bugs, before I showed her off. But Addy got into the barn one day—"
"I was out of milk for my cereal."
"—and saw Joey," Marco continued. "I don't know exactly what happened. Just that the two got into a fight. And the next thing I know, Joey has scratches and dents all over her, and Addy flies into a rage whenever I mention her."
Einav heaved a long sigh. "In the old days, I commanded fleets. I could choose any ship in the world. Show me this new ship in your barn, Marco. Let's meet Joey."
* * * * *
The barn had been Marco's idea. After settling down on Earth, he found himself bored. The first year or two had been fine. He had written another novel. Enjoyed life with his companions and descendants. But over time, the boredom crept in like winter's frost, and he explored different pursuits. He taught himself how to play the piano. He learned Korean and Japanese for the heck of it. And, a couple of years ago, he decided to take up farming. He built a little yard for chickens and enjoyed fresh eggs every day. He planted fruit trees and herbs. And his crown achievement was a red barn with a handful of cows inside. He milked them himself.
As he stepped into the barn, the cows raised their heads and mooed.
Marco tucked his thumbs under his suspenders and nodded. "They'll be wanting some milking today." He was taking this farmer thing seriously. He had even bought a straw hat.
But nobody else was looking at the cows. Addy and Einav stared at the missing chunk of reality inside the barn.
"Whoa," Einav said. "What's going on there?"
Marco smiled. Yep, Joey was quite a sight to behold. Or rather—to not behold. Marco had bought the little ship last week, and he still had no idea what she looked like. He had never seen her and he never would. Her hull was painted with Ultrablack X, a trademark of Hwanung Shipyards, her maker. Ultrablack absorbed 99.99 percent of visible light. Far more than regular black paint. Joey essentially sucked up photons. She didn't look like a ship. She looked like somebody had carved a (vaguely leaf-shaped) chunk out of reality itself.
When he had first seen Joey at the shipyard, Marco had fallen in love at once. An ultrablack ship! Now that was cool. Marco had spent most of his life flying cheap, dinky old starships. Pieces of junk barely held together with duct tape. It was all he could ever afford. He was a writer, after all, not a businessman or doctor. But it turned out that if you grew old enough, you also grew rich. A century ago, he had invested a small amount in the stock market. Not much at all. Maybe enough for a month's groceries. But over time, that money had compounded. When Marco stumbled across that old account recently, his eyes had popped out. He was rich! He was wealthy! He was financially well-off! Well, at least rich enough to finally buy a nice ship. He sold his clunker to a scrapyard. And he bought Joey. Expensive. Super high-tech. She even had leather seats.
"Cool, eh?" Marco said, showing off his new toy. "Look at how black that is! If she were any darker, she'd be a black hole. I told you she was stealthy. Check this out." He pulled a flashlight out from his belt and shined it on the ship. "Nothing. She doesn't reflect the light. You could fly this baby by a star, and she won't be illuminated."
"I'm a creature of shadows," Joey said.
Einav blinked. "She talks?"
"Of course I talk!" said the chunk of missing reality. She had a young, feminine voice. "I'm not some dumb machine like the starships you usually fly. I'm a modern twenty-third-century gal. Unlike Addy, who's nearly as old as a dinosaur."
"Why you piece of junk!" Addy cried. "I'll show you a dinosaur!"
She ran toward the shard of darkness and began kicking.
"Addy, Addy!" Marco said, pulling her back. "This ship was expensive. Please don't kick her."
"I'll kick you instead!" With a roar, Addy began to kick Marco like a mule. "Return this ship at once."
"Maybe he'll return you," Joey said. "Aren't you due back at Jurassic Park by six?"
"Why, you bucket of rust!" Addy cried, hurling herself back at the ultrablack starship.
This time she drew a wrench from her belt and began pounding Joey's hull. The cows mooed in fright. It took both Marco and Einav to restrain the enraged woman.
"I'll rip out your cables and stuff them into your exhaust!" Addy cried.
Joey flashed her headlights and made a sound like blowing a raspberry. "First clean your shoes. You stepped in cow shit. You stink."
Addy looked at her soiled boots, pulled them off, and hurled them at the starship. Joey shrieked.
"How dare you?" the ship cried. "Wash me! Wash me now!"
"Quiet, or I'll park you under a flock of pigeons," Addy said.
"I'll ram you into a ditch!" said the blob of darkness.
"Can everyone please calm down!" Marco shouted.
Everyone fell silent. Even the cows. Addy held her wrench aloft, face flushed, chest rising and falling. Einav looked around in utter bemusement.
"Look," Marco said, more softly now. "Addy, like her or not, Joey is a sophisticated stealth ship. She's damn near impossible to see in space. She can help us spy on the hydrians."
"Help you do what now?" Joey said, sounding concerned.
"Joey, please stop antagonizing my wife. She may be a hothead, and violent—"
"—and stinky," Joey said.
"And stinky," Marco agreed.
"Hey!" Addy cried.
"But I love her," Marco continued. "So please be nice to her. All right, Joey?"
The starship heaved a sigh. The patch of darkness actually rose and fell like a sighing person. "Fine! I know you love me more anyway. So I'll play nice."
"Good," Marco said.
Addy bristled. "Wait. Marco, you love what more than who?"
Marco kissed her cheek. "Play nice, Ads," he whispered into her ear. "All right? Let her win. She's only a kid."
Addy grumbled under her breath. "She's a menace. I really, really hate artificial intelligence."
"Why, jealous that you're not as smart?" Joey said.
Marco had to drag Addy out of the barn before it could come to blows again.
Maybe buying Joey had been a mistake. What was he thinking? He had always been sensible. All his life, he would buy used starships. Economical. Affordable. Now he had splurged (draining his nest egg) on Joey, a fancy piece of tech with all the bells and whistles. And Addy couldn't stop kicking her.
They returned to their house on the hill. The simple brick house overlooked the ancient walls of Jerusalem. Einav had named it Bet Or—the house of light. Ivy clung to its stone archways, and lantana flowers bloomed on the windowsills. Persimmons, pomegranates, and peaches grew in the boostan—a walled garden that gave forth fruit. It was the friends' oasis, their place of peace and comfort in a galaxy of war and pain. Einav had built this house long ago, using bricks salvaged from ancient homes and walls, some which dated back to biblical times. There were stories in these bricks, she would say. There were memories and souls.
Marco, Addy, and Einav all shared this house. They had been living here together for years. When they had been younger, they had lived their separate lives. Einav had married the professor, raised a son, played with her grandchildren. Marco and Addy had lived across the world in Canada, raising their own children, playing with their own grandchildren. But the generations went by, and the three Methuselahs lingered. They buried their children, and the pain still filled them, and the hollowness inside still echoed with memories. So they found comfort together. Three who understood the curse of old age. Three who remembered the terrors from the days of war long ago. Together the three had formed one soul.
Inside the house, they took time to calm down. This had been a shocking day. The death of Julian. The arrival of the hydrians. Even Addy's fight with Joey, trivial by comparison, added to the lingering tension. They sat down for dinner. Einav made a salad (famously adding edible flowers), while Marco cooked roast beef and potatoes. Addy, of course, grilled hot dogs on a rake. They ate dinner together every evening, normally chatting and laughing. Tonight they were subdued, lost in their thoughts.
Finally Marco broke the silence. "So it's starting again. War."
"'Bout time." Addy bit into a hot dog. "I was bored outta my mind."
"Not me," said Marco. "I like being a farmer. Playing the piano. Writing books. Learning new languages. I was enjoying peace. I thought that after so many years of war, of struggle, of loss, that I had earned this. Earned some time away from the world."
"We were never away from the world," Einav said. She had barely touched her food. "We were always waiting. We always knew this day would come."
Marco lowered his head. "Yes. I think I was trying hard to forget."
"Well, I'm ready." Addy rose to her feet, knocking into the table and clattering the dishes. "I can't stand all this moping. Let's get on with it! Bring on the battles!"
Marco raised an eyebrow. "So you'll fly in Joey?"
"To avoid hearing your navel-gazing? Bring her on. Let's roll."
* * * * *
They took off that very night. They no longer had dependents; their clan of descendants could take care of themselves. They no longer had jobs. They had bought annuities decades ago, and they lived off the monthly deposits (much to the chagrin of their insurance company, who never counted on them living half this long). They had no responsibilities. Einav had retired from politics after losing the presidency, while Marco and Addy had long ago hung up their military uniforms. There wasn't much to pack. A few clothes. A few weapons. A few boxes of food (most of them for Addy). By midnight, they were flying.
On the outside, Joey looked like a shard of blackness cut out from the universe. On the inside, she was surprisingly cozy. She still had that new starship smell. The leather seats still had the plastic on them. There were three seats, arranged side by side in the cockpit. Behind the cockpit was a small cabin—just large enough for a bed, a kitchenette, and storage. A small ship, yes, but what Joey lacked in space she made up for in style. Everything about her was high-tech. The kitchen could cook your meals. The holofeed could play any movie ever filmed in crisp 3D. The surround-sound system could play anything from heavy metal to soothing whale songs.
Addy leaned back in her seat. The plastic covers creaked. "I gotta admit, Poet, she is comfy." She slammed her feet onto the dashboard.
"Hey, get your dirty feet off me!" rose a disembodied voice. A face appeared on the HUD. It was just an emoji, but it was frowning.
Addy wiggled her toes. "Make me."
The emoji turned red. "I'll throw you out the airlock."
Addy slammed her naked foot right onto the emoji. "Talk to the foot."
"Girls, girls!" Marco said, holding the yoke. "Will it be like this the entire flight to Hypnos?"
"I'm going back to the hold to read a novel," Einav said.
Marco looked at her pleadingly. "Don't leave me with them."
But with a thin smile and a wink, Einav left the cockpit and drew a curtain shut.
"Mar—herrffff-get her errffff—!" Joey was saying. Addy was grinding her heel into the emoji on the screen. Suddenly Addy's seat jolted. Violently. Addy flew and banged her head on the ceiling.
Free from her tormentor's foot, Joey laughed. "Revenge! Be nice, or next time I'll eject you into space."
Marco groaned. He should have just bought a clunker.
"Joey, play the soothing whale songs."
Her emoji changed from red and furious to yellow and smiling. "Compliance!"
The soothing songs of whales filled the cockpit. Joey even added holograms of rippling beads of light across the bulkheads, mimicking sunlight underwater. Amazingly, it seemed to work. Addy relaxed and leaned back in her chair.
They flew onward, leaving Earth behind. In the rearview monitor, the blue planet shrank, becoming the size of a basketball, then a baseball, then a marble. Soon they were flying by the moon. When the first astronauts had flown here centuries ago, they had encountered a whole bunch of nothing. But today countless starships and space stations floated wherever you looked.
A casino the size of a small town hovered nearby. Neon signs orbited its round hull, advertising the treasures within. A glowing ace of spades danced a jig, neon dogs played poker, while luminous strippers swung around a pole. Smaller space stations had sprung up around the casino like flies around a carcass. Covered with light bulbs (not all of them working), a pawnshop promised to buy anything from your electronics to your gold teeth. A few payday loan shops floated above the casino, advertising "low, low interest rates" of only two hundred percent. Below the casino, brothels had sprouted like mushrooms on dead bodies. Holograms of the girls within floated alluringly in space. Addy caught Marco staring and jabbed him hard in the ribs.
They flew onward. A racetrack floated ahead, forming a massive ring large enough to surround a small moon. Truly, it was a marvel of engineering. Space-racers streaked along the ring, flying many times the speed of sound. Crowds floated in massive domes above the track, cheering for their favorite racers. When the sun rose in the middle of the ring, it formed a staggering eye with a glowing pupil.
Past the racetrack, the gargantuan Solarplex Arena blazed with spotlights. Normally the Lunar Jets played spaceball in that stadium. But tonight a popular J-pop group, the Sakura Butterflies, were singing and dancing for a hundred thousand fans. Other arenas hovered farther out, hosting theater troupes, gladiator battles, garish wrestlers, and an alien stampede.
"Look at all this," Marco said. "Countless casinos and stadiums and shopping malls and not a single library. Whatever happened to humanity? When did we abandon reading and decide that—"
"Can we go see a wrestling match?" Addy said. "Please, please, please!"
"No, Addy, we're on a mission."
With all these entertainment venues came starships. Millions of them. Some were titanic cruise ships with tens of thousands of passengers. Others were no larger than buses. Space trains raced along graviton rails, carrying supplies from Earth: air, water, food, fuel. Most ships were Earthling in origin. But many were alien. Earth (and her surrounding neighborhood) had become a popular tourist attraction. All manner of alien life came to drink at the bars, play at the casinos, and watch the games. Big fluffy aliens with tusks and claws, slimy slugs with a hundred eyes on stalks and brains the size of pumpkins, sentient plants inside wheeled pots, iridescent fish in ships full of water … they all came to visit and spend.
"Things sure have changed since we were young, eh, Ads?" Marco said. "Back in our day, most of what you saw in space were warships."
"And if any aliens showed up, they were invaders." She chewed her lip. "You know, Poet, I miss those days."
"Not me. I hated them. Constant war. Always being afraid."
"I didn't like those parts," Addy said. "But I miss other things. I miss our friends. I miss living life instead of just remembering it. I miss … I miss our kids." She lowered her head, and tears streamed down her cheeks.
On the HUD, Joey's face changed to a tearful emoji.
Marco hugged his wife. "I miss them too. So much."
Addy sniffed. "They lived long lives. They lived for a century. They gave us grandkids, great-grandkids, and great-great-grandkids, but the pain never goes away."
"Never," Marco agreed.
They flew farther, faster. Joey had an azoth heart. She could warp space and fly at incredible speed. They shot by the neon and noise, heading toward Mars and beyond. Nobody saw them fly by. They were a shard of blackness, indistinguishable from space around them. If anyone looked their way, they might see the tiny shape of a leaf, perfectly black, obscure some station or distant star. Then this curious observer might blink and the black speck would be gone. Probably, they would tell themselves, they had just imagined it.
They traveled faster and faster still, rippling spacetime. They shot by planet after planet until they bid adieu to Neptune. After a stretch of darkness, they flew past Pluto too, no longer a planet but still a beloved bastard son of the family. Only hours after leaving Earth, Joey breached the heliopause and burst into interstellar space. Still the little ship gained speed. She shot through the Oort cloud, a haze of debris that floated around the solar system like a corona around a moon. Joey glided on into the void.
All the lights and buzz and swirling fleets of the solar system remained behind like fireflies in a jar. Ahead was the vast emptiness of space. Marco breathed a sigh of relief. In the old days (and when you were Marco's age, the old days were old), he would drive a car on the ground. Like people from historic movies. Sometimes he would wrestle Toronto traffic for hours. When he'd finally cleared the traffic and left the city, he would drive among the fields and forests, and his heart always felt somehow lighter, a great burden lifted from him. That was what flying out here felt like.
Onward they flew, heading through the dazzling panoply of space. They hopped onto the Wormhole Road. Alongside ten thousand alien ships, they rode the worm, then burst out by Alpha Centauri. Sol's sister. They were only a few light-years from home. Humans had been flying here for generations. Marco and Addy had lived here once on a planet called New Earth in a colony named Haven. It had been a dark time in their lives. They had just left the military—haunted, broken. On Haven, the two veterans had sought to escape their pain, but their trauma chased them. Instead of recovery, they had found an abyss of despair, homelessness, and addiction—a nightmare all too familiar to veterans. It was a time Marco did not want to dwell on. Addy saw his distress and held his hand.
Blessedly, Joey soon took them onto another lane on the Wormhole Road. They shot across seven hundred light-years within moments, then emerged by the Helix Nebula. The Eye of God, they called it. The massive eye in space, as large as a solar system, peered at the little blotch of darkness streaking by. From a distance, anyone watching would see Joey as a mote in the Eye of God. And still they flew onward. They passed by pulsar stars that spun madly, casting out beams of light like lighthouses in the dark. They flew above a neutron star, among the densest objects in the galaxy. Just a spoonful of its starstuff would weigh more than Mount Everest. And even that neutron star was downright fluffy compared to a black hole they glided by—the only object in the galaxy darker than Joey herself.
They were not the only living beings out here. Many worlds nurtured life. They passed by a planet where skyscrapers rose in a billion slender threads, undulating in the cosmic wind like forests of kelp. Another day, they flew by a world of fire where great, stony giants bathed in volcanoes. The next day, flying by a green star, they gaped at a forest world where spiderweb cities hung between mile-high conifers.
Life was not only on planets but flying through space too. One day, Joey flew among a herd of migrating starwhales whose barbels flailed, tipped with bulbs of light. In solidarity, Joey played her whale songs. Farther along the Wormhole Road, fleets of ships glided in graceful formations, shaped like nautilus shells, sprouting luminous tendrils like fiber-optic cables. A few days later, the companions beheld a herd of spheres floating in the void, full of water and sentient eels. Even out here in deep space, especially along the stations of the Tree of Light, life was everywhere.
Marco found all these aliens fascinating, but Addy was growing impatient.
"Damn, there's a lot of traffic today!" she said as they emerged from another wormhole. "Too many damn aliens. I've never seen the worm this clogged. It's like the 401 on Thanksgiving out here."
"A reference from the day of cars," Marco said. "Shows how old we are."
"They're all moving in the same direction," Einav said. "Every alien ship we see." She sat in the cockpit between Marco and Addy, holding a cup of chamomile tea.
"I've noticed that too," Marco said.
They watched a fleet of boxy starships full of bipedal rodents the size of rhinos. Like everyone else, those aliens too were heading toward the galactic center.
"They're moving like prey fleeing a predator," Addy said. "They're all escaping the edge of the galaxy."
The trio looked toward the distance, seeking a sign of that predator. They could see nothing yet. But it was coming. The galaxy already knew.
"Back on Earth, they're gambling in casinos, taking cruises, watching spaceball," Marco said. "The galaxy is fleeing. And Earthlings don't know."
"Ah, humans!" Addy said. "Oblivious as always. It's kind of their thing. Some species flee from danger, others face it head-on. Humans tend to bury their heads in the sand."
"Funny how we speak of humans as some foreign species," Marco said.
Addy leaned against him. "At this point, they sort of are."
"No." Einav shook her head. "No, we're not above other humans because we're Methuselahs. I don't want to separate us from our people. If we feel superior to others, how can we protect them? I'm human. And I'm proud of it. We're a flawed species. We can be petty, cruel, and willfully ignorant. But we can be noble too. Humanity is asleep now. We've been sleeping for a while. Not just other humans. Us too. It's time to wake up."
Marco squeezed Einav's hand and gave her a small smile. "Thank you, Einav. For leading us. For waking us up. You might not lead Earth anymore. But you'll always guide my way."
Addy yawned and stretched. "You two wake up. I'm exhausted. I'm going to bed."
Suddenly the soothing whale songs died. Loud heavy metal music blasted from the speakers. "Sleep well!" Joey said through the deafening noise.
"Shut up!" Addy shouted and kicked the dashboard.
A new emoji appeared on-screen: a face sticking its tongue out. But when Addy pulled out her wrench, Joey turned off the music. Addy stepped into the hold and collapsed into bed. Marco joined her, wrapped his arms around his wife, and they slept. As the little spaceship flew onward, Einav remained in the cockpit, gazing ahead, remembering the sight of a billion red eyes.
* * * * *
They flew for a month, and they were all going stir crazy before they reached the edge of the galaxy.
For a month—hopping from wormhole to wormhole. Pacing the tiny cabin. Getting on one another's nerves. After a century together, they had developed an extraordinary capacity to annoy one another. Suffering from a bad case of cabin fever, Addy got addicted to the musical Vampire of Venus, an off-Broadway production about a man-eating Venus flytrap. She kept getting Joey to play the songs. Instrumental versions only. Addy supplied the vocals. Loudly and badly. Over and over. After her one hundredth rendition of "Bloody Brew" (sung at the top of her lungs, complete with dancing), Marco was ready for a giant plant to devour him. If only to avoid hearing Addy's singing.
Einav retreated into her books, her music, and introspection. With good noise-canceling headphones, she tolerated Addy's grandiose performances. But that wasn't enough for Marco. Every few days, he pulled on a spacesuit and hovered outside the starship for a while, floating in open space. Just to "stretch his legs." It was dangerous taking spacewalks in warp speed. If you strayed an inch, and you hit the warp bubble around the starship, you would rip to pieces. So to be safe, every time Marco hovered outside, he took Joey out of warp. It slowed them down significantly (much to Einav's annoyance). But it kept him sane.
Finally, after that agonizing month of quibbling and squabbling, they reached Hypnos, the farthest planet in the galaxy.
"Blooody brew!" Addy was belting out. "It's a bloody brew for dinner—"
When she saw Hypnos, her singing died. Sitting beside her in the cockpit, Marco and Einav stared silently.
No lights shone on Hypnos. Last time they had been there, a colony had twinkled on the rocky surface. Its lights were now dark. Chunks of debris floated in the planet's orbit.
Joey flew closer, and they saw the colony. Or what remained of it at least.
A ruin.
A graveyard.
Marco lowered his head. Einav whispered a prayer. Addy balled her fists.
"Those bastards!" Addy hissed. "Those goddamn fucking bastard squids! I'll kill them. I'll kill them all!"
Joey glided over the planet, giving them a view of the ruins. Ink covered everything. The corrosive material had eaten through homes, schools, hospitals, consuming stone and flesh. Joey's sensors picked up no life signs. No survivors. Ten thousand people had lived on this colony. All snuffed out.
"This is the fate that awaits Earth if the shoal reaches our world," Einav said. "This is what we fight." No tears rolled down her cheeks, and she did not lower her head, but grief filled her eyes like frost crawling over the sea. "My great-great-grandson died here. We cannot let others fall."
Marco put his arms around her. "Einav, I'm sorry. I'm here for you. Always."
But Addy had no time for grief. Her lips peeled back to reveal her teeth. A low growl rose in her throat. "Where are they? Where are the hydrians?"
"Heading to Earth," Einav said. "They're too big to take the Wormhole Road, so they couldn't have gotten too far. Let's hunt some squid."




CHAPTER FOUR 

Joey and the Squids
The devastation on Hypnos haunted Marco. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw the sticky ink covering everything. The blackened skeletons. The stone homes that seemed to have melted like wet clay. He could imagine all of Earth looking like this. A desiccated corpse overrun with parasitic squids.
Where was the shoal? Where was the alien armada that had done this? They couldn't see the hydrians anywhere. Nothing. Nothing but emptiness.
Marco supposed that was to be expected. Big as the shoal was—and it was massive—it was small compared to space. Like trying to find a single shoal of squids in the Pacific ocean. Even a billion aliens the size of whales were barely a speck in the vastness of space. Funny how something so small could cause so much damage, could even destroy humanity itself. On the grand scale of space, the shoal was like a disease, a deadly cluster of bacteria heading toward the heart. Too small to see with the naked eye but no less deadly for it.
The problem with finding the shoal wasn't just that space was big. Size was certainly part of the problem. People struggled to find shipwrecks and plane crashes on Earth, and Earth was downright atomic compared to the size of the galaxy. But in space, an extra problem presented itself. Speed. Specifically, the speed of light.
Light was fast, of course. Blindingly fast. It could circle Earth seven times in a second. For most of history, it was the fastest thing possible. But in the modern era of azoth crystals, warp travel, and wormholes, light seemed downright slow.
"Slower than a hot dog thawing in the arctic," Addy had once quipped.
And, as it turned out, you sort of needed light to see anything. Who knew? The light leaving the shoal would take centuries to reach the nearest stars. And it wouldn't reach Earth for a hundred thousand years. Since the hydrians had arrived in the Milky Way, their light had only traveled a very short distance. Ninazu and his host were, for all intents and purposes, invisible. Unless you got close. Real close.
That was what Marco, Einav, and Addy intended to do.
Thankfully, they weren't flying blind. They knew the shoal had flown over Hypnos not long ago. They knew the squids were flying to Earth. That narrowed down the area to search.
Even so, it took a while. They didn't know how fast the shoal was flying. They didn't know how much time the hydrians were dilating. Hell, they didn't even know how much time little Joey was warping. With all the frequent trips along the Wormhole Road, with all the spacetime their azoth crystal was bending, with all the nearby stars tugging at them, it was impossible to calculate accurately. At least for Marco. A month had passed inside of Joey. Outside her warp bubble? Several months at least. Maybe a year.
For many days, they searched the edge of the galaxy. There were several possible routes the shoal might have taken. Without wormholes, the shoal would likely want to utilize gravity assists from nearby stars. Spacetime was not a flat surface. Stars bent it, forming hills and valleys in space. Travelers must account for this topography. And the deeper into a galaxy you traveled, the rougher the landscape became. The companions traveled these treacherous mountain passes, seeking their foe.
They counted several nearby stars, which might give the shoal a gravity boost, propelling the cephalopods onward toward Earth. The companions simply had to look at each star. Easier said than done. Looking from afar wouldn't work. The shoal's light wouldn't reach them for centuries. So poor Joey shot from star to star, zipping at warp speed, sniffing the darkness like a bloodhound. They'd have to get right up toward the shoal to see them.
"We'll need to get close enough to grab them by the belt buckles," as Addy described it.
The search continued. It went on so long Marco worried they'd never find the shoal. Not until the squids reached Earth and it was too late. Consumed with cabin fever, Addy switched from Vampire of Venus to Gilbert and Sullivan, singing through their entire repertoire. Marco was ready for a hydrian to eat him.
Finally, at the fourteenth star, they saw them.
At first they detected only a rippling of gravitational waves. Something big was flying nearby—or had a few hours ago. Something that was not a planet.
They flew closer to investigate, and there it was.
The shoal.
* * * * *
They stared in silence. Addy even stopped singing. Joey shut off the music. They floated in the void, gazing at the nemesis of Earth.
Terror clutched Marco's chest like invisible claws. His eyes stung. His heart fluttered in his chest like a trapped bird in a cage. They had been chasing the shoal for months, but now Marco wanted nothing more than to flee.
There are so many, he thought. My God. We cannot win this war.
He had seen large fleets before. He had charged into some in battle. He had faced down the armadas of the scum, the marauders, and the grays, great armies that sprawled across the stars. But he had never seen anything like this. This wasn't just an enemy fleet. It was a migration. A cloud of locusts descending toward Egypt to strip its fields bare. This was death itself.
The hydrians flew inside galactopods—heavy exoskeletons with propulsion systems on the stern. But it was hard to tell where "galactopod" ended and "hydrian" began. These were, in a sense, biological starships. Half alien, half machine.
The largest ship, as it were, flew in the center. Sumerian runes appeared on her hull, spelling her foul name. The Monster in the Maelstrom. She was a vessel the size of a mountain. As large as the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs. Not merely a galactopod but a gargantopod. If this behemoth arrived on Earth, she would wipe out humanity. This must be, Marco figured, the ship that contained Hyprince Ninazu himself.
But it was not the Maelstrom that concerned Marco. Large and powerful as she was, she was just one ship. It was the swarm around her. Thousands of hydlords flew here too, their galactopods as large as frigates. They were smaller than Ninazu, but by God, they were still bloody massive. Marco had faced one hydlord before—the foul Mezmeron, tyrant of Hypnos. That fetid beast had wiped out five hundred armed and trained soldiers. Now thousands of these dark gods flew toward Earth.
Among the great hydlords flew countless hyds. They were a smaller caste of hydrians. The foot soldiers. But each one was as big as Joey and ten times meaner. Marco wasn't sure how many hyds flew here, but he wouldn't be surprised if these swarming squids outnumbered every human on Earth.
"Are you sure they can't see you, Joey?" Einav said.
"Positive," said the starship. "I'm emitting and reflecting no light. If I were any more invisible, I'd be Addy's brain."
"Shut up!" Addy kicked the dashboard.
"This is bad," Marco said, staring at the shoal. "Oh goddamn, this is bad. We can't beat this. We barely have a fleet left on Earth. They're too many."
"You shut up too." Addy shook him violently. "Get a grip, man!" She slapped him across the cheek. "Get ahold of yourself!"
"Addy, ow, stop being so violent."
"You ain't seen nothing yet." Addy growled like a wild animal. "We can take 'em. We have time. We'll rally Earth. We'll summon every ship that can still fight. And we have a secret weapon."
Marco suddenly felt so weak. So old. He didn't look his age, but damn it, right now he felt it. He leaned back in his seat. "What secret weapon, Addy?"
She pointed at Einav. "Her. We have the Golden Lioness. The leader of humanity."
Einav was staring at the shoal with dark eyes. "No longer the leader. Not in a very long while. Time passes quickly for us. But on Earth, it's been decades since I lost the presidency."
"I remember it like yesterday," Marco said softly. It was not a day he liked to remember.
"Yet for normal humans, it's been generations," said Einav. "Most humans on Earth weren't alive when I was president. Most no longer remember my name. They would not recognize my face."
"But—but—you led Earth during the Alien Wars!" Addy said. "You're a historical figure."
"Exactly," she said. "A historical figure. President Cory Hart now rules Earth. He was born fifteen years after I lost the presidency. He doesn't even know who I am."
"Well, then he's an idiot," Addy said.
"Takes one to know one," Joey chimed in. But Addy was so distraught she didn't even take the bait.
The ship was rocking, Marco noticed. He frowned. "Joey, you all right? You're shaking."
"I don't know why!" Joey said. The ship bobbed like a boat on the sea. "Maybe I'm scared? Hmm. I didn't know I could get scared." An emoji appeared onscreen, pale and clutching its cheeks.
"It's not fear that's making you shake," said Einav. "Those are gravitational waves. Massive gravitational waves. The shoal is rippling spacetime. They're traveling fast. Damn fast! Look at how they're bending the starlight." She pulled out a notebook and began scribbling notes. "If I use those two stars as standard candles—fixed points in spacetime—we can estimate the shoal's speed." She frowned, watching the shoal and jotting down more numbers. "No no no, it can't be. My math must be wrong. Joey, can you check some measurements for me?"
"Compliance!" An emoji with thick, nerdy glasses appeared onscreen. "Checking … checking … Carrying the one … Your measurements are correct, ma'am. And I can confirm them by comparing them to the amount of gravitational waves."
"Dear Lord," Einav whispered.
"Will somebody tell me what's going on?" Addy demanded.
Marco checked Einav's notebook and his heart sank. "It's got to be a mistake."
"It's true," said Einav. "They're traveling at twenty thousand times the speed of light."
"Bullshit!" Addy blurted out. "Nothing can fly that fast. The fastest known starship in the Milky Way can barely hit one percent that speed."
Marco leaned back in his seat. The weight of the galaxy seemed to crush him. "It's how they flew between galaxies. Remember what we found inside their brains, Ads? Azoth crystals. Giant azoth crystals. The one inside Joey here is no larger than a pea. The hydrians have azoth crystals a thousand times more powerful. So they can fly a thousand times faster."
Einav scribbled a few more numbers into her notebook. "At this speed, they'll reach Earth in five years."
Addy sighed. "Phew. Dammit, Einav, you scared me half to death! Five years?" She snorted and waved dismissively. "Ages away!" She yawned. "Well, nothing to worry about then. Remind me in four and a half years."
Marco had to admit—he felt some relief too. Maybe not as much as Addy felt. After all, for a Methuselah, five years wasn't that long a period. But it gave them time. To prepare. To warn Earth. To rebuild the fleet.
Einav was snapping photos of the shoal. "We'll take this to Earth. We'll warn the president. We'll show the generals. Five years. We'll be ready."
"Um … we might not have to wait five years for a fight after all." Addy cringed.
Einav frowned, leafing through her notes. "Did I miss something in my calculations? I thought I accounted for all the time dilations, but—"
"Nope, your math is right," Addy said. "But the shoal is turning toward us."
Einav dropped her notebook. Her eyes snapped up. "What?"
Addy pointed. "Look!"
They all stared together. Joey flashed a wide-eyed, open-mouthed emoji. Marco's breath died in his lungs. Addy was right. The shoal was wheeling through space … and heading right toward the stealthy little starship.
"Impossible!" Marco said. "They can't possibly see us. It must be a coincidence. Joey, fly upward. Fast as you can. Let's see if they follow."
Her engine thrummed. Joey shot upward at many times the speed of light. Of course, there was no up or down in space. But they oriented themselves based on the fixed positions of known stars. For a few tense moments, Joey flew in silence and darkness. Nobody should be able to see her.
"Is the shoal following?" Addy finally said, breaking the silence.
"We won't know for another hour," Marco said. "They're still far. It'll take a while for our light to reach them. And their light to reach us. All we can do now is fly, wait, and pray."
* * * * *
For a tense hour, they flew upward. Marco drummed the yoke. Einav paced the hold. Addy didn't even sing. That's when you knew things were serious.
Another hour went by. Enough for Joey's light (if she were reflecting any) to reach the shoal. The trio held their breath. And like clockwork, the shoal changed position. The squids schooled through space and flew upward, a cloud of billions. Following Joey.
"It can't be!" Marco insisted. "Joey is invisible. You saw that ultrablack coating. Nothing can see her."
"Can they see our gravitation waves?" Einav asked.
"No way," Marco said. "This baby is sleek. Even with her azoth drive, she doesn't ripple."
"That's right, I'm flawless," Joey said.
Addy snorted. "Dream on. Back in the barn, I kicked a dozen good flaws into you. Might wanna get those buffed out, sweetheart."
Marco had grabbed the yoke, ready to pilot the ship manually, but froze. He spun to stare at his wife.
"Addy, can you repeat that?"
"Damn right I can!" Addy puffed out her chest. "Your ship is a piece of junk. I gave her a bunch of dents and scratches myself."
"Addy!" Marco released the yoke, grabbed his wife by the shoulders, and shook her. "Did you scratch my starship?"
"What if I did? If she talks more smack, I'll do it again!"
The shoal was flying in faster now. Gaining on them.
"Addy, you must have peeled off some of the ultrablack paint!" Marco said. "We're visible now. They can see us now."
"Yeah, yeah, blame me for your problems, buster. Like you always do. 'Addy, you ate all the hot dogs. Addy, you got mustard all over my typewriter. Addy, you ruined my stealth starship and now aliens can see me.' You blame me for everything!"
"Will you two stop bickering!" Einav snapped. "Marco, take manual control of your ship. Fly in evasive patterns. Addy, grab the cannon controls."
"With pleasure!" Addy grinned. "Finally a good fight."
"I hope it doesn't come to a fight," Einav muttered as Marco began corkscrewing through space.
No matter what course he took, the shoal kept following. And they were blindingly fast. Marco cursed.
"They'll be on us within minutes," he muttered.
"Finally!" said Addy, bouncing in her seat.
Einav pointed into the distance. "We must reach Terminus wormhole. They can't fit in there."
"Wait, we're not gonna fight?" Addy said. "We can't just run away!"
Marco ignored her. He shoved down a lever, giving them a boost of afterburner. The warp bubble expanded around them. For all the damn good it did. They were still too slow. He glanced in the rearview mirror. The shoal was bearing down on them.
"We'll never make it!" he said.
His heart pounded. His hands clutched the yoke so tightly he thought he might crack it. His lips peeled back in a snarl.
"We'll make it," Einav said. "Keep flying!"
Marco cursed. The wormhole seemed so far. The shoal streamed closer. Closer. The massive formation of hydrians was changing shape, becoming more streamlined. Earlier they had flown in a blob. Now they flattened themselves into an oblong formation. Almost like a huge barracuda in the night. Their red eyes blazed.
The two warp bubbles moved closer. Closer.
Marco cursed. "Come on, Joey, faster!"
"I can't! Addy is too fat!"
"Shut up!" Addy shouted, kicking the dashboard.
The shoal moved closer and closer still. The two warp bubbles were almost touching now. Once they connected, Joey and the squids would be sucked close together. The hydrian tentacles extended, lined with spinning blades. A storm of ink blasted forth. The two warp bubbles inched closer. Their tips touched and—
Marco flipped a switch.
Joey's azoth drive shut off.
At once, they were flying in regular, smooth spacetime.
Marco pulled the yoke, and Joey dived.
A blast of light flashed overhead. Gravitational waves rocked spacetime. Joey tumbled. The blob of light vanished into the distance.
"What the hell did you do?" Addy shouted.
"When you're a hare, and a pack of wolves is chasing you, you hop into a hole," Marco said.
"I wanted to fight!"
"We would have died," Marco said.
Addy snorted. "I could have taken 'em."
"There they come again!" Einav cried. "Marco!"
"I see 'em."
The shoal was doing a U-turn in space. With blinding speed, the squids streaked back toward Joey. More ink blasted their way.
Addy laughed maniacally. "Come at us!"
Marco cursed and reengaged the azoth drive. Deep in Joey's engine, the crystal burst to life. Purple light filled the hull. A new warp bubble ballooned. Joey blasted upward on a geyser of rippling spacetime. The clouds of ink streamed below. Marco kept flying and the shoal followed.
"This is all your fault, Addy!" Joey shouted. "You scratched my beautiful cloak shield."
"Serves you right for being a jerk," Addy said. "Since you're worthless at hiding, I'll take care of this."
Grinning like a girl on Christmas morning, Addy flipped a switch. Two cannons extended from Joey's prow like the mandibles of an insect.
"Yeah, baby!" Addy said, grabbing a pair of joysticks. Eyes alight, she pulled the triggers.
Joey wasn't just sneaky. She could also bite. Those were novabolt cannons, state-of-the-art weapons, designed to fire bolts of pure neutron carnage. A barrage of novabolts flew toward the shoal. The silver missiles blazed like shooting stars.
They hit a few galactopods! Blasts lit up space. Severed tentacles flew.
Addy cheered. "Two down, ten billion to go!"
The shoal responded with another attack, spewing storms of ink. A tidal wave of death rolled toward Joey. There was enough ink flying their way to drown a city. Marco yanked the yoke, taking a sharp turn, then pitched and shot upward. They crested the wave of ink!
A tiny speck of darkness, Joey streamed over the shoal. The hydrians were moving too fast to stop. The squids raced underneath Joey, following their inky wave.
But … dammit! The two warp bubbles touched! Like two bubbles of soap, they clung together. Marco cursed. He tried to escape the shoal's warp field, but it was sucking Joey in like a tar pit. The hydrians' enormous azoth crystals exuded incredible force.
"Dammit, we're flying in the same space stream!" he said.
It was like being caught in a maelstrom with a hungry shark. Getting into the open water wouldn't necessarily save them. But it sure as hell would make things easier.
"Get us out!" Addy said.
"I'm trying, I'm trying!" Marco said. "The gravity is immense here. I can't break free."
The shoal saw that Joey was struggling. She was like an animal trapped in quicksand. The swarm of galactopods raced toward the little ship. Joey could still maneuver freely in space. But she must use the same physics as the shoal now. No more hopping in and out of warped spacetime to confuse the enemy. They were trapped together. If Joey were still invisible, they would have a chance. But like this …
"Do you have any spare ultrablack paint?" Einav said.
"Why don't we just stop by the hardware store?" Addy snapped.
Marco frowned. "Actually, Joey does come with a repair kit. There's more ultrablack in the crawlspace. It's expensive stuff."
"Oh, stop being so cheap!" Addy said.
Einav was already racing into the hold. "I'll patch her up. Just give me all the time you can, guys."
"We'll keep 'em busy," Addy said, unleashing another barrage of novabolts.
The silver missiles curved in space, raced toward the shoal, and slammed into another galactopod. The carapace cracked open, revealing the soft, gray flesh of the alien inside. With another blast of novabolts, Addy roasted the squid. She cheered.
"Three down, almost ten billion to go! I really think I'm putting a dent into them."
Ignoring his wife, Marco looked at his leader. "Einav, you can't be serious. You can't go out there during a battle."
But the former president was already in the hold, pulling on her spacesuit. The shoal was getting dangerously close again. Marco must focus on flying. He could have put Joey on autopilot; she had algorithms for evasive flying. But she was a brand-new starship, only a few weeks old, and her algorithms were still untrained. Marco trusted his own instincts more. He felt like a lone bumblebee desperately fleeing a cloud of wasps. Ink kept flying his way. He dodged left and right. He pitched up and down. He barrel-rolled and corkscrewed. He snap-rolled and spiral-dived. But no matter what he did, the shoal kept following. So did the ink, for that matter. The sticky blobs seemed almost sentient, pursuing Joey wherever she flew.
Addy was whooping and laughing, consumed with bloodlust. When she got into this mode, she was like a woman in a trance. She kept firing. Joey's novabolts were truly something to behold. They were made of pure neutrons packed into graviton casings. The ammunition was dense and heavy, but it took up almost no space. While inside the ship, each missile was the size of a grain of rice—and weighed as much as a person. When fired, the bolts blazed with energy, expanding to a spear of light the size of a dolphin.
Addy cackled as she fired the blinding missiles. More and more galactopods exploded. With so many hydrians around, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. Or, well, squids in a barrel. Addy hit something with every shot. The enemy didn't seem to care. They had billions of troops to spare.
Meanwhile, Einav finished pulling on her spacesuit. She found a can of ultrablack paint and dived out the airlock. Marco saw her on the hull cameras. She had no tether. The crazy woman was using no tether! With her bionic hand, a high-tech prosthetic with a dizzying array of functions, Einav clung to Joey's hull like a lizard on a wall. Every time Marco dodged an ink blot, the g-force whipped Einav in another direction. Against all odds, she clung on. And got to work.
Marco's stomach churned to see his friend flapping around out there. Einav must stay close to the ship. Spacetime was severely warped around them. With their azoth crystals, every ship here was tugging and bending the fabric of reality. In her little warp bubble, Joey was like a goldfish in a plastic bag. And that bag was caught in a hurricane. If Einav lost her grip, she would fall into a storm of spinning, churning, crushing spacetime. Most likely, it would rip her apart. Or perhaps hurl her a million miles away. Or (if she were lucky) she might just fall into a hungry hydrian's tentacles.
Marco shoved such thoughts out of his mind. He must trust Einav and focus on flying. He rose and pitched, cresting over a barrage of ink. The dark blots curved to follow him like demons of tar. He fled, desperate to avoid the corrosive blobs. When he yawed sharply to the right, he winced. The g-force shoved him against his seat. Was Einav still clinging onto the hull? Had he accidentally hurled her off? He glanced at the hull monitors again, checking on his friend. Yes, she was still there!
Not only was Einav clinging on, she was busy repairing the hull. With everything going on, she had cracked open the paint can. Lips tight, she began splotching ultrablack onto the scratches and dents Addy had kicked into Joey. Ironically, the material reminded Marco of the shoal's inky tar.
"There are a lot of scratches all over the hull," Einav said, speaking through her comm.
"I didn't give her that much," Addy said.
"A bunch of these seem to be from micrometeoroids," Einav said. "We must have flown into them on the way here. Probably no larger than grains of sand but enough to scuff the hull. I'll have to patch them up too. I'll need more time than I thought."
"I'll give you what I can," Marco said, pitching hard, dodging another inkblot. Outside the hull, Einav yelped. She clung onto Joey with her prosthetic hand. Her legs flew through space like a banner about to rip free in a storm.
"Whoa!" Einav said.
Marco winced. "Sorry! Speed bump."
"You see, Poet, you see?" Addy said. "Most of the scratches are from micrometeoroids! Not my fault! You always blame me. But it's your fault for flying into tiny meteoroids, not mine. Learn how to fly!"
"Shut up and keep firing!" Marco said, barrel-rolling and diving as the shoal schooled after him.
"Gladly." Addy fired more neutron missiles. Another galactopod exploded. Severed tentacles flew. She fired again and again, crippling more enemy ships. "Come on, get out of the way, hyds! Give me a shot at your boss."
But the Monster in the Maelstrom stayed safe within the swarm, hidden behind several layers of orbiting hyds. The gargantopod was the size of a small moon, but there were enough hydrians here to encircle her. Every once in a while, Marco caught a glimpse of the Maelstrom, but within seconds, the smaller galactopods hid her again. The flagship was like the king on a chessboard, protected at all cost.
Ninazu is inside that ship, Marco thought with a shudder.
He remembered his visit to Hypnos many years ago. Remembered seeing the fresco on the ceiling of Erafel's temple. The sprawling artwork featured a hydrian the size of a planet, gripping Earth in its tentacles. The voidgazers also depicted that macabre tableau on their amulets. The Planetary Embrace, they called it.
The symbol represented Ninazu, Marco had learned. And now he was here. The god of the void. Heading to Earth. If they couldn't stop him, the Planetary Embrace would become reality.
"Poet, watch out!" Addy cried.
He gasped. He had let his mind stray—for only a few seconds. Now he snapped back to the battle. Three rogue galactopods had detached from the shoal. They curved through space, racing head-on toward Joey. Their tentacles spewed blobs of ink.
Marco swerved but the pods followed. That ink was coming in fast. Addy fired. One galactopod exploded. Then the other. Then the third! But the ink was still flying on its own! The blobs were following Joey, swerving through space like sentient creatures, demons of darkness. They were about to hit Joey's prow. Marco winced and—
An inkblot exploded! Not against Joey—but still in the distance!
"Addy, was that you?"
Another blob dispersed across space, scattering droplets every which way.
Marco looked at the hull monitor. He gasped. Outside the ship, Einav had released her hold on Joey! Her back was pressed to the hull. Only the g-force was keeping her pinned in place. She had her prosthetic hand pointing outward. A sphere of energy gathered on her palm, then blasted forth, rippling spacetime. A funnel of fury slammed into the last inkblot, destroying it in the distance.
"There she is," Marco whispered. "The Golden Lioness."
"And what am I, chopped liver?" Addy cried. "You do realize I just blew up about a dozen hyds."
"Addy, you're wonderful!" Marco said. And meant it.
"All right, we're all patched up!" Einav said. "Joey, you're fixed!"
She scuttled across the hull like a lizard, dashed into the airlock, and slammed the hatch shut. At once, Joey became a pure shard of blackness in space.
Did it work? Were they invisible?
The shoal still flew close behind Joey. The enemy was right on her stern. Marco pitched downward (insofar as "down" existed in space) and dived. Fast. Faster than light. Sinking into the void. The shoal flew above … and did not follow.
Marco curved his flight, taking a wide arc toward the nearest star. The shoal hovered above. They did not pursue.
Marco hit the afterburner. Joey bolted forward. Like a raft leaping out of a maelstrom, Joey finally escaped the shoal's massive warp bubble. With her graviton drive, she left no wake. The hydrians did not seem to notice.
Marco slumped in his seat. "It worked. We're invisible."
"Time to blast them apart!" Addy cried, reaching for the triggers. "Sliced calamari, coming right u—"
"Addy, no!" Marco cried, pulling her hands back before she could blow their cover.
"Let go of me."
"Addy, stop!"
Panting, Einav hopped into the cockpit. She pulled off her helmet and wiped sweat off her forehead. The former president plopped into the seat between the married couple, separating them before they could kill each other.
"Marco, that was some incredible flying," she said.
"You're the incredible one, Einav. The way you blasted back at that ink!" He looked at her prosthetic hand. The palm was still glowing.
Addy cleared her throat. "Excuse me! The only one who killed hydrians today is me. The Amazing Addy."
"You're all awful and you all almost got me killed," Joey said. "I hate being a spaceship."
* * * * *
The trio sat silently, watching the shoal. The migration of hydrians swarmed by. The shoal schooled left and right, up and down, searching, casting their red beams through space. Marco shuddered. He felt like those ominous eyes were staring right at him. Right into him. Yet the shoal merely stared.
Marco shuddered. "They can't see us. But it's still creepy being so close."
"Let's get out of here," Einav said.
"Agreed." Marco reached for the yoke.
Just then, before they could take flight, the monitor lit up. Marco frowned. A hailing frequency! Somebody was calling them.
"It's coming from the Monster in the Maelstrom," Marco said. A shiver ran down his spine like slithering tentacles.
Addy snorted. "Let it ring. They're probably calling to beg for mercy. Did you see how I blasted their galactopods apart?"
Marco nodded. "You might be right, Ads. I mean, not about them begging for mercy. About letting it ring. I don't exactly feel like chatting with squids right now. Let's get outta here." He reached for the yoke again.
"Wait." Einav put her hand on his. "Wait, Marco." She stared at the shoal, eyes narrowed. "The flagship is calling us. Is Ninazu aboard? If so, I want to see him. To know what we're dealing with. We came here for information. Let's learn everything we can. I'm answering the call."
This felt wrong. This felt dangerous. But before Marco could voice his objections, Einav reached toward the dashboard, tapped a green button, and accepted the call.
Across the central viewport, the shoal vanished. Instead, they found themselves staring at … they weren't sure what. The three friends frowned.
"What the heck are we looking at?" Addy muttered.
Marco tilted his head. "Uh … is that the bridge of the Maelstrom?"
He tried to unpack what his eyes were seeing. A jagged dark deck. Or was it a deck? It looked more like carapace. Farther back rose a wall of pink flesh, wrinkly and covered with hairy warts.
"It reminds me of when we entered Billy's galactopod," Addy said. "Remember, Marco?"
He did. "Galactopods aren't regular spaceships. They're more like exoskeletons. We must be looking into the Maelstrom. That means that—"
Shadows stirred in the image. Tentacles fluttered. A creature scuttled onscreen.
Addy yelped. Marco cursed. Einav stared, eyes narrowed.
He was some kind of hybrid. From the waist down, he looked like a hydrian. His tentacles were exposed, wearing no carapace. They were the color of century eggs and bruises and mushrooms growing over corpses, and they sported suction cups filled with tiny claws like fishhooks. From the waist up, the chimera looked like a human. Or at least humanoid. His chest was bare and muscular, his arms wide, though his face seemed incongruently old for such a powerful physique, the cheeks gaunt, the nose hooked. While his hair was long and gray, he had no eyebrows, not even eyelashes. His hands were almost as bizarre as his tentacles. Each finger was the length of a forearm.
Impossible! Marco thought.
He recognized this creature. He had not seen him in a century. But Marco had never forgotten. It was him. The bastard was still alive.
"Erafel!" he blurted out.
The bizarre hybrid grinned. He had filed his teeth down to points. "Ah, so somebody in this timeline remembers me. Marco, my boy! And if it isn't Addy, the beloved little miscreant. Ah, and Einav Ben-Ari herself! I didn't expect to see the president of Earth so far from home."
So Erafel had apparently emerged from the past, perhaps due to serious time dilation. That could happen when you flew with a fleet as fast as the shoal. He was a century behind the times. With his unnaturally long lifespan, Marco had lived that century. Erafel had skipped over it. Well, let the bastard remain ignorant! Marco had no intention of letting Erafel know that Einav was no longer president. Let him think that—
"Joke's on you, asshole!" Addy said. "Einav is no longer president. Ha ha, you idiot! You should meet the new president. He's even dumber than you! Can you believe it?"
Marco winced. "Shut up, Addy," he whispered from the corner of his mouth.
She bristled. "What? I'm just saying President Hart is stupid! You saw how he cut back the military budget so much. All so he can spend more on parties. On parties, Poet! What about our fleet?"
"Shut up!" he hissed, glaring at his wife. He grabbed her arm and whispered into his ear. "Don't give him any military secrets."
"I'm not! Let go of me."
"Not until you shut up!"
Erafel looked away from the old married couple. He turned to stare at Einav. "So … the famous war heroine. The so-called Golden Lioness. No longer president. Exiled to deep space. Flying only a cheap little vanity ship. How interesting."
Joey flashed an angry red emoji, but the ship said nothing. At least somebody was smart enough to avoid the bait.
"What do you want?" Einav said. "Why are you here?"
Erafel smiled and spread out his arms. "It's not what I want, Einav! It's what my god wants."
"Can't your god speak for himself?" Einav said.
"He would not deign to speak to a mere ape like yourself," said Erafel. "Gaze upon him—and bow!"
The camera zoomed out. Erafel shrank onscreen. The view expanded, showing more and more of the alien bridge. What Marco had mistaken for a "wall of flesh" was, he realized, a cheek. An enormous cheek the size of the Wailing Wall. As the camera kept zooming out, it revealed the rest of the face.
Marco cringed. Addy turned green. Einav only kept staring with narrowed eyes.
They gazed upon the face of a hydrian. That face was bigger than their house in Jerusalem. A house? Hell, it could swallow their house like a snack. This face was the size of a football stadium. Teeth the size of redwoods dripped saliva like sap. Eyes larger than swimming pools glared, their irises red, the pupils dark and all-seeing. Tentacles ringed the terrible visage. Marco couldn't see the entire tentacles, just the base of them. But they looked as wide as highways.
Erafel stood beside the gargantuan head. He seemed so tiny in comparison. Like a man standing beside a cathedral.
"Behold Ninazu the Devourer!" he cried. "God of Sumer, Prince of Hydrians, Breaker of Apes! He is heading to Earth. He will attach to your planet and suck it dry. Those who serve him, as I do, will become angels in the heaven he will build. Those who defy him will surely break. Bow before your god, apes! Bow and beg for mercy."
Marco stared in disgust. Einav with cold determination. Addy, however, rose to her feet.
"You want me to bow?" Addy said. "Sure, I'll bow! Here's what I call a Linden Bow. Feast your eyes!"
She spun around, pulled down her pants, and mooned Ninazu.
Joey switched to a gasping emoji, then an emoji covering its eyes.
Marco cringed. "Addy, put that thing away!" He shoved her backside off camera. "It's bigger than Ninazu's face."
The image onscreen zoomed back in on Erafel. The hybrid glowered, teeth bared. "So you've chosen to blaspheme. Now you will all die. Slowly. Painfully. Like your beloved little son died."
Erafel lifted something metallic and gleaming from the ground. He held it up for them to examine.
Marco stared.
No. Oh God, no.
A dog tag. A military dog tag. With the name Julian Ben-Ari engraved into the metal.
Marco trembled. Julian was not his son as Erafel said. He was Marco's great-great-grandson, descended from his daughter, Roza Emery, and Einav's son, Carl Ben-Ari. But despite the distance in generations, Marco had loved the young soldier. They all had.
"You son of a bitch!" Addy cried.
"Ah … so you loved him dearly, I see." Erafel grinned. "Know that he died screaming. I killed him myself."
"And I'll kill you!" Addy cried.
She reached for the cannon triggers.
"Addy, no!" Marco cried.
"I'll kill you, you bastard!"
"If you fire, he'll see our location!" Marco said.
Einav, meanwhile, was just staring with a cold, blank face. But her eyes. Oh God, her eyes. Fire burned in them. Marco had not seen such fire in her eyes in decades.
Erafel lifted something else from the ground.
A skull. A human skull. He held it up for the camera.
"Recognize him, friends?" Erafel said. "Recognize the gap between the front teeth? The little scar above the eyebrow? Yes, this is him. Julian's skull. I dug it out from the muck after snapping the rest of his bones. Such brittle bones, you humans have."
He tightened his enormous fingers. Julian's skull shattered and fell in chunks to the deck.
Addy was panting, growling, glaring. Marco held her in his arms, staring at Erafel in disgust. Einav simmered in silence.
A secondary monitor showed them a view of space. The crowd of galactopods parted, unveiling a full view of the Monster in the Maelstrom. They had a clear shot of the gargantopod.
"Go on," Erafel said. "You want me. Take your shot. Fire your neutron missiles. I'm right here."
"Don't do it," Marco whispered to Addy. "Don't take the bait. If you shoot, he'll see us." He reached for the comm controls. "I'm hanging up."
Einav caught Marco's wrist—painfully—with her powerful prosthetic hand. She stared at Erafel.
"Listen to me carefully, Erafel," she said. "I am no longer president, that is true. But I was not president when I defeated the Scolopendra titaniae, the scum who devoured half the galaxy. I was not president when I destroyed the marauders, the wicked spiders from the depths. And you are next, Erafel. You and Ninazu and all the rest of you. You are nothing but slime. And I will crush you. It will be you who dies slowly, Erafel. You will die begging for mercy that I will not give."
She released Marco's hand.
He tapped the red button, ending the call.
"Way to get in the last word, Nav-Nav!" Addy said, giving Einav a high five.
Marco rubbed his sore wrist. "Nav-Nav?"
"I've given everyone new nicknames, Co-Co," Addy said.
"We've learned enough," Einav said. "Let's get home quick. And prepare for war."
Joey turned in the sky. An invisible shard of darkness, she shot across space, hopped onto the Wormhole Road, and rode the tunnels of light toward a small blue world.




CHAPTER FIVE 

While Rome Burns
Riding the worm, it took almost a month to return to Earth. It was a long time to spend in such a cramped ship. Marco felt trapped here with his anxiety. Addy developed even worse cabin fever, and she was fighting with everyone. Even Einav, possibly the most patient human in the galaxy, lost her cool several times, snapping at Addy, even at Marco. All of Joey's soothing whale songs couldn't help.
What they had witnessed made things worse. The destruction of Hypnos. The shoal on its way to Earth. Erafel crushing Julian's skull. The despair lived here with them inside the little starship.
Joey only had one bed. Usually they took shifts. Marco and Addy would share the bed while Einav remained in the cockpit, sometimes sleeping in her chair, sometimes just reading novels and enjoying the peace and quiet. Then they would switch, and Einav would get the bed all to herself. But after seeing the shoal, perhaps Einav feared to sleep alone. The first night on the Wormhole Road, she left Joey on autopilot, and she crawled into bed between Marco and Addy like a child seeking comfort with her parents. She was their leader. Their lodestar. Their captain—forever. But in bed with them, she felt small and fragile, and they hugged her and protected her.
Like the shoal protecting its prince, Marco thought, his arms around Einav. Did the hydrians feel the same loyalty and love for Ninazu as he felt for his leader? Could hydrians feel love?
"We'll be okay," Marco whispered in the night as the three of them huddled under the blankets. "We've faced alien fleets before. And we overcame them. We're a little rusty is all. But we'll win this too. We have five years. A lot of time. I promise you both. We'll be okay."
Einav smiled softly, then slept between her friends. During the days, she was their fearless leader. The woman who had led them in the wars long ago. Who would lead them in the wars ahead. But she was not just the Golden Lioness, the famous war heroine. She was also a human. And vulnerable. And scared. In the morning, she would become their brave leader again, but throughout the night, Marco and Addy wrapped her in their arms, keeping her safe and warm.
Soon Addy was sleeping too, but Marco stayed awake. He couldn't stop seeing Erafel crushing that skull. The skull of dear Julian. His family. A man he loved.
Marco winced, remembering a time long ago. Decades ago. He had been only a child. And Erafel had been Mr. Felton, a mere history teacher. A teacher with a ruler that stung Marco's hands. With a barbed tongue that hurt ten times more.
"Well, Mr. Emery, what are you snickering about back there?"
"I wasn't—"
"Ten lashes with the ruler, boy! And you stay after school."
For years at school, Mr. Felton had tormented him. Mocked him. Shattered his confidence, his soul. Marco had recovered from that trauma, and now the bastard was back from the dead, a mutant, a freak, leading an army of evil.
Marco had never wanted any of this. After all his years of war, of struggle, hadn't he earned some rest? Why couldn't he just enjoy life with his family and friends? Why did one disaster after another keep—
Stop that, he told himself. Stop falling into despair. Stop letting your thoughts spiral. Be strong. For Einav and Addy. For Earth. And for yourself.
Maybe he too needed to be vulnerable at night. Maybe he too broke in the darkness when nobody was watching. And Marco remembered something Einav had told him long ago. He had been only eighteen, a recruit in an army at war. She had been twenty, an ensign commanding her first platoon.
"I know this is hard," she had told him all those decades ago. "And it's okay to cry at night. Even soldiers cry. But in the morning, you must be strong again."
He had not thought about those words in years. But tonight they returned to him. Tonight he cried. And in the morning, he was strong again.
* * * * *
When they landed on Earth, Addy burst out of Joey like a dog who'd been cooped up all winter. Blond hair flapping, she raced around the hills of Jerusalem, laughing, hands in the air, head tossed back.
"I'm free, I'm free, I'm freee!" She patted her belly. "And I'm hungry. This calls for hot dogs. Where did I leave my rake?"
They had landed in their little village outside the walls of Jerusalem. It had become a proper suburb. On the maps, the place was called Or Midbar. The Light of the Desert. But they rarely called it that. Addy called the village Lindenville. Marco sometimes jokingly called it Marcoworld. Whatever you called it, it was home to over three hundred people. Most of them were descended from Addy, Marco, or Einav—or some blend of all three. Marco was Canadian born and raised, and he still felt like a Canadian boy through and through. It was strange to realize that, by now, he had spent more years living in Or Midbar, Israel than in Ontario, Canada. Long life played tricky games. Your formative years defined you. They set down your roots. You could live for many years more, you could grow like a great oak, but your roots remained.
While he contemplated the village, Addy built a campfire and grabbed a rake. She slung hot dogs onto the prongs and began to roast the meal. Children gathered around "Auntie Addy" ready to hear her stories of adventure and hopefully (if she shared them) eat a hot dog.
While Addy decompressed, Marco and Einav stood on the hilltop outside their house. The sun was setting quickly. Soon the stars would emerge. Bad timing. After months among the stars, Marco had been hoping for a few hours of blue sky.
Marco raised his eyes, gazing at the stars as they kindled one by one. "He's out there," he said softly. "We can't see him yet. He's flying ahead of his light. But Erafel is out there, and he's coming. What do we do?"
Einav took a deep breath. "If we were still in charge, you know what we would do."
"Muster the fleet," Marco said. "Raise the defense budget. Build more ships. Build artillery satellites. Deploy defensive fleets to nearby stars the shoal would have to fly by. Close all nearby gravity routes for civilian traffic and fill them with space-mines. Train new ground troops and beef up the home guard. All the while, send out sorties to harry the shoal on its flight here. Have our starfighters pop out of wormholes, bite the shoal, then fly back home. I'd make their five-year trip here hell. I'd keep biting at them like the fish in The Old Man by the Sea. Just as importantly, I'd work on building a coalition of other species. Aliens like the Menorians and Sylvans who are our allies, who might be willing to join the fight. Within five years, we can be ready for this war. If we take these steps—we can win."
"I couldn't have said it better myself," Einav said.
Marco smiled. "You taught me well."
She did not return the smile. "But we're no longer in charge. I'm no longer president. You're no longer an officer. We know what to do. But we have no authority to implement it. So we must go to the man who does. We must speak to President Cory Hart."
* * * * *
That was, as it turned out, easier said than done.
In the morning, the trio headed toward the walls of Jerusalem. The ancient walls were built of craggy bricks the color of the desert, and like the desert, they were always changing. Sometimes they appeared beige, sometimes silver, something burnished gold or bronze. When the Romans had laid siege to these walls, they had already been age-old. Thousands of years before Rome rose, these walls had overlooked the desert. The Babylonians had broken through them. The Assyrians had crashed against them. King Solomon had built his temple within their embrace.
Eight gates stood in these walls, just as ancient. Seven were open. One had been sealed since the Middle Ages. They passed by this sealed gate now. It had several names. In Hebrew, they called it Sha'ar Ha'Rachamim. The Gate of Mercy. The Arabs called it Bab al-Dhahabi, the Golden Gate. Others called it the Gate of Eternal Life. It led to the Temple Mount, the holiest site in Jerusalem, perhaps in the world. Over two thousand years ago, they said, Jesus had passed through this gate into the city. But it was now walled up. The double archway remained but bricks filled it. This passageway had been sealed for a thousand years. In the city's eschatology, it was said that the Gate of Mercy would not open until the messiah arrived. That the gate was waiting for the one who could open it. That someday a holy one would enter through the Gate of Mercy and bring deliverance to the world.
Well, if there was a messiah, he certainly wasn't here today. The Gate of Mercy was still walled up. Marco, Addy, and Einav walked by it. They headed to another one of Jerusalem's eight gates. To Lions' Gate. It was Einav's favorite. Her last name, Ben-Ari, meant lion's child. And in her heyday, her followers had called her the Golden Lioness. So she liked to use Lions' Gate, and Marco and Addy were happy to indulge her fancy.
The gate hadn't changed much over the many generations. This craggy limestone archway had welcomed visitors into Jerusalem since time immemorial. To Methuselahs, such consistency in a world of constant change was calming. A few camels idled about, chewing their cud. A donkey carried sacks of spices to the markets. A boy sat on a pile of burlap sacks, selling roasted broad beans, a popular snack in the city, while an old man with a glorious mustache lounged on a stone bench, smoking a hookah. One of the camels was robotic, and the hookah had an electronic control panel. But other than that, this could have been a scene from biblical times, not Earth in 2265.
They passed through Lions' Gate, entering a narrow road. These streets had been cobbled thousands of years before cars. They were just wide enough for the trio to walk side by side.
"Though if you keep eating hot dogs, Ads, we might not fit much longer," Marco quipped, earning a well-deserved punch.
Nooks lined the roadsides like caves, tucked into the craggy brick walls. In these alcoves, merchants sold holy artifacts, spices, daggers, hookahs, and a million knickknacks. Stone archways arched between the shops, making the road feel like a tunnel. Countless city residents, pilgrims, and tourists walked this road. According to Christian tradition, Lions' Gate was where Jesus had begun his walk toward crucifixion, carrying the cross along Via Dolorosa, the Path of Sorrow. As Marco walked down the winding, cobbled pathways, he didn't carry a cross, but he felt that he carried a terrible burden too—the knowledge of the oncoming storm.
He looked at his companions. Einav walked with cold determination. Addy skipped along, humming a tune, pausing at every merchant she passed. Marco kept having to pull her away from carts and stalls. She was like a puppy determined to sniff every flower.
"Addy, come on, we're on a mission." Marco tugged her away from a hole-in-the-wall eatery.
"But Poet, look! They're selling shawarma! Can I buy some? Please, please!"
"Addy, there's no time."
But her hunger gave her supernatural strength. She pulled herself free and rushed toward the food stand. A few minutes later, the trio continued down the cobbled road. Each held a shawarma wrapped in a fluffy pita. Marco had to admit it was good. Better than hot dogs, that was sure.
Finally they emerged from the labyrinthine streets and reached the taller hills in the center of Jerusalem. Marco took a deep breath. The lower neighborhoods, with their snaking alleyways and crowds, always seemed to suffocate him. Up here, in the city center, Jerusalem seemed peaceful. It was hard to believe this was probably the most war-torn city in history. Time after time, enemies had besieged Jerusalem's walls, plundered her streets, slaughtered her people. Throughout her five-thousand-year history, enemy empires had attacked Jerusalem over a hundred times. The city had survived most of those attacks. But not all of them. Three times, enemies had utterly destroyed the city. The Babylonians in 597 BCE. The Romans in 70 AD. And the Scolopendra titaniae, also known as the scum, in 2093. Einav hoped the hydrians weren't fourth.
The memories of those wars were everywhere. Cemeteries draped across the hillsides, their tombstones crowded so closely together one could barely walk between them. Some of those tombstones were millennia old. And yet … peace. Cypresses rose toward the blue sky. Trees in the boostanim gave forth fruit. Birds sang. Looking east, Marco could see the desert, rolling golden and hazy into Arabia. But he stood in an oasis. From here, he could see the great landmarks of history. The Temple Mount, where the high priests of Israel had once worshipped. The Western Wall, where people remembered. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre where the cross had risen.
But when Marco turned his head slightly, he saw a new landmark rising among them. He wrinkled his nose. His feeling of peace soured. Bet Eretz. To say it spoiled the view would be an understatement.
"Goddamn, that building is ugly," Addy said, echoing his thoughts. "Anyone bring a wrecking ball?"
A century ago (a blip of time in the history of Jerusalem), Einav had built Bet Eretz. The House of Earth. The seat of a global government. At first she had built that seat in space—a grand, floating space station, overlooking the planet. But after the station's destruction in the Starling War, she brought leadership down to Earth. She constructed Bet Eretz to fit in with Jerusalem's architecture. The builders used craggy limestone from quarries outside the city. Since time immemorial, the same rock formed the walls, gates, temples, and homes across Jerusalem. Bet Eretz would be a seat of government—but not a presidential palace. It was too small, too humble to be called a palace. She had told the architects: "Your job is to blend in."
Well, President Hart had made some modifications.
The original Bet Eretz was still visible. Barely. Kinda. If you squinted. Cory Hart had added some . . . flair. The ancient olive groves had been razed, making room for a swimming pool and tennis court. Several new wings had been attached to the old structure. One was a disco. The other a gift shop. Both were built of concrete and aluminum, not Jerusalem brick, and painted garish red and gold. Finally, three new towers rose above the original building, adorned with neon. The central tower, which was the tallest, supported a huge round top. President Cory Hart's face was painted there, haloed with neon. He was smiling and winking.
"It looks like a bloody casino!" Marco exclaimed.
Einav glowered at the abomination. "I still cannot believe he did this to my building."
Marco remembered the scandal back in the day. Critics had lambasted the architectural changes, calling them an eyesore, an insult to the city's heritage, even (in the words of one particularly harsh detractor) "an assault on all that is good and decent."
But Hart had been defensive. "It's a bit of fun!" the young president had told the media. "Why must we always be so serious? Come on, it's a time of peace. Let's party!"
Well, if there was one thing Hart knew how to do, it was party. His father, Rob Hart, had been president before him. Young Cory had grown up in the limelight. The media had always loved him. At first tabloids published photos of him as an adorable baby. Then, as Cory grew up, he became famous (or infamous, depending on who you asked) as a playboy and gadabout. He dated supermodels. He crashed every Hollywood party. He married and divorced three movie starlets. He almost became an actor himself before a drug scandal (which involved several crashed starships) ended his entertainment career.
For a while after that, Cory hid from the limelight. The tabloids claimed he was at a rehab center offworld. Then, a few years ago, his father died. Rob Hart had been a bad president, if you asked Marco. But at least he had a decent head on his shoulders. Which was more than you could say about his son. The younger Hart emerged from rehab with a clean-cut image. He wore suits now. Flashy suits with LED strips on the sleeves, but suits nonetheless. His hair was short now, not long and shaggy. He even had a wife and wholesome kids. A proper family man. At only age forty, he ran for president, vowing to continue his father's work. He won by a landslide.
"How could anyone vote for that buffoon?" Einav muttered, staring at the neon sore on Jerusalem's landscape.
"People love a tabloid star," Marco said.
Einav pursed her lips. "Suddenly I feel this is hopeless. How can we convince a playboy to become a military leader?"
"Hart has changed before," Marco said. "Remember the old days? The drugs, the parties, the scandals? Yet he outgrew those. He became a president. He's capable of growth. Maybe we can turn him into a soldier."
But even as he spoke those words, they sounded hollow. Marco didn't feel the same hope he tried to give Einav.
When they stepped closer to Bet Eretz, they noticed pumpkins in the gardens, skeletons in the windows, and cobwebs clinging to towers and walls. Ghosts hung from the palm trees around the pool.
Addy let out a huge gasp. "It's Halloween!"
Marco checked his minicom. Yep. October thirty-first. With all their travel across the galaxy, dilating space and time, he had lost track of Earth dates. Not many Middle Easterners celebrated the Western holiday, but Hart was an American, and he draped his palace with spooky decorations.
"Let's see if we can get an audience," Einav said, walking the path toward the palace gates.
"But we don't have costumes," Addy said. "We need costumes."
"Addy, not now." Marco grabbed her hand. "We have more pressing matters. Like a shoal of aliens heading our way."
"But it's Halloween!" she insisted.
"You can wear a costume tonight," he snapped.
Addy wiggled her eyebrows. "Ooh, were you thinking sexy nurse or—"
"Hurry up!" Einav said, looking over her shoulder. She had nearly reached the front gates.
Marco (who was already flushing to imagine Addy in her nurse costume) rushed to follow. Addy trudged along begrudgingly.
They reached a staircase and climbed onto the patio. The engraved olive wood doors, which Einav had commissioned, were gone. New doors replaced them, lined with neon tubes. They looked like the doors to an arcade, not a seat of government. Marco winced to see this crime against good taste. Einav was fuming. Addy was rummaging through a basket of candies.
"Addy, those are left out for the kids," Marco said.
"I'm a kid." She stuffed her mouth full of chocolates.
"You're a century old at least."
"Yeah, well, you're short."
Marco flushed. "What does that have to do with—?"
Einav cleared her throat. Loudly. The married couple shut up. Walking together, the three approached the neon doors.
Several guards stood there, wearing smart suits, black ties, and sunglasses. Normally they might look imposing. The fake cobwebs and bat wings that adorned their suits somewhat ruined the impression. They were Magenmen. Years ago, Einav had founded Magen—a secret service to guard the president of Earth. But this was a new generation. These Magenmen had not even been born during her presidency.
One of the agents stepped forward. He was a beefy man with pink cheeks, a big nose, and a yellow walrus mustache. Plastic devil horns glowed on his head (likely Hart's idea for getting his guards into the holiday spirit).
"Excuse me, sir, ma'ams, tours of Hart Palace are closed for Halloween," said the guard.
Einav narrowed her eyes. "Hart Palace?"
The mustached Magenman pointed to a sign above the doors. "Yes, ma'am, that's the new name of the place. If you'd like to take a brochure, you'll find a coupon for ten percent off tomorrow's tour."
"We're not interested in tours!" Einav snapped.
Blushing, Addy returned a brochure to the stand.
"We're here to see the president," Einav continued.
The guard smiled as if at a child. "I understand, ma'am. President Hart's authentic, certified hologram appears on every tour. And if you buy the VIP package, you'll receive an official autographed poster—signed by his own assistant. We've partnered with nearby hotels to offer the special Hart Spa and Pub Crawl package, which—"
"Dammit, man, are you a Magenman or a salesman?" Einav snapped. "Get rid of those ridiculous plastic horns. Pull off those cobwebs. And step away from that doorway. Do you have any idea who I am?"
The guards glanced at one another. The mustached guard cleared his throat. "Um, you're not a tourist?"
Marco raised his chin. "You are speaking to Einav Ben-Ari, the Golden Lioness!"
The guard tilted his head. "Huh?"
Addy placed her hand on Einav's shoulder. "The president of Earth herself! Well, ex-president. But she should be president again. Did you know that Hart puts out mini YumZee bars in his trick-or-treat basket? Mini ones! They're tiny! He's too cheap to even give out full-sized candy bars. I think it's an absolute disgrace, and—"
Marco hushed her with some candy from his pocket. He never left home without his minicom, a good book, and treats for his hungry wife.
Einav stared at the guards, chin raised, hands on her hips. The guards stared back … then burst out laughing.
"You are Einav Ben-Ari?" said the mustached guard, barely able to speak through his laughter. "From the history books?"
"She is!" Addy insisted through a mouthful of chocolate.
"You must be two hundred years old!" The guard laughed.
"A hundred and forty-two actually," Einav said.
The guard laughed only harder. He had to wipe a tear from his eye. "Yes, and I'm Abe Lincoln. Get outta here! All you three."
Addy growled. "Fine. But I'm taking all your candy." She grabbed the basket of candy, then spun away with a huff. "Good day, sirs. Come, Poet. Come, Einav. I know when we're not wanted."
* * * * *
The walk home seemed longer than ever. And not just because Addy stopped for another shawarma on the way. Was it true? Did nobody recognize Einav for who she was?
Marco chewed his lip. "If we can't even convince the guards that Einav is the Einav Ben-Ari, what hope do we have convincing anyone of the hydrian threat?"
They returned to Or Midbar, their village outside the city walls. They stewed for a while, lost in their thoughts. Einav and Marco paced the hills while Addy parked herself under a carob tree, ate candies, and leafed through a Hart Hall brochure.
"We can go to the media," Marco said, walking among the olive and pine trees with Einav.
"Do you think they'll take us any more seriously?" Einav said wearily.
"We can approach the military directly," Marco said.
"We're no longer soldiers. Who would we talk to?"
"Dammit, how can we be so helpless?" Marco kicked a pine cone. "I mean, come on! It's us. The trio who saved the world about ten million times!"
"Which was over a century ago," Einav said. "Imagine somebody walked up claiming to be Napoleon, demanding to speak to generals and world leaders. They'd think he was a loony. Hell, they'd probably lock him away. That's how I must appear. A crazy lady pretending to be Einav Ben-Ari."
"But you are."
She smiled thinly. "I'm sure all the wannabe Napoleons would say the same thing."
Addy looked up from the brochure. "Hey, Einav, can we go to the costume party tonight?"
"Addy, not now!" Marco snapped. He looked back at Einav. "Some will remember you, I'm sure. There might be more Methuselahs in the world. People who took the serum, who are still around. Some might even be in the military. If we can reach out to—"
"Come on, let's all go!" Addy waved the brochure around. "Costume party! I'll bet they'll have more YumZees."
"Addy, be quiet! The grown-ups are talking."
She pouted. "I'm a grown-up. I'm a century old."
Einav frowned. "Addy, what's that?" She approached the taller woman and took the brochure.
"A costume party tonight," Addy explained. "At Hart Hall. For Halloween—and for exclusive guests only. Probably why the regular tours are closed. The brochure says everyone who's anyone will be there. Singers. Athletes. Actors. More celebrities than you can shake a stick at. They'll probably serve the good candy. Can we go? We're famous. Maybe they'll let us in."
Einav studied the brochure. Marco looked over her shoulder, frowning.
"Interesting," Marco said. "So Hart is throwing another party for his celebrity friends. This time all in costume. It would be a perfect party to crash. Unfortunately, the guards would never let us in."
"We'd be in costume, silly," Addy said.
"Do you think they'd let in anyone who's wearing a mask?" Marco snapped. "They'd check biometric patterns. Only people on the guest list would get through the front door."
Einav tapped her chin. "So we take the back door. I have a plan. We'll need some costumes."
Addy cheered. "YumZees here we come!"
* * * * *
That evening, the trio walked along the streets of Jerusalem, all in costume.
They were the only ones in costume. Einav was thankful for her heavy layers of makeup. She could feel herself blushing.
Jerusalem was known for many things. History, majesty, holiness. But not its Halloween spirit. The holiday was not celebrated here; indeed, it was barely even known. Hart was an American. On his hilltop palace, he and his friends celebrated holidays from their home. But here on the streets? Well, the city folk stared. And Einav blushed.
"We should have just carried the costumes in our bags," she mumbled.
"You look adorable!" Addy said. "It's a lovely Charlie Chaplin costume."
"I'm Buster Keaton," Einav said.
Addy tilted her head. "Who?"
Einav sighed. "Never mind."
They passed by a merchant stall that sold tasseled scarves, begemmed hookahs, and decorative daggers with antler horns. Einav paused to check her costume in a mirror. She wore an old-timey suit, a porkpie hat, and a deadpan expression. Her blond ponytail was hidden, and she had covered her face with white makeup and black lipstick. At home, when getting dressed, she had thought the costume clever. Now, with everyone staring, she wished an alien would kidnap her. Why had she let Addy talk her into this?
Marco was dressed as Frodo from The Lord of the Rings, complete with a walking stick, a wig of curly hair, more fake hair on his bare feet, and a golden ring on a chain.
"Put your wedding ring back on," Addy told him.
"It's not my wedding ring anymore. It's the One Ring. One ring to rule them all, one ring to—"
"Put it back on your finger!"
"Don't wanna."
Addy growled. "You're lucky I can't beat you up in this costume."
With a huff, she waddled down the road. She was dressed as a giant hot dog.
They headed toward the hill in the city center (stopping only briefly so Addy could buy another shawarma). They found the entire hill cordoned. Roads were blocked. Barricades were set up around the hill. Police stood everywhere, and Magen drones hovered overhead. After all, Earth's richest and famousest (Addy insisted that was a word) were gathering here tonight. There would be movie stars. Pop idols. Rich athletes. The great Anita Cole, a legendary diva, would be performing for the first time in twenty years. And of course, holding court would be President Cory Hart himself. Hence the barricades. Nobody wanted the commoners coming anywhere near.
Still, that didn't stop crowds from gathering around the hill. Thousands were here, hoping for a glimpse of the stars. A few were local Jerusalemites, come to see Western glitz in their Middle Eastern city. A few nuns were cheering, raising photographs of Owen Love, an aging crooner said to be attending the party. But most of the crowd was international. In the age of graviton engines and orbital shuttles, you could fly around the globe in under an hour. And for cheap. Throngs of star-seekers from around Earth were here, most of them in costumes. Drones flew overhead, dipping now and then to sell popcorn and refreshments. A large screen hovered above the crowd, displaying ads for soft drinks, antiperspirants, and payday loans. A few people claimed that Anita Cole's performance would be broadcast live on that screen. But Marco guessed it would probably just keep broadcasting commercials.
The trio wormed their way through the crowd. Marco, an avid introvert, felt dizzy. This hill had once been so peaceful. Now it was a nightmare. All the colorful costumes only added to his dizziness. For Addy it was heaven. She was gaping at the costumes, dancing to the music, soaking in the sights and sounds and smells. She stopped to take a selfie with Tigergirl (a popular comic book heroine) and buy a hot dog from a floating drone.
"How could you possibly still be hungry?" Marco said.
She devoured the hot dog and licked her lips. "I'm a growing girl."
Marco leaned around her and pointed at her backside. "Something is growing."
She punched him.
Einav walked with grim purpose, worming her way through the crowd. She was not a large woman, and she nearly drowned in the throng, but her determination cleared a path.
"Killer Charlie Chaplin costume!" said somebody in a gorilla suit.
"I'm Buster Keaton," Einav told him.
The gorilla scratched his head. "Who?"
"Now there's an idea for your next costume, Einav," Addy said. "Killer Charlie Chaplin! Just add a toothbrush mustache and bloodstains."
"You're describing Hitler," Marco said. "She's not getting dressed up as Hitler."
Einav sighed. "Come on, hurry up. We're almost there." She winced. "If we can squeeze through this crowd. It's only getting thicker."
Addy cleared her throat. "Allow me."
She cracked her neck, flexed her fingers, then began jabbing her elbows left and right. People stumbled back, wincing. Marco, who had felt the wrath of those elbows many times, didn't envy them. He and Einav followed the path Addy was carving through the crowd. Marrying a human bulldozer had some advantages after all.
They reached the barricade that surrounded Bet Eretz (or Hart Hall, as the new president called it). Rows of policemen stood here. Even Addy would struggle to elbow her way through them. Before she could try, Einav grabbed her, stopping the giant hot dog from hurling herself against the barricades and ending up in jail.
"I know a secret way," Einav said. "Come with me."
"Secret way?" Addy groaned. "But I wanna fight!"
"Save it for the squids," Einav said.
She led Marco and Addy around the barricades, past the crowd, down a trail, and into a shadowy valley. It was a quiet place. Marco breathed a little easier among the pines and cypresses and shadows, safe from the crowd. They were the only souls in the valley (aside from a mother boar and her piglets, who fled when Addy eyed them hungrily). You could barely see Hart Hall from here, only a neon glow on the hilltop. The sounds of music and laughter wafted into the valley like fairy echoes. Deeper in the night cluttered the walls and domes of Jerusalem, a city cloaked in shadows and sleep. Beyond spread the darkness of the desert under the stars.
Einav approached a twisting pine tree. Its cones lay scattered across the ground. Addy knelt to collect some of the nuts.
"You can't seriously still be hungry," Marco said.
"They're good!" Addy cracked a few pine nuts with a rock and ate the sweet meat inside.
Einav knelt beside her. But the former president was not hungry. She dusted aside dirt, pulled away patches of grass, and smiled. "It's still here. After all this time. Addy, help me dig?"
"Sorry, boss. I'm here to eat treats and kill aliens, not dig."
Einav placed her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. "Addy."
Addy sighed. "Fine!" She began to dig in the dirt.
"Faster, wench," Marco said, then recoiled, coughing, when Addy tossed dirt onto his face.
They worked for a while, clearing out rocks and dirt. Finally they revealed a round stone like a manhole cover. It was too heavy even for Addy. But Einav activated her prosthetic hand, gripped the rocky trapdoor, and ground her heels into the ground. Amazingly, she lifted the stone. Marco guessed that it weighed as much as a piano.
"Ugh, this used to be lighter, I swear." Einav dropped the rock nearby. It cracked, and she winced. "Oops. Didn't mean to break it."
Marco peered into the hole in the ground. His eyes widened. "A staircase! A tunnel!"
Einav nodded, brushing dirt off her old-fashioned suit. She straightened her porkpie hat. "Yep. An escape tunnel. I ordered it dug years ago when I was president. It leads right into Bet Eretz. Hart probably doesn't even know about it."
Marco raised an eyebrow. "What makes you think Hart never found the other end?"
"The tunnel goes right to the library. Marco, that's one room I bet Hart has never gone into."
"Not everyone is a bookworm like you, Poet," Addy said.
Marco bristled. "You say bookworm like it's a bad thing. Maybe if you read a book now and then, Addy—"
"Maybe if you weren't so short—"
"I'm five-foot-eight, same height as you, Addy."
"Nonsense. I'm way taller! Come, stand beside me. Come on!"
"You're wearing heels. It's not fair."
"Sure, sure, more excuses, Shorty. You even dressed up like a dwarf."
"I'm not a dwarf, I'm a hobbit!"
"Guys!" said Einav. "Enough. Come on. Into the tunnel. Kill each other later."
* * * * *
They traveled down the shadowy tunnel. Back in the day, Einav had built this tunnel to escape potential assassins. She had never imagined she'd use it decades later to sneak into the presidential palace.
Marco walked at her side, his walking stick tapping against the rough stone ground. He fingered the ring round his neck and took a deep breath.
"I feel like a real-life Frodo on an adventure," he said.
"Shut up, nerd." Addy snatched off his curly wig.
"Give me back my hobbit hair!"
"Make me."
"Stop it, both of you," Einav said. "Addy, give him his wig back. Marco, stop being a nerd."
"What?" He bristled. "I'm not—"
Addy giggled and dumped the wig onto his head.
Einav groaned. She loved the pair. She loved them more than anyone in the world. But sometimes they made her long life intolerable.
Finally the trio reached the end of the tunnel. A heavy blast door awaited them. It took all three friends, straining together, to pull it open. They stepped through the doorway, entering the shadowy library.
Einav rummaged around in the dark, seeking the light switch. She looked forward to seeing all her old books again. Books were like friends to her, full of memories, while unread books were like strangers with magical secrets to share. In Bet Or, her little house outside the city walls, Einav kept about a thousand books. A decent-enough library for one woman. But she missed the hundred thousand books in Bet Eretz. To her, this house had always been more than a seat of governance but also a hall of knowledge. Finally she found the switch and turned on the lights.
She blinked. The blood flowed into her face. She clenched her fists.
"He's gone too far," she hissed. "The bastard has gone too far this time."
Marco looked around. "I thought you said the tunnel leads to the library. This is just a huge wardrobe."
"It was the library," Einav said. "Hart got rid of all my books. And filled this place with countless clothes of every type. And hundreds of shoes. And . . . what the hell is that?" She pointed.
"I believe that is a muumuu," Addy said.
"Not the muumuu. That!" Einav approached a single bookshelf that remained. "He kept only one book? Just one?"
She picked it up. The cover featured a photo of Cory Hart smiling. The title appeared underneath the photo. My Story: The Rags-to-Riches Tale of One Man's Journey from Nothing to Everything.
"Rags to riches, my ass!" Addy said. "He was born to one of the world's richest families. And his dad was the previous president." She bit her lip, studying the cover. "Gotta admit though, he is kinda handsome. I mean, look at that hair. He does have great hair. Marco, why don't you get your hair cut like that?"
She made another grab for his wig. He hopped away from her, clinging onto his hobbit hair.
Einav took deep breaths, struggling to compose herself. She raised her minicom, checking the photos and videos for the millionth time. Still there. Evidence of the approaching shoal. She must make Hart listen.
"Come on, guys." She tucked her minicom into her suit pocket. "Dust off your costumes. Let's crash this party."
She walked across the library. Marco and Addy hurried to follow.
"Think they'll serve shawarma?" Addy whispered. Marco hushed her.
* * * * *
As Einav walked down the halls, she did not recognize the place. She had built Bet Eretz—the House of Earth—to be a place of unity and hope. Artwork had once adorned the walls. Every country had selected an artist who painted a scene for these hallowed halls. Paintings from around the world had filled a house to unite humanity.
Those works were gone now. Hart had removed them. Instead, framed posters covered the walls, glossy and garish. Each poster featured Hart smiling and shaking hands with somebody important. There he was in one poster, shaking hands with the Dalai Lama. That was pretty much it for world leaders. Most of the posters featured Hart alongside celebrities. In one poster, Hart was dunking hoops with the all-star Miami Spaceball team. In another poster, he seemed to be singing a duet with Miko-chan, a popular J-pop idol, famous for her genetically engineered cat ears. (Einav only knew who Miko-chan was because she had once caught Marco listening to her.)
Addy pointed at the poster. "Hey, Poet, it's your girlfriend."
Marco blushed. "I listened to her once. Once. Okay?"
Addy nodded. "Mhm. Sure. And we all heard you sing along. For some reason, while listening to her only once, you knew all the lyrics by heart."
"Shut up!" Marco said, blushing hotter. "I like her music, all right?"
"And I'm sure her skimpy skirts have nothing to do with it," Addy said.
Einav looked away from the posters. "Hart turned a house of unity into a palace for his ego."
Her chest felt tight. She balled up her fists. Blood heated her cheeks. But below the hot anger lurked cold sadness.
Is this how far we've fallen? Einav thought. Is this how vain, how decadent we've become? I cannot hate Hart. He's just a man of his time. A man the people elected because they saw themselves in him—or perhaps saw a man they wished to be. It's the time and not the man that saddens me. I fought to make a good world. And I did. But times never stay good forever. Like a child spoiled by affluence and plenty, this world slid into nihilism. And after nihilism comes decay.
Addy walked down the corridor, examining the posters on the walls. Her eyes widened. "Whoa! Hart met Gordie Rowley from the Maple Leafs! Rollin' Rowley himself!"
Marco shook his head in disgust. "Not a single author in the bunch. I see movie stars, athletes, rappers … Where are the authors?"
"Oh quiet, nobody wants to meet authors," Addy said. "They want to meet famous people."
"I'm famous!" Marco said, indignant. "I mean, just earlier this evening a lady recognized me."
"She recognized Frogurt, not you," Addy said.
"It's Frodo. Frodo Baggins. From—"
"Nobody cares. Nerd." She snatched off his wig.
Sometimes their banter could make Einav smile. Sometimes it could alleviate the sadness and loneliness that seemed to forever fill her. But today even her friends could not part those gloomy clouds. In some ways, she felt worse than during her long years of war. War was hell, but at least then, Einav had possessed power. Today she felt so helpless.
The trio followed the sound of music and laughter through the halls, heading deeper into the palace. The building was certainly larger than Einav remembered it. They got lost twice. At one point, a Magenman approached them. He was a towering, heavyset man with a shaggy beard and sweaty forehead. He must have stood seven feet tall and weighed three hundred pounds. Likely hired for his size. Einav stiffened, worried the guard would start trouble. She prepared to raise her prosthetic hand and blast him with a bolt of energy.
"Looking for the washroom?" the guard asked with a smile.
Einav relaxed. "For the way back to the party."
The big guard nodded. "Take a left down the hall, then a right, then upstairs, and you're there."
"Thanks!" Einav smiled. He seemed a decent-enough man. The kind of man who gave her hope. The kind of man who, perhaps, could fight in the wars ahead.
"Nice Charlie Chaplin costume!" the big man said.
"I'm Buster Keaton, actually."
"Who?" The guard frowned, then noticed Marco. "Hey, man, awesome Frodo costume."
"See?" Marco said to Addy. "People recognize me."
She glowered. "I told you, they recognize Frogurt, not you."
They continued down the hall, turned left, turned right, and walked upstairs. Back in Einav's day, there hadn't been an upstairs. President Hart had added an entire second floor. The trio stepped into a grand banquet hall.
Einav paused for a moment, overwhelmed. The sounds and colors and movement all flowed over her. Einav was not introverted per se. Not as introverted as Marco at least. As a former commander and president, she had learned to deal with large groups of people. But now even she cringed, and her instincts called on her to flee. Marco, a diehard introvert to the bone, actually stumbled back. Einav took his hand and squeezed it, giving him strength. Meanwhile, dear old Addy, an extrovert from head to toe, gasped in delight.
"Now this is a party!" the giant hot dog said.
The banquet hall looked like a cross between Versailles and a nightclub. Einav had never imagined those two styles could work together, and Hart's Hall confirmed it. Pastel frescoes of angels sprawled across the ceiling, frolicking around disco balls. Marble statues of Greek gods guarded a tiki bar. A huge oil painting, larger than life, dominated one wall, framed with giltwood. The artwork featured Cory Hart, dressed as Bacchus, lounging among unicorns and satyrs.
Socialites filled the banquet hall, all wearing Halloween costumes. It looked like tabloid pages come to life. The who's who of Earth's upper crust had come to party. Einav recognized only a handful of them—a few of the more popular actors and singers. Marco only seemed to recognize the J-pop stars. Addy knew everyone, and her eyes nearly popped out from her head. The giant hot dog was already racing between the rich and famous, asking for autographs.
"This is what he spends public money on," Einav muttered to Marco. "Parties! Banquets! Just to impress his celebrity friends. This party could have funded another warship."
"Um … yeah," Marco mumbled, seeming distracted. "You're right."
He was gaping at Sakura Butterflies, a popular J-pop group. The girls were fluttering about, dressed as (not entirely unexpectedly) butterflies.
"Marco!" Einav snapped her fingers. "You with me?"
"Um, yeah, yeah." He nodded. "Sorry. You have to admit though, it is rather intoxicating. This lifestyle. The glitz and glamour."
Einav raised an eyebrow. "You, Marco Emery, starstruck?"
He blushed. "I guess I'm not immune to the allure." He looked around him at the festivities. "I mean, is this really so bad, Einav? Sure, it's kitsch. And it's wasteful and it's vain. I get all that. But dammit, Einav, we fought for this. For peace. For prosperity. So that future generations can enjoy life. So they wouldn't face war and hardship. So they wouldn't be, well, like us."
Einav leaned her head against his shoulder and slung an arm around him. "You're right. Maybe I'm just being a sourpuss. But an old saying keeps returning to me. Hard times create strong men. Strong men create good times. Good times create weak men. And weak men create hard times. I wonder, Marco … are we near the end of this cycle? The shoal is coming. How do we make a weak man strong?"
A great chorus of laughter rose through the crowd. A tribal chant sounded, deep and booming.
"Speak of the devil," Marco muttered.
"Ooga booga, ooga booga!" rose the chant.
The celebrities laughed and cheered. Einav frowned, squinting, trying to see what was going on. The voice boomed louder.
"Ooga booga, ooga booga, Chief Hart dance for rain!"
Einav walked through the crowd, eyes narrowed, following the sound of chanting. Marco walked close behind. The partygoers barely noticed them. They were clapping and cheering. Finally Einav reached the head of the crowd. And there he was. President Cory Hart in the flesh.
He was dressed as a tribesman, complete with a straw skirt and headdress of bones and feathers. A pale man, he had covered his bare chest and face with black paint. He danced around, shaking a wooden stick and chanting.
"Ooga booga, Chief Hart dance for rain!"
"Bloody hell," Marco said.
Einav winced. "Cringey."
But everyone else in the crowd seemed to love it. They surrounded the president, clapping to the beat. Addy had joined the fun. She was doing her own rain dance, stamping her feet and chanting along. Marco gasped, clearly mortified.
"Addy, stop that!" he whispered, grabbing her by the arm. "It's offensive."
"Sorry." She blushed. "You gotta admit, it's a catchy chant."
President Hart noticed them. He looked right at the trio. He was a ridiculous figure, but Einav's flight-or-fight response kicked in. Did he recognize them as intruders? Would he call his guards? Briefly he made eye contact with her. Then he looked away and raised his hands high.
"Everyone, welcome to the 2265 Hartoween Spooktacular! I know, I know, horrible puns. But the wine is good … very good." He hiccuped and winked, drawing laughter. "And the company is better. Please enjoy yourselves, everyone! Socialize, drink, dance, and be merry!"
"Where's the buffet?" Addy cried. Everyone laughed. She only blushed deeper.
"Addy, shh," Marco whispered.
"What? I'm hungry!"
* * * * *
As the party continued, the crowd formed smaller social circles, some gathering to chat, others to drink, a few to dance. Many were looking around for Anita Cole, seeking the famous diva. She had not yet arrived. Standing here in the crowd, Einav was surprised to find herself feeling awkward. No, she was not as introverted as Marco perhaps. But she still felt out of place here. Foolish, even.
I'm a child of war, she thought. I was born on a military base, and all I know is battle. I don't know how to behave at a party.
She was glad that Marco and Addy stood with her. Without them, she would feel even lonelier. It was funny how a crowd made her feel lonelier than being alone. And again, Einav realized what a blessing her friends were. Without Marco and Addy, she would not have been able to tolerate this party. Or this life. Without them, she would have drowned long ago in her melancholy.
"Excuse me, waiter!" said a supermodel, gesturing at Einav.
"I'm not a waiter, I'm Buster Keaton."
"Who?" The model tilted her head, then spotted an actual waiter carrying a tray of hors d'oeuvres. She had to battle Addy for the tiny sausages. (The model lost.)
While that was going on, Hart walked through the crowd, smiling, shaking hands, patting backs. The young president was sauntering toward Einav. She stood still, watching him approach. That flight-or-fight response flared in her again. Funny. A ridiculous man in a ridiculous costume was triggering her anxiety. Yet in his own way, with his foolishness and foppishness and malicious vanity, he seemed as dangerous as the shoal.
"Good evening!" Hart grinned. The black paint on his face made his perfect teeth seem even whiter. "I'm Cory. I don't believe I've made your acquaintance. I would remember a woman so beautiful."
He took Einav's hand and kissed it, getting some black makeup on her. She suppressed a shudder.
"Charmed," she said. "My name is Einav B—"
"I must say, that is a fantastic Charlie Chaplin costume!" Hart said.
"I'm Buster Keaton."
"Who?"
Einav shook her head. "Never mind that now. President Hart, I must show you something. Urgently."
But he had already moved on to the next guest. He was shaking hands with Addy. "And look at this hot dog costume!"
Addy blushed and batted her eyelids. "Thanks, you too. I mean—not that you're a hot dog. I mean, you are hot. But not a dog. I mean, I like dogs. A lot. I just—" She flushed. "Can you sign my autograph? I mean—can I have you? I mean—yours? Autograph, that is?"
Marco cleared his throat. "Forgive my wife. She's clearly a little starstruck. And brain damaged." He glared at her.
"Oh, be quiet and go back to ogling your butterfly girls," Addy snapped.
Hart looked hopelessly confused. Einav seized her chance and grabbed the president by the arm. "Come with me. Now. I must show you something."
A few clowns approached. Magenmen in costume, Einav realized. Hart smiled and waved them down. "It's all right, boys, it's all right! Don't worry, friends! Charlie Chaplin didn't come to assassinate me."
Laughter fluttered through the crowd.
"Buster Keaton," Einav said. Nobody heard.
She walked through the crowd, pulling Hart along. The young president followed obediently. Meanwhile, Addy was chasing another waiter with a tray of sausages. Marco ran after her, trying to save the poor young waiter before he got bulldozed over. Holding sausages around Addy was like dangling raw chicken in front of a crocodile. You could easily lose your fingers.
Leaving the married couple, Einav led Hart toward a balcony. They stepped out into the night, escaping the crowd. A few celebrities were here, smoking shabu pipes. The little crystals (highly illegal) glittered in the night like tiny galaxies. At least Einav assumed the smokers were celebrities. She didn't recognize them herself. But she could see the commoners behind the barricades, pointing and snapping photos. Hart waved to the crowd. They cheered and the night lit up with flashes.
"Dammit, is nowhere private anymore?" Einav said.
Hart gave her a knowing look. "I keep a bedroom in the palace. Would you like to—?"
"Don't even think about it, buster," she said.
"I thought you were Buster."
"And you're a married man!"
He deflated. His cheeks flushed. "I know. I'm sorry. I embarrassed you. And myself. I'm . . ." He heaved a sigh. "I'm drunk, Buster Keaton."
Some of her rage flowed away. Perhaps he wasn't a bad man after all. Life had pampered him. He hadn't been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. The spoon had been pure gold inlaid with diamonds. Einav had grown up a military brat, struggling to survive every day. Hart had grown up in the limelight, famous since birth. If Earth still had royalty, he was it. Hardship breaks a child, but comfort breaks a man. Hart was broken.
"My name is Einav," she said softly.
"Huh. Like Einav Ben-Ari, the famous president from history," he said. "You should have dressed up like her. You even look a little like her. Come with me. There's a quiet place."
The balcony wrapped around the entire palace, it seemed. Leaving the shabu smokers, they walked along the balcony until they reached a quiet area. The balcony here overlooked a shadowy valley and the sleepy hills of Jerusalem. Einav could see, in the distance, the tree that marked the trapdoor.
My city is so beautiful, she thought. I almost forgot.
Hart leaned over the railing, silent for a moment. A few Magenmen had followed them, Einav noticed. But they were taking care to remain in shadow. As much as clowns with big red noses and floppy shoes could remain in shadow.
After contemplating the night for a while, Hart spoke, voice soft. "Did I embarrass myself in there? In the party? With my dance?"
Einav shifted uncomfortably. "Sir, it's not my—"
"Call me Cory."
"Cory, it's not my place to judge."
He looked at her, a sad smile on his face. "You didn't say no."
She returned the small smile. "I did not."
He heaved a sigh and gazed out at the night. "They'll call me a buffoon again. The media. They'll call me an idiot. A playboy. A fool riding on his father's coattails. I try to be a good leader, but … I'm not sure why I'm telling you all this."
"Maybe because you recognize I'm not a sycophant."
He frowned. "Who are you, Einav? You do look familiar. Have I seen you in a soap opera? Or are you a musician? Tennis player?"
"I'm a concerned citizen of Earth," she said. "And Earth is in great danger. All of humanity might go extinct. There is a war coming, Mr. Hart. A war unlike any before. The enemy is on the way. And you, Mr. Hart, must lead humanity in this war."
He blinked and took a step back. He glanced toward the shadows where his clowns waited, then back at Einav. "What are you talking about?"
"This." She rolled up her sleeve, exposing her prosthetic arm, and tapped a button on the limb.
Holographic screens burst out from her arm, hovering in a carousal. Their bluish light illuminated the balcony. With her real hand, Einav spun the carousel of screens, showing them to Hart. Each screen displayed another photo or video of the hydrians. Joey had taken them in deep space.
"Behold the shoal," Einav said. "A migration of hydrians, squid-like aliens from outside the galaxy. There are billions of them, they're hungry, and they're heading to Earth. You must prepare!"
Hart frowned at the images. He paused on a video of Joey firing novabolts at the shoal. The video looped over and over, showing a galactopod exploding. Addy could be heard from behind the camera. "Up yours, asshole!"
"This is what awaits Earth," Einav said. "The hydrians are traveling faster than any ship we've ever seen. There are billions of them. They crave Earth. They seek to enslave and kill us. But we have time. If you rebuild the fleet, if you beef up defenses, we can—"
"You attacked one?" Hart said.
Einav blinked. "We attacked and destroyed several, yes."
It was hard to see through the black makeup, but it looked like Hart was flushing in anger. "You attacked these aliens?"
Einav narrowed her eyes. Her own anger flared. "Were you not listening to me? They are heading to Earth! To invade us!"
Hart barked a laugh. "Because you provoked them! You attacked them! If you poke a hornet's nest, are you surprised when they sting?"
Einav gasped in disbelief. "Poke a hornet's nest! Really! Long before we faced them, they attacked Hypnos. Look!"
She spun through the carousel, bringing up an image of Hypnos's ruins. Her heart broke again to see the dead. To think of Julian. To remember Erafel crushing his skull.
Hart studied the photo of the ruins. He shoved it away. "Hypnos. Ha! They're not even under the domain of Earth. Why should we get involved with wars on the other side of the galaxy?"
Einav blinked. Could he really be so obtuse?
"Because that war is coming here!" she said.
He waved dismissively. "They're a hundred thousand light-years away. Bah! Wars across the galaxy don't interest me. The days of war are over, Einav! They're relics from a barbarous time. The president you're named after, that Einav Ben-Ari, was nothing but a warmonger. A barbarian. We're more civilized now! We believe in diplomacy. Not violence! In peace. Not war! In love. Not hate!"
Einav felt the blood rush into her cheeks. "Is it loving to leave your world undefended? Is it peaceful to allow the enemy to sack our cities? Is it civilized to party like it's the last days of Rome while the barbarians are at our gates?"
"Barbarians!" Hart barked a laugh. "Is that how you see aliens? As barbarians? They are wonderful lifeforms who share our galaxy, Einav. Just as valuable as us. Just as worthy! When you look at these aliens"—he gestured at a photo of the shoal—"you see monsters. But I see beings just as deserving of life and happiness as humans."
"They destroyed Hypnos!" she cried.
"Are all hydrians guilty of that? If one man commits a crime, do you judge his entire nation?"
Einav growled. "We're not talking about men and nations here, Hart. We're talking about vicious killers who are coming here to destroy us."
"Fearmongering!" Hart cried. "Xenophobia! We saw where such attitudes got us in the old days. Read a history book, girl! The old days were full of people like you. Fearful. Hateful. Suspicious of aliens. Those were days of endless war! We're better than that now. We've evolved. Why can't you?"
Einav inhaled deeply. She wanted to rage. To grab him. Shake him. Insult him. She wanted to shout: It's true what they say! You are a buffoon! You are an embarrassment!
But her anger quickly faded. Instead she felt … pity. He was a fool. He was pampered. And he realized it. And he was trying. God above, in his own misguided way, he was trying. He honestly believed what he was saying.
"Cory," she said softly. "You can insult me. You can call me names. That's fine. But you must know something. The good times are ending. And you can rise to the challenge. You can be a different kind of leader. I can help you."
Hart stared at her, silent. For a moment, it almost seemed like he might cry. Then he took a step back and shook his head.
"I don't know who you are," he said. "But if you came here to frighten me, to prank me—"
"I'm telling the truth." She took off her porkpie hat and shook her long golden hair free. "I am Einav Ben-Ari. The real Einav Ben-Ari. I'm 142 years old, and I come to you now to aid you in this hour of darkness."
He stared at her, blinked, and shook his head in wonder. "It's amazing," he whispered. "Amazing! You are completely, utterly mad!"
Something snapped inside her. All her pity burned away. Her anger was a tidal wave now. "If I'm mad, then lock me up in a mental institution! If I'm crazy, then wrap me in a straitjacket and toss me into a padded room! Or you can take a leap of faith, Cory Hart. For once in your life, you can take something seriously. And you can listen to me. And let me help you. And you can win this war!"
She paused, panting, looking at Hart with hope.
An hour later, a door slammed shut.
Einav stood in the padded room, bound in a straitjacket.
"Let me out, you bastards!" she shouted. "I am Einav Ben-Ari! Let me out!"
Nobody answered. She could hear the orderlies' footfalls heading away. Einav slumped down, lowered her chin to her chest, and let despair roll over her.




CHAPTER SIX 

We're All Mad Here
Einav sat in the padded room, bound in a straitjacket, head lowered.
"So it's come to this," she said to herself. "I always thought it would be Addy who ends up in the loony bin, not me."
Anger soured her belly like bad milk. Anger at Hart. At the state of the world. At Erafel and his shoal. But mostly at herself. At the end of the day, she must take responsibility. She could only blame herself.
She had stepped away from the world, gone on adventures, explored other planets, retired from politics and the military. She had abandoned humanity. Was it any surprise that humanity had abandoned her? In her hubris, she had even imagined that she could trust Hart. Now she was paying for her mistakes. Would she remain in this padded cell until the shoal arrived, cracked the walls open, and fed upon her?
A day went by. A nurse came to check on her. Somebody gave her pills to take. She pretended to swallow them, then spat them out. No doctor saw her. Perhaps none would. Hart wanted to get rid of her. To discredit her. Likely, he would leave her here to rot. Another night went by and another day. Another day of faceless nurses and orderlies in white robes. Another day trapped here with her despair.
Finally, on the third day, a doctor came to see her.
"I am Einav Ben-Ari," she told him. "The former president of Earth."
He nodded and scribbled something down on his clipboard. "And how long have these delusions been persisting?"
She growled and nearly broke his clipboard over his head.
How she missed her prosthetic arm! It had given her such strength. With that arm, she could have ripped off the straitjacket, broken the door, and fought her way out. Indeed, when Hart had sicced his Magenmen on her, she had broken the bones of three men. They had jabbed a needle into her neck, sedating her. When she had come to, she found herself in this mental institution. Her prosthetic arm was missing. And her stump was trapped inside the straitjacket.
She hoped the Magenmen were okay. One of them had been the big, bearded man who had given her directions to the banquet hall. With his pink cheeks and earnest eyes, he had seemed an honest fellow, only doing his job. She had tried hard not to hurt Hart's guards, merely to break free. But, well, her prosthetic was very powerful, and she had shattered a few wrists, maybe snapped a few ribs. For all the damn good it did. Now she was trapped here. Maybe for good.
No, she had to stop this sort of thinking. She was being defeatist. She forced her chin up.
"C'mon, Einav!" she told herself. "You faced alien hordes before. You can escape a measly mental institution."
A key rattled in the door lock.
"Go away!" Einav snapped.
The key kept rattling. A falsetto voice sounded from outside. The speaker had a posh English accent. "It's time for your medicine!"
Einav growled. She would fight this time. Even in her straitjacket. She could ram into the nurse. Break into the hall. Leap through the window and rush to freedom.
"Good heavens!" came the falsetto voice again. "What the dickens is wrong with this lock?"
A deeper voice answered. "You're using the wrong key. That's our house key. And stop being British!"
Einav frowned. The voices sounded familiar …
Finally the door opened. A nurse walked into the room. Einav prepared to run forward and barrel into her … then froze.
It was Addy! Addy wearing a nurse uniform. A … sexy nurse uniform.
"Hullo, good morrow!" Addy said, still speaking in falsetto.
Marco entered the room behind her. He was dressed as an orderly in white scrubs. "Hiyo, Einav. Forgive Addy's uniform. It's the only nurse outfit she found that would fit."
"Shut up. You weren't complaining about the uniform last night," Addy said, speaking with her normal voice again.
Einav blinked. "You two … you two …" She laughed and her eyes dampened. "You two are absolutely crazy!"
"Hey, you're the one locked up in the padded room," Addy said.
Einav rushed toward the couple. In her straitjacket, she could not hug them, but they gave her big, enveloping embraces.
"We gotta hurry," Marco said. "Addy raised some eyebrows strutting down the hallway. The staff is suspicious." He glared at his wife. "Why did you wear stiletto heels?"
"They came with the nurse uniform," Addy said. "You're only angry because I'm taller than you now."
He flushed. "I'm angry because you nearly blew our cover."
Addy waved dismissively. "They fell for it. You saw how all those orderlies were fighting over who'd show the new nurse around."
"Can you two stop bantering and free me?" Einav said.
Blushing, they unbuckled her straitjacket. Einav pulled her arms free and stretched them. Including the left arm, which ended at the elbow.
Addy took a step back, gasping. "Einav! They cut off your arm!" She growled and clenched her fists. "I'll kill the bastards!"
"Addy, Addy!" Marco grabbed her before she could bulldoze down the hall, pummeling every nurse and doctor on her way. "Einav lost her arm in battle years ago. Remember? During the Gray War?"
"Oh … right." Addy blushed. "I forgot. Her prosthetic is that realistic." Addy grabbed Marco's forearms and twisted. Hard.
"Ow!" He yanked himself free. "What the hell?"
"Just checking," Addy said. "In case I forgot any more prosthetics."
Marco sighed. "I knew it. I knew someday Addy would put us all in the loony bin."
"Don't worry, it'll be a short visit." Addy tossed a small package to Einav. "I got you a disguise. Same as mine. We'll be twins."
Einav looked at the plastic package. It featured a photo of a flirty nurse in fishnet stockings. Words were printed beneath the photo. Sexy Nurse Costume. 18+. Happy Halloween!
"I am not wearing this," Einav said.
"Well, you can't saunter through a hospital while dressed as Charlie Chaplin," Addy said.
Einav looked down at her body, realizing she still wore her Buster Keaton suit.
"Don't worry, I brought you a lab coat," Marco said.
He tossed Einav the garment. She pulled it on. It hung too loosely, but it was better than Addy's ridiculous getup.
"Marco, put on the spare nurse costume," Addy said.
"What? No!"
"It cost me five bucks! Put it on!"
"I'll pay you ten bucks right now to shut up."
Addy zipped her mouth shut. She made a "pay me" gesture with her fingers.
Marco tucked a bill into her fishnet stocking. "Last time I paid a woman in this outfit, she was dancing around a pole."
"Enough bantering," Einav said, heading into the corridor. "Let's get out of here."
"Hopefully in one piece," Addy said. "Oh. Sorry, Einav."
* * * * *
The trio walked down the corridor, trying to appear casual. They didn't get far. A nurse—wearing an actual, normal nurse uniform—came rushing down the hall. She dragged several big orderlies with her. The men carried batons and syringes.
"There she is!" the nurse said, pointing at Addy. "The intruder!"
Addy waved and blew the group a kiss. "Hello, boys."
A few orderlies waved back, grinning. The nurse smacked them. "Arrest her!"
"We're not cops, Nurse Pirie."
The nurse fumed. "Then escort the intruders out of my hospital."
Addy cracked her fingers. A grin spread across her face. "So a fight it is."
With a battle cry, Addy leaped forward. She kneed one orderly in the stomach. When he buckled over, Addy delivered a blinding uppercut to his jaw. The man collapsed like a sack of hot dogs. A second orderly swung a baton at her. Addy grabbed the weapon in her hands, kicked the man's kneecap, then smacked his temple. As he fell, she wrenched the baton free.
Two more orderlies rushed at her. Addy hurled her baton, hitting one on the head. The man crashed down, an ugly red mark on his forehead. The last orderly reached Addy, thrusting a syringe. He jabbed her in the arm. Addy shrieked, punched his jaw, crushed his nose, and finally knocked him down with a roundhouse kick. He hit the floor.
All four orderlies were down for the count. The nurse—the real nurse—fled for her life.
Addy spat. "That'll show 'em. How dare they try to arrest us?"
"Actually, they weren't going to arrest us," Marco said. "Or attack us. Or harm us in any way whatsoever."
"You sure?" Addy cocked her head, then shrugged. "Oh well, all's water under the … under the …" She grabbed her head. "I feel kinda woozy."
Marco looked at the needle sticking out from her arm. "They drugged you!"
Addy gave him a simpering smile. "Hey, this is good … stuff …"
Her eyes rolled back. Marco grabbed her before she fell.
Einav knelt and lifted a fallen baton. "Come on, we gotta get out of here. Before the cops arrive. Carry Addy and follow me."
She raced down the hall, leaving Marco to carry his wife.
"Hey, a little help here?" Marco said, slinging Addy across his shoulders. His legs wobbled. "God, she's heavy."
"Sorry, I only have one arm," Einav said.
Marco stumbled after her, carrying the very groggy Addy. He groaned with every step. "Jesus Christ, my wife weighs a ton."
Addy's eyelids fluttered open. "Shut up," she mumbled sleepily. "I'm petite."
"For a hippo maybe."
"Hey …," she mumbled, eyes closing again. "I only weigh 115 pounds."
"Which butt cheek are you referring to?" Marco muttered. Before she could punch him, Addy was snoring.
Einav led the way. An orderly approached her. Einav screamed and rushed him, waving her baton. The man cursed and fled.
"I ain't paid enough for this shit!" he could be heard saying as he ran around the corner.
Baton raised menacingly, Einav advanced down the corridor. Behind her, Marco was groaning like a donkey carrying too many saddlebags.
They were almost at the exit. A bald, mustached doctor waited there, a stethoscope around his neck. Einav recognized him. Dr. Simon, the man who had interrogated her yesterday. At least, it had felt like an interrogation. Like everyone else here, Simon was just doing his job. She couldn't blame him. To Dr. Simon and his staff, she was just a crazy woman, ranting about squids in the sky, claiming to be a historic figure.
"Now now, Einav!" the good doctor said. "You're not well yet. You know you can't leave your room."
"Stand back now!" Einav said. "Out of my way."
"Do it or I'll throw my wife at you!" Marco added.
Perhaps it was Einav's commanding voice, perhaps Marco's threat, but the doctor stepped aside.
God, it's nice to just fight medical staff instead of aliens for once, Einav thought. Definitely easier.
The trio exited the hospital into the yard. The sun was shining. Trees rustled and birds sang.
They were free!
And then sirens filled the air. Red and blue lights flashed. Engines roaring, police coptrollers descended from above.
* * * * *
As the police sirens wailed, Einav winced. "Great."
She and Marco stood on the patio, the wind from the coptrollers blasting their hair. Slung across Marco's shoulders, Addy snored on. Far across the parking lot, Einav saw a black shard missing from reality. Joey.
"Why did you park so far?" Einav said.
"Addy said she needed practice walking with heels," Marco said.
"Joey, get over here!" Einav cried.
"She's turned off," Marco said. "She can't hear you."
The coptrollers flew closer. The blue-and-white ships hovered before the patio, engines rumbling, blasting the leaves off the trees. A policeman leaned out one coptroller's window, holding a megaphone. His voice boomed. "Freeze and put your hands in the air!"
"I can't, I'm carrying my wife!" Marco said, groaning under the weight.
"I only have one hand!" Einav said.
This confused the police for a moment. Enough to give Einav time to formulate a plan of sorts.
"Run to Joey," Einav said, never removing her eyes from the police shuttles.
"It'll never work," Marco said.
"It'll work. Joey is stealthy. We'll disappear in space."
"I mean running while carrying Addy will never work." Marco grimaced and hefted the slumbering woman.
But Einav was already running off the patio and across the asphalt parking lot. With a groan, Marco ran too—awkwardly, his wife wobbling across his shoulders.
"Halt now!" the police cried from their floating coptrollers. "Halt or we will open fire!"
Einav kept running.
Let's call their bluff.
Marco ran a step behind.
Gunfire rattled.
"Shit!" Einav blurted out, running faster. Joey was only a few steps away now. Could she make it?
Bullets hailed down, sparking on the asphalt by Einav's feet. The cops were actually firing! They were actually trying to kill her!
No. No, she would not allow it!
With a snarl, Einav spun on her heel. Like a discus thrower, she hurled her baton skyward. The metal rod twirled in the air … and flew into one coptroller's engine. Like a glutton, the engine sucked it up.
Fire blazed. Smoke unfurled. The coptroller tilted in the sky, slewed, and slammed into a second ship. Fire spread across both vehicles. The policemen screamed and ejected, and their coptrollers came crashing down.
"Holy shit!" Marco cried, the firelight in his eyes.
He and Einav ran faster. The two flaming shuttles hit the ground behind them. A fireball blazed.
Three coptrollers still flew, but they were disoriented, retreating from the smoke and fire.
Einav reached Joey. She tried the airlock hatch. Locked.
"Joey, wake up!" Einav pounded the hull.
Joey's headlights turned on. "Einav, that you? I was having a wonderful dream! I was painted pink, and Addy moved to Florida, and—"
"Open your hatch and fly!" Einav shouted.
"Compliance!" Joey said, popped her hatch, and began to levitate.
Einav hopped in. With a groan, Marco tossed Addy into the airlock. Einav dragged the unconscious woman onto the deck.
"You're right, she does weight a ton," Einav muttered.
Joey was still rising. Marco hopped from the ground, catching the airlock's rim. For a moment he dangled, legs kicking in midair, clinging onto Joey with one hand. Einav grabbed him—damn, she wished she still had two hands!—and pulled him to safety. He weighed a ton too, to be fair.
By the time the remaining coptrollers reoriented themselves, Joey was shooting skyward at breakneck speed. Addy slid across the deck and thumped into a bulkhead. Hard.
Addy moaned. Her eyelids fluttered. "Marco, stop kicking me in your sleep …" She passed out again, snoring.
The coptrollers were chasing them, soaring through the atmosphere in pursuit. The sky was still blue and Joey very visible. As impressive as her stealth cloak was, it had a glaring flaw. It only worked at night.
Marco and Einav dragged Addy into the cockpit and dropped her into the middle seat. Marco slumped into the pilot's seat, groaning like an old man with arthritis, and grabbed the yoke. Einav manned the gunnery controls (Addy's usual spot).
Hopefully they wouldn't have to shoot the police. Einav did not want to kill humans. She would not kill humans, she decided. If she could not escape without killing, she would surrender herself.
The shoal is coming, she thought. Humans must not kill humans. We must unite against the hydrians!
Below them, the police opened fire.
Missiles streaked upward toward Joey.
Marco cursed and hit the afterburner, giving Joey a burst of energy. She blazed skyward on a geyser of fire. The starship squealed.
"Einav, can you lay down suppressive fire?" Marco said.
"I won't attack humans."
"At least shoot down those incoming missiles!"
That Einav could do. Joey's main cannons were on the prow, facing upward and away from the police. But the ship also boasted a plascaster—a small plasma gun. The weapon could pop out her topside, swivel in any direction, and hurl plasma bolts. It wasn't as powerful as Joey's primary neutron cannons, but it would do now.
Einav tapped a button. Like a sleepy groundhog, the plascaster emerged from a hidden hatch in Joey's dorsal hull.
The police missiles were coming in fast, streaking through the stratosphere. Einav opened fire. Joey's plascaster unleashed a barrage of plasma bolts. The fireballs hit one missile. A second. A third! The warheads exploded harmlessly in the stratosphere.
The police unleashed more missiles, but just then, like a whale leaping from the ocean, Joey breached the atmosphere and soared into space.
At once, her ultrablack stealth cloak did its magic. To an outside observer, Joey would seem to vanish. Marco took manual control and veered left, flying a thousand miles above the Mediterranean. The police missiles shot by Joey and vanished into the distance.
The coptrollers emerged into space next. They looked around like confused wolves who had lost their prey, then scattered, flying in different directions, seeking Joey in the darkness. Einav knew they would never find her.
She slumped back in her seat and took deep breaths.
"That was a close one," she said.
Joey hovered in space, gliding gently into deeper orbit. Marco and Einav just sat there, taking deep breaths, letting their heartbeats slow down.
Addy woke up, blinked, and looked around. "Hey … are we still in the loony bin?"
Marco nodded. "Sure are."
"Same as usual," said Einav.
Addy looked down at her fishnet stockings and blinked. She plucked out a ten-dollar bill. "Ooh, free money! Can we stop somewhere for shawarma?"
Marco gave her candy from his pocket.
* * * * *
As Addy munched on candy, Einav glanced into the rearview monitor. More coptrollers were rising from the atmosphere. Joey squealed and flew faster.
"Hey, check it out!" Addy said, looking at her minicom. "We're picking up a news bulletin."
"This isn't the time for television," Marco said.
"But look, Poet. It's about us."
Addy tapped a button. A holographic screen expanded from her minicom, hovering in the cockpit. A tiny, holographic drone floated on the translucent screen, bristling with microphones and speakers.
"This is BuzzBot McFly, on the ground in Jerusalem," the drone said. "Well, to be fair, I'm floating about two meters aboveground. And boy, are my gears tired! Sorry for the jokes, folks. What happened here is no laughing matter. Behind me, you'll see the flaming wreckage of two coptrollers. A dangerous, unnamed criminal has escaped Tranquil Minds Sanatorium and attacked the policemen who tried to stop her. A womanhunt is now underway! If you see this woman, beware. She is considered armed (well, one-armed at least) and dangerous."
An image of Einav appeared on-screen. It had been taken a few days ago at Bet Eretz. In the photo, Einav was standing on the balcony, wearing her Halloween costume.
BuzzBot reappeared on-screen. "The escaped convict was described as a woman in her thirties, standing five-foot-six-inches tall, with blond hair and green eyes. She was last seen wearing a Charlie Chaplin costume."
"I'm Buster Keaton," Einav muttered.
"Two accomplices helped her escape," continued BuzzBot. "They've been identified as Marco Emery, an obscure author, and his wife, Addy Linden, a local eccentric."
"Hey, I'm not obscure!" Marco said.
Addy mussed his hair. "Of course not."
Another image appeared on-screen. It had come from the hospital's security camera. Marco was dressed in scrubs, while Addy wore her sexy nurse outfit.
"That's not me," Addy said.
Marco shrugged. "Looks like you."
"Seriously, my ass is not that big."
Marco mussed her hair. "Of course not."
Einav shut off the holofeed. "Looks like we won't be going home. Not for a very long while."
"Can we still stop for shawarma?" Addy said. Marco shushed her.
Einav continued speaking, her voice low. "We tried to warn Hart. And instead of listening, he's trying to silence us. I hoped he could be an ally. But now he's hunting us."
Addy snorted and waved her hand dismissively. "Oh please. That buffoon hunting us? He couldn't hunt a stuffed bear in a taxidermy shop."
"But he still commands a police force and military," Einav said. "True, they're weaker than they were in our day. But they're still formidable. And we're only three people."
"Four!" Joey chimed in.
"Shut up. The adults are talking," Addy snapped.
Marco gazed out into space. "So we can't return home. Our address isn't exactly a secret. I mean, it's on our tax returns. Dammit! It was bad enough dealing with the shoal. Now we have to deal with Cory Hart too." He looked at Einav. "What do we do now?"
"Why do you always ask her but not me?" Addy said.
"Quiet, the adults are talking," Joey said.
Addy kicked her on the dashboard.
"We can't return to Earth, but we still have allies," Einav said. "Dale will help us. We go to Mars."
Addy raised her fist. "Right after shawarma!"
Marco rolled his eyes. "Addy!"
"Come on, there's a floating food court right over there." She pointed at a neon-encrusted space station. "They even have a fly-through."
As police swarmed around Earth, the trio flew far beyond the moon, eating shawarma as they glided toward the red planet.




CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Red Riot
Marco had always liked Mars. Most people did. The Martian hotels, amusement parks, casinos, and performance halls drew millions of tourists a year. It wasn't called "the Red Vegas" for nothing. Kids visited Marvinworld to enjoy roller coasters that were impossible with Earth gravity. Teens visited the Caves of Barsoom adventure tunnels, full of animatronic monsters to battle with holographic swords. Young couples got married in "love chapels" and spent their first nights together in heart-shaped craters. Adventurers climbed Olympus Mons, the highest mountain in the solar system. Some people simply came to sit in the neon domes and play the slot machines for a while. The planet was bustling, rich, and glittered like a ruby.
But that wasn't why Marco liked the planet. Too busy. Too colorful. He found casinos dull, he was too old for amusement parks, and concert halls seemed far too crowded and loud (though he might risk them someday to see Sakura Butterflies). What he loved about Mars was the desert.
Though home to many, most of Mars was still uninhabited. It wasn't a great planet to settle. The atmosphere was too thin, the gravity too light, and even today in 2265, terraforming was only a nascent science. Mars was close to Earth. That made it a premier tourist destination. But to this day, most of Mars remained untouched. The Martians lived in domes. Outside the domes—solitude. Vast planes spread to the horizons, red and rocky, bereft of humans. For an introvert like Marco, this was paradise. From Joey's cockpit, he watched the planet grow larger, and a contented sigh rolled through him. As soon as they landed, he planned to don a spacesuit and walk alone in the desert, to reflect and imagine and replenish his soul.
"I'm so excited!" Addy shrieked. She grabbed Marco and shook him. "You're going to take me to Marvinworld, and then we'll hit the casinos, and ooh they have good buffets, and then we can go to the water park, and and and—"
"Addy, no," Marco said. "Those places are tourist traps. They're crowded, expensive, and noisy."
She didn't seem to hear him. "—and then we can visit the alien menagerie, and we can ride the borlaks, and ooh, we need to catch a marsball game, and—"
"Addy Linden!" Einav interjected. "We're not here as tourists. We're here as fugitives from the law. We need to keep a low profile."
Addy stared at her. "What are you talking about? You're on the run from the law. You're the one who pissed off Hart and got locked up in a loony bin. I, madam, am a tourist!"
"You're an accomplice," Einav said. "You busted me out, remember?" Einav frowned. "And why are you still wearing your sexy nurse outfit?"
"Excuse me, but I didn't have time to pack clothes while rescuing my best friend," Addy said. "Marco, give me your clothes."
"No, thanks."
"Come on, do it!" Addy gestured at her skimpy outfit. "Do you really want to be seen with me wearing this? Have you no dignity, Marco? Don't you respect yourself?"
He groaned. "Just grab one of the spacesuits from Joey's closet."
"She'll never fit," Joey chimed in. "My spacesuits are all medium."
"Shut up. I'm petite!" Addy said. "I can fit into a medium. I rock a medium. Look! This nurse outfit is a medium, and it fits perfectly."
"Addy, it's painted on!" Marco said.
"It's tailored!" Addy insisted, leaping from her seat. Her outfit gave a loud rip and burst open.
Marco and Einav stared, eyes wide.
Addy blushed and covered herself. "I'll just go change." She glowered. "Stop laughing, both of you."
Einav hid her giggles behind her palm. Marco couldn't help but laugh uproariously. Addy fled the cockpit, holding her ripped costume against her body.
While Addy was in the hold, Marco flew his little starship closer to Mars. As they approached the thin atmosphere, he frowned.
"That's odd," he said.
Einav looked at him. "What is?"
"I've been to Mars before. Several times. It's always busy. There are queues to enter orbit. The spaceports are jam-packed. It seems so empty today."
Einav looked around. Only a few other starships were flying here. Most were freighters delivering essentials like oxygen and water from Earth.
"Where are all the tourists?" Einav said.
"There should be a million little ships here," Marco said. "Full of families, newlyweds, bachelor parties, gamblers …"
"There's one." Einav pointed. A wood-paneled space-wagon was lumbering along. A few children in the back seat were fighting.
"One," Marco said. "Something is up."
Einav chewed her lip. "I was hoping to blend in. To disappear in the crowd. Well, let's land. Dale will tell us what's going on."
As if on cue, a signal from Mars washed over Joey. A hologram materialized over her dashboard. It featured a portly man with pink cheeks, a bald head, and a warm smile. He wore lush crimson robes adorned with golden filigree, and rings glittered on his fingers.
"Welcome, welcome to Mars!" said the hologram. "My name is Dale Emery, governor of the red planet. I welcome you to—"
"Dale?" Marco said.
"It's a recording," said Einav.
Marco blushed. "Of course." He winced and glanced around, seeking his wife, who was thankfully still changing in the hold. "Don't tell Addy I spoke to a recording."
The plump governor kept speaking. "—where you'll find luxurious spas, state-of-the-art entertainment theaters, and of course, galaxy-class dining." He patted his ample belly and chuckled. "I'm guilty of partaking of Mars's fine restaurants myself. If you sign up to our voucher program, you'll receive a coupon for—"
Marco shut off the hologram. Dale Emery was his great-grandson, one of several dozen, descended from Sam Emery, Marco's son. Dale also had a good amount of de la Rosa blood in him. His grandmother was Tala de la Rosa (Sam's wife). And his great-grandmother was Lailani de la Rosa, whom Marco had been engaged to a century ago. It felt like another life. There was even some Ben-Ari blood in there somewhere. Marco, Addy, and Einav had truly created a clan. To be honest, most days, Marco forgot who was descended from whom. They were all just a big family.
Marco's eyes dampened. Damn. Whenever he thought of family, the pain of loss got even worse. He wished so badly his kids were still here. Terri. Sam. Roza. The lights of his life. They had lived long lives, longer than most. Full lives. Lives of joy and accomplishments. That didn't ease Marco's grief. He still missed them every day. It was the curse of long life—to linger on, trapped in a young body, while his loved ones aged and faded into memory. But in a way, Marco reminded himself, a part of his children lived on in his descendants. In men like Dale.
It was funny. Biologically, Dale was a good twenty or thirty years older than Marco, his forefather. Time dilation and Methuselah serums did strange things.
"Dale is not like us," Marco said. "He's not a warrior. He was never hardened and forged like we were. He grew up in a time of peace, God bless him. In some ways, he's soft like Hart. But I love the man."
"He's not soft like Hart," said Einav. "Don't let his jolly demeanor deceive you. He's a shrewd businessman, savvy politician, and excellent salesman."
"But not a soldier," Marco said.
Einav put a hand on his knee. "You weren't either when I met you."
Marco thought back to that day long ago. Very long ago. Over a century ago now. He had been only eighteen, the studious son of a librarian, dreaming of being an author. The army had drafted him, slapped a gun into his hands, sent him to fight a war. Einav had been only twenty but already an officer, the scion of a military dynasty, infinitely stronger and wiser. She had taken him under her wing, broke him and reformed him into a soldier. He was still studious. He still loved books. But under Einav's command, he had found new strength, done things he had thought impossible. The fires of hardship revealed the true measure of a man. It burned some. It tempered others. Now a new era of hardship was descending, and Einav Ben-Ari was its harbinger.
* * * * *
Joey descended toward a massive steelglass dome that rose from Mars like a transparent mountain. The dome encircled Ares, the largest and oldest city on Mars. This place made the old domes at Hypnos seem like snow globes. Through the steelglass, Marco could see roller coasters, glittering casinos, pawnshops, sports arenas, concert halls, and hotels shaped like famous Earth monuments. He saw many apartment blocks too, for while Mars was primarily known for tourism, it also had a thriving permanent population. Some Martians had been living here for generations. The colony had certainly grown since Marco's childhood. Back then, only a few intrepid adventurers had lived here, roughing it out in the red desert.
"I should go shopping for a new prosthetic," Einav said, caressing her stump.
"Will you find one?" Marco said. "These days, most amputees genetically grow new limbs."
Einav sighed. "I know. I probably should too. But I like having a prosthetic. I like the features. The built-in electronics, the strength. It feels strange not to wear one. It's been so long since I've gone without. Normally, I don't even remove it in my sleep. Now I feel … different. Like I lost my hand all over again. It's been decades. And I'm still not used to it. I don't think you ever get used to missing a part of you. Maybe I should just regrow it."
"Maybe we can grow Addy a brain while we're at it," Joey said.
"Shut up!" came Addy's cry from the hold.
"Addy, you found a spacesuit that fits yet?" Marco shouted.
"Almost!" came her reply from the back, along the sound of rummaging and clanging. "By the way, Poet, do we have a sewing machine?"
"No, Addy."
"Dammit!"
Like Jerusalem, Ares had several gates. Instead of crumbly old gates of stone, hers were sleek airlocks in the protective dome. Normally long lines of starships hovered above each airlock like mechanical serpents. On most days, huge tourist cruisers floated above the colony like zeppelins, disgorging passenger shuttles. But barely anyone was here today. Marco saw only a handful of tourists.
"Must be a slow season," Einav said.
Marco shook his head. "This is Mars. There is no slow season. Something is wrong."
Addy's voice came again from the hold. "Poet, do we have a bedazzler?"
"No, Addy!"
Marco flew Joey toward Gagarin Gate above the colony center. Rows of luminous buoys formed a vertical highway through space. The spaceway was normally crowded, but Joey had the lane to herself today. The stealthy starship descended toward the airlock, her graviton thrusters humming. Oddly, even as Joey approached, the airlock remained closed.
"The sensors should have picked us up by now," Marco said. "It's an automatic sliding airlock."
"We're invisible, remember?" Einav said.
"Yeah." Marco nodded. "Let's drop the stealth cloak."
Marco flipped a switch. Rows of lights ignited across Joey's hull, outlining her ultrablack form. The starship giggled.
"Tickles," she said.
Though Joey now shone, the airlock remained closed.
"Still not picking us up." Marco slowed down, approaching the airlock at a crawl. "Look! Police ships around the airlock. What the hell?"
Joey slowed to a halt, hovering before the airlock in the Martian dome. Einav tensed and her hands strayed toward the cannon controls.
Marco looked at her, raising an eyebrow. "What happened to not killing policemen?"
"Look closer, Marco. Those are unmanned police drones. I'd still rather avoid a fight. Best to keep a low profile."
Marco cursed himself inwardly. What was wrong with him? First he had spoken to a recording of Dale, mistaking it for a live comm stream. Then he had forgotten to turn off Joey's stealth cloak when approaching the gates. And now he had mistaken drones for manned coptrollers.
Is the stress getting to me? he thought.
Yes, that was part of it perhaps. But he was also just old. Not physically maybe. But he had spent a century living the good life. A life of peace. He was rusty. The old instincts of a soldier were dulled. Since news of hydrians had arrived, Marco had worried that Earth was losing its edge, that humanity had gone soft. He had ignored the same symptoms in himself.
I must get a grip, he thought. We must return to who we were. Both Addy and me. Not just a bickering old couple. But soldiers. Heroes. Like we used to be. Too many years of peace have softened us. And when the hydrians arrive, they will feast upon the softest meat first.
He pulled his attention back to the present, promising himself to be more alert. The police drones perched around the airlock, their hulls painted white and blue. They looked vaguely organic, sporting metal fins and blue cameras like eyes. Each was the size of a shark. Smaller than Joey. But those police drones had teeth. Cannons bristled across their bodies.
Marco cringed. "You know, normally I trust the police. But these are strange times. Somehow, Einav, we found ourselves on the wrong side of the law."
"Or rather, the law is on the wrong side of justice," Einav said. "With Hart as president!"
The drones detached from the Martian dome like mosquitoes releasing their victim. They came to hover before Joey. Their red and blue lights flashed. Marco tightened his hands around the yoke, ready to bolt for it.
The drones hailed them. Robotic voices emerged from the speakers. "Pay the toll to enter."
Marco frowned. "What toll?"
"Pay the entry toll, tourists, or leave."
A hologram materialized above Joey's dashboard. A barcode flashed, asking Marco to scan his credit card. His eyes widened.
"You want us to pay ten thousand dollars?" he said. "Just to pass through the airlock?"
"Pay the toll or leave!" the drones thrummed.
Marco glanced at Einav. "Weird. Normally Mars literally pays you to show up. You get a thousand-dollar casino voucher just for flying through. Now they want us to pay? Tourism keeps the planet running. Not tolls."
Einav frowned and scrolled through screens on her minicom. "I found something about this in the news archives. Three months ago, President Hart imposed a series of new taxes on Mars. One of these taxes is billed as an entry toll."
Marco nodded. "Well, that explains why it's Earth police collecting the toll."
"Pay the toll or face the consequences!" the drones buzzed. Their cannons turned toward Joey. The starship yelped.
"Fine, fine!" Marco said. "I'll pay it."
He swiped his credit card and winced to see a graphic of his funds depleting. Granted, due to inflation, ten thousand bucks wasn't that much money anymore. But after buying Joey, Marco didn't have too much to spare.
"Well, Hart knows we're here now." Einav bit her lip. "Shoulda paid with cash."
"No worries." Marco winked. "I used the burner."
He showed her the credit card. It featured a photo of a redheaded, bespectacled man named Mark Smith.
Einav raised an eyebrow. "Why do you have this?"
"Because I'm old, I'm paranoid, and I've lived through too much shit to trust anyone," Marco said.
Einav's second eyebrow rose. "Do you have a second career as a secret agent I'm unfamiliar with?"
"Actually," Marco said, "it's the same persona I used when going undercover to Hypnos. All those decades ago. Which was your idea, Einav. I just kept Mr. Smith's stuff. Never thought I'd have to go undercover again."
At least I haven't forgotten every trick in the book, Marco thought, feeling that he had redeemed some of his honor.
The airlock slid open, and Joey entered the massive steelglass dome that encircled Ares. And massive it was indeed. Joey was like a guppy in a swimming pool. Far below, the colony covered the red surface of Mars.
The spaceports were empty. Most of the lights were off in the hotels. One roller coaster was still racing in the amusement park, but only one, and most of its seats were empty. A swarm of drones mobbed Joey, flying in from casinos, circuses, magic shows, and haunted houses. Dozens of holographic flyers materialized inside Joey's cockpit, fluttering everywhere like luminous moths. A cacophony of digital voices filled the cabin.
"Stay at Nero's Fiddle Hotel and Casino! Live like an emperor—on the budget of a pleb!"
"Explore alien life at Cosmic Menagerie! Eighty percent off tickets—today only!"
"Eat at Dirty Dawg Hot Dogs! Three can dine for ninety-nine!"
"Explore the haunted Martian canals! Book your spooky tour for ninety percent off!"
Marco and Einav waved the flyers aside, and the electronic pamphlets vanished with puffs of pixels. But at once, another cloud of them lit up around them.
"Joey, turn on your Do Not Disturb firewall," Marco said.
"Compliance!" the ship said. The flyers finally all vanished.
Addy's voice came from the hold. "Can we visit Hungry Dawg Hot Dogs?"
Marco looked over his shoulder. "Addy, what the hell are you doing back there? Get back into the cockpit."
She didn't answer. Marco rolled his eyes and focused on flying. He glided over Marvinworld (which boasted a fantasy castle and a hundred rides), Pharaoh Adventure Land (which featured life-sized recreations of the pyramids, complete with tunnels to explore), and Galactic Gardens.
"Can we visit Galactic Gardens?" Addy said, stepping into the cockpit. "They feature a variety of carnivorous, man-eating alien plants." She waved a holographic pamphlet, which had somehow escaped the firewall. "Maybe they have a man-eating Venus flytrap! And it matches my new outfit."
Marco frowned. "Addy, what the hell are you wearing?"
She twirled around, showing off. She wore blue cotton fabric embroidered with flowers of every kind and color, including several Venus flytraps.
"You like?" Addy said.
Einav winced. "That dress is so loud I can barely hear you."
"It's not a dress," Addy said. "It's a muumuu. I borrowed it from Hart's closet."
Marco recognized it now. He remembered seeing the muumuu among Hart's countless garments. "I thought muumuus were meant to be baggy."
Addy ran her hands over her outfit. "I've never worn anything that fit me so well. This is way better than pants. Stupid pants! I'm never wearing them again."
Marco looked at Einav and shrugged. "Well, it beats her nurse costume."
Addy burst into song. "Blooooody brew, it's a bloody—"
"Shut it!" Marco said.
Einav frowned. "Addy, if the muumuu fits so well, why were you shouting for a sewing machine?"
"Oh, um . . ." She blushed. "I sort of found one of your dresses in the back, Einav. And put it on. It fit perfectly, I assure you. But somebody had ripped it." She placed her hands on her hips and glared at Marco. "Were you trying on Einav's dresses again? You know you're too big for them."
Einav heaved a sigh. She was still wearing her Buster Keaton costume. And it seemed like she would for a while longer.
Marco flew them toward Cydonia Hall, the local seat of government. Mars swore fealty to Earth. President Hart exercised authority here too. But Mars had a local governor who oversaw life on the red planet. That governor happened to be an Emery. Marco looked forward to seeing his descendant again.
Cydonia Hall was an interesting building. It was shaped like a huge, stoic human face, gazing skyward. Locals nicknamed her the stargazer. Her eyes were skylights, revealing glimpses of clerks bustling inside her skull.
Clearly the design referenced the infamous Face on Mars at Cydonia, a nearby region of the Martian surface. Marco knew his history. Centuries ago, the Viking orbiter sent Earth its first detailed photographs of Mars. One picture ostensibly revealed a face. A massive face carved into the surface of Mars. Speculation ran amok. Aliens! Aliens carving faces on Mars!
Turned out it was just a case of pareidolia. Imagining faces where none existed. Like the canals on Mars, supposedly discovered a century earlier, the Face of Mars was simply an optical illusion. Well, a different face now existed on Mars, this one real. As a nod to that old myth, the governor of Mars had built his planetary hall to resemble a woman's serene face. The stargazer of Cydonia lived, eternally watching the skies.
Marco brought Joey down. There was no civilian docking beside Cydonia Hall, so they landed a few blocks away, parking Joey in a small lot. Even from this distance, the giant face dominated the skyline. The tip of the nose was several stories high. Einav rose to her feet in Joey's cockpit, cracked her neck, and stretched.
"I know I don't look it, but sometimes I really do feel over a century old," she said.
A parking meter floated toward Joey, red lights flashing. It was about the size of a fire hydrant.
"Please pay your docking tax," the drone intoned, hijacking Joey's speakers.
"What the hell?" Marco muttered. "What is a docking tax? That's new. Mars used to have free docking."
The meter flashed angry red eyes at him.
"Pay or be towed!" the drone warned.
"I'm not paying a thousand bucks to park!" Marco said. He looked at the girls. "I'll find a dark alley to hide Joey."
Einav raised an eyebrow. "A dark alley? On Mars? Have you seen how much neon is in this colony?"
"We can park outside the colony and walk."
Addy groaned. "Walking?"
"Fine, fine!" Marco said.
He raised his credit card. The docking drone scanned it. Marco winced as more funds faded, going from his account to Hart's.
"Well, Addy," Marco said, "I think we just paid for that muumuu you stole."
They exited Joey. The starship whined and begged them to stay. "I'll be bored," she said. "I can't stand being alone!" So Marco turned her off. Her lights darkened and her voice faded.
"It's funny how you can just switch off a sentient being," Einav said. "I almost feel bad for her."
Marco pocketed the key fob. "I wish I had a button like this for Addy."
She punched him. Well, he deserved that one.
* * * * *
The trio walked down Medusa Boulevard, the main entertainment strip of Ares. The road should be bustling. They noticed again how empty the colony seemed. The glittering hotels were dark. The casinos were full of bored waitresses and blackjack dealers at empty tables. Pub owners sat on the curb, giving Marco, Addy, and Einav hopeful looks like puppies begging for food. When the trio walked by, they sighed. Down the block, a group of scantily clad androids batted their eyelashes and blew kisses at Marco. When Addy ran toward them, wielding her shoe like a weapon, they retreated into their brothel.
"Addy, stop chasing the robots," Marco said.
She spun toward him, glaring. "Don't you even think about it, Marco Emery. Not for one second! I saw how you were ogling those robots. We're here on business, not for you to visit any attractions. We're going straight to Cydonia Hall and—" Her eye widened. "A Dirty Dawg Hot Dog stand!"
She barreled past Marco, nearly knocking him down, racing toward the establishment.
"Addy!" he cried. "What happened to us being here on business?"
"Food doesn't count!"
A while later, they kept walking down the street, eating hot dogs (Addy had bought herself two, topping them with everything).
"Damn, this hit the spot." Addy bit into her second dog. "I mean, it would be better if they roasted them on a rake. But aside from that, these are pretty—dammit! I got mustard on my muumuu."
"Here, I have an extra napkin." Einav dabbed the mustard, but she only smeared it, making the stain worse. She winced. "Sorry, Ads."
Addy turned to Marco. "Poet, give me your clothes."
"No."
"Come on, do it! You don't want to be seen walking with a stained wife, do you?"
"I don't mind."
Addy raised her fist. "Well, you will mind when I—"
The sound of chanting interrupted her. "Freedom for Mars! Freedom for Mars!"
The trio froze and listened. The chanting grew louder, and there they came, marching around the corner. A group of protesters, a hundred strong. They raised placards and posters. Marco read some of the slogans.
Down with Hart!
Hartists, Go Home!
Get Lost, Earth Police!
Freedom for Mars!
That last slogan seemed the most popular. As the crowds walked down the road, they chanted louder. "Freedom for Mars! Freedom for Mars!"
"They're all locals," Marco said. "Look at their clothes. Listen to their accents. I don't see any tourists. And normally most people on Mars are tourists."
Einav nodded. "Not surprising. Hart's taxes crushed tourism. I bet you everyone here works—or used to work—in the tourism industry. Look. They're marching toward Cydonia Hall."
They watched the march continue. A few of the miserable-looking pub owners rose from the curb and joined the protest. Workers streamed out of casinos, wax museums, and haunted houses, all joining the common cry. "Freedom for Mars!"
"Wait, can't Mars vote in Earth's election?" Addy said.
"They can," Einav said. "But Mars only gets one seat in Earth's parliament. And only one electoral vote for president. It used to be ten in my day. Until Hart changed the rules. Last election, over ninety percent of Martians voted against Hart. And they barely swayed the vote. He still won the election."
"Ninety percent, huh?" Marco said. "He's not exactly Mr. Popular on Mars. No wonder he wants revenge."
Einav nodded. "He imposed all these taxes after the last election. Punishment. Cruel and petty punishment."
"Cruel and petty describes Hart all right," Marco said.
"Wait a minute, wait a minute!" Addy said. "Isn't Dale the governor of Mars? Doesn't he get a say in all this?"
"Not so long as Hart's police are here," Marco said. "Look!"
He pointed down the road. A formation of policemen came marching toward the protesters, clad in riot gear. Some rode mechanical horses. They all carried batons, and handguns hung from their belts.
"Look at the insignia on their sleeves," Marco said. "Blue planets. Not red planets."
"This won't make the locals happy," Einav said.
Marco's belly sank. "Not at all. They're here from Earth to lay down the law. And they want everyone to know it."
As a sign of just how bad things were, Addy dropped her second hot dog and raised her fists. Addy—dropping a hot dog. Now Marco was truly scared.
Einav bared her teeth and raised her stump, then pursed her lips and lowered it. "I keep forgetting I'm missing my prosthetic. I feel helpless without it."
Marco remembered the blasts of energy her old hand could release. He didn't have a weapon either. He watched, hoping for the best.
The protesters marched onward, undeterred. The police stomped toward them, forming a shield wall. The mechanical horses reared, kicking their steel hooves. The police blocked the way to Cydonia Hall.
A sergeant spoke into a megaphone. "Go home, all of you! President Hart has deemed your march illegal. Go home or you will be prosecuted!"
The protesters replied with jeers and boos. Some of them threw paper cups and scrunched-up pamphlets at the police.
"Go home, Earth police!"
"Down with Hart!"
"Freedom for Mars!"
The police stomped closer. Shields shoved against protesters. But these were local Martians, hungry and angry. This was their home, and they would defend it. They shoved against the riot shields, waving their placards, trying to push their way down the road.
"This could get ugly," Marco said.
Einav nodded. "Maybe we can help deescalate things. Marco, how about you speak to the protesters while I—"
"Freedom for Mars!" Addy shouted. Her voice was so loud Marco and Einav winced.
Marco grabbed her arm. "Addy, what are you doing?"
"These protesters are right." Her eyes shone. "Look at this place, Poet. Thugs who call themselves policemen. Taxes and tolls everywhere. This is a world oppressed. A world that should be free. And I'm not going to stand on the sidelines. I never looked away from injustice. And I won't start now." She marched to join the protesters, fist raised. "Freedom for Mars, freedom for Mars!"
Marco looked at Einav. "Well, so much for deescalating."
The police kept shoving the protesters. One man fell. A woman tried to escape the throng, only to get trapped between people. She cried out. Voices rose in alarm.
"You're crushing her!"
"Make room!"
"Stand back!"
Somebody threw a rock. It bounced off a shield. The police thumped forward, and more protesters fell. The crowd trampled a fallen man. People shouted. More rocks flew. A baton swung, hitting a man in the face.
"Enough!" Einav cried. But nobody seemed to hear.
A few protesters threw rocks at shop windows. Glass shattered and shards sprinkled the road. Men hopped into the shops and grabbed jewelry, electronics, anything they could reach.
"Everybody calm down!" Marco cried. But nobody heard him either.
Meanwhile, Addy was in the thick of things. Protesters stood all around her. Addy had her fist in the air. With her tattooed arms, powerful physique, and streaming blond hair, she struck an imposing figure, a Viking risen from an ancient battlefield. You could almost ignore the muumuu. Almost.
More rocks flew. They banged against shields. The police swung their batons.
"Everyone, disperse now!" shouted a policeman.
But the chants rose louder. Addy's voice rang out the loudest. "Freedom for Mars!"
Fire blazed through a fabric shop. A policeman fell, pelted with rocks. And then the mounted police charged.
"No!" Marco cried, helpless to stop them.
The mechanical steeds were larger and heavier than real horses. The machines plowed into the crowd. Protesters fell. Marco watched a steel hoof slam onto a woman's spine, cracking it. She fell and twitched on the ground. The Martians ran and shouted. Some fled. Others charged at the police, hurling rocks and shards of glass. A gun boomed. A man fell, chest bloody.
Einav ran toward the police. "Stand down!" she cried. "Enough!"
The robo-steeds charged toward her. Marco stared in horror. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. Einav stood there—his leader, his best friend. Her hair streamed in the wind. Her fists were balled at her sides. She seemed so strong, yet so small and fragile as the machines galloped toward her. She was like a medieval knight facing a full cavalry charge all on her own. Courageous—yet stupid. Marco could imagine the robotic horses breaking her, snapping her bones.
He ran, grabbed her, and pulled her back.
The mechanical horses thundered by, just missing her.
"Come with me, Einav," Marco said, pulling her down the road. "Addy, get over here!"
Addy looked at him, face flushed. Blood dripped from a cut on her forehead. "I won't retreat!"
"I have an idea. Follow me."
* * * * *
The trio ran down the road, heading away from the demonstration. Joey was still docked on a side street, a blob of blackness like a hole cut into reality. Aside, that was, from an array of parking tickets covering her.
"What?" Marco said. "I paid for parking!"
The floating meter glowered at him. "You forgot to pay the emissions tax, the sidewalk usage fee, the tourist service toll, the—"
Addy hurled a rock at the hovering machine. The meter crashed down, sparking.
Marco gasped. "Addy! You knocked out the meter!"
She spat. "I was aiming at Joey."
A moment later, the trio took flight inside Joey. The shard of blackness soared, scattering parking tickets. Within seconds, they were flying over the demonstration. A demonstration? It had become a battlefield. Marco slowed down so that they hovered above the chaos.
People looked up and pointed. From below, it must look like a black hole had opened up in the sky. Well, a black hole in the shape of a small starship at least. It was still a sight to behold. Both rioters and policemen stared. For the moment, at least, the violence paused.
Sitting in the cockpit, Marco switched on the speakers. He gestured at Einav. After a century of friendship, they could communicate without words.
Speak, he said to her, pointing at the microphone.
Einav tilted her head. Marco could read her thoughts in her eyes.
Why me?
Marco shrugged. You're the diplomat.
Einav grabbed the mic. Joey's external speaker thrummed. Einav's voice rolled across the street. To those below, it would seem to emerge from the "black hole."
"Hear, O Mars! I am Einav Ben-Ari. There are those who've called me the Golden Lioness. Some see me as a figure from history. But I'm alive. And I come to you now in your hour of need. An enemy is coming. A great evil from beyond the galaxy. They are hydrians—malevolent alien cephalopods. They crave our solar system. Humans must not fight humans. Divided we fall. But united we stand! United we can cast back the hydrian shoal! United we can rise to new heights! Our empire is in decline, some say. Fragile. Brittle. Some say we've become decadent, that we dedicate our lives to pleasure, entertainment, bread and circuses, that a single blow from a determined enemy will shatter us. But I say we can rise stronger than ever before! So put down your rocks and your batons. Put aside your hatred of one another. And stand with me against the scourge from space!"
She hit the mute button, leaned back, and took deep breaths. She and Marco gazed down at the street below.
The rioters looked up, blinked, shrugged, and kept looting. The police slammed into them again. Rocks and batons flew with new vigor.
"What the hell?" Einav exclaimed. "These types of speeches used to work." She tilted her head. "I thought it was a good one."
"I liked it," Marco said.
"Oh for crying out loud!" Addy said. "Einav, you're not talking to a bunch of honorable soldiers. You're talking to street rats. So let a fellow street rat talk sense into them."
Addy grabbed the mic and reached for the on button.
"Um, Ads?" Marco said.
"Outta my way, pencil neck!" She shoved him aside.
"Hey, I'm not a pencil neck. I lift weights. I'm a tough guy."
Einav smiled and patted his knee.
"I am!" Marco insisted.
Addy turned on the mic. Her voice rang across Medusa Boulevard. "Hey, listen up, assholes! Yeah, you. You piece-of-shit rioters. You pea-brained, baton-wielding pigs. Cut this shit out! Right now. You're like kids, all of you! Moronic, pissant kids. Fighting in the dirt. You look like idiots! You in the overalls. Yeah, you, asshole, I see you. Put that stolen holo-set down. Hey, fatty on the horse! Yeah, you, donut-breath. Leave that girl alone. Stop chasing her. All of you—stop fighting right now, or I swear, I will rain down fucking fire and brimstone on your asses. I have novabolts on this bitch. You think I'm bluffing? Try me. Just fucking try me! I would love it."
For good measure, she fired a novabolt into the air. It exploded overhead, lighting the colony like a flare. Marco cringed.
Amazingly, everyone stopped fighting, rioting, and looting. Silence filled the street. Everyone gaped up at the black blob that was Joey.
"Is that God speaking?" somebody below said.
"Almost. This is Addy Fucking Linden. Like you Martians, I'm pissed off at that dickhead Hart. Police—I get it. You're doing your jobs. I wore a uniform once myself. But trust me, you don't want to do this." Her voice softened. "You still need to sleep tonight. You still need to look your wives and kids in the eyes tonight."
The police lowered their batons. The rioters and protesters lowered their signs, rocks, and stolen goods.
"Go home, everyone," Addy said. "I'm going to take care of things. I promise. I'll fix this. Go home, friends, and in the morning, we'll find a solution."
The police stood down. The crowd dispersed. Addy shut off the mic.
Marco squeezed Addy's knee. "I'm proud of you, babe." He kissed her. "That was amazing. You're amazing."
A tear rolled down Addy's cheek. "No. I'm not. I took part in this riot. I escalated things before I deescalated. And this happened." She pointed below at the street, and her voice dropped to a whisper. "And I still have to look in the mirror. I still need to look in your eyes, Marco. And I still have to sleep tonight."
As the last stragglers left, the trio looked down at a scene of destruction. Shattered glass and blood covered the street. So did four bodies. A woman trampled by a horse. A policeman hit with stones. A man clubbed with batons. A man shot in the chest.
The trio stared silently, heads lowered.
Einav put a hand on Addy's shoulder. "You saved many lives today, my dear friend. Without you, they'd have kept fighting. Kept killing. Hundreds might have died. You did what I could not. You brought peace."
"For now," Addy said. "But I promised them a solution tomorrow. And I don't have one."
A figure stepped onto the ravaged street. He was an aging, potbellied man, wearing fine scarlet robes embroidered with golden runes. The top of his head was bald. A horseshoe of long white hair draped across the back and sides. The man walked toward the dead, knelt before them, and whispered prayers.
Marco recognized him. It was Dale Emery, governor of Mars. Marco's great-grandson. The man they had come here to see. Joey descended and landed on the broken glass. When Marco stepped onto the street, he saw that Dale had tears in his eyes.
"Great-grampa!" the man said and gave Marco a sad, shaky smile. "Welcome to Mars."




CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Bizarre Bazaar
Dale Emery slumped into his chair with a groan, wiped sweat off his brow, and placed his hands on his ample belly. The bald cap of his head gleamed pink. Dust and shards of glass clung to his lush crimson robes.
"Such a tragedy," the governor said. "Such senseless slaughter. We've never seen such a thing on Mars."
Marco took a seat across the table. They were in Dale's office, located inside Cydonia Hall. The room was surprisingly tame considering the splendorous kitsch that dominated the colony. A few comfortable chairs, a solid oak table, photos on the walls. Marco wasn't sure where inside the giant face the office was located. The forehead? The tip of the nose? In any case, the windows afforded a view of the neon streets of Mars. Normally they'd be bustling with activity and shining with lights. Today nobody was out. Mars was closed for business.
"Dale, I'm sorry," Marco said.
The aging man waved a hand. "Wasn't your fault, Great-grampa. Hart is to blame."
It was strange, Marco thought. In Earth years, he was well over a hundred. But physically, Marco didn't look much older than thirty-five. The Methuselah serum, combined with countless hours of faster-than-light travel, had given him an unusually long life. Dale, meanwhile, looked like a man comfortably enjoying his sixties. They could have been father and son. But they were descendant and ancestor.
"Hart is a dangerous demagogue," Einav said. "But he's not our enemy. The shoal is."
The former president stood by the table, her eyes iron. She had refused a seat, and her one hand was balled into a fist.
"The shoal?" Dale said.
Einav nodded. "A swarm of dangerous aliens. Ever heard the legend of the kraken? These creatures make krakens seem like cuttlefish. Their tentacles can topple buildings. Their mouths can devour worlds. Billions of them are flying to Earth. I confronted Hart about this threat. But he was busy at his Halloween party, dancing around like a fool. He imprisoned me for speaking the truth, and—" Einav bit down on her words and blushed. "By the way, sorry for still wearing my Halloween costume. I haven't had time to change."
Dale nodded. "Nice Charlie Chaplin costume."
"I'm Buster Keaton."
"This is all bullshit!" Addy said, stomping forward. "I say it's time for Mars to declare independence."
Marco nodded. "Addy's right. Hart is crushing this planet. He's killing people. Mars should be f—"
"No," Einav said.
She did not speak loudly, but something in her voice shut everyone up. They turned to look at her.
"No," Einav repeated. "Mars cannot secede. For decades, I fought to unite humanity. Our species is small. We live on only a handful of worlds. And we face a galaxy full of predators. Only united have we gotten this far. Only united can we stand against the shoal. Divided we will fall. But united we can win this war!"
For a moment, silence filled the office.
Finally Marco spoke. "That's true, Einav. But …" He chewed his lip. "United under your leadership was one thing. United under Hart? Quite another."
Dale wiped his forehead with a handkerchief, winced to see blood, and tucked the cloth into his robes. "There have been calls for rebellion for months now. Hart's taxes are choking us. The tourists stopped coming. The locals are angry. I'm angry too. But …" The portly man heaved a sigh. "I agree with Einav. You say there's an alien threat coming. Aliens haven't attacked us in a century. Most people have forgotten. But I know my history. Our family has always fought for humanity. We cannot descend into civil war now. We must stand united against this threat. There are military and police ships that orbit Mars. From this world, we can help defend the solar system."
"But those ships serve Hart!" Addy blurted out. "And he's after us. We're outlaws. What if those forces turn against us instead of the shoal?"
Einav nodded. "Dale, we've been hiding from Hart and his police."
Marco looked at the two women. "Too bad you both attended a huge rally, grabbed microphones, and loudly announced your names to everyone listening. While we're meant to be undercover."
Both Addy and Einav blushed.
"Crap!" Addy said.
Einav winced. "Sorry."
Guess I'm not the only one who's lost his edge, Marco thought. We're all rusty. Some heroes we are!
Dale smiled thinly. "You all left Mars after the rally."
Addy tilted her head. "We did?"
The rotund governor nodded. "I certainly never met you. You never visited my office. You never told me about the shoal. And I will certainly never give you secret accommodations in my colony."
"But we're here right now!" Addy said.
Marco rolled his eyes.
"Oh." Addy blushed. "I get it." She winked. "I hear ya loud and clear." She leaned toward Marco. "He's pretending, right?"
Einav cleared her throat. "Dale, thank you. But we can't stay."
The governor's eyebrows rose. "Is that so? I'd keep you safe here. I look after my family."
"I know." Einav smiled. "I know, dearest Dale."
Yes, he was part of their clan. As much as Julian and the others.
While he had the last name Emery, the governor also had Linden and Ben-Ari blood in his ancestry. He had been born in 2203 in Or Midbar, the little village they had built outside Jerusalem. Marco Emery. Addy Linden. Einav Ben-Ari. Over the past century, the three families had blended together. Some of their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren married, mixing their bloodlines. Nobody was inbred. They were all careful about that, and they brought new families into the fold too. There was a lot of de la Rosa in them too, the result of Tala (Lailani's daughter) marrying into the clan. To be honest, Marco couldn't figure out the family tree. Nor could Einav or Addy, as far as he knew. To the trio, Dale was simply family.
"Wait, we're not staying, Einav?" Addy asked.
She shook her head. "No. We're no use hiding in Dale's basement. And speaking to Hart has proved pointless. We're heading out there." She looked out the window. "To the stars."
Marco's eyes widened. "Not to face the shoal again!"
"Not yet. We have time. We have five years. On their long journey here, the shoal will pass by many stars. As their light ripples out, other civilizations will see them. We must speak to those other civilizations. We must warn them that the shoal is a threat to the entire galaxy. That from Earth, the hydrians would threaten them too. We must build a coalition against the evil of Ninazu. When the shoal arrives at Earth, they will meet not just the fleet of humanity. But the combined fleets of the Milky Way."
Addy raised her fist. "To space we go! But first—another stop at Hungry Dawg's."
Marco groaned.
* * * * *
Before heading into space, there was something Einav wanted to do on Mars. While Addy went hunting for hot dogs, Einav visited the Bazaar of Dreams.
Mars was home to many wonders, but perhaps most marvelous was its market. The Bazaar of Dreams was located inside Valles Marineris, a canyon that carved across the red planet. The gorge was far from the main colony domes. Einav had to fly Joey across the deserts and craters. A force field draped over the top of the canyon like Saran wrap, holding in the air. Inside hid the wonders of the bazaar. From above, the market seemed like a glittering snake of many colors.
She parked Joey outside the canyon. A stone gateway, carved into the living rock of Mars, allowed one access to the bazaar. Guards stood outside, clad in crimson uniforms with golden tassels, their mustaches elaborate works of curling art. Filigreed sabers hung at their sides, and bearskin hats topped their heads. They reminded Einav of nutcrackers or Napoleonic soldiers, and they bowed before her.
"Welcome to the Bazaar of Dreams! Enter only if you dare …"
She dared.
The guards held out their palms, and her eyes widened. Their hands were carved of wood! They were not men like she had thought but automatons made of olivewood and glass and cloth. When she placed coins in their hands, they retreated on hidden tracks like birds in cuckoo clocks, and the stone gate rolled open. Einav stepped through, and a cage elevator rattled, taking her down and down into the canyon. Down into a land of dreams.
She strolled down the canyon, moving through the bazaar. Nooks had been carved into the canyon walls, forming spaces for shops. Valles Marineris was not a single canyon but a long series of fissures and cracks that stretched for thousands of miles. The bazaar was built into one of its tributaries. According to myth, one never found the market in the same place. Some days it appeared in a crack below the equator. On other days, it was inside a gully far on the northwestern ledge of Valles Marineris. Sometimes, they said, the market was not here at all; it vanished for days until magically reappearing one night with new stalls and new wares.
Einav walked down the canyon. The bazaar was a place of startling colors. Curtains embroidered with scarlet, aquamarine, and azure threads hung from stalls and poles. Banners fluttered and awnings stretched from the shops, touching overhead. Signs of wrought iron and hand-carved wood hung everywhere, inlaid with crystals or filigreed with precious metals. There was no neon here. No concrete or sliding doors or modern sterility. This place reminded Einav of the souks of Jerusalem, a place of wonder lost in time.
The marketplace was crowded. Tourism from Earth had dwindled down to nothing. But most visitors to the bazaar were not from Earth. They were aliens.
Three Altairians wandered along the rocky passageways, clad in flowing robes. They were towering creatures, green and gangling, with heads like praying mantises and three blinking eyes. A fluffy white yeti stood outside a smithy, hefting a few scimitars. Yetis had been visiting the solar system for centuries, of course. Humans had been spotting them for just as long. Giant snails slithered along, their shells scrimshawed and bejeweled, and tiny golden monocles perched atop their eye stalks. A few rusty old robots thumped by, brains floating inside their hollow torsos. A group of ratlike creatures sniffed at Einav, then scuttled away. Roughly the size of Golden Retrievers, the rats wore embroidered silk robes, and strange coiling guns hung at their sides. A creature that seemed made of stone thundered by. Cracks in its body revealed red flesh within. What looked like a Venus flytrap rolled along the gully, its vines operating the controls of its wheeled pot. The plant stopped at a pet shop to buy some snacks. Addy would have loved that one.
Einav walked between the aliens. As curious as the shoppers were, the merchant stalls were even more wondrous. The Timekeeper's Trinkets was a little shop tucked away into a nook in the canyon walls. Thousands of clocks of every kind ticked inside, weaving a chronometric symphony. Some clocks were elaborate machines of gold and platinum and moving wooden gears. Some were grandfather clocks with pendulums formed from alien tails, dinosaur bones, or guns from famous battles. Astrolabes spun and danced while handcrafted cuckoo birds sang.
The clockmaker was a wizened old man with a white mustache, eight arms, and a prehensile tail. A starling! A man and alien hybrid! Einav had fought a war against starlings. And in his own twisted way, Erafel was a type of starling. Einav tensed, ready for battle, but the clockmaker gave her a kindly smile. He told her that his clocks could control time itself.
"Some of them have azoth crystals inside them," he said. "Set a date, and that night, you will dream of the past or future."
But she was not here for a clock. She walked on.
The Curiosities Crypt sold alien relics, skulls, fossils, even complete skeletons. Squishy alien fetuses floated in jars. A lumpy skull with tusks that could shame a mastodon hung on a wall. A severed hand with seven fingers reached out to grab anyone who stepped too close. A furry alien with two heads sat on a shelf, stuffed but moving with hidden motors. Arcane grimoires covered shelves, full of lurid illustrations of cryptids. Addy would have loved this place. But Einav walked on.
The Shifting Mirrors Gallery was a curious shop. Thousands of mirrors filled the stone nook, but none were for sale. For a few silver coins, you could peer into a mirror, and it would show you a vision of another world. You could even peer into the past or your own future. Some mirrors were portals. For a gold coin, you could walk through them and travel to another planet. Or so the merchant claimed. Einav walked on and did not find out.
The Shadow Studio sold artwork sculpted from actual shadows. The artist was an alien with three flexible hands, fifty fingers, and a miraculous talent. When he held up his hands, forming shadows, he could then solidify the shadows into a ghostly, semisolid work of art, immortalizing the strange shapes his fingers cast under the light. The shop next door, perhaps ironically, sold lamps of every kind, some shining with eternal flames.
The Magical Menagerie sold pets, all of them aliens. Sonic serpents slithered in terrariums. The strange snakes reared, iridescent scales shimmering, and expanded flapping organs that emitted vibrations above the pitch humans could hear. The sounds formed songs so beautiful, it was said, that if human ears could hear them, human hearts would break. Gloopsters, beloved by children everywhere, levitated through the shop. They looked like cubes of gelatin, and they caught flies and spiders to eat. Perfect for keeping your house bug-free, the Gloopsters came in a dizzying array of colors and glowed in the dark. Psionic birds ruffled their feathers in cages, sending visitors telepathic messages. Feed me crackers! Scratch my feathers! Won't you buy me? Meanwhile, Wormhole Worms crawled in and out of reality. They could open tiny wormholes, just a few meters long, making them escape artists and admittedly poor pets. A few worms portaled through the pet shop wall and crawled down the street outside. They weren't the only crawlers. Crystalline loupsters undulated through glass enclosures, their begemmed bodies clinking. On the inside, they were soft, mushy animals, but they collected gemstones and gold to build themselves elaborate suits of armor. Loupsters rejected any fake jewels or base metals. They had an uncanny ability to tell pyrite from gold, quartz from diamond. Sometimes they were employed by jewelers as living loupes.
But Einav was not here to buy a pet either, marvelous as they were. She walked on by, passing more stalls. Some sold spices from across the galaxy. Others sold exotic foods and teas and drugs that tickled every sense. She walked by a shop selling androids for every pleasure. The lovely machines batted their eyelashes at patrons, vowing to give eternal love—and remain eternally youthful.
Marco would love this one, Einav thought with a wry smile. She would not tell him about it. Best for his safety in case Addy found out. Einav walked on.
It was said that you came to the bazaar when you were missing a part of you. That only here could you become whole. In Einav's case, that was literally true. She was missing her arm. The hospital had taken her old prosthetic.
Here in the market she must become whole.
* * * * *
Finally she found the shop she sought. Grimm's Limbs. A boutique that sold the best (and most expensive) prosthetics in the galaxy. Like all other shops in the Bizarre Bazaar, Grimm's Limbs was tucked in an alcove carved into the canyon wall. Curtains of beads draped across the doorway. No, not beads, Einav realized. Tiny skulls carved of wood and stone! She parted the chinking curtains and stepped inside.
Thousands of prosthetic body parts covered shelves, hung from the ceiling, and filled bins and crates. These days, genetic innovations could grow you new limbs. Losing an arm or leg was no longer a big deal. So long as you stopped the bleeding quickly enough to survive, you could always grow a new limb. No more serious than breaking a bone. But Einav was old. She was still a woman of the twenty-second century. Long ago, after losing her arm in the Gray War, she had come to Grimm's Limbs to buy her first prosthetic. Back then, a prosthetic was the only option available. But she had come to like having a synthetic limb. And now she was back for another. Call her old-fashioned.
The original Grimm had died long ago. His grandson, Gerald Grimm the Third, now ran the shop. Like the Grimms before him, he was born with a rare genetic condition. No limbs. Not a one. And also like the Grimms before him, he refused the new treatments to grow them. After all, prosthetics was the family business.
Grimm wore a top hat and goggles, and his mustache curled up at the corners. He approached Einav on two legs carved from rosewood and adorned with silver filigree. His four arms were forged from brass and inlaid with crystals, and each finger was a masterwork of metal threads and gears. With those four arms, he reminded Einav of a starling. But he was not actually part alien. Grimm had simply added extra arms to aid in his work. With one hand, he held a wrench. With another, a cup of tea. A third hand held a leather-bound novel. With the fourth hand, he saluted Einav.
"If it isn't Einav Ben-Ari!" he said. "I recognized you at once. My grandfather often spoke of your visits here."
She returned the salute. "Good morning, sir. Your grandfather was a remarkable man. The arm he crafted for me lasted a century."
"Longer than he did," said the younger Grimm. "It's not every day I meet someone who met the old gaffer. Come, sit down! Have a biscuit. Would you care for some tea?"
"Chamomile, if you've got it. But I have no time to sit. I'm here to buy an arm."
"I am an arms dealer," Grimm said, reaching for a tea box. The kettle was already boiling.
Einav laughed. "I bet you say that to every armless girl who walks through the door."
"They used to walk through the door," Grimm said. "Until I got a thicker door. Now they just bang into it."
She laughed again. "I came looking for an arm. I found a comedian."
"Ah, they're just armless jokes." He handed her a cup of tea.
"I hope your tea is better than your puns." She blew on it. "Mind if I browse?"
"Go ahead. Everything is half off today. So are most of my customers." He held out a tin box. "Biscuit?"
She took a bite. Cinnamon. "Almost as good as your jokes. Almost."
"My jokes might be old," Grimm said, "but my prices are the best in town. I don't charge an arm and a leg; I sell them."
She browsed through the shop. And what wonderful limbs Grimm made! On her last visit here, many years ago, Einav had bought an arm that looked hyperrealistic. It had matched her skin tone, and if you looked closely, you could even see pores, peach fuzz on the synthetic skin, and fingerprints. Grandpa Grimm had been a master of lifelike limbs. But that was in the old days before you could grow new limbs. Today crafting realistic prosthetics was pointless. To remain relevant, prosthetics abandoned realism and became instead works of art. Customers purchased them for their aesthetics and craftsmanship. And Grimm the Third was a master of his craft.
Some limbs featured gears, cogs, and pistons forged from aged brass, copper, and bronze, giving them an ancient, industrial look. Other limbs were painted with designs reminiscent of famous artists. The Klimt arm boasted golden, coiling filigree shaped like the Tree of Life, the Titian arm sported lounging goddesses, while the Van Gogh arm was painted like Starry Night. There were Japanese-style arms adorned with delicate calligraphy. Transparent arms that revealed luminous cables and motors inside. Some arms were frightening, designed to look like metal bones, while others sprouted claws. Some arms, mostly small ones for children, glowed in the dark and featured whimsical designs like dinosaurs and fire trucks. One arm was built of Lego. Some of the more expensive pieces glittered with inlaid gemstones.
They were all beautiful, though none felt right for Einav. They all seemed somehow too gaudy for her. Others were too masculine. Many included the upper arm too, while she only needed a forearm, and she would hate to break a work of art in half. Finally, at the back of the shop, a hanging arm caught her eye. It gleamed in the light of decorative brass lamps. Einav approached, tilted her head, and narrowed her eyes. The lanterns reflected her face a hundred times.
She approached the hanging prosthetic. It featured a forearm and hand—just what she was missing. It was feminine and seemed her size. The prosthetic was carved from white material—ivory, she thought. The fingers were slender, the joints connected with tiny brass hooks. Golden filigree adorned the arm and hand, forming intricate patterns, while tiny gears were visible where the pieces of ivory met.
"Beautiful," she whispered.
"Ah yes," Grimm said. "I call this creation the starhand. Do you see how I incorporated golden motifs alongside the pale white ivory? Starlight inspired the color scheme. Starlight appears white in space, yet in the atmosphere, it melts into golden sunlight. And look. I purposefully left cracks between the components to show the gleaming parts inside. I was inspired by Kintsugi, a Japanese practice of repairing ceramics. The adherents of Kintsugi leave the cracks visible, filling them with gold, understanding that some things are more beautiful for having been broken."
Gingerly Einav reached out to touch the starhand. Her fingertips touched the starhand's fingertips, forming an accidental imitation of The Creation of Adam.
"Isn't ivory illegal?" she asked.
"It's made from hellephant ivory. Perfectly legal."
"Hellephants?"
"Ancient animals from Delta Pavonis. They went extinct millions of years ago, and they left beautiful tusks. Their ivory is stronger than steel. It takes the most advanced tools to carve it. I spent an entire winter working on this piece. I carved it outside in the desert to let the starlight inspire me."
"It's truly magnificent. I'm almost afraid to ask. But may I try it on?"
"Certainly."
Grimm unhooked the starhand and handed it to Einav. When she reached for it, she gasped.
"The palm!" she said, eyes widening.
She had not seen it until now. Embedded into the palm, a lavender crystal gleamed. She would recognize that crystal anywhere.
"Azoth," she said. "Actual azoth."
"And not just any azoth crystal," said Grimm. "This is the Mariner's Tear, cut by alien gem cutters. Do you see how it's shaped like a teardrop? It once thrummed in the heart of a celestial starship. Scavengers found the ship in the Orion constellation. The shipwreck had lain on an alien world for millions of years, rusting away. Its crew was gone, rotted down to nothing. Not even bones. Some say they were the ancients themselves, the builders of the Wormhole Road. While barely more than dust remained of ship or crew, the azoth gemstone in its warp engine was still perfect, untouched by time."
"Bullshit," Einav said. "You probably bought this from Gemstone Oasis down the canyon."
Grimm laughed. "I bought it off a smuggler who vouched for its authenticity. And he's a man I would trust with my life. This was not cut by human hands."
Einav checked the dangling price tag and cringed. "Well, that explained the price."
"You can afford it," said Grimm.
She barked a laugh. "Can I now?"
He nodded. "You're 142 years old. Einstein said that compound interest is the most powerful force in the universe. Or at least the urban legends said he did. Don't tell me you didn't invest in the stock market over a century ago."
She laughed harder. "Busted. Yes, I can afford it. Barely. But it would drain my life savings. I'd need another century to recover."
"Worth it," said Grimm. "This azoth crystal has unique properties. Like all azoth, it can bend spacetime. But this crystal, the Mariner's Tear, can funnel spacetime into a concentrated beam. We think the ancient starship used it as a weapon."
Einav hefted the prosthetic hand, not yet putting it on. "Does the crystal still work?"
"It does. I've attached the Mariner's Tear to a tiny graviton battery hidden inside the arm. Would you like to test it?"
She nodded. "Let's go out into the desert. We'll try it out."
* * * * *
Moments later, Joey was flying across Elysium Planitia, a vast desert that sprawled along the Martian equator. The red sands spread to the horizons. They left the canyon with its magnificent bazaar behind. Ahead rose Elysium Mons, one of the largest of the Martian volcanoes. Marco and Addy were still in the main colony dome; the latter was likely still guzzling hot dogs, while the former shook his head in bewilderment at his wife's bottomless belly. They had let Einav borrow Joey for the day. Grimm sat beside her in the cockpit, his four prosthetic arms adorned with jewels.
"The Martian desert reminds me of my home," Einav said. "I'm from a desert on Earth. Some humans feel most comfortable in forests or meadows, while others are children of the shore. But I've always been a desert girl."
"I was born on Mars," said Grimm. "I've never been to Earth."
She raised an eyebrow. "Tickets to Earth are cheap these days."
"Never saw the need," said the craftsman. "My home is here." He pointed one of his silver fingers. "That looks like a good spot. Lots of big boulders."
Joey descended and landed in the red desert. Einav wore her custom-made spacesuit. It was missing half the left sleeve, accommodating her stump. On the end of that stump, Einav wore her neural docking bay. The hemispherical piece of technology connected to her nervous system, allowing her to mount prosthetics and instantly control them with her thoughts. Plug and play.
They stepped outside the ship and stood in the desert. Einav looked around her and breathed deeply. She was simply inhaling oxygen from her tank, but she imagined that she was breathing the Martian air, that it was scented of cinnamon and frankincense and honeyed sesame. Strange. In her mind it smelled like home. Deserts—any deserts—were a deep part of her. Her ancestors lived among sand and rock and chasms. Many human civilizations had flourished in forests and fields. Marco and Addy could trace their ancestry back to the misty woods of Europe, and to this day, they felt most comfortable in mossy forests. But not her. Not the Ben-Aris. Her family had never left the desert, not since the most ancient days of early hominids.
"Here," said Grimm, handing her the starhand. "Try it on."
She took the arm gingerly. It seemed so delicate, almost fragile. "Hellephant ivory, huh?"
He nodded. "Among the strongest materials in the galaxy."
She snapped the arm onto the docking bay. A gasp fled her lips. At once, the starhand interfaced with her nervous system. She flexed the ivory fingers. The tiny brass gears turned, visible between the gleaming white joints. She turned her hand upward, downward, testing the movements. The pieces of ivory were arranged like a puzzle, the cracks between them expanding and contracting as she moved the limb, revealing and hiding the inner gold components.
"It's so light," she said. "The movements feel so natural. Like a real hand." She tapped the palm. "Huh. I can feel it."
"Of course you can. I installed sensors. Once your neurons get used to it, you'll have full sense of touch. A bit of pain too to warn you of injury. But you can turn that feature off."
"No, I'll keep it. Pain is important. Pain keeps us alive. There's a medical condition which causes patients to feel no pain. Sounds great, right? Nope. Their lives are hell. They keep injuring themselves and not even knowing it. I treasure this starhand. Pain will keep it a treasure. How does the azoth crystal work?"
He laughed. "So eager to deal destruction."
She grinned. "That's me."
"Aim your palm at a target. Try that big boulder." Grimm raised one of his four arms and pointed. "Then think of the azoth crystal. Focus your awareness on it. Until you feel it click in your mind."
Einav aimed her palm at a towering boulder. It was the size of her house back home. Like a spotlight, she focused her awareness on her starhand. She could feel it—the fingers, the wrist, the little gears inside. Yet the azoth crystal still eluded her. She moved her awareness down the fingers, over the palm, and—there! She felt it now. The purple gemstone snapped into her consciousness like a puzzle piece. The power of the crystal thrummed in her mind, a new organ in her body.
"I can feel it!" she breathed.
"Now fire."
"I don't know how."
"You do. Seize the power. Control it. Unleash it."
Einav pursed her lips, concentrating. Yes, she felt the crystal, and … something else. A power source deep inside the arm. A thrumming battery. And something even deeper. A power inside herself, a reservoir of strength within her own soul.
She stretched out the arm. Her palm shone with purple light. She fired.
A funnel of spacetime blasted out from her palm, spinning like a tornado. The blast hit the boulder. The massive stone cracked open. Its two halves slammed down, shaking the desert.
"Holy shit!" Einav blurted out.
She swayed on her feet, drained. Her starhand hung limply. She could no longer feel the prosthetic, let alone control it. She wobbled and Grimm caught her.
"Be careful!" he said. "If you use too much power, if you drain the battery, the crystal will suck out power from inside you."
"Thanks for the tip," she mumbled, dizzy. "Could have used that knowledge a minute ago."
He helped her back into Joey. She felt like she had just run a marathon. Her starhand was completely drained. She detached it, then plugged it into a port in Joey's dashboard. The limb began to charge.
"Whoa, whoa!" the starship said. "This thing is guzzling a lot of power."
"Do you have enough to spare?" Einav said.
"Just barely," said Joey. "This tiny arm of yours is an energy hog."
"We'll refuel you back at the colony." Einav rubbed her temple. "I feel woozy. I need to refuel too. Grimm, be a dear and fetch me another tea. Joey has a kettle in the back."
"Chamomile?" he asked.
She nodded. "Always. Wait. No. I need something with more oomph. Earl Grey. Hot."
"Ooh, living dangerously."
She yawned. God, she had never felt so drained. When Grimm returned with tea, she blew on it and took quick sips, so eager for caffeine she tolerated a burned tongue.
Grimm sat beside her in the cockpit. "The starhand takes a lot out of you. In time, you'll learn how to control it."
Einav put the cup down. "Joey, fly us back to the bazaar."
"Compliance!"
The stealthy ship rose from the desert. The teacup rattled on the dashboard. As the ship flew, Einav looked down at her left arm. Just a stump. The starhand was still charging. Her heart yearned to feel those slender ivory fingers again.
Grimm noticed. He smiled and raised an eyebrow. "So you're buying it?"
"The instant we're back at your shop. Goodbye life savings. Hello ultimate power."
Hey, Marco had spent his fortune on Joey. Addy spent her life savings on hot dogs. Einav deserved a little splurge too. Once a century, she treated herself.




CHAPTER NINE 

Endless Forms Most Beautiful
Einav had never felt so guilty about leaving the solar system.
Joey flew into the darkness, carrying the trio away. The three friends were in the cockpit. Marco sat at the helm. Addy sat at the gunnery seat. As usual, Einav sat between them. Though taller than the average woman, she was the shortest in the trio, and she sometimes felt like a child taking a vacation with her parents. Even though she was older than her friends.
As Joey gained speed, streaking through space, Einav looked in the rearview monitor. From here, Mars was a red sphere, no larger than a baseball held at arm's length. Earth was just a blue speck, easily mistaken for a star. They were so small, these planets of humans. Just motes of dust in the vastness. Yet they were precious to her like jewels, and more than ever, they felt fragile.
"I left Earth once before on an adventure," Einav said softly, speaking more to herself than to her friends. "And I came back to find an Earth that had slid into decadence and nihilism. An Earth ruled by weak men, obsessed with celebrity and pleasure, forgetting the sacrifices of their ancestors. The barbarians are at the gates. And Earth is asleep."
"Earth can be roused," Marco said.
On the monitor, Earth faded to just the hint of a twinkle. Mars became a red marble in the night. Saturn shone ahead, her rings resplendent in the sunlight. Floating colonies orbited the gas giant, and slender starships dipped into Saturn's clouds to mine her treasures. Farther along in her orbit, Jupiter loomed over her smaller siblings, her red eye of storm ever-watching.
"It's a beautiful place, this solar system of ours," Einav whispered, smiling thinly. "There are trillions of star systems like it. But this one is precious to me, its planets like the finest gemstones. I feel guilty leaving now. These worlds need us more than ever."
Marco clasped her new hand. "We'll find help. We're not abandoning humanity. We'll be back with an army."
As he squeezed her starhand, she felt a hint of warmth. The prosthetic didn't feel quite real yet. Not as sensitive as a real hand. In time, her brain would form the right neural pathways.
"Hellephant ivory, huh?" Marco said.
She flexed the ivory fingers around his hand. The golden gears spun between the joints. "That's what Grimm told me. Don't worry. He assured me that the animal died from natural causes."
"It definitely looks cooler than your old hand," Marco said.
Along with the starhand, Einav had bought new clothes on Mars. Goodbye, Buster Keaton costume. Finally. She wore her new outfit—simple trousers, sensible shoes, and a long-sleeved shirt lined with buckles along the side. The outfit was comfortable enough for lounging around Joey, flexible and sturdy enough for a fight. The fabric was white, while the buckles were gold-plated. The colors matched her new hand. And, she thought, the gold matched her hair.
They had all fled Earth too quickly to pack clothes. Marco had bought a new outfit on Mars too. He wore brown trousers, a white shirt, a tan vest, big leather boots, and a belt with two holsters. The earthy colors matched his brown hair and dark eyes.
"You look very roguish in your new outfit," Einav told him.
"Thanks," Marco said. "I'm normally not one for fashion. But I figured I shouldn't keep wearing those scrubs from my hospital disguise."
Addy too had gone shopping. Right now she was in the hold, putting on her new clothes. Soon enough, she stepped into the cockpit. The muumuu was gone. Addy now wore brown trousers, a white shirt, a tan vest, big leather boots, and … a belt with two holsters.
Marco stared at her. "You bought the exact same outfit as me."
Addy blinked. "You bought the exact same outfit as me! Well, you'll have to change. Want a muumuu?"
Marco groaned. "I'm not wearing your muumuu."
"Come on, do it!"
Einav laughed. "Stop bickering! It doesn't matter what we wear. Aliens won't care."
Addy was already trying to pull off Marco's clothes. He was busy shoving her back. Einav had to separate them.
"Oh boy," she mumbled. "This will be a long flight."
And as long as this flight was for the trio, Einav knew, it would be longer for Earth. Joey's azoth engine was thrumming. They were flying at warp speed. That meant time dilation. From their perspective, they would be flying for weeks, maybe months. Back on Earth, that could mean a year or two. And the clock was ticking. She had thought five years gave her plenty of time to prepare for the shoal. Now it seemed like nothing.
Thank God the shoal is too big for wormholes, Einav thought. Otherwise they'd be at Earth already.
Past the heliopause, Joey (whom nobody would accuse of being too big) hopped onto the Wormhole Road and streaked across interstellar space. Einav had never liked traveling these tunnels. They bent too much spacetime, and they showed her strange visions. As they hopped a hundred light-years within moments, Einav saw herself in the past. A young girl in the desert, swinging from the cannons of tanks, making necklaces from bullets, flying kites as fighter jets screamed above. And she saw the future. Saw the gray tentacles in the sky, the buildings falling, the people suffering. The shoal engulfing Earth. And there in the ruins, beyond the haze of smoke …
Einav screamed.
When they burst out the other side of the wormhole, she was shaking. Addy embraced her and stroked her hair while Einav struggled to catch her breath.
"Wormhole dreams?" Addy asked.
Marco brought her a cup of chamomile. "Remember, Einav, the wormholes only show you possible futures. Nothing is written in stone."
Einav nodded. "I know."
"What did you see?" Addy asked softly.
She closed her eyes. The image haunted her. When she had walked through the ruins of Earth, she had seen Marco and Addy crucified on metal crosses. Flayed. Their eyes gone.
Marco held her hand. "Einav? You all right? You're trembling."
She opened her eyes and looked at Marco. For a second, she saw that deathly face, the eyes red sockets. She blinked and the vision was gone. There was the face of her friend, still very much alive, his brown eyes soft with concern.
"I love you, Marco," she said.
He seemed taken aback, but then he smiled. "I love you too."
Einav turned toward Addy. "I love you, Addy."
The taller woman touched Einav's forehead. "Are you sure you're all right? You might have wormhole fever."
"I just wanted to tell you how much you both mean to me," Einav said. "There are hard times coming. Times of war and despair and death. I would be lost without you. But together we can face anything."
"Hell yeah!" Addy said, then she kissed Einav on the cheek. "Love ya too, leader."
Einav took deep breaths and her heartbeat slowed. She pointed. "There it is. Beta Lyrae. Our destination. We're going to visit the Lyrans. And warn them about the shoal."
"The Lyrans?" Marco said. "I don't think I've ever met one."
"Me neither," Einav said. "I know that they're round, bioluminescent, and friendly to humans. That's about it. Hopefully they listen and join us against the shoal. We need all the friends we can get."
* * * * *
Beta Lyrae was not the closest star to Earth. It was located 960 light-years away, but it was near a wormhole, granting Earthlings easy access. Located in the Lyra constellation, it was visible from Earth. Since the dawn of history, humans had gazed upon this light in the heavens. From Earth, to the naked eye, it appeared like a single point of light. But now that they were here, its true nature was revealed.
"Whoa!" Addy squinted. "This is a big star system. I see …" She leaned closer to the viewport. "Two, three, four stars? Wait, a fifth!"
"And a sixth!" Marco said, pointing. "Holy smokes. We've been to many binary systems. Even triple star systems. I've never seen a cluster of six stars like this."
As they flew closer, they all watched the light show. Six stars were orbiting one another like dancing fireflies. It was quite the show. Each star tethered its own array of beautiful, glittering planets. Over a hundred worlds floated here. And most of those planets had moons too. A busy system indeed.
Addy leaned against Marco, resting her head on his shoulder. "It's pretty."
"The cosmic ballet," Marco said softly, the light in his eyes. "The spheres of the heavens dance with celestial grace, bound by gravity, burning with the furnace of chemistry. Their light weaves a tale as old as creation and as eternal as the cosmos."
Addy nodded. "That's what I said."
Einav smiled. "And you kids say I never take you anywhere."
Marco raised an eyebrow. "Kids?"
"I'm two years older than you." Einav shrugged.
"Ooh, so you're 142, while Addy and I are 140," Marco said.
Einav nodded. "Huge difference."
"Mentally she's older than us," Addy said.
"To be honest, with all the time dilation, I have no idea how old we are," Einav said. "We haven't always taken the same journeys. Suffice to say we're all old."
"I'll never grow old," Addy said. "I'm Peter Pan."
Though in truth, they were seeing the signs of aging. Even as Methuselahs. When they had taken the serum, they had been in their forties. It had halved their biological age. Yet now, when Einav looked at them, she saw people in their thirties. Yes, they were aging. Slowly. Much more slowly than most humans. The serum they had taken was still working, giving their bodies youth and strength. But they were not immortal.
Would I have liked to live forever? Einav wondered. With my friends, maybe. Yes, I think I would. I don't like aging, not even slow aging. But sometimes I curse this long life. I've suffered through darkness and then spent a long time in the sun. Perhaps, like Earth, I've grown soft. I fear the times ahead.
They flew closer toward the celestial display. Joey played for them a time-lapse of the stars' movements, speeding them up enormously. The six stars orbited one another in a strange dance of complex physics, sometimes moving farther apart, then drawing nearer, each position creating new variables in the functions of the universe, morphing and twisting the stars' orbits. Einav kept watching, mesmerized, trying to find recurring patterns. The stars reminded her of dancing fairies.
They flew toward the brightest star among the six, known as Beta Lyrae A. As Joey approached, they realized that this was not a single star either. Beta Lyrae A was actually three stars orbiting one another.
Einav's eyes widened. "A multiple star system within a multiple star system!"
"Like the Russian dolls of space," Addy said.
Marco gazed in wonder, the lights in his eyes. "The celestial symphony forever spills forth her secret delights, spheres within spheres whispering their—"
"Shut it, nerd!" Addy punched him.
They flew toward the brightest of the three inner stars. A dozen planets orbited it, all alight with brilliant colors. A million smaller lights flew back and forth. The lights of starships, streaming through the night like fireflies.
"It's like delving deeper and deeper into the quantum world," Einav said. "The closer we look, the more details we find. One star becomes six. One of those six becomes three. One of those three reveals a dizzying array of worlds. And around those worlds we find the light of moons and ships. Layers within layers. As above so below."
"Oh God, not you too with the poetry," Addy said. "What are you two smoking?"
Marco raised his chin. "We just think space is beautiful."
Addy nodded. "Mhm, and those treats you were eating earlier were nothing but regular brownies."
Marco glowered at his wife. "Hey! You know my special brownies help me with wormhole anxiety."
Einav gasped. She blinked at Marco, eyes widening. "I ate one of those brownies!"
Addy nodded sagely. "Yep, that explains the poetry."
Einav shook her head to clear it. "Never mind. I'll get another tea and sober up. We're almost there."
As they flew closer, Einav nursed a tea and admired the star system. The planets glittered with lights, fully urbanized, all twelve of them. Huge rings encircled them. At first Einav thought them natural rings like those of Saturn. Then she realized they were megastructures—artificial constructions of staggering engineering. Several rings didn't wreathe planets but spun lazily through space on their own. They were space stations, Einav realized. Space stations so large they could circle Earth.
Most of the floating rings were much smaller, however. Some were barely larger than Olympic racetracks. Millions of them spun here and there, tumbling and dizzying in their brilliance. They came in all colors. They were starships, Einav realized. Starships shaped like luminous hoops.
"When I was a child, very long ago, I had a sort of game," Einav said. "It was a box of transparent plastic, full of water. If you shook it, plastic rings in many colors scattered through the water. You had to shake the box just right to get the rings to float onto pegs. That's what this star system reminds me of. Just without the pegs."
Swarms of the circular starships suddenly changed course. They came wheeling through space toward Joey.
Marco's eyes widened. "How can they see us? The external lights are still off. We should be ultrablack."
"This is a system full of light," Einav said. "They can see us in negative. A missing chunk where light should shine."
The rings flew closer, hundreds of them, moving at incredible speed. Before Marco could even react, one ring encircled Joey like a hoop, then flew on by. Another ring did the same. And another. The aliens almost seemed to be playing. Lights danced across the viewports and filled the cabin.
"I guess we're the peg," Marco said.
Joey giggled. "It tickles." The little starship flew toward a few rings and shot through them like a lion through flaming hoops.
"Joey, give me back control of the helm," Marco said.
"Compliance! Sorry, I got excited."
An ethereal voice, vaguely feminine, emerged from Joey's speakers.
"Welcome, travelers, to Lyra! We recognize you as humans. Please travel to the planet that shines blue. We welcome you."
Einav frowned. "The blue planet? They all seem multicolored. Which …?"
Her voice trailed off. Her eyes widened.
"Beautiful," she whispered.
One of the planets changed colors. All the lights on its surface became different shades of blue. And then—Einav gasped in wonder—some of the lights changed again, becoming green and brown, forming familiar shapes. The shapes of continents. Of Earth's continents!
Tears filled Einav's eyes.
"They're changing an entire planet to look like Earth. For us."
As Joey flew closer, the other planets they passed changed hues too. Millions of lights covered each world like pixels. One world turned red, emulating Mars. Another mimicked the storms of Jupiter. A third world shapeshifted into a glittering facsimile of Saturn, complete with a ring of bronze and golden lights.
Addy gaped, face pressed against the viewport. "How do they do this?"
"The planets are like giant TV screens," Marco said. "Covered with luminous pixels. I think. It's hard to see from here. What a welcome!"
"If I had control over their switchboards, I'd get creative as heck," Addy said. "Turn one planet into a giant eye, another into a basketball, a third into a … a … I'm out of ideas."
"Very creative indeed," Marco said.
"A giant space butt!" Addy said.
"We already have one here in the cockpit."
Addy punched him.
They kept flying toward the planet that mimicked Earth. Many of the ring-shaped starships flew around it. Thousands of them arranged themselves in space, spelling out a word in English.
Welcom
Addy squinted. "Wel-com?"
"I think they mean welcome," Marco said.
Addy snorted, spraying saliva. "I can spell better than that. They forgot the double L!"
"Addy, there's no—" Marco groaned and wiped his cheek. "Never mind. Cut them a break. They're aliens."
The rings rearranged themselves several more times, spelling welcome in a variety of other Earth languages. They even included Hebrew, Einav's mother tongue. How considerate. Even if they misspelled that one too.
"They certainly know more about us than we know about them," Einav said.
"Where should we land?" Marco said, flying Joey closer to the blue planet.
Pixels across the fake Earth changed colors, forming an enormous arrow on the planet's surface. That arrow was as wide as cities, as long as countries. It pointed toward a location on the planet's surface.
Addy rubbed her eyes, her mouth forming an O. For once, she was speechless. So were Marco and Einav. This system with its light show stunned them all. In a century of travels across the galaxy, the trio had never seen anything like this.
Joey flew to where the arrow pointed. As the ship descended, her sensors picked up an atmosphere. The temperature was a comfortable sixteen degrees Celsius (bit chilly for Einav, though the Canadians would love it), oxygen levels were high, and gravity was about half of that on Earth. A nice little planet. From here, Einav saw that they were not pixels that covered this world—at least not in the normal sense. The planet was entirely urbanized. Roads curved around circular buildings, while helical towers coiled skyward. The Lyrians hated straight lines. Everything was curved and rounded. Countless luminous rings flowed up and down spiraling highways. Everything had a light on it. Every building, every road, every vessel—all could light up in different colors. Every object in this city essentially formed a pixel, which the Lyrians could control on a planetary level.
"I wonder if a central computer controls all the lights," Einav said. "Or whether they're like a murmuration of birds, each with a mind of its own, cooperating to form huge shapes."
Every light below suddenly turned cobalt. Then a line of rings along a road blazed, forming a golden arrow. The arrow pointed toward a domed building that pulsed with purple light. It reminded Einav of a sports arena. They flew Joey there.
A hatch opened on the indigo dome. Arrows pointed toward the opening.
"Guess we're invited for dinner," Marco said, piloting Joey into the oculus.
"Hopefully not as dinner," said Einav.
"Dinner?" Addy perked up. "Think they'll have hot dogs?"
The little starship descended into a massive round hall. It indeed looked like some sports arena. But it was larger than any stadium on Earth. You could dock a frigate in here. The floor glowed dark purple. All around, encircling the central stage, rose tiers of seats. A million luminous rings covered the seats, glowing in every color of the rainbow.
Joey landed in the middle of the arena with a thump. The tiers rose all around. Einav felt like a gladiator tossed into the Colosseum.
"Now what?" Addy said.
Einav unbuckled her seat belt. "Let's see if anyone will talk to us."
They didn't even need spacesuits. They exited Joey and stood on the floor. The arena seemed even larger now. They spun around, gaping at the tiers of seats around them. The millions of lights shone.
"Where are the Lyrians?" Addy whispered, leaning toward Einav.
"You're looking at them."
Einav had only just realized it herself. Those rings of lights on the seat—those were the Lyrians! It was hard to see them clearly. But the aliens seemed to have central stalks, which were dark and black. Atop these "torsos" grew ringed "heads" that shone with light. Take a hula hoop, cover it with LED lights, mount it onto a baseball bat, and it would look a bit like a Lyrian.
"Thank you for welcoming us to your world!" Einav said. Her voice sounded surprisingly loud in this arena.
"Good acoustics," Marco whispered.
The lights rippled across the arena, changing colors. The Lyrians all turned deep purple. Then some of them became gold, spelling out a word across the seats.
Hello
Each Lyrian was like a single pixel, working together to spell the word. They all thrummed, and that ethereal voice returned.
"Hello, Earthlings! We know you well, Einav Ben-Ari. We've been watching Earth for many years. We are students of the galaxy."
"Do you have a leader or ambassador I can speak to?" Einav said.
The lights shone pink and azure and trembled across the arena. Oddly, Einav got the impression that the Lyrians were laughing.
"We have no leader, no ambassador, no individuals. We're one being. Each of us is a part in the whole. A pixel in the great picture."
Marco leaned toward Einav. "A hive intelligence."
"There's gotta be a queen," Addy said. "Like with the hydrians."
"Will you shut up about queens?" Marco whispered.
"You shut up," she whispered back.
"You were going on about queens with the hydrians too."
"And they had a queen! I was right!"
Einav glared at them both. They shut up. She took a step away from the married couple, spun around, and looked at the millions of Lyrians around her. The lights shimmered like the iridescent feathers of a bird.
"Lyrians, your warm welcome honors me," Einav said. "I'm proud to visit your wonderful star system, a place of light and wonder in the dark. But I'm afraid I've come into this world of light bearing dark news. Enemies from another galaxy have infiltrated the Milky Way. Their light has not yet reached you. But I've seen them. And I've come to warn you."
The rings of light brightened to blinding levels. Einav squinted. A defense mechanism? A sort of Lyrian fight-or-flight response?
"We've seen a dark presence," buzzed their voices. "We send eyes along the Tree of Light, and we gaze across all arms in our spiral galaxy. We've seen the disease carve through the Milky Way."
The Tree of Light. The Wormhole Road. The great gift of the ancients. It had many names. A long-lost civilization had built this interstellar highway system, and many species traveled its roads.
If anyone ever wanted to cripple our galaxy, they would target our wormholes, Einav thought. The shoal is too large for the Wormhole Road. Would they try to destroy it? Doing so wouldn't just be cutting off our highway system. It would also unleash massive energy. Like a thousand supernovas.
Something to consider indeed. But not right now. She continued speaking to the luminous hive.
"Lyrians, the creatures you've seen are called the hydrians. According to our research, they've already infected multiple galaxies. After they cannibalize an entire galaxy, they send out a shoal to seek another home. Once they arrive in a new galaxy, they parasitize one world. And from there, they spread their tentacles until every star is consumed. The galaxy is sucked dry. And the cycle starts anew."
Marco stepped up with a hologram projector. He tapped a button, and a hologram hovered above the trio, featuring multiple hydrians. Some of the holograms were larger than Joey. The lights around the arena shimmered and dimmed, giving everyone a better view.
"Here you can see the hydrian life cycle," Marco said. He had prepared the presentation in advance. "When they hatch, they are what we call hydlings. Even in their first instar, they're big. They hatch bigger than me, and they grow at tremendous speed. Within only a day or two, they reach their second instar. At this stage in their life cycle, they can grow armored carapace, fly through space, and spew corrosive ink. They have now become hyds. Big. Tough. Ruthless. Some hyds—the largest and meanest ones—can grow into a third instar. They become hydlords. These giants are larger than starwhales. They would barely fit into this arena. Hydlords can lay eggs. They can destroy entire planets. And they get even bigger. A few hydlords—we don't know how many, but we think it's quite rare, maybe one in several billion—can reach a fourth instar. They become hydprinces. Creatures as large as cities."
"There is a hydprince burrowing through the Milky Way," Einav said. "His name is Ninazu. Once a hydprince finds a new planet, he latches on. He engulfs the entire planet with his tentacles. He grows into the fifth and final instar. He becomes a hydking. A creature the size of a world. He keeps birthing more hydrians until the entire galaxy is consumed. The life cycle is complete. And the shoal spreads to the next galaxy."
"Actually, there's also a sixth instar," Addy said. "The hydqueen."
Marco glared at her. "Will you shut up about the queens?"
"It's important information."
"It's irrelevant. The queen isn't coming here."
"Stop being so sexist, Marco!"
Einav shushed them both. She looked back at the crown of Lyrians around her. The countless rings of light darkened. Then just a portion reignited, forming white, squirming shapes with red eyes. They were mimicking the shoal, Einav realized. As the rings changed colors, the luminous squids swam across the arena.
"Yes, we see them," hummed the ethereal voices. "But we will not fight."
"What?" Addy blurted out.
Einav's heart sank. "They are a danger!"
"To Earth," said the Lyrians. "Not to the Lyrians."
"Didn't you hear us?" Addy cried. "The hydrians want to conquer the entire galaxy!"
"Maybe," the Lyrians replied. "Maybe someday. But maybe Earth can defeat them alone."
Addy placed her hands on her hips. "So that's it, huh? You want us to do the dirty work? For us humans to fight and die and keep you safe?"
"Addy, stay calm," Einav said softly, putting a hand on her friend's shoulder. She returned her attention to the Lyrians. "We cannot fight the hydrians alone. No one race can. We're building a coalition across the Milky Way to face them together."
The Lyrians turned deep red. "Who are we? You are three humans with no power. No position. No roles in your Earthling hive. Who speaks for Earth? Our light shows a different leader."
Einav's heart sank lower. She had been fearing this.
"True, I'm no longer president—" she began.
"So what authority do you have to treat with us?" said the Lyrians.
"She's the Golden Lioness!" Marco cried. "She's the greatest heroine on Earth. She led humanity against the scum, the marauders, and the grays! And she will fight the war ahead too. I believe in her. Fight with us, Lyrians! Fight with us now, and strike the shoal before it's too late."
The trio stood silently, panting, watching the luminous aliens. They hummed and flashed different colors. The hive mind seemed to be considering. Finally their humming voices rose again.
"Come back to us with Earth's new leader," the luminous hive said. "Or when you are leader again. Until then, we can shelter you here. But we cannot fight your war."
Einav's spirits sank. She had failed.
"Hey, are they still gonna serve us dinner?" Addy whispered.
Marco patted her shoulder. "I don't think so, Ads. Sorry."
She groaned. "Oh, this whole trip was for nothing!"
The trio flew off, leaving the Lyra system with stooped shoulders and heavy hearts. As they flew into the darkness, leaving the nine-star system behind, Einav felt the claws of despair clutching her heart. Looking at her friends, she knew they felt the same thing.
"I knew we should have asked to speak to their queen," Addy said.
Marco rolled his eyes. "They don't have a queen, Addy."
"There's always a queen."
"Just because you were right about the hydrians doesn't mean every species has one."
"Yes it does!"
"No, it—"
"Enough!" Einav shouted.
Marco and Addy fell silent at once. They stared at her, pale. She had not yelled at them like this since boot camp. Over a century ago. They blinked, speechless.
"I'm sorry." Einav took a deep breath. "I normally don't lose my cool like this. I just feel … helpless. And alone."
At once they embraced her.
"You have us," Addy whispered.
"We'll find help," Marco said. "I promise."
Einav closed her eyes, seeking comfort in their embrace. Maybe she wasn't a leader anymore. A leader didn't lose her cool. A leader didn't lose hope. A leader inspired. A leader gave strength. Einav had lost the presidency, but perhaps she had lost something more. The fire inside her. She must rekindle it. She must shine her light to hold back the creatures in the dark.
"We'll fly to another world," she said. "We will find help. I still intend to win this war."
* * * * *
The trio stood in the Hall of Altair, a cavernous building built of jade and emerald. Plants grew from holes in the floor, crawled over the walls, and draped from the ceiling, and waterfalls sprayed mist. The air was hot and humid, and streams gurgled underfoot between carpets of moss. It reminded Einav of some enclosure in a zoo built for tropical creatures.
The Altairian council met the trio here. The aliens towered above the humans, easily twice as tall (Addy, who prided herself on her height, quietly sulked). Vaguely, Altairians resembled praying mantises. They were gangly, green creatures, draped with iridescent robes adorned with green stones. They stared with multiple red eyes, anywhere from two to a full dozen, the number of eyes denoting their age. As Einav told them about the shoal, the aliens unfurled their ears, listening carefully.
"Fight with us!" Einav said when her tale was told.
But the Altairians shook their triangular heads.
"We cannot," said their king. "For you are no longer the leader of Earth. You have no authority to treat with us."
"Have you got a queen?" Addy asked.
"Not until next summer solstice, when my gender will change to bear eggs," said the king.
Addy beamed. "Told you," she whispered to Marco.
They flew onward.
At the distant world of Oridia, the trio descended into tunnels that burrowed deep into the alien planet. There they met the Oridians, a race of large, sentient ants. The insects were large enough to ride, and their mandibles could slice through stone. Their hives were places of wonder, coiling throughout the entire planet, some nearly reaching the molten core. The Oridians could fly great starships they built of stone and crystal, and they were not afraid of a fight.
"But this is not our fight," they told Einav, speaking in a chattering, clicking language. "You are no longer the queen of your hive. We will not march to war."
Much to Addy's consternation, they didn't even get to meet the Oridian queen.
Joey flew onward through space.
They tried the Silicades next. The aliens were silicon-based, and at a glance, they simply looked like huge quartz crystals. Millions of them grew across the surface of their planet, sessile and seemingly lifeless. Yet they could spread mineral tendrils across surfaces, split stone, dig for metal, and navigate the stars. Their crystalline starships could fire beams of light to sear through enemy hulls. The trio met the Silicades atop their holy mountain under the stars. They pleaded their case. And they got the same answer.
No.
"This is pointless!" Addy blurted out as they flew away. "Nobody will listen to us anymore. We're nobodies now. When Einav was president, when Poet and I were officers, we had the authority to speak for Earth. Now we're just … has-beens."
"Maybe we should talk to Hart again," Marco said. "Get him to fly here with us. The aliens would recognize him as the leader of Earth."
Einav shook her head. "If we approached him, Hart would arrest us on the spot. He still considers us outlaws. Damn the man!"
They tried a few more worlds, hoping against hope. They met the Rigelians, a fascinating race. They were humanoid—sort of. Each Rigelian was born with a normal head but only half a body. One leg. One arm. Half a torso. Males had the right half, females the left half. When they fell in love, they joined to form one body with two heads. Forever bound together. Amazing as they were, they did not offer help either.
The Trillians looked like sentient guitars. Their vocal cords were outside their bodies, forming what looked like guitar strings. They sang a song of rejection. (Addy trying to play one didn't help.)
The Markonites—a race of drooling, knuckle-dragging warthogs—loved a good fight. Amazingly, they volunteered to help … so long as Einav provided the starships to transport them. A good lead, but given that she was broke, and Joey was their only starship, it was ultimately useless.
Meeting the sluggers, a race of sentient slugs, backfired spectacularly.
"The hydrians are fellow mollusks," said the slugger king, his voice booming. "My army will join them! Together, we the boneless shall defeat the arrogant boned ones!"
Einav tried to explain that hydrians had bones, but King Slug would hear none of it.
"Great!" Einav said as they flew off. "Not only have we found no allies—we somehow managed to recruit a race to join the hydrians! Brilliant."
"Are you sure we can't stuff Joey full of warthogs?" Addy asked.
"Yes!" Marco, Einav, and Joey answered together.
The Nandaki, furry aliens with mouths on their four hands, were too meek and small to help. The Tarmarins looked like bear-sized armadillos, and they could roll up into impenetrable balls of armor. They were fierce warriors, but they refused to even meet Einav. As soon as Joey approached their world, the Tarmarins saw her shadow against the stars. They fired on her, forcing the little ship to flee. The rawdiggers seemed far more sympathetic. Despite their fearsome appearance (they looked a little like giant crabs), they were friendly and benevolent. But they were miners by trade, not fighters. They could not help (aside from giving them a good deal on iron ore, if they were ever interested).
For months, they flew from world to world, meeting civilization after civilization. Door after door slammed in their faces.
Finally the trio flew toward one final world. Their last hope. A world called Menoria.
* * * * *
It was a distant world. An ocean world. A world they had visited before. To Einav, it was perhaps her favorite planet after Earth. An ocean covered the entire globe.
The Menorians, a race of sentient octopi, called this world home. They had evolved here. And even now in the era of space travel, they all still lived here, happy to remain on one world and not play the galactic game of conquest. Wise beings. Yet they still had a fleet of warships, for they were not pacifists, and they knew the galaxy swarmed with predators. Their starships were full of water and could fly fast and strike hard. While benevolent at times of peace, the Menorians fought courageously in times of war.
The journey took weeks, but finally Joey flew toward Menoria. The blue planet gleamed in the darkness, a spherical ocean like a blob of water floating in space. Several starships orbited the world. They looked like crystalline asteroids or small moons, for the Menorians built their ships from stone.
A few islands rose here and there, silvery like great seashells. In the old days, when the Menorians were still evolving, they would rise onto these islands to lay eggs, seeking safety from predators. Now the Menorians had conquered their oceans, and the predators plagued them no more, yet they kept to the old ways. As Joey descended, they saw thousands of Menorians cover the islands, brooding on their eggs. They looked similar to Earth octopi. Their skin was naturally purple, though it could change colors and form dizzying patterns.
Einav was surprised to learn that Joey could swim. The starship plunged underwater, and the ultrablack hull held.
To the outside world, Menoria seemed pristine. A boring, uninhabited world. Visiting aliens would not know the asteroids were actually starships. And they could not guess at the splendors that hid underwater. As Joey dived deeper into the ocean, the trio gazed out the viewport in awe. No matter how often Einav visited, Menoria always took her breath away.
Thousands of round submarines zipped around her. Their hulls were transparent, revealing the Menorians inside. With their tentacles (which were soft and boneless, unlike the armored, clawed tentacles of hydrians), the Menorians operated levers and switches, piloting their submarines. Buoys floated in the water, forming watery roads and traffic lights. Cities covered the seabed, sprouting towers of glass and stone. Schools of fish swam through farming domes, while kelp fields swayed in the currents. Domed and spiraling homes rose everywhere, many featuring coral gardens.
The Menorians noticed Joey. She was invisible in space but impossible to miss underwater. Soon many Menorians were swimming alongside the black ship. The younglings reached out to touch the mysterious black shape. Seeking to mimic Joey, the little octopi changed color to the deepest shade of black they could. It was impressive, though not quite as dark as Joey.
Submarines rose toward her, adorned with scrimshaw and crystals. Menorians were inside, clad in gold and pearl armor, eyes gleaming. One submarine was finer than the others, shimmering with precious metals. Inside sat an old friend. Aurora, Princess of Menoria.
"Aurora!" Einav said, broadcasting her voice through the water.
From inside her submarine, the Menorian waved her tentacles. Her skin became deep pink spotted with blue, a sign of welcome and pleasure. Then she changed colors again and again, forming an array of patterns—circles, lines, triangles—across her body. It was a complex language, but Einav had brought a digital translator. The little machine picked up the colors, then spoke in English.
"Einav, my friend! Come, come to the palace."
Joey and the submarines moved through the underwater realm.
In the heart of the city, they beheld a majestic structure, glowing with lavender light and vibrating with ethereal music. Its design recalled a sea anemone, its numerous towers swaying with the ocean currents. These slender structures, full of chambers and windows, were constructed of silver and glass, yet their movements exuded an organic grace. Among the swaying towers, like the center of a flower, rose a dome crafted from lavender crystals. It shone and sparkled, lighting the underwater realm like a sunken sun.
"The Water Palace," Einav whispered. "The heart of Menoria and home of its royal family."
"Do they have a queen?" Addy said.
Einav smiled thinly. "A king."
"Aha!" Marco smiled smugly at his wife.
"Do you see the swaying towers?" Einav said. "They're filled with water. If you look through the windows, you'll see Menorians swimming back and forth. They're clerks, politicians, generals, administrators—the Menorians who run this kingdom. But the central dome is one of the few dry places in the city. The Menorians lay their eggs on islands in the open air. They consider air holy. The dome of air is where the royal family lives."
"If the palace is dry, why is it called the Water Palace?" Addy said.
Einav laughed. "It's not. Well, it is in English. A misleading name, I agree. The Menorians don't speak English or speak at all. They describe the palace by turning deep purple and swaying their tentacles like its flexible towers. Somebody just translated it as Water Palace when writing the Earthling books."
"Writers. Ha!" Addy snorted and gave Marco a dirty look.
An airlock opened in the palace near the seabed. Joey flew inside, and they docked by a fleet of Menorian submarines. After weeks in space, the trio was grateful to exit Joey, stretch their legs, and shake off the cabin fever. The docking bay was a splendorous place, the curved walls adorned with seashells, the windows revealing the watery kingdom outside. It was dry in here, a triumph of engineering and a sign of the palace's wealth.
Aurora scuttled toward them on her eight legs. She turned bright orange with yellow stripes. Einav's device translated the colors.
"Einav! Marco! Addy! Welcome to my home."
Einav knelt and hugged the octopus. Aurora wrapped several tentacles around her.
For a terrible second, Einav froze in terror. Visions of hydrians flashed through her mind. She imagined that Ninazu was embracing her, crushing her. Her heart burst into a gallop.
Aurora recoiled. "Are you all right, friend?"
Einav took a deep breath. "Yes. Yes, of course. It's been a long flight."
The visions of hydrians faded. Once more, she saw her friend, dear old Aurora. A lovely little octopus. Not a big evil squid.
They headed down a corridor, passing by statues of the Menorian pantheon. While the Menorians no longer worshipped their gods, they still told their tales and honored their mythology. Celifida, the god of plenty and good hunting, was depicted as a plump fish with silvery scales. Barraxia, the god of war, appeared as a steel barracuda with teeth like blades. Nautaris, goddess of the homestead, was shaped like a nautilus, her golden spiral adorned with diamonds.
They were not actually barracudas or nautiluses, of course. Nor were Menorians truly octopi. Those were Earth animals. But like the laws of physics or chemistry, the laws of evolution were constant across the galaxy. Convergent evolution had been observed on Earth long before space travel, and today one could discover it across the galaxy. The Menorian ocean had similar chemistry to Earth's ocean, so it produced similar forms. Like Einstein, Darwin had discovered universal truths.
Finally they entered the royal hall, the center of the palace and of Menorian civilization. The chamber was domed, built of translucent, lavender crystals that revealed the ocean outside. It was completely dry in here, mimicking the surface of the holy islands where every Menorian hatched. Lanterns floated through the room, forged of precious metal, holding little flames. On a world of water, fire was the ultimate display of wealth. Ammonite shells the size of grand pianos stood on the crystalline floor. Upon them lounged the royal family.
Aurora took her spot on one ammonite. She was the eldest princess, known for her wanderlust and curiosity, spending much of her time traveling the galaxy and befriending aliens like Einav. While Aurora was roughly the size of a human (if squishier), her younger siblings were smaller, some so small they could live in a fishbowl. The queen (Addy grinned to see her and poked Marco in the ribs) was slender and elegant, wearing silver bracelets on her many arms. The king was old, lumpy, and scarred, a warrior who had fought many battles. He had slain the dreaded horned sharks and the leviathans of the trenches, and every scar on his body told a tale. A hundred white barbels dangled around his mouth like a beard, and he wore a coral crown. In one tentacle he held a trident forged of silver.
Menorians did not have names like humans did. Their names were colors. The king's name was a shade of ultramarine with hints of cobalt and flecks of gold. But humans invented syllabic names for them, and to humans, he was known as King Poseidon. Similarly, Aurora's name was a deep shade of purple with azure swirls and white specks. Einav had given her the name Aurora since the colors reminded her of a celestial display of lights.
Einav delivered her usual spiel. Marco supplied the hydrian holograms while Addy worked the crowd like a carnival barker, oohing and aahing to build excitement. They had done this routine on dozens of worlds by now. They knew the whole dog and pony show by heart. The shoal threatens you too, we must defend the galaxy, Earth might be first but not the last—the whole megillah. When they were done, they sighed and prepared for the usual answers. Get out! No, thank you. Goodbye!
But King Poseidon thought for a long time. With one tentacle, he stroked his barbel beard. Finally he spoke, changing colors and patterns. Einav held out her translator, letting the camera pick up the display. The device translated the shifting colors into English, giving the king a deep, raspy voice.
"My daughter Aurora speaks highly of you, Einav of Earth."
Einav nodded. "We're old friends and fought many enemies together."
"Old?" The king harrumphed. "Aurora is only two hundred. And you are even younger than that. You are both but hatchlings. For five thousand years, I've reigned in this hall. I've seen many enemies come and go. I've seen many empires rise and fall. Do you know what those who fall have in common?" He banged the butt of his trident against the floor. "They are brash! They are headstrong! They build rigid towers that collapse under the first storm. Those who grow old are like the towers of this palace. They bend in the waves."
Einav took a step closer. "Your Highness, with all due respect, this is not like any other war. Not like any other storm or wave. There has never been another enemy that invaded the Milky Way from another galaxy. Not in the life of my species or yours. Yes, I am young, but my people have reigned in my own kingdom for as long as you've reigned here. And while I've not lived through that history myself, I've studied it, and I carry the wisdom of my ancestors. And in my history, I've learned that the meek, those who bend and kneel, are first to fall to evil. Those who stand strong and resist may suffer and may die, but they can triumph too."
Sitting beside the king on a nautilus shell, Aurora raised her head triumphantly. She gave her father a look that Einav did not need a translator to interpret. See, Dad? I told you she's tough.
The king, to his credit, did not lose his cool or double down. He stroked his barbels again, considering. "Yes, you are a fiery one. Perhaps we need the fire of youth to resist the tidal waves that come." He reached out a tentacle and grabbed one of the floating lanterns. A flame burned inside. The king caressed the glass bulb, admiring the light. "Fire is rare here underwater and cherished. It does not burn often in the heart of Menorians."
"I've seen Menorians fight," Einav said. "You need no fire. When you are roused, you become a great wave. Fight with me now."
The king turned toward his queen. The two huddled close, changing colors, touching tentacles, conferring privately.
Addy leaned toward Marco. "The queen's the one in charge."
"Liar."
Finally the king turned back toward the trio. The old octopus harrumphed again and changed colors rapidly. "I have made a decision. I cannot fight with you . . ."
Einav took a deep breath, prepared to argue. But the king raised a tentacle, silencing her. Colors flashed across his body.
"… yet! I cannot fight with you yet. My queen has been following the goings-on at your world. Your fleet has shrunk. Your army dwindles. Foolish men dance and prance where once iron reigned. If we Menorians fight the shoal, we would be fighting alone. Earth was once a great ally. But under its current king, it is a husk. You must seize the throne, Einav Ben-Ari. You must return to power on your world. Then I will fight with you. But so long as you are queen in exile, you are no ally."
Einav supposed he was saying president but the translator was confused. Maybe the two words had a similar hue. She understood. Perhaps she had understood this long ago.
They left Menoria in low spirits. As Joey flew through space and the ocean world shrank behind, the trio was silent, each lost in their thoughts. Even Addy was silent, gazing out the window into space. Joey didn't play her whale songs or any music. The only sound was the humming of the azoth engine.
Finally, hours into the flight, Einav spoke, her voice soft yet sounding eerily loud in the cabin.
"Dare I do this? Dare I try?"
Marco and Addy looked at her. They said nothing.
"Without the presidency, I can't fight this war," Einav said. "Without commanding the fleet, I'm powerless. Not even the Menorians will heed my call. I've become nothing."
Addy seemed ready to object, then closed her mouth, recognizing that Einav was not done speaking.
"I've been fooling myself all this time. That people or aliens would still see me as the Golden Lioness. That there was still some cachet to the name Einav Ben-Ari. That my legacy still meant something. That I still carried some sway, if only as an elder stateswoman, someone whose wisdom is sought, whose warnings are heeded. I was wrong. I've known that I was wrong for a long time, and because of my hubris, I refused to accept it. All this time, I blamed Hart for his vanity and vainglory, never recognizing the same qualities in myself. I'm ashamed. I'm sorry."
"So you're just going to give up?" Addy cried, unable to remain silent any longer.
"No. Never. Not until my last breath. Marco, Addy, we've been traveling the galaxy when we should have been focusing on Earth. We return home now. We still have time."
"Time for what?" Addy said.
Einav smiled thinly. "For me to become president again."




CHAPTER TEN 

Stowaways
It was a long flight back to Earth. And during the long weeks in the dark, Marco had never felt more trapped. He was introverted by nature, certainly more than Addy, even more than Einav. He was used to locking himself for hours (even days) in his office, lost in books. Spaceflight should be easy for him. But now he was not only dealing with cabin fever. The sense of defeat weighed even heavier on him. He had never felt so, so … helpless.
Joey was a small starship, which added to everyone's stress. There was only one bed. Right now Addy and Einav were sharing it, lost in deep slumber. Marco spent a while in the cockpit. There wasn't much view to enjoy. They were flying at warp speed, which meant little more than smudges of light to see. He played a few games of virtual chess with Joey, but she beat him every time. He tried to read a novel—War and Peace by Tolstoy—but found himself reading the same paragraph over and over. He had been trying to read that one for over a century now, so far without success.
But how could he concentrate on games or literature? He couldn't stop seeing the visions. The shoal engulfing Earth. Ninazu perched atop the North Pole, wrapping his tentacles along the longitude lines all the way down to Antarctica, embracing the planet. The Dreamer had shown Marco these visions many years ago. Whenever Joey warped spacetime, he glimpsed the same tableau in his future. The visions were getting worse. More detailed. Less like hazy possibilities and more like a future written in stone. With every failure to enlist allies or rouse Earth, the Hydrian Holocaust seemed more certain.
"The Hydrian Holocaust," he muttered. Had he just come up with that name? He must have. A shudder ran through him.
Old as Marco was, he was too young to remember 2093. In different cultures, that year had different names. The French called it La Terrible Année. To the Russians, it was the Pozhirayushchiy—the devouring. In South America, they called it El Gran Moribundo—The Great Dying. In Canada, where Marco grew up, they called it the Cataclysm. That terrible year of 2093, Earth made first contact. That year, the scum had invaded. The alien centipedes had killed billions, wiping out half of humanity. Marco had been born in 2125, and even then, a generation later, Earth had still smoldered. It had taken another century to recover. Einav had led that recovery.
Hard times create hard people, he thought. Hard people create good times. Good times create weak people. And weak people create hard times.
Another cataclysm was racing toward Earth. This one could be even worse. The hydrians might do more than kill half the population. They might wipe out humanity for good.
The words of the Oracles of Hypnos returned to him.
There is hope. Kemi is alive. You must find her. She must bear your child. Only your descendant can save the world.
The clairvoyant conjoined twins could peer far. They were joined by the head, their brains molded into one. With twice the intelligence of normal humans, they could see along the paths of space and time. They had seen Earth in ruins, the tentacles crushing cities, humans dying by the billions—a new Great Dying, worse than any before. And they had seen a future child, delivering hope to humanity. A child far down the generations, born in exile and shining like a beacon to those who were lost. A child named Rowan.
And the oracles too had seen her foremother. They had seen Kemi.
Marco grabbed his minicom. He scrolled through old images. And he bought up a photo from over a century ago.
In the photo, he was just a teenager. The innocent son of a librarian, dreaming of becoming a writer. He stood on a Toronto street, taking a selfie with Kemi Abasi, his high school sweetheart. The daughter of Nigerian immigrants, she was smiling brightly, one eyebrow raised. She had always thought she looked silly in that photo, caught midsmile and midwink, her mane of black curls flying in the wind. But to Marco, the image had always captured the true Kemi, her joy and humor even in the ruins of a smoldering world. Marco had kept the memento all these years.
She was his first love. A love that had not burned long, all things considered. She went off to officer school. He became an infantry grunt. They broke up and he moved on. In the fires of war, he got engaged to Lailani. He married and divorced Tomiko. He had a child with Yulia. He finally found the greatest love of his life with his childhood companion, Addy Linden. Yet all this time, he had kept this old photo.
He had seen her fall in battle. Over a century ago now. She had died in his arms. But according to the oracles, she was still alive somewhere, caught in a time loop, standing on a beach, waiting for him. Calling his name.
A voice spoke in Joey's cockpit. Feminine. Soft. But it was not Joey's voice. It did not come from her speakers. It flowed from all around.
"Find me. I've been waiting for so long."
Marco started and looked around, but nobody was there. He tiptoed into the hold, but Addy and Einav were still in bed, sound asleep. Who had spoken? It had sounded like a voice from his past. Almost like …
But no, that was impossible.
The voice spoke again.
"Be careful."
Shivers ran along Marco's spine like astral fingers. His hackles rose.
"Who's speaking?" he whispered, but nobody answered. The voice was gone. Yet he felt … a presence. Something in here with him in the shadowy starship.
"Joey, is that you?" he whispered. But the starship was in sleep mode, processing her data logs. Perhaps that was how starships dreamed. He stared at the lines of data scrolling down her screen, column after column of green text like scurrying caterpillars, and he felt again those ghostly fingers on his nape.
Danger! his body cried.
Marco tiptoed back into the hold. The back cabin was shadowy. The only light came from the streaks of starlight outside the portholes. Einav and Addy lay in bed, sound asleep, lumps in the darkness.
They're safe, Marco thought. Everyone is safe. It's just spacetime distortion giving me visions. I've been in space too long.
He turned to leave, then heard something. A click, barely audible. Then a squelch—a sort of soft, wet sound.
He spun back toward the bed. The two women slept on, peaceful.
Silence. No more sounds. Nothing.
And then—shadows stirred. A gurgle sounded. Black tentacles rose from under the bed, undulating like snakes.
I'm dreaming, Marco thought. I'm hallucinating. Just a trick of the shadows.
The tentacles swayed through the air, surrounding the bed, then dipping, dipping toward the two sleeping women.
"Addy, Einav!" Marco cried.
Their eyes snapped open. They leaped up in bed. With the instincts of veterans, both women reached to their bedsides for their guns.
Marco hit the light switch. Bright light flooded the cabin, nearly blinding. An angry hiss rose. The tentacles spun toward Marco, lined with suction cups. Inside each cup twitched a ring of claws like a garburator.
Addy fired her gun. A plasma bolt hit a tentacle. Sparks flashed against a bulkhead, and Joey screamed.
"Don't fire inside the ship!" Marco said. "You'll breach the hull!"
The tentacles flailed. An angry rumble sounded from under the bed. The bed frame was shaking and rattling.
Einav leaped from the bed. Before she could hit the deck, a tentacle flashed, grabbed her, and constricted her.
Addy lunged through the air. But a tentacle wrapped around her waist. She hit the floor and kicked madly, trapped in the alien embrace. Both women were now caught in the crushing tentacles.
The creature bucked under the bed. The bed frame shattered, scattering metal rods across the cabin. The mattress ripped with a cloud of feathers. And the beast emerged from below. A hydling. Newly hatched, by the looks of it. And already bigger than a human.
"How the hell did this thing get on the ship?" Addy cried, struggling in the tentacle's grip.
Marco aimed his gun at the hydling's head. Its red eyes bugged out, the pupils angry pinpricks. The slavering jaws opened to reveal rows of teeth. The tongue flapped from side to side, spraying saliva. Marco cursed and lowered his gun. He couldn't risk punching a hole through Joey's hull.
Instead, he lifted a piece of the mangled bed frame. He thrust the steel rod at the hydling, hoping to pierce the head. But the savage squid recoiled, then swung a tentacle. The digit slapped against Marco, knocking him against a bulkhead. The little claws on the suction cup cut him.
"Watch out, watch out, be careful!" Joey was screaming. "There's a hydrian aboard!"
"We know!" Marco cried, kicking and lashing at the cephalopod's flailing limbs.
Nearby, Einav screamed. She was still trapped in the grip of a tentacle. But she managed to free her new prosthetic arm. She closed her eyes, concentrating. Energy pulsed and spun in her ivory hand, forming a marble of light. She slammed the sphere of energy into the tentacle gripping her.
Watching from nearby, Marco winced. It was a dangerous gamble. Using so much energy inside Joey could pierce her hull, killing everyone aboard. But it paid off. The glowing ball sizzled through the squid's skin. Thankfully, the hydling was too young to grow an armored carapace. The young alien shrieked and released Einav.
She fell, landed at a crouch, and grabbed her own piece of bed frame. Most likely, she didn't want to risk using her starhand inside Joey again. She lunged back into battle, thrusting the rod like a spike. She had more luck than Marco. Her rod pierced the hydrian below one tentacle, shedding blue blood.
While this was happening, Marco was stabbing at the tentacle gripping his wife. Finally Addy was free. She and Marco screamed and leaped to battle, wielding metal rods. Marco was aiming for an eye. But another tentacle lashed out, coiled around his ankles, and he fell down hard.
Addy leaped onto the mattress, bounced into the air, and landed on the head of the beast. She began clubbing the hydrian's head with her rod. Repeatedly. With great force. The makeshift weapon ripped the scalp and dented the skull, but it failed to slow the squid. Meanwhile, Einav was facing a storm of tentacles. She stood on the deck, swinging her rod, barely able to knock the tentacles back. For her part, Joey was screaming in helpless panic.
"Addy, where's your katana?" Marco cried.
"Princess Slicey?" She was riding the alien like a cowgirl on a bucking bull, beating the skull like a drum. "In the crawlspace. Damn, these creatures have thick skulls!"
Marco saw the trapdoor. A tentacle blocked his way. He kicked the appendage aside. The hydrian lunged toward him, jaws opening wide. That maw would not shame the mightiest crocodile. Marco thrust his rod into the gaping hellmouth. The alien chomped down, mangling the metal.
The trapdoor was free. Marco yanked it open and dropped into the crawlspace below the main deck. It was only about four feet tall. Marco must move at a crouch. The crawlspace was meant to provide access to the engine, but Addy used it for storage. Piles of snacks and weapons—her two favorite things—filled the place. As the sounds of battle echoed above, Marco crawled deeper, rummaging through Addy's guns, grenades, bazookas, and—there! Her katana. He reached for the hilt and—
Something grabbed his ankle and yanked him away.
He looked over his shoulder. A tentacle! The hydling was reaching into the crawlspace. Marco cursed and kicked but could not free himself. The alien was dragging him back toward the trapdoor. Its teeth awaited there.
Marco's hands scrabbled across the deck, desperate to reach the katana. But the sword was too far. Instead, his hand closed around a grenade.
Dare he blow a grenade up inside Joey? Of course not. Not a normal grenade. But this was a stun grenade. Marco pulled the pin, lobbed it, and covered his head with his arms.
This is going to hu—
A deafening boom shook the starship. Blinding light flashed. A shock wave pounded Marco, rattling every weapon in the crawlspace. Smoke filled his lungs. He nearly blacked out. His head rang and he could not see. Stun grenades were designed to shock and temporary disable. Blind and deaf and coughing, Marco crawled. He reached out, groping until he felt it. The silk-wrapped hilt of the katana.
He spun around, dizzy, his vision slowly returning. The hydrian was also coming to. The explosion had knocked the alien down into the crawlspace. The squid groaned and coughed and blinked its red eyes.
Addy and Einav were still on the deck above. They two women were thrusting their rods through the trapdoor, stabbing the hydling. The alien's head was lacerated, the scalp torn and the skull scratched. But the alien didn't seem to mind. Its tentacles grabbed the bulkheads for purchase, and it came crawling toward Marco. The hydling licked its chops with a wet tongue, eager for the meal.
Marco drew the katana and lunged forward.
The alien mouth widened, ready to feast.
Marco gave it something to chew on. He shoved the blade inside, then up through the palate, slicing through soft flesh until he reached the brain.
He yanked his arm out. Not a second later, the jaws snapped shut like a bear trap. The powerful bite bent the katana. The hydling mewled, crawled another foot, then slumped down dead.
Addy jumped through the trapdoor, landed on the alien, and began pounding it again and again.
"Addy, stop, he's already dead!" Marco said.
"Got him." Addy dropped her rod and brushed her hands against each other. "Saved your ass again, Poet. As usual." She gasped. "My katana! The bastard broke it!" She began clubbing the dead alien again.
Einav hopped down into the crawlspace too. She looked at the dead alien and cringed. "Now how the hell did that ben zona get into Joey?"
"Oh damn, she's cursing in Hebrew," Addy said. "That's when you know shit is serious."
Marco noticed that the starship had finally stopped screaming. "Joey?" he said. "Joey, are you all right?"
The starship whimpered and began playing soothing whale sounds.
* * * * *
They cleared away the wreckage of the bed, dragged the hydling out from the crawlspace, and slapped the corpse down onto the deck. In death, the hydling shrank. Or perhaps it just seemed smaller when it wasn't flailing around. It was about two hundred pounds, Marco guessed. Just a hatchling, tiny compared to most of its race.
"She doesn't look so bad when she's dead." Addy patted the corpse. "I name her Audrey."
The trio stood around the corpse. They were bandaged and weary. Einav had suffered the worst wound—cuts to her leg that had required sutures. A bandage now covered the wound. It could have been worse. Much worse. Marco wondered—whose voice had warned him? His own intuition? The oracles?
The voice echoed in his mind.
Find me. I've been waiting for so long.
No, not the oracles. Marco knew that voice. Kemi's voice.
"I think Audrey is starting to stink," Addy said, interrupting his thoughts. She waved her hand in front of her nose. "Smells like rotten seafood."
Marco contemplated the dead creature.
"How did this thing get aboard Joey?" he said.
"Her name is Audrey," Addy said.
"Addy, be quiet!"
Einav held out a raw, wet, wriggling piece of … something. "I found this in the crawlspace."
"What is that?" Marco squinted at it. "It looks like a placenta."
"A piece of hydrian eggshell," said Einav. "It was stuck on Audrey. She must have just hatched."
Marco shuddered. "How did the egg get into Joey?"
Einav chewed her lip, considering. "During our run-in with the shoal, I imagine. Way back a few months ago. Some of that black inky material hit us. Maybe there was an egg in there. A small egg. Small enough to sneak through the exhaust port. Or maybe the egg clung to the hull, then wriggled inside when we opened the airlock. Then the egg hid in the crawlspace and grew and grew."
Marco raised an eyebrow. "Hydrian eggs can move? Don't eggs just sit there?"
"Maybe the larvae can roll around inside them," Einav said. "Or maybe I'm wrong. Maybe at some other time on our adventures, visiting alien worlds, a hydrian sneaked inside and laid an egg."
Marco shuddered. "That second possibility scares me. That means the hydrians aren't all with the shoal, protecting Ninazu. It means they have agents across the galaxy, following us."
"To us, they might look like mere squids," Einav said. "Giant squids, granted, but squids nonetheless, mindlessly swarming along. Those are our Earthling biases. The hydrians are not squids. Not simply dumb animals. They're an intelligent, technological species. And an intelligent species would not merely fight with brute force but with cunning too. Look."
Einav knelt and lifted one of Audrey's tentacles. Marco and Addy leaned closer, staring.
"Well, I'll be," Marco said.
An electronic device was attached to the tentacle. It was no larger than a playing card. Clearly it was technological, though not man-made. Translucent skin wrapped around gears and cables. A lavender glow revealed an azoth crystal. It was no larger than a grain of rice, but that was large enough to bend spacetime.
"What is that gizmo?" Addy said. "Some kinda warp drive?"
"I'm not sure," Einav said. "My guess is it's an ansible. A communication device that can send signals faster than light. Similar to the wormhole communicators we humans use. Audrey wasn't just an assassin. She was a spy."
Addy nodded. "Good thing I killed her."
Marco flushed. "I'm the one who—"
"It's good that you both killed her," Einav said, nipping the argument in the bud. "But Audrey must have been listening to us this whole time. Transmitting information to Ninazu. The hydrians know where we are. Who we are. What we've been doing. They know we've found no allies."
"Goddammit, Audrey!" Addy kicked the dead alien. "I feel so violated. I can't believe they've been listening to us. Eavesdropping on our most private conversations."
"Good thing you only talk about freaks and hot dogs," Marco said. "Let's destroy this device before they hear more."
"We should remove the crystal inside but otherwise not damage the device," Einav said. "I want our engineers on Earth to study this."
"If we can find an engineer who doesn't think we're crazy," Marco muttered. "This was much easier in the old days."
Once the device was disabled, Einav brushed her hands against her thighs, removing the slime. "We should search Joey thoroughly. Just in case the enemy hid more eggs."
Joey whimpered and began to play soothing whale sounds again.
"Talk about somebody listening to all our conversations," Addy muttered.
"Listen to you, Addy?" Joey said. "I spend most of my time wishing you'd shut up. Ow, ow, stop kicking my bulkheads! God, you're violent."
"Tell me about it." Marco rubbed his side. "She even kicks in her sleep. She gave me bruises last night."
Addy blushed. "Um … Actually, I was awake. I was upset that you stole the blanket." She frowned. "How dare you steal my blanket?" She kicked him again. Marco groaned and shoved her away.
They spent the next few hours searching the ship. And Einav demanded the search be thorough. That meant taking everything out of the crawlspace, one item after another. Soon piles of chocolate bars, beef jerky, missile launchers, canned sausages, assault rifles, blades, jars of peanut butter, grenades, and books rose on the deck.
"Addy, God, how much stuff did you bring?" Marco said. "Look how much rubbish you filled Joey with."
She waved a book at him. "This is yours."
He blinked as pages flew out. "Addy! That is a rare first edition of The Player of Games! It's worth a fortune. And you got peanut butter all over it."
With the crawlspace clean, they found no other eggs. They searched around the engine. They peeked into the novabolt launchers and cannon bores. They even got on spacesuits and checked the outer hull. Nothing.
"This ship is clean," Einav finally announced.
But Joey was not convinced. "I can feel something. Still inside me. Like a tumor."
Marco patted the ship's dashboard. "Where? Do you know?"
"No. But I can feel it. Hear it. A voice inside me, whispering. A cancer stretching tendrils." Joey whimpered, then began playing her soothing whale songs.
Marco frowned. "Hey, Ads, did you see my graviton screwdriver?"
She smacked her lips. "Nope." She sat in the corner, eating peanut butter straight from the jar.
Marco tilted his head. "Are you using my graviton screwdriver as a spoon?"
"Is that what this thing is?" She licked the device. "Here, it's all yours."
She tossed it to him. Marco caught the sticky screwdriver. "Eww. Gross."
He cleaned the screwdriver on his pants. Then he began removing the grav-screws holding Joey's dashboard together.
"What are you doing?" Joey cried.
"Just making sure you're healthy, babe. I just gotta remove this panel and …" He winced. "Bingo. We got another stowaway."
* * * * *
This one was still in the egg. And a massive egg it was—about the size of a human rolled into a ball. Marco was amazed the damn thing had fit under Joey's dashboard. The shell was soft, veined, and translucent, more like an amniotic sac than the egg of a bird or reptile. A larva moved inside, tentacles squirming.
"One order of scrambled squid eggs, coming right up!" Addy said, raising her dented katana.
"Wait," Marco said. "Don't kill it."
"God, Poet, you're not feeling sorry for the damn thing, are you?" Addy said. "This is like Corpus all over again. Remember when we saw the scum larvae and you pitied them?" She laughed. "Boy, that was pathetic. Even for you."
Marco's cheeks heated. "I was eighteen, all right? Cut me some slack. But no, I don't pity this creature. I want to bring him back to Earth. Alive."
Addy grimaced. "Eww, why?"
Einav understood. "Proof. Proof to show Hart. To show the generals. To show the media. Proof that the hydrians are real."
Addy shrugged. "Dead proof is still proof." She raised her katana again.
Marco pulled her arm down. "A dead body is a curiosity," he said. "A living hydrian is a nightmare. We need to scare Earth awake."
Addy winced. "Um, Poet? It's starting to hatch."
They stared. One of the tentacles had breached the egg. Just the tip had emerged, but the creature inside was squirming faster now. It didn't seem to be fully grown yet. Not as big as the one under the bed. Perhaps the larva realized it was caught, and it was trying to hatch early. Perhaps it was following orders from the shoal.
"We need rope," Einav said. "No, forget rope—chains! Addy, did you bring chains?"
"No, but . . ." Addy's face brightened. "I do have some fluffy pink handcuffs I got for Marco! He never wants to use them, but—"
"Oh, we don't have time for this!" Marco said. Thinking on his feet, he grabbed the egg and lifted it.
"What are you doing to Seymour?" Addy cried.
"What?" he said.
"I named the new hydling Seymour."
"You're insane." Marco carried the egg. And damn the thing was heavy. He groaned under the weight. "Almost as heavy as you, Addy."
As he carried the egg, the hydling continued squirming inside. One tentacle emerged fully and began slapping at Marco. The appendage wrapped around his arm and squeezed. The little suction cups cut him. He yelped.
"Addy, little help?" he cried.
She ran up, grabbed the tentacle, and pulled it off him. "Bad Seymour!"
"Thanks, Ads." Marco kept carrying the monstrosity into the hold.
"Where are you taking it?" Addy said.
"The airlock."
Joey's airlock had two doors. One on the inside. One on the outside. Between them was a small cabin (about the size of an elevator car) for pressuring and depressurizing the air. Not every ship of her size had an airlock, but it was a feature Marco had wanted—and paid extra for. The airlock allowed one to exit the ship in space to repair the hull exterior. Important when you flew as much as Marco. With its reinforced doors, the airlock could also serve as an impromptu brig.
"Marco, I thought you wanted to keep this creature," Addy said. "Not blast it out the airlock."
"I'm not blasting it out," he said.
Einav understood. "He's going to trap it there." She ran forward, typed a code into a control panel, and the inner door slid open.
Another tentacle emerged from the egg. And another. Seymour stuck his head out the crumbling shell. He emitted a hideous screech and lunged at Marco.
He tossed the sticky bundle of nope into the airlock, then slammed the door shut. Trapped inside the airlock, the hydling tossed off the remains of his shell, leaped against the inner door, and tried to break free.
Marco winced. But the door held!
The hydling slammed against it again and again. He pressed his face against the window, scratching the glass with his teeth, glaring with baleful eyes.
"Behave, Seymour!" Marco said. "Or I'll blast you out the airlock."
"He doesn't speak English," Addy said.
Marco reached for the control panel again. At once, the hydling calmed down. The alien slapped onto the deck, hissed, and behaved.
"Good," Marco said. "You understand me. At least you understand my tone if not my words. You're born knowing some things, aren't you? Well, know this. If you try to break free, if you try to attack, I will launch you into space. You're our prisoner now, and we'll treat you well. But if you resist, you will die."
"He doesn't speak English!" Addy insisted.
The hydrian pushed himself up on his tentacles. He slithered closer to the inner door and pressed his face against the glass again. He narrowed his eyes, and his toothy mouth widened in what Marco could only describe as a grin. And then something happened that shocked Marco to his core. That made even Addy and Einav step back and curse.
The hydling spoke.
"You can kill me, ape." His voice was slithering and venomous. "But you cannot stop the shoal. You will die, apes. You will all die. Your world will be ours."
Addy stared, pale. "How can he talk?" she whispered.
The hydling chuckled, red eyes narrowed and blazing. "We are not primitive apes like you. We are evolved beings. We have conquered a thousand galaxies, and yours will be next. You cannot resist. Kneel! Kneel and worship Ninazu!"
Inside the creature's eyes, Marco saw visions of the shoal. He saw Earth burning. Cities collapsing. Piles of corpses everywhere. He saw himself and his loved ones flayed and crucified. Fear gripped him as tightly as tentacles, and he could not breathe, could not move, could not look away.
"Who are you?" Marco whispered.
"My name is Mu'unsu Kurgal," the hydrian hissed. "It means He Who Hatched in Space. I am of Ninazu's brood, sent to destroy you. You will all die, apes. Every last one of you. We will suck the marrow from your bones and feast upon your hearts."
Marco could only stare in terror. In his mind, he saw visions of these creatures devouring the world. Devouring his loved ones. They had given the hatchlings silly names, an attempt to fight the horror with humor. But this was no joke. These creatures could destroy humanity.
A hand touched Marco's shoulder, bringing instant comfort. Einav stepped up beside him. She was smaller than Marco, physically weaker perhaps, and to a hydrian, she was only an ape. But she brought Marco hope. She was his leader—past, present, forever.
Einav stared through the window at the creature in the airlock, and she spoke in a steady voice. "Hear me, servant of Ninazu. We are humans. We defeated empires before you, and we will defeat you too. You cower in this cell like a beaten dog, barking in fear, daring not bite. If you ever see your master again, tell him this. Einav Ben-Ari is back. And Earth is defended."
She tapped a button. The window darkened, becoming a black sheet.
"Way to get in the last word again, Nav-Nav!" Addy said, giving Einav another high five.
"Good thing we're close to Earth," Marco said. "Because I don't know how long this airlock will hold."




CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Kraken Uncaged
President Cory Hart woke up on Christmas morning, feeling blessed. He was the luckiest man on Earth.
He rolled over in bed, and he saw his wife—the most beautiful woman in the world. Her golden hair spread across the pillow like a halo. She opened her blue eyes and gave him a sleepy smile.
"Good morning, Penguin," she said. "Merry Christmas."
Cory's eyes dampened. He kissed her lips, wetting her cheek with his tears.
"Penguin, what's wrong?" she said.
Cory stroked her hair. "Tears of joy, Baby Bear. I'm so lucky."
She tilted her head, smiling. "Lucky, Penguin?"
He nodded. "You're a beauty queen. A model. A kind, nurturing soul. And for some reason, you chose me. Cory Hart. The ne'er-do-well."
She laughed and playfully swatted his chest. "You were always amazing, Penguin!"
"No. No I wasn't. I was lost until I met you. The drugs, the booze, the girls, the endless parties …"
"Yes, I can see why that would be horrible." She winked.
He remained serious. "I was lost then. You believed in me. You set me on the right path. And now—look at this!" He leaped from bed and danced around the room. "Look at this, Bunny! We lead Earth now. President and First Lady! And it's Christmas." He drew open the curtains and heaved a contented sigh. "Christmas in Jerusalem."
From here in his palace, high in the central tower, he beheld a grand view of the city. It was snowing. It almost never snowed in Jerusalem, this ancient city on the edge of the desert. The falling snowflakes seemed miraculous to him. On today of all days that it should snow! The snow covered the Temple Mount, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and the craggy walls and gates. It coated domed roofs and clung to cypresses and olive trees.
This was not Hart's home. He was American. He had only moved into this house—Earth's presidential palace—after winning the election. It was the honor of his life to live here. To make this city his new home. And yet … something rankled.
It had been fourteen months since a woman had come into this house, claiming to be Einav Ben-Ari. The Einav Ben-Ari from history. Hart had laughed at her ridiculous claim, had locked her in a mental institution where she belonged. But she had escaped her padded room and fled the planet. Now she was on the loose.
Just another crazy! One among countless lunatics who harassed him every day. Yet month after month, she haunted his mind. Sometimes, at night, Hart wondered if the crazy woman had spoken truth. If she really was Einav Ben-Ari. No. No! Ridiculous, of course. This city was full of crazies. Something about Jerusalem drove them to insanity. There was even a name for it. The Jerusalem Syndrome. The antiquity and majesty of the city gave you delusions of grandeur. You imagined yourself a prophet, a seer, or a president from a barbarous time. Of course she had simply been a madwoman.
And yet … she haunted him. The ghost of the real Einav Ben-Ari still seemed to roam these halls.
It was Einav Ben-Ari who had built this presidential palace, naming it Bet Eretz, the house of Earth. It was Einav Ben-Ari who had established Earth's capital in Jerusalem. He had expanded this building into a true palace, had renamed it Hart Hall. He had expunged every sign of her presence here. She had hung up paintings of past leaders on the walls—generals and warmongers all. He had torn them down, replacing them with photos of the stars. She had hung a map of Earth's celestial empire in the entrance hall—a sign of imperialism and warfare. He had removed it, replacing it with a mural of people around the globe holding hands, encircling the planet in a ring of peace.
Yet still her stench lingered. Still, in the back of Hart's mind, he knew that a soldier had built this house. A conqueror. A killer. He could rename it Hart Hall, but the foundation was still Bet Eretz, a house built on death and war. He would spend the rest of his life trying to atone for the sins of his predecessors. To be a better leader. Not a warrior but a peacemaker. Not a conqueror but a diplomat. He would show the world a new way. A way of love and understanding and compassion. In a way, he might also atone for his own past, his own sins. He wanted to make a better world—and also to become a better man. It was his life's mission, and he was grateful every day for this journey.
The door to his bedroom burst open. His three beautiful children ran in, wearing pajamas.
"It's Christmas, it's Christmas!" they cried. They ran around the room, jumped on the bed, and leaped onto Hart. He laughed and embraced them.
"Gimme pwesents!" demanded Zoe, his youngest.
He laughed and mussed her hair.
"The Christmas tree is downstairs in the lobby," he said. "Who wants to go see if Santa brought us presents?"
"Me, me!" his kids cried.
Hart looked at them, these precious cherubs. He truly was the luckiest man in the world. This was what life should be like. This was what this house should stand for. Miracles.
"Pwesents, pwesents!" Zoe cried.
Hart laughed. "All right, all right, baby. Come on, let's go downstairs and …"
He frowned and tilted his head. Voices were crying out. People were shouting. Something was … growling? The noise came from outside. Hart placed his kids down, slid open the balcony door, and stepped into the morning.
The shouts came from the gardens. Magen agents in suits were running, taking position behind walls and trees, and drawing their handguns. Security drones hovered overhead. What was going on? An invasion? An attack?
Hart squinted, leaning over the balcony railing. Below, three people were walking down the path toward the palace. One man and two women. They were dragging a wheeled cage the size of a fridge. Inside the cage was … a giant squid? What the devil was that?
The caged creature bared enormous teeth and growled. Hart gripped the balcony railing. He felt faint.
"Daddy, is Santa coming?" Zoe said. She skipped onto the balcony and stared down. The squid in the cage shrieked, stared with red eyes, and stretched out tentacles covered with claws.
Zoe shrieked and fled back into the bedroom.
Hart stepped back inside. He crossed the bedroom on shaky legs.
"Cory, what's going on?" his wife cried.
"Keep the kids here! Keep them safe. Don't follow me!"
He rushed downstairs through the palace, still wearing his pajamas. Red pajamas with embroidered reindeer. He looked ridiculous, but who cared right now? Magenmen emerged from their hidey holes to trail him.
Finally he burst out the front gate of the palace and stomped onto the patio. The trio was still there, dragging their caged beast across the walkway. Hart allowed civilians to take this path toward the patio. He often met fans there to sign autographs. The guards in the gardens, therefore, were confused. Should they shoot?
"Halt now!" the Magenmen cried, crouching behind bushes, aiming their guns. They weren't firing yet. Hart had taught them well. He abhorred violence. Two years ago, a Magenman had shot and killed an intruder—a crazy revolutionary with dreams of overthrowing the presidency. Hart had sent the murderous Magenman to jail. Guards should be used as deterrents, never as weapons of death. Magen was the Hebrew word for shield. And Magen's agents must remain shields and never become swords.
Seeing the caged beast approach, Hart suddenly doubted that wisdom. What the hell was that?
He had mistaken it for a giant squid. At a glance, it looked like one. A kraken the size of a horse. But there were clear—and disturbing—differences. This squid seemed to have bones. Hart could see the outline of ribs, a skull, and bones like spinal columns running through the tentacles. The jaws were like those of a shark, wide and slavering, filled with teeth like blades. The bulging red eyes burned with intelligent malevolence. The tentacles reached between the cage bars, flailing. Claws filled the suction cups. Hart could not look away. Disgust, terror, and fascination mingled through him.
Voices interrupted his paralysis.
"God, this thing is heavy!"
"It's on wheels, Poet."
"My wheel is broken!"
"You're just a string bean. Admit it! I'm stronger than you."
"Oh yeah, Addy? So why do I keep beating you at arm wrestling?"
"Arms don't count, Poet. When it comes to the full body, I'm way stronger. Look at these legs! Pure muscle."
"Yes, I feel them every night when you kick me in bed."
Hart blinked. For the first time, he got a close look at the trio pulling the cage. They were each holding a long chain. One was a man, midthirties, with brown hair and a short brown beard. He was the one complaining about the broken wheel. The other was a woman, tall and striking, with tattooed arms and two golden braids. She reminded Hart of a Viking. She was the one mocking the man.
And the third person . . .
Hart stared in disbelief.
She was a graceful woman with dirty-blond hair swept back into a ponytail. At a glance, she could be anyone. But something in her green eyes hinted at deep wisdom and unending reserves of strength. Those were the eyes of a warrior. A killer. Those eyes still haunted Hart.
It was Einav Ben-Ari.
No. No! Ridiculous. She must have died of old age decades ago! Surely this was just an impostor. The same impostor who had crashed his party over a year ago.
Unless … unless . . .
Hart had heard rumors of Methuselahs. People with unnaturally long lives. Some of them, it was said, had taken the Methuselah serum a century ago, the drug that had once killed so many across Earth, yet gave long life to others. Other folk only seemed to live long. They traveled the galaxy, faster than light, only to return a century later, having barely aged while the world had moved on. Could it be? Could this be the Einav Ben-Ari from history? The Golden Lioness herself?
Einav (whether real or fake) ignored the bickering pair helping her drag the cage. She pulled that snarling, drooling, flailing creature right toward the patio. Guards surrounded the scene, aiming handguns, daring not fire. They all remembered their jailed comrade.
At the foot of the patio, Einav dropped her chain. So did her companions. The trio stared at Hart, defiant. Inside the cage, the beast snarled and snapped its jaws.
Einav raised her chin. "Cory Hart! I came to you a year ago with a warning. I told you of the hydrian menace. You imprisoned me. You tried to silence me. Well, here's your hydrian!"
With a prosthetic hand, she unlocked the cage.
The monster burst out, snarling and shrieking and snapping its teeth.
"Fire, fire!" Hart cried. "Guards—fire!"
All across the lawn, the guards opened fire. Bullets pounded the creature. Blue blood spurted. But the creature kept moving, snapping its teeth, flailing its tentacles. The monster climbed the patio steps. Bullets tore off chunks off its flesh, but it kept going, moving closer to Hart.
It's going to kill me. Right here. With everyone watching.
Hart stood frozen, paralyzed.
No. No! Run!
Finally Hart gained control of his limbs. He turned to flee into the palace. But the hydrian stretched out a tentacle, slamming the doors shut. Hart yanked the handles, but the doors wouldn't budge.
Hart fell to his knees and cowered. The alien loomed above him, eyes bugging out, licking its chops.
The creature stared into Hart's eyes and spoke in a deep, guttural voice. "Die now …"
Hart whimpered. "Please … mercy."
A chain tightened around the creature's neck.
The hydrian was yanked back, coughing and sputtering. The trio of humans stood behind it.
It's leashed, Hart realized.
The two women tugged the leash, pulling the monster back from Hart. The man hammered a peg into the ground, securing the creature in place. Hart lay on the patio, trembling, staring at the terrible tableau.
I wet myself, he realized. Oh God, I'm wearing reindeer pajamas, and I wet myself.
Even in his terror, he saw the media drones above. They were filming it all. Hart looked away from them, knowing his dignity could not be salvaged.
"This is what you're facing, Cory Hart," Einav said. "This is what's coming to Earth. Billions of them. They're coming here. They're coming for you. For all of us."
"Get out of here," he whispered.
She met his gaze steadily. "If you do not ready Earth, Hart, I will. If you cannot lead this planet, I will take it from you."
"Get out!" he shouted, spraying saliva as if he himself had become a beast.
Addy nodded. "All right, folks, we're outta here! We'll leave you your pet." The tall blonde turned to leave, then looked over her shoulder and blew Hart a kiss. "Merry Christmas."
The trio walked away. The guards resumed firing, peppering the hideous creature with bullets until it dropped dead, oozing blood over the cobblestones. Hart fled into his palace, heart pounding.
It's war, he realized. God above, it's war.
He balled his fists and took deep breaths.
And I will fight this war. I will defeat Einav Ben-Ari.
* * * * *
As Joey shot through space, leaving Earth behind, Marco could barely hold the yoke. His hands were raw from tugging the chain. Addy had smeared aloe on them, but the skin was still tender. Marco yawed gently, winced, then gave up and put Joey on autopilot. Police coptrollers had chased them for a while, but if Joey was anything, she was sneaky. The little ship had quickly lost the pursuit, and they had seen no police since flying by the moon.
They were flying to Mars now. The rest of the journey should be safe. Marco leaned back in his seat and tried to relax.
"I still say we should have kept the hydrian alive," he said. "Scientists could have studied it."
Sitting at the gunnery controls, Addy snorted. "A good alien is a dead alien."
As usual, Einav sat in the middle seat. She gazed out at the stars. "I considered that, Marco. I too would have liked scientists to study a living hydrian, if only a hatchling. But I needed to deliver a message to Hart. I needed to scare him witless. And everyone watching from home."
"He wet himself!" Addy burst out laughing. "Did you see that? The idiot wet himself!"
Einav did not laugh. "Many men would. Seeing a living hydrian is not a pleasant sight. I've seen brave soldiers wet themselves in battle. We surprised Hart. Shocked him. Terrified him. I don't feel good about it, and I won't mock him. But we needed to do this. To wake him up. To wake up Earth."
They had been gone for several months, trying to enlist help around the galaxy, finding none. Meanwhile, due to time dilation, over a year had passed on Earth.
"Only four years remain until the shoal arrives," Marco said, heart heavy.
Addy snorted. "Plenty of time."
"Not nearly enough," said Einav. "When I was president, I ruled a mighty fleet of thousands of warships. I commanded starfighter carriers. Heavy cruisers. Dreadnoughts and entire wings of battle corvettes. But that was a century ago. Most of those ships have been scrapped."
Addy's eyes hardened. "We'll rebuild them."
"It takes three years to build a warship," Einav said. "If you can find the budget. And the crew. And the shipyards. We're running out of time."
"The elections are this summer," Marco said. "Only six months away."
Einav pursed her lips, staring out into space. Mars grew larger ahead. They would find shelter there.
"Six months," Einav said. "And every day, the shoal comes closer. I'm over a century old, and six months seems like nothing at all. We need to be fighting now! To be building warships, attacking the shoal, and defending our planets! Instead we're dealing with this fool Hart."
Marco took a deep breath. "So you're not optimistic the hydrian will convince him to beef up the military."
"There's a small chance," Einav said. "Otherwise, I wouldn't have pulled that stunt. But … no, I'm not optimistic."
"Neither am I," Marco confessed.
Addy was silent, gripping the gunnery controls. "Fuck this shit!" she finally blurted out. "I hate this. Politics. Diplomacy. All just games! I wanna kill something, dammit. I wanna fight!"
"I do not," Einav said. "Hart might see me as a warmonger. But I hate war. I wish I could see the world as he does. I wish I could believe that hope and love are enough to nurture peace. But peace has always been won with blood. Peace always grows from the soil of sacrifice. Without war, there can be no peace. And we must fight a war again."
"But before we can defeat the shoal in battle, we must defeat Hart in the election," said Marco. "Einav, once you announce your candidacy, he can no longer prosecute you legally. You'd have immunity. But if you lose, Einav, if he remains president … he will turn all his military and police forces not against the hydrians. But against you!"
"Then we must win," Einav said. "Or we go down. And with us—all of Earth."
Marco chewed his lip. "Dammit, Einav. Are we really the only ones who can save humanity? Are we really that vain? That self-important? If I were to play devil's advocate, I'd call us messianic, delusional, even warmongering. Certainly Hart will call us that."
Einav turned slowly to face him. She stared steadily into his eyes. "Marco, we have saved humanity. Long ago. It was we who charged into the lair of the scum empress. We who defeated the marauders. We who took down the grays and the Dreamer's strange machines. We who saved Earth from the starling betrayal. It must be us who save Earth again. We are relics of the past, the three of us. Three Methuselahs from a harder time. Three who were forged in fire and tempered with blood. There are no other heroes. There are none who can carry on our torch. It must be us. An outsider might call us delusional and vainglorious. But I know what we've done. And what we can still do. The great war is coming. A war to dwarf all the wars before it. A tidal wave is looming over Earth, and only we three stand before it."
"For now," Marco said. "But dammit, Einav, if you deliver speeches like this to Earth, more will join us. You inspire me. You will inspire others. When the shoal gets here, Ninazu will see not just three people. But all of humanity strong and united!"
Addy grinned. "And then I get to kill things!"
* * * * *
They reached Mars, a planet still buckling under Hart's taxes and vengeance. Things seemed to have gotten worse over the past year. Last year, they had at least seen some tourists. Now there was nothing. The casinos and spas that had once orbited the planet were gone. Nobody even bothered sending holo-flyers. Down on the surface, the amusement parks were rusting away. The bars and restaurants were boarded up. The sports arenas had become homeless shelters bristling with tents. Many of the apartment blocks were empty, no lights in the windows.
"It's become a ghost town," Marco said. "Hart never forgave this planet for voting against him last election. And I doubt anyone will vote for him this time."
They landed outside Cydonia Hall. The same place they had landed over a year ago. Marco remembered the riot, the bloodshed. There was nobody here now. The shops and museums along Medusa Boulevard were closed. Paper cups and wrappers littered the road and alleyways. The only people here were homeless. They wore the tattered costumes of magicians, carnies, chefs, and circus performers. Without tourists to support them, they were on the streets. On a sidewalk rose an obsidian monument with three flames burning atop it. A memorial to the Martian Three. Those Hart's police had killed in the riots.
They met Dale Emery in Cydonia Hall. The man looked to have aged a decade over the past year. He had lost weight and the rest of his hair. The balding man looked fragile, a great burden on his shoulders. He still wore fine robes, but they hung loosely on him and were rumpled. It hurt Marco to see his great-grandson like this. He hugged the old man.
"Dale! We're here to help."
"Thank you, my boy, thank you." Dale laughed, and for a moment the gloom fled him like birds rising off a swaying tree. "It's funny. You're my great-grandfather, but you look so young. And I'm old."
"You're still young," Marco said. "You've lost weight. You look good."
"And you're a poor liar. I'm old, Grampa Marco. I can feel it in my bones, in my soul. I used to love this job, you know. I … I thought I made a name for myself. That I escaped your shadow. That here on Mars, I could become my own man." Suddenly tears were falling down his cheeks.
Addy rushed forward and embraced him. "We're proud of you, Dale. All of us are. You've stewarded this colony during its hardest times."
Dale gazed out the window at the darkened colony. "Once this world shone with light. From this window, I could see the carousels spinning, the roller coasters racing, I could hear the laughter of children. Now a shadow has fallen." He looked above the dark amusement parks. There in the night sky shone Earth, a pale blue dot. "Talk of rebellion grows louder every day. A month ago, rebels attacked an Earth police station. They killed three men."
"Dear God," Marco said.
"I remember what you told me," said Dale. "That humanity must stand united against the true enemy. Against the hydrians. But to many on Mars, the hydrians are just boogeymen. I repeated your tale. I warned the people. But they think I'm just trying to scare them, distract them, to keep them obedient. To the people of Mars, Earth is the enemy. Not some distant aliens—but Earthlings! The calls to rebel against Hart grow deafening. I can't stop the rebellion for long."
Einav, who had been listening quietly this whole time, stepped closer. Her green eyes were hard. "Who leads the rebels?"
"There is no single rebel group or single leader," said Dale. "If there were, Mars might have seceded already. There are scattered groups. Some only a few members large. Unorganized. Not all have the will to fight. But we're getting desperate. If we can't achieve some peace with Earth, some lifting of this blockade, then rise up we must. Hydrians or no hydrians."
Einav pursed her lips. She seemed ready to argue, then simply nodded stiffly. Dale was on her side. He understood the hydrian threat. He was simply speaking the harsh truth. Telling her not what she wanted to hear. But what she needed to hear.
"We must unite against the shoal," Einav said. "I know this seems an impossible task. It's not. Humanity united during the Alien Wars long ago. We can unite again. I will unite us."
That evening, speaking from Mars, Einav broadcast a message to the solar system.
Across Earth and her neighboring planets, everyone tuned in. Most had been watching the news all day. They had seen, over and over on replay, Einav dragging the caged hydrian to Bet Eretz. They had heard her words to the president. Across the solar system, they were whispering: Was Einav Ben-Ari back? Was she real?
This time, when she spoke, humanity listened.
"To all humans who will hear me, I wish I could bring you good tidings. I wish I could bring you a message of peace during this holiday season. I wish I could promise joy and peace that will last for our lifetimes. But I bring you a message of sorrow. Of danger. Of war. But along with these terrors, as from Pandora's box, I deliver you hope.
"My name is Einav Ben-Ari and I'm 143 years old. I've lived this long due to medical treatment, now banned, that extended my lifespan. Long ago, before any of you were born, I was a soldier. Then a general. Then finally a president. I led Earth through the Age of Struggle. Under my leadership, humanity united to fight a series of devastating alien invasions. We were a fledgling species, new to space travel, just dipping our toes into the cosmic ocean. And we found that ocean infested with sharks. We awoke terrors in the night. Alien empire after alien empire sought to stamp us out. The Scolopendra titaniae, whom we called the scum. The marauders, great spiders from beyond the dark. The grays. The cyborgs. The starlings. They all thought they could destroy us. But we stood tall. We stood united. And we defeated them.
"To you, these are stories from history. Maybe only myths. To me, they are the tale of my life. I still carry the scars. On my body. In my soul.
"For a century, we have lived in the Pax Terra. The age of world peace. But now a new war is coming. A new alien empire seeks to dominate us. They are called the hydrians. You have seen one. I brought it to Bet Eretz, the presidential palace where I once reigned. The hydrian you saw was just a hatchling, a few days old. They grow larger. So long as they can feed, they will continue growing. They can grow to the size of elephants. Of whales. Of cities. Even of worlds. They infest planets and devour them like bacteria devouring a rotten apple. Now they crave Earth. They are coming here. A great shoal of them. There are billions. They will be here soon.
"They are traveling faster than light, so the light they emit has not yet had time to reach our telescopes. We won't see them until they're at our doorstep. But I've flown alongside—even inside—their warp bubble. I've seen their cruelty. They destroyed a colony on Hypnos, killing thousands of humans who lived there. They killed my own descendant. If they can, they will kill us all.
"I won't allow that.
"This is a great enemy. Perhaps greater than any we've ever faced. They are larger, more numerous, more powerful than any alien empire that ever attacked Earth. But I, who led Earth in war, know our strength. I know that united, we humans can withstand any foe. There is no enemy in our galaxy or indeed the cosmos that can defeat humanity united. But only if we prepare! Only if we face this enemy with all our determination and strength!
"The enemy is not yet here. But we don't have much time to prepare. To survive, we must build new warships. We must restore the fleet of the Human Defense Force to its former glory. We must enlist troops. We must prepare for war. We must build a great wall of strength in space so that the hydrian wave crashes against it.
"I know this news is daunting. I know this is not what you want to hear. But it is what you must hear. I know you don't want to send your sons and daughters to war. But send them you must. Our survival depends on it.
"A presidential election will be held this winter, and I'm announcing my candidacy. My opponent, Hart, will offer you peace, love, kindness … and ultimate death under the hydrian shoal. I offer you war, hardship, and grief … and the survival of our species.
"Humanity has been asleep for a long time. A time of peace and leisure and decadence. But a storm is coming. And we must wake up. I am Einav Ben-Ari. I am sounding that wake up call. Join me. Together we will be strong again. Together we will win!"
She ended her broadcast, leaned back in her seat, and closed her eyes.
Addy patted her on the shoulder. "Let the games begin."




CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Leashed Lioness
The year was 2266. A hundred years since Einav, Marco, and Addy had taken the Methuselah serum. It was an odd anniversary. Bittersweet. Not something to celebrate perhaps. A gruesome milestone perhaps. To be fair, they had not actually lived this entire century. For much of this time, they had been traveling faster than light. It was only a century in Earth years. Not their personal biological years. But still—the thought was strange.
A century had gone by since that day long ago.
So much had happened that year a century ago. The year 2166 was ancient history now to most of the world. But not to them. They still remembered fighting the starlings. Still remembered losing Lailani in that war, a quartet becoming a trio. They still remembered the professor aging and dying within months. Ancient history. Why did it seem like yesterday?
And now it was 2266. Another era. Another world. An epoch of decadence and nihilism, of barbarians at the gates and emperors playing their fiddles. Good times. Weak times. Times of civilization but of walls crumbling down.
Einav had hoped to spend all of 2266 preparing for the hydrians. Her to-do list was staggering. She needed to launch artillery satellites by the thousands. To build warships, tanks, cannons, rifles. To draft every man and woman of fighting age and teach them how to kill. To rebuild military intelligence, logistics, and all the other corps that kept the fighters fighting. Just as importantly, she must prepare the home front. To train medical teams. To build new hospitals. To dig bomb shelters. To distribute gas masks and medicine. She needed more ambulances, more antiaircraft batteries, more armored rooftops to protect from bombs, more tunnels and bunkers for civilians and staff.
In other words, she needed 2166 Earth, fierce and rawboned and ready for war. Not 2266 Earth, languid and soft and decadent.
So she spent 2266 on the campaign trail. What a colossal waste of time! And yet without the presidency, not one item on her to-do list would ever get done.
She was running for president. But mostly she was running out of time.
Earth had a complex system of parliamentary representation, with the parliament electing the president. It was a blend of multiple systems mashed up to suit a species divided by nations, cultures, even planets. On Earth, each nation got a certain number of electoral votes, depending on population. India got fifty-two votes. Iceland got only one. Each planet in the solar system got only one vote too. Whether you were Mars (which had more people than Iceland) or Pluto (home to only a handful of scientists)—you got one electoral vote.
It wasn't fair, claimed critics of the system. If your candidate lost in India, for example, that could mean a billion votes down the drain. If a candidate lost on Pluto, well, goodbye only twenty or thirty votes. As a result, the popular vote was often wildly different from the electoral vote. Critics demanded a species-wide popular vote. Make it fair!
The existing system was necessary, its defenders argued. Why should only large nations have a say? If you just went by the popular vote, well, India and China would elect every president! Shouldn't the colonies have a say? Why should humans at Alpha Centauri not have any sway? Fair enough, some retorted. But give the planets more electoral votes! Ah, but should colonies really have so much power over Earth?
And so the arguments went on and on. And the electoral system remained. And was constantly tweaked. And constantly abused. Politicians drew and redrew the electoral maps. They gerrymandered with a frenzy. They spent trillions on swing planets and neglected entire nations where victory or defeat were inevitable. They punished those worlds who voted against them. They lavishly rewarded nations or colonies that voted them in. The system was an awful, unfair, convoluted mess, far more corrupt than the system Einav had navigated a century ago. The game was ugly, but she played it to win. Call her grandiose, call her messianic, but if you asked Einav Ben-Ari, the very fate of humanity depended on her winning.
* * * * *
Throughout the year, Marco could only watch, helpless, as the stresses of campaigning ate away at his best friend.
When he had first met Einav—God, it had been over a century ago!—she had stood on a pedestal. She had been his officer. His commander in a war. He had been merely a teenage recruit, terrified and homesick. To him, Einav had barely seemed mortal. More like a seraph sent from heaven. To him, she was forged of steel, inhumanely powerful, a machine made only for killing, a goddess of grace and deadliness.
But sometimes, even in those days, he would catch a glimpse of her humanity. Sometimes, in the mess hall, Marco would look over to her table, where she ate with other officers and NCOs, and he would see her smiling. Not the tight smile she gave her political opponents these days. But a warm smile. A true smile that showed her teeth and lit up her face. When he had earned his first insignia and she pinned them onto his arm, that smile returned, and her green eyes were no longer hard chips of stone but glinted with pride. Those glimpses showed him the real Einav. The warrior, the leader, the commander—those were parts of her, for certain. But beneath them, he saw a gentler soul. A kind soul that shone within her suit of armor, the rose within her garden of stone. In another time, an era of peace, that rose might have grown into a great flowering shrub, but even in times of war, hidden within her walls of stone, Einav kept a flower from her soul blooming.
After the Starling War, during their long years of peace, more and more of the rose, that "inner Einav," emerged from the garden of stone. She would laugh at jokes, sometimes laugh so hard she rolled around. She would tell jokes of her own, dance in their house, kiss him on the cheek when once she would merely salute. They had become not soldier and officer. But friends. He had seen not Einav the officer, not Einav the leader of humanity, but Einav his friend. A real human, wonderful and vulnerable and flawed, sometimes funny, often sad, a woman not of stone but of all the messy emotions that made humans wonderful.
Now, as the calendar ticked into 2267, he watched that wonderful human wither. He watched Einav don more and more armor around her. Sometimes it reminded him of a hydling growing its first carapace. The bright smiles faded, and the tight little smiles returned. The sparkle in her eyes dimmed, and once more they seemed like chips of stone.
He did what he could to help her. So did Addy. They acted as her campaign managers. They booked her appearances, flew her around, gave her advice, tried to keep her sane. She barely slept that year. She never laughed. In the media, they slandered her. Comedians put on blond wigs and portrayed her as an airhead. Psychiatrists (paid handsomely) talked about her escape from a mental institution, how she was suffering from delusions, could not possibly be the true Einav Ben-Ari. "If she claimed to be Napoleon, would you believe her?" one doctor said, scoffing, as millions watched. Demonstrations broke out against her around the world. They chanted and hollered and smeared her name. They called her a warmonger. A butcher. They raised signs with her wearing a Nazi uniform. Others claimed she worked for a secret cabal that sought to seize the world. Caricatures portrayed her as a hydrian, her tentacles engulfing Earth.
Every day, a million voices demeaned her. They mocked her. They smeared her good name. They portrayed her as a vampire, a squid, a butcher. They said she wiped out alien civilizations. That she was genocidal. That she was the most dangerous dictator since Hitler and Stalin and the other butchers of Earth's barbarous past.
They spent most of their time that year living in Joey, cabin fever and all, traveling back and forth between Earth, Mars, and the other colony worlds. Sometimes at night, when Marco was so exhausted he could barely keep his eyes open, he saw Einav standing by a porthole, silent, simply staring into space.
One of those nights, he approached his leader. Addy was sound asleep and Joey hovered in the darkness, overlooking Earth. The blue planet shone, a crescent in the night. The Middle East and Africa shone gold, while the Atlantic ocean slumbered in shadow. Einav simply stood there, hands behind her back, staring. Marco came to stand by her side. They gazed upon the world in silence for a while.
"Einav—" he finally began.
"So many have forgotten," she said softly, the blue crescent reflecting in her eyes. "They forgot our history. Polls show that eighty percent of humans have never heard of World War II. Ninety percent have never heard of the Holocaust. Sixty percent of all humans—sixty percent!—have never heard of the Cataclysm. Only last century, the scum invasion wiped out half the world's population. And today most people have never heard of it! It has been a century of peace. Of plenty. People feast and dance and sing and they forget. They forget the sacrifices of those who came before them. They forget that there cannot be peace without war. There cannot be joy without suffering. There cannot be victory without sacrifice. They forget that Earth is precious because she is noble. When I look at this world, I see all those who came before me. I see my ancestors who fought in the forests, partisans who battled the Nazis. I see those who stood before them, manning the walls of Jerusalem against the waves of Babylon, Seleucid, and Rome. I see the young soldiers I led to death. And I see everything we've built come crashing down."
"We won't let it," Marco said.
She turned toward him, green eyes like haunted forests. "I can't stop seeing it, Marco. The prophecy. The visions the Dreamer showed us. He said Earth will fall."
"We won't let it!" Marco repeated.
She embraced him and leaned her head against his shoulder. "I love you, Marco. Thank you for being here for me. All this time."
"Forever," he vowed.
They stood by the porthole, holding each other close. Einav closed her eyes and spoke softly. "Sometimes I still feel like a little girl. I know that I'm old. I know that I've led armies and planets. I know that I can appear strong, can appear cold. But sometimes, Marco … I feel like I don't know what I'm doing. Like I'm still a child. I miss my father. He died many years ago, but I still miss him. I felt like he was the strongest, wisest man in the world. Oh, we had our issues. I hated him at one point in my life. But now I miss him. Now I feel lost. Sometimes, even now, I just want somebody to turn to. Somebody stronger than I am. I feel alone."
"You're not alone," Marco said. "Ever. Not so long as I'm here. And I always will be. The hot dog monster too."
Einav opened her eyes. They were damp. "Tomorrow, when I face my opponent in debate, I will put my armor back on. I will be the Golden Lioness again. He will mock me, defame me. They all will. And I'll still stand there stone-faced and pretend it doesn't cut. Pretend I have no feelings. This is another war. The war before the great war. And I will fight it. Do you remember what I told you long ago, Marco? Long ago at basic training?"
"You told and taught me many things."
"I told you then that soldiers can cry at night. So long as you dry your tears in the morning and fight on." She wiped her eyes and smiled shakily. "It's not yet morning, is it?"
He shook his head, pulled her back into his embrace, and kissed her forehead. "Not for a while longer, Einav. Not for a while longer."
A voice sounded behind them.
"What the hell is going on here?"
It was Addy, wearing pajamas, hands on her hips.
"We're just—" Marco began.
"Hugging without me?" Addy cried, then leaped forward and wrapped them both in a crushing embrace. "No hugging without me allowed!"
Marco grunted. "Ads! Can't breathe!"
She tightened her bear hug. "Too bad. Suffer."
* * * * *
The next morning, Einav Ben-Ari and Cory Hart met for a presidential debate.
It had been a long campaign. A long battle. Many hopefuls had run and quit. Slick politicians, ambitious celebrities, social media stars, athletes with dreams of grandeur, trillionaires with more money than charisma—they all ran for president. And week by week, month by month, more dropped from the race.
Now only two remained. Cory Hart, defending his throne. Einav Ben-Ari, back from the dead.
They held the debate on the patio of Bet Eretz. The same place she had dropped the hydling last Christmas. Camera drones hovered all around. People covered the hills of Jerusalem. Billions across the solar system, Alpha Centauri, and the distant frontier tuned in to watch. So did, most likely, many alien species—some allies, others hostile, all curious about the doings of these ambitious apes next door. So did, perhaps, hydrian spies.
Two empty podiums waited on the marble patio. Einav stood offstage with Marco and Addy, waiting for the debate to begin. She looked up at Bet Eretz, this house she had built of ancient limestone. She had told her architects: this house must blend in with the ancient monuments of Jerusalem. It must become another chapter in the city's long tale. So they had cut craggy bricks from the same limestone quarries. They had shaped arched windows and doorways in the biblical style. They had built a house that, if you traveled back three thousand years, would fit in.
Cory Hart had cheapened and debased this house. He painted over the craggy bricks, hiding the delicate hues of the limestone. He raised towers of gold and painted his face in great murals. He had turned this holy place into something that resembled a nightclub. Something was broken here. In this house, in this city. On this world. Something Einav must mend before the hydrians cracked it open.
The debate host floated to the stage. It was BuzzBot McFly, the same news drone that had reported Einav's escape from the mental institution. Roughly the size of a beagle, the hovering machine emitted an annoying buzzing sound like a mosquito. A dozen cameras, microphones, and little metallic arms stuck out from his hull in every direction. Two large blue cameras formed his eyes.
Humans no longer hosted presidential debates. Too biased, they claimed. Supposedly, BuzzBot was programmed for neutrality. Einav, who had fought a war against artificial intelligence, knew that machines were never neutral. Sometimes they imposed the wills of their makers. Sometimes they turned against those makers.
"Welcome!" said BuzzBot McFly. "Welcome to the 2267 presidential debate! Thank you for coming out in this heat. I am sweating into my sockets!"
The drone paused for laughter. Somebody in the crowd coughed.
"Anyhoo!" the drone said. "Our two final candidates are ready to step onstage. We all know the rules of the debate. Treat your opponent well. Do not interrupt. And keep your answers short. Or I'll be forced to zap you!" The drone thrust out a tiny electric shocker. That finally got some laughter from the crowd.
This is all entertainment, Einav thought. It's just a show for the people, that's all. We're performing monkeys for them.
She stood offstage, waiting to be called to the podium. Addy and Marco stood beside her, here for moral support.
"If that drone shocks you, I'll shoot him," Addy whispered to Einav. She pulled a gun from under her coat. "Look. I brought a friend."
"That won't be necessary," Einav said.
"Can I shoot him anyway?"
Marco pushed her gun down. "No shooting things, Addy. Holster your weapon."
She pouted. "These debates would be much more entertaining with firearms."
A laser display burst to life above the stage. Speakers thrummed, blasting out "Wet Hot Summer," the latest hit song from the Chili Dogs. Addy hummed along (it was her favorite band). A smoke machine coughed out some fog, then choked and died.
"And now!" announced BuzzBot. "Give a warm welcome to our first candidate! Some call her the Steel Lady. Some call her the Golden Lioness. Her critics call her crazy. Here she is, folks—Einav Ben-Ari!"
Some in the crowd cheered. Most booed.
Marco pursed his lips. "It's like they're announcing a goddamn wrestling match."
Einav nodded. "Everything is entertainment. A circus. And I must dance like a trained seal."
Lips tight, she walked onto the stage, took her place at the podium, and raised her chin. The crowd booed louder. A few tossed beer cans.
"Warmonger!" rose a cry.
"Liar!"
"Fascist!"
"Alien killer!"
Ah yes, the old taunts. Einav had heard them a million times before. In her day, being a soldier was an honor. Today it was shameful. In an era of pacifism, the word soldier became a dirty word. Like calling somebody a murderer or butcher. Soldiers were not treated as defenders of justice but as perpetrators of evil. Einav stood there, chin raised, shoulders squared, taking the taunts, ignoring the beer cans and rotten fruit people tossed her way. They hated her not from malice but ignorance. If they let her, she would fight for them too.
"And now!" boomed BuzzBot. "You know him as Heartbreak Hart. As Carnival Cory. You've seen him in blockbuster holofilms and heard him rapping on bestselling records. He won Gossip Magazine's Most Eligible Bachelor award three years in a row! But sorry ladies, he's now taken. He's a singer, a model, a lover. He's the most famous man in the world. He opposes all violence, but when push comes to shove, he's not afraid to hit the dance floor. Give a big welcome to President Cory Hart!"
To the sound of thunderous applause, Cory Hart stepped onto the stage. But Einav could barely hear the crowd over how loud Hart's outfit was. He wore a hot pink suit, a blue bandanna, and bright orange shoes.
He looks like a clown, she thought.
Hart waved, grinned, pirouetted, pointed at the crowd, and winked. They ate it up, cheering wildly. Pop music blasted from the speakers while fireworks blazed above. And a deep sense of sadness filled Einav. A feeling of homesickness. Not for a place, for she was still in her hometown. But homesickness for a different time. A bygone era. She remembered when this city had been a ruin, barren, barely habitable after the Cataclysm. She remembered strong men and women, dressed humbly in homespun, singing as they toiled to rebuild. As a child, she would run between them, playing, and dine with them at makeshift tables under the olive trees. There wasn't much food, but everyone always seemed full. She still remembered the taste of fresh vegetables they grew in small gardens and peeling hardboiled eggs. She remembered a woman playing a flute and how the music seemed so bittersweet. It was the same city, but it might as well have been a different world. It was the curse of long life perhaps. You lost your home in the flow of time.
The debate began.
"Time for our first question!" said BuzzBot. "Recently, Instafame model Solara Rain dumped her boyfriend, rapper MC Lil Dawg. The reason for the breakup? Solara caught Lil Dawg in bed with her sister, Acid. Do you think Solara should take Lil Dawg back?"
Einav blinked. What the hell?
Hart cleared his throat. "I'll field this one, Buzz." He looked at the crowd, assuming a compassionate expression. "Under my administration, nothing is more important than the rights of the individual. Solara Rain represents all of us. She inspires women and girls, and she breaks the boundaries of music and performance. I believe that only through communication, understanding, and love can we find common ground. I'm happy to host both Solara Rain and Lil Dawg in my palace for a night of reconciliation."
The crowd roared their approval. A few wiped away tears.
BuzzBot pulled out a handkerchief and pretended to blow his nonexistent nose. "Beautifully spoken!" The drone turned toward Einav. "Well, you, what do you think?"
"About what?" Einav snapped.
"Should Solana Rain take back her cheating boyfriend?" BuzzBot said.
"It doesn't matter!" Einav said. "I don't care."
Hart pointed at her. "She thinks women don't matter! She doesn't care about the heartbreak of a talented performer who inspires millions! How heartless. If she doesn't even care about celebrities, do you think she'd care about you, voters?"
Einav took a deep breath.
He's goading you, she told herself. Don't lose your cool. Stick to your message. If you play his game, you'll lose.
"The shoal is heading to Earth," Einav said. "An armada of a billion hydrians. They're only two years away. When they get here, they will overwhelm our fleet. They will lay waste to our cities. They will enslave us—if they don't kill us all. That is what matters! Not Solara Rain and DJ Little Dog."
"MC Lil Dawg," said Hart. "Get his name right at least."
"Oh, for crying out loud!" she said. "Didn't you listen to me? There's a war coming!"
Hart snickered. "That's about all she says." He made a cuckoo sign, twirling his finger around beside his temple. The crowd laughed.
Einav cursed herself. I let him get to me. I lost my cool. He's playing me for a fool.
"Question number two!" BuzzBot said. "Recently, Jonson Jones, the famous spaceball quarterback, announced he wants to race starships instead of kicking balls. Without him, his team will likely lose the next Cosmic Cup. Do you support JJ's decision to switch sports at such a critical time?"
Hart raised his hand. "I'll answer that one, Buzz." He looked at the audience, eyes soft. "I believe that all men should follow their hearts. It is the heart that makes us love. And it is love that guides our path. If JJ follows his heart, I will follow him—across the galaxy and back." He raised his fist. "Go Pluto Pirates!"
More cheers.
The drone turned toward Einav. "Well, anything to say? Hopefully not about aliens this time?"
Einav struggled not to grind her teeth, not to shatter the lectern in her hands.
"I don't have anything to say about athletes. Or models. Or rappers. Or any other entertainment news. I realize that's why many of you tuned in. But if the hydrians destroy Earth, none of this will matter. There will be no sports. No models. No music. There will be only death and despair. We must build more warships. We must build cannons, rifles, tanks. We must prepare for war—or we will fall."
People booed. Somebody threw a rotten apple at her podium.
"Talk about being a Debbie Downer," BuzzBot quipped.
Hart pointed at Einav, his face flushed. "You're a fearmonger."
"You should be afraid," Einav replied.
"You're a warmonger!"
"I'm a warrior. And that's what Earth needs right now. In times of war, we need warriors."
Hart laughed. "There is no war! Look around you, Einav. This is a time of peace! A time of joy and love! The old days are over. Your ways are dead and gone. Face it, Einav. You're a relic! A vestige of a barbarous time. A time when we solved every problem with force. With killing. With destruction. We're better than that now. We've evolved! We are civilized. And you, Einav, are a barbarian."
"The barbarians are at the gates," Einav said. "And they are called hydrians. You saw the one I brought here. He snarled and snapped his teeth on this very porch. Just a hatchling. A billion are coming. Bigger, stronger. We must prepare."
Hart only laughed harder. "Oh, Einav, Einav … our best astronomers looked into space. They saw nothing but the beauty of the stars. Oh, and my horoscope, which calls for me winning the election." He winked to the cameras. The crowd laughed and cheered.
"You can't see the light of hydrians," Einav said. "They travel faster than light. You can't hear an incoming bullet because it travels faster than sound. The way bullets hit you before you hear them, the hydrians will be here before we see them."
A few people in the crowd glanced at one another. She was reaching a few of them. Not many. But a few. They had all seen the hydrian on this porch last winter.
Hart rolled his eyes. "Oh, Einav. And why should we trust you, a mental patient? Is it not true you escaped a mental institution? That you claim to be Einav Ben-Ari, the Einav Ben-Ari, the brutal killer from history?"
"Brutal killer?" Einav said. "I killed aliens!"
"Oh yes, to you aliens might be worthless," Hart said. "You might consider them subhuman—"
"They're not human at all!" Einav cried.
"Ha! Do you hear her? She looks down at other lifeforms as inferior. She butchers them and brags about it. Well, I don't believe in just killing anyone who's different from me. I don't believe in going to war against aliens just because they're from another world. If these hydrians are real, why not talk to them? Why not negotiate instead of fight? Why not use diplomacy instead of violence? Why not pursue peace instead of war? All we must do for peace to triumph is sit down and talk." He pointed at Einav. "She is a pyromaniac who would set this world on fire. If she had her way, this woman would lead Earth into the abyss. She would drag us back into the barbarous past of bloodshed and destruction and endless war. Well, that might have been considered admirable in the past. But this generation believes in diplomacy instead of violence. In love instead of hatred. In compassion instead of imperialism. She thinks us soft. She mocks us for our love of music and art. But fellow humans, I would much rather love music and art than war and bloodshed. A vote for Hart is a vote for peace. A vote for Ben-Ari is a vote for war."
Einav gripped the podium, and her upper lip peeled back. "Now you listen to me, you sanctimonious demagogue. I did not fight the scum empire to be lectured by a fool. I did not cast back the marauders to tolerate the weasel words of a pampered child. I led people to battle. I lost people in battle. I held them in my arms as they died. And their deaths still haunt me. They gave their lives willingly so that future generations—so that you, Cory Hart—could live in this time of peace. And I will not let you defile their memories. I will not let their sacrifice be wasted. Maybe you're a good man, Cory Hart, and maybe you're not. I don't know. But one thing I do know. You're a weak man. And when the hydrians arrive, weak men will die."
She turned and walked off the stage. She was done. When she reached Marco and Addy, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
"Well, I hope the crowd liked the show," she said.
* * * * *
The elections were held the next day.
Einav considered following the results from space, hiding away inside Joey with only Marco and Addy for company. But that felt wrong. Felt dishonest. She was running for president of Earth, so she should be on Earth. For the first time in what felt like an era, she returned to Bet Or, her little house outside the walls of Jerusalem.
The house bustled with activity. Everyone in Or Midbar, the village of her descendants, crowded the rooms. Marco and Addy were there of course, along with a gaggle of great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren. Dale Emery flew in from Mars. Others showed up too. Distant relatives. Volunteers. People from her synagogue. From the professor's university. Soldiers who still remembered the old codes of honor. Einav had never realized how many people had been helping her on this journey until they all crowded into her house.
With so many people here, Einav found herself thinking of all those she had lost. Her parents. Her first officers and mentors. The soldiers she had led to battle. And she thought of Carl, her beloved son, who had died of old age years ago. Of Roza, his wife, and Adam, their sweet child. She missed them all so much. Especially Carl. All the descendants in the world could not fill the hole he had left inside her.
That is why I fight, she thought. So others do not feel the loss I do. There is much cruelty and pettiness and ignorance in humanity. But there is great honor too. There is nobility still in us.
This was, perhaps, a difference between her and Marco. He shied away from humans. An introvert. Without her and Addy at his sides, Marco might have retreated from humanity entirely, moved to some planet far away, and lost himself in books and languages and other private pursuits. But Einav, as frustrated as she got with people like Hart and his followers, loved humanity deeply. Humans could be horrible, yes. Humans could be cruel and willfully ignorant and conceited. But humans could also be so wonderful. She saw that wonder in her friends and family. In the vastness of the cosmos, the light of humanity was a candle in the dark. It had been—and would be—her life's honor to hold that candle aloft.
Across Earth and a score of other worlds, humanity voted. Billions of them. Humanity. A young species. Yet a species that had accomplished so much. That had risen from the mud of evolution and reached for the stars. A species that wrote symphonies, unwove the secrets of the rainbow, explored the universe, and etched its name across the stars. The species that birthed Hitler, Stalin, and Mao, yet also gave the universe Shakespeare, Mozart, Darwin, Einstein. The species that built Stonehenge, the pyramids, and cities on Alpha Centauri yet also built factories of death and dug mass graves. The species that invented rock 'n' roll and painted bison across the walls of caves. The species that slew millions in gas chambers. That conquered and enslaved and butchered. That also healed. That fed and nurtured and loved and discovered. The species that toppled the walls of Jerusalem and the species that raised those walls again. Humanity—of darkness and light. Of ignorance and wisdom. Of cruelty and kindness. Of evil and good. Today humanity decided who would lead them onward in the darkness of the cosmic ocean.
Night fell over Jerusalem, and the stars shone, and the results came pouring in.
The results from the colony worlds came in first. There were fewer people living there. Fewer votes to count. First came the results from Ganymede, a moon of Jupiter, home to several thousand colonists. While Ganymede was a mere moon, she was larger than planet Mercury, and she had fought several wars for independence—one which Einav herself had crushed. The Ganies still loathed her for that. Only ten percent of them voted for her (even that was more than she had expected). The planet only offered one electoral vote. She lost it.
"We expected that," Marco said. "It's only one vote."
Einav nodded, tense, watching the holographic news flow across her living room.
Next came the results from Bahay. Founded by Filipino settlers, located many light-years away, it was Earth's largest colony, home to millions. Earth and Bahay had fought a devastating war in years past. But that was after Einav had lost her first presidency in 2208. Bahay still remembered well the scourge of war. She still bore those scars. It was Adam Ben-Ari, Einav's grandson, who became president of Earth in 2223, restoring power to his dynasty, and ended the war. That was forty years ago, and Adam now rested among his ancestors in Jerusalem. Earth had forgotten him. But Bahay remembered. And the Bahayans voted for Einav. In droves. Millions of them. She won seventy-one percent of the vote.
The planet, like all planets aside from Earth, could only award one electoral vote.
"This whole system is bullshit!" Addy exclaimed. "Hart got a few thousand votes on Ganymede. You got a few million votes on Bahay. You got literally a thousand times more votes. And you're tied now? That's ridiculous!"
Einav nodded. "Agreed. It made sense in my day. Back when colonies were small. We didn't even know of planet Bahay back then. But men like Hart maintain the system even when it's outdated. We can all see why tonight."
"Results are coming in from Haven," Marco said.
They all watched the holofeeds. Haven (also known as Second Earth) was the second largest colony after Bahay, home to two million souls. It was where Marco and Addy had escaped after the scum war, fleeing their trauma in the busy neon domes. It was where Terri Emery had been born. It was where the Dreamer had dreamed his terrible dream, saw the shoal coming, and shared his prophecy of doom. Orbiting Alpha Centauri, Haven was far from Earth and her decadence. A harsh planet. A planet on the edge of the galaxy's wilderness. A planet that knew about the danger in the dark.
The Havenites voted for her. She won Haven in a landslide. Cheers erupted across the house on the hill.
"Two to one!" Addy cried, dancing around. "You're winning, Einav!"
"It's still early," she cautioned.
The results came in from Titan. Another win for Einav and more cheers rose.
"Three to one, three to one!" Addy shouted.
Einav remained somber. So did Marco. There were still hundreds of electoral votes to win. It would be a long night.
The asteroid belt colonies—casinos, mining stations, space stations—they got one vote too. Combined. It went to Einav. People cheered throughout her home. But Einav just stared, silent. Marco clasped her hand.
Mars. Results from Mars next. Everyone caught their breath.
She won Mars by a landslide. Ninety-one percent of Martians voted for her. Over half a million people. One electoral vote. Well, she was five to one now. She knew it was still meaningless. Still a tiny number. But it did feel nice.
It went on, world after world voting. The lunar colony voted for Hart. Not surprising. Hart was wildly popular on the moon, where he was a regular at the resorts. The voting continued. On to the floating mining stations of Saturn.
When all the outer worlds and colonies were done, Einav had fifteen votes, Hart had only seven.
"We're winning, we're winning!" Addy said, dancing through the house.
"The race has barely begun," Marco said. "Earth is next. Earth hands out hundreds of electoral votes."
"We'll win 'em too," Addy said, ever the optimist.
The results started coming in. First from small eastern nations where the sun first dawned. She won New Zealand (one electoral vote) and Australia (two), and the mood soared to new heights of celebration in her home.
But as the Earth turned, as votes came in from Asia, she lost a country. A big one.
And another and another and another.
The tally changed dramatically on the scoreboards. Hart had been trailing far behind. Within moments, he shot up by 113 points. It dwarfed her achievements so far.
Everyone fell silent in the little house on the hill.
Earth kept turning. More and more people voted. In India, hundreds of millions of people voted for Einav, but it was not enough. Their votes went to waste. Hart beat her in India by a mere one percent. And hundreds of millions of her voters—their voices were silenced. India went to Hart. Fifty-two electoral votes.
The results swept across Europe. A new wave of votes for Hart. She won a few European countries. He won more. He won half of Africa. She took the other half. Israel, Einav's home country, gave her an electoral vote. Just one. She won eighty-seven percent of the vote here. Well, that was nice. At least her own people (mostly) still supported her, if few others did.
The world kept turning. More and more points popped up for Hart. She trailed him by hundreds of points now, and the house was silent. Nobody was celebrating anymore. Even Addy stared silently at the holofeeds.
The results started coming in from North America. Canada first, birthplace of Marco and Addy. When Hart won there, Addy shouted and stormed outside into the garden. She missed seeing the United States go for Hart too. Just barely. He won there by just one percent. But the winner got it all. Einav took Brazil, the big South American prize.
But it won't be enough, Einav thought. Oh God, it won't be enough.
A few last votes had to be counted. Mail-in votes. Military votes. The final results were almost here. Almost. A few more votes could still sway some battleground nations and worlds …
Everyone waited, chewing their lips, biting their nails, pacing the room. Addy was fuming outdoors, kicking rocks. Marco and Einav stood in the crowded living room, holding hands, watching silently.
BuzzBot McFly was back on the scene. A hologram of the annoying little drone hovered in Einav's living room. She wished she could swat him away.
"And now, ladies, gentlemen, and fellow machines … the moment we've been waiting for! With bated breaths, eager hearts, and oiled gears, we've been waiting for the results of this election. It has been a tense election. A time of spirited debates, sometimes arguments, sometimes even brawls. Brothers turned against brothers. Drones bickered with drones. This is a pivotal moment in our history. Nearly as pivotal as the Academy Awards, Cosmic Cup, or Space Race Extravaganza. Before us lies a moment of celebration for some, bitter defeat for others, while—"
"Get on with it!" Addy cried, reentering the house.
The drone kept droning on for a while. Einav tuned it out. She gripped Marco's hand tighter.
Finally BuzzBot finished his hackneyed speech. "And here are the results of the popular vote!"
Einav tensed. She knew the popular vote didn't count. The election was determined by electoral votes. The damn drone was hamming it up and he knew it.
"The results of the popular vote are … 3,7123,123,041 votes for President Cory Hart. And 4,2123,056,124 votes for Einav Ben-Ari!"
Addy cheered and jumped around. "We won, we won!"
Nobody else was cheering. Everyone else in the living room—friends, volunteers, well-wishers—kept staring at the hologram.
Marco whispered to Addy, "We still need the electoral votes."
Addy blushed, nodded, and wrapped her arms around him and Einav.
"And now," said BuzzBot, "the final results of the electoral vote. The big moment is here. Now we determine our vision for the future. Our path through the murky haze of—"
"Get on with it!" Addy shouted at the hologram.
The results finally appeared on the holofeed.
President Cory Hart: 798 electoral votes
Einav Ben-Ari: 707 electoral votes
Silence filled the little house on the hill. Einav stood stiffly, feeling hollow. Not angry, not grieving, not even shocked, just … empty. It was how she felt when losing loved ones. An emptiness inside. The whole world around her seemed somehow . . . less. Insubstantial. She felt like she were floating in a hazy hologram, weighing nothing. Reality itself seemed a million light-years away, the thinnest veil stretched over the white nothingness of her soul.
"We lost?" Addy said. "How could we lose! We won more votes! Yes, Marco, shut up, I know what electoral votes are. I still say it's bullshit!" She lifted a chair and hurled it across the room. "This is absolute crap! Hart cheated! He gerrymandered the whole goddamn thing. We won't put up with it! I'll strangle him myself!"
As Marco held her, Einav closed her eyes, and the haze lifted, and everything became perfectly clear. She could see it. See it in the darkness behind her eyelids. The shoal. The hydrians were squirming nearer, tearing through the galaxy like a fleet of galleons over a midnight sea, swerving around the stars and riding the currents of gravity. Coming closer. Coming here. She saw the towers of Earth fall. She saw the hydrians perched atop the piles of dead, tentacles draped over mountainsides of bones.
And now she was no longer hollow. Now a feeling filled the void inside her.
Terror.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Deadly Toys
Einav had lived for many years, and she had fought many battles. She had stormed enemy hordes and flown into alien armadas. She had faced terror in the pits of Corpus where the scum scurried, and she had crawled through fields of fire and blood, surviving where millions fell and the sky wept the ashes of the dead. She had known sorrow and loss and sacrifice, but for the first time in her long and tortured life, Einav felt helpless. She felt despair.
"What can one person do?" she whispered. "How can one person save the world if the world refuses to be saved?"
Addy gripped her hands. "You're not alone. You have me. And Marco. Look around you, Einav. You have everyone in this room. And billions across this world and other worlds who support you."
Marco nodded. "Most people believe you. Most people believe the shoal is coming. You won the popular vote. I know that doesn't give you the presidency, but it tells us something important. Humanity is ready. Humanity is still noble and still strong. Hart cannot extinguish that spirit. We just need to find another path to rally the world."
"We'll figure this out," Addy said.
"Together," Marco said. "The three of us. Like always."
Einav wiped her eyes. "Forgive me, friends."
Addy's eyes softened. "For what?"
"For my moment of weakness. Forgive me for doubting. For doubting myself. For doubting humanity. Our path was never easy, was it? But we always forged a path to victory even if it led us through sorrow. You're right. Humanity is still strong. Humanity in this century is an untapped source of great energy. It has been left to decay perhaps. Even to rot. But that energy is still there, ready to burn bright. We just need the spark to unleash it. When the shoal arrives, let them meet not a decaying, decadent world but a great blade of light in the dark. The blade is ready. We must simply figure out how to draw it."
* * * * *
Well past midnight, President Hart delivered his victory speech. He had draped himself in jewels and ermine like a French emperor, and golden chains hung around his neck. Cameras flashed around him, showgirls cheered, and fireworks blazed. The ancient city of Jerusalem, a place of history and solemnity, lit up like the Las Vegas Strip.
"Tonight," Hart cried to his fans, "humanity chose a path of peace. A path of diplomacy, tolerance, and love. Tonight humanity rejected fear. Rejected hate. Rejected violence and demagogy. Tonight is a great night, my friends! Tonight we proved that humanity is noble. That the forces of good will forever defeat the forces of evil."
"He's full of shit!" Addy said, watching from home.
The visitors had wandered off by now. A few last volunteers remained to weep, hug, and tidy up, and then they too left to their homes, shoulders slumped. Dale Emery had stood at Einav's side throughout the campaign. That morning, he began the long flight back to Mars.
Einav, Marco, and Addy remained alone in Bet Or, the little house on the hill. They sat in the kitchen, watching Hart on the holofeeds.
"He really believes what he's saying," Marco said. "I don't think he's a bad man. He might even be a good man. Just a naive man."
"Yeah, well, I still wanna punch him in the nose," Addy said.
Hart rambled on for a while longer, saying nothing a bunch of times. The trio was dozing off, and Einav was just about to shut the holofeed off. But then words from Hart jolted her back awake.
"With Einav Ben-Ari defeated in the election, she no longer has any political immunity. Or at least she claims to be Einav Ben-Ari. Many have called her a fraud. She is a mentally ill woman who escaped a mental institution and assaulted the police who attempted to stop her. I am ordering the arrest of my defeated opponent on charges of identity theft, assault, and slander against my good name. A thorough investigation into her actual identity will uncover the truth about this dangerous criminal."
The trio stared at the holofeed, shocked.
Sirens sounded outside.
"Police, hands on your heads!" came voices from outside.
The door shattered. The windows broke. Police stormed into the house, guns drawn.
For a second—just a second—Einav considered complying. Considered obeying the rule of law. Considered going to jail, standing trial, and proving her innocence in court.
But she knew that this was a political arrest. She would face only a kangaroo court. Grandiose as it might sound to Hart, she needed to be free to fight the shoal. Earth needed her to be free.
So she would resist. And she would lead. And she would fight.
She glanced at her friends.
Addy unbuckled a stun grenade. "Here we go again."
Police boots stomped down the hallway. Addy hurled her grenade. It burst with blinding light and deafening sound waves. The police flew backward like bowling pins. Marco and Einav were already standing on the kitchen table, reaching for the trapdoor on the ceiling. Only years of experience with stun grenades allowed them to remain standing.
"Joey, get over the roof!" Marco shouted into his minicom.
The starship was slumbering in the barn. Her groggy voice came through the minicom. "Huh? Marco? That you? I was having a wonderful dream! I was one of the cows, and I never had to fly to space again." A few sleepy moos sounded in the background.
"Get your ass over the roof, Joey, or you're ground beef!" Addy shouted, joining her friends on the tabletop.
"Compliance!"
Einav jumped but couldn't reach the trapdoor. Addy, who was taller, grabbed the trapdoor and yanked it open. A folding ladder descended. Over the years, the trio had faced countless enemies, ranging from alien armadas to assassins. This wasn't their first rodeo. Their houses always had escape routes and caches of weapons.
As Einav began to climb the ladder, the kitchen window shattered. Policemen stormed inside, guns drawn. Marco reached into a cabinet, drew a canister of tear gas, and sprayed the charging policemen. These men had probably never seen battle. The trio had fought in countless battles. The policemen fell, coughing and retching and blinded.
Addy climbed the ladder next. Marco followed. Einav pulled them onto the rooftop.
A black hole the shape of a small starship hovered above. Joey's airlock popped open, and a rope ladder descended.
"All aboard!" the ship cried.
Several police coptrollers were flying in fast from the hills, their red and blue lights flashing across the desert.
"Get in!" Einav shouted, herding Marco and Addy toward the rope.
"You first," Addy said.
"Get up there," Einav said. "I'll hold them off!"
The married couple began climbing the rope. Marco entered the ship first, then clasped Addy's hand and pulled her up.
"God, you weigh a ton," he said.
"Shut up, Poet! I'm petite. You saw me step on the scale last week. I weigh only sixty-seven pounds."
"Addy!" He groaned, pulling her through the hatch. "You weighed yourself on Mars. In Earth weight, that's a hundred and seventy-eigh—"
"Shut up!" she said, climbing into Joey and punching him.
The coptrollers were flying closer. A ring of them surrounded the rooftop. Several were light cruisers, about Joey's size, armed with machine guns. One was an armored corvette, a beast of battle named Earthshield. That ship was larger than Einav's house. Cannons extended from under Earthshield's wings, aiming at Einav, who still stood on the rooftop. Speakers thrummed.
"Put your hands in the air! Do not move! You are under arrest!"
Einav flexed her prosthetic fingers, then curled up her fist. The slender ivory digits gleamed in the sunlight, filigreed with gold. The brass gears turned. The starhand looked dainty, a work of fragile art, but in her palm, she held great power. Her azoth crystal shone there, the mightiest stone in the universe.
She looked up. Joey hovered there. Marco was gesturing from the hatch, reaching down to her. She could barely hear him over the roaring engines. "Come on, Einav! Come on!"
All around, the coptrollers were closing in like a noose. Their cannons heated up.
A deep voice boomed from Earthshield's speaker.
"Hands in the air—now!"
Einav pursed her lips. She had never wanted this. Never wanted to fight humans.
She raised her hand. Her delicate hand of gold and ivory. She uncurled her slender fingers, revealing the lavender gem on her palm, and unleashed a blast of energy powerful enough to knock down buildings.
A funnel blasted from her palm. Spacetime itself rippled. Light warped. Across the Judean hills, stones vibrated and hovered an inch above the ground. In the boostan, trees bent and cracked, raining apricots and figs. The storm of energy hit one police cruiser, hurling it back in the sky. The ship tumbled into the distance like a ripped kite.
Einav spun on the rooftop.
Glowing purple light beamed from her hand. Reality trembled. She had become a mistress of space and time. Her wave of force hit a second coptroller, knocking it into a third. The cruisers tumbled backward in the sky. Policemen ejected seconds before the vehicles crashed into the mountainside.
Two of the light cruisers still flew. Policemen aimed rifles out the windows. They opened fire.
Einav spun and raised her palm toward them.
Waves of energy pulsed from her starhand, shaking the world. The roof cracked beneath her feet. The hills shook. The bullets froze in midair, then flew backward and pattered against the coptrollers. The policemen tumbled down.
Her starhand's power was running low. Her hand thrummed. Her body shook. Space and time were bending around her. Visions. The vision rose!
Herself—a child running among the tanks, swinging from the cannons.
Her father—dying in her arms.
Lailani—her sweet Lailani, her best friend, becoming a monster.
The hydrians covering the sky like a storm, toppling cities, gripping the ruins.
Einav fell to her knees on the cracked roof. Only one police ship remained. The heavy corvette Earthshield. The ship hovered above her, engines rumbling, so big she could barely stay afloat. Earthshield's missile launchers turned toward Einav. But all she could see was the shoal in the sky.
Then the clouds of tentacles parted. And Einav saw them.
Addy smiling. Marco holding her hand. Her loyal companions. Her best friends. Hope in despair. Dawn in the storm.
Earthshield fired her missiles.
Einav screamed and lashed out her palm. The missiles tumbled backward and exploded over the walls of Jerusalem, lighting up the sky. With a deafening howl, Einav ran across the rooftop, held out her palm, and with sheer force of will, she hurled the Earthshield into the distance. The armored corvette crashed onto the hillside, cracking cypresses and chunks of chalk and granite.
Einav fell to her knees. The assault had drained the energy in her starhand's battery, then delved deeper, sucking power from her body, from her soul. The azoth crystal dimmed. She fell.
Marco grabbed her. He had jumped out of Joey onto the roof. He slung her across his shoulders, then gripped the rope dangling from Joey's hatch.
"More coptrollers coming in hot!" Addy cried from inside the ultrablack ship.
"Fly, Joey!" Marco cried, holding the rope with one hand, holding Einav with the other.
Joey soared, leaving Bet Or. Dangling from the rope, clinging to Marco, Einav looked down at her little brick house. The roof was cracked open, the trees in her boostan had fallen, and coptrollers smoldered on the hillsides.
She hoped the policemen had survived. She hoped that with her power, she had not killed innocent men, that she had not corrupted her soul.
* * * * *
Joey ascended through the sky, gaining speed. Addy pulled the rope, hauling Marco and Einav into the starship. They slammed the airlock hatch shut.
As Joey flew at breakneck speed, the three companions stumbled into the cockpit. Marco and Addy had to support Einav; she was too weak to even walk unassisted. In the cockpit, the viewports showed a dizzying landscape of clouds above, the desert below, and more coptrollers rising in pursuit.
"This ain't over yet," Marco said.
They hopped into their seats (plopped, in Einav's case) and buckled up. Einav was barely clinging to consciousness. Something felt drained, felt broken inside her. Her eyelids fluttered.
The starhand is dangerous, she thought. For the world. For me. It took something from me. From my body. From my soul.
"Joey, get us into space!" Marco said.
"Compliance!"
Joey tilted backward, aiming her prow straight up. Einav's stomach churned. Joey skyrocketed, and Einav could barely breathe. Her head pounded. It felt like being a novice flier again. She still remembered her first time flying into space as a cadet, how her insides seemed to plunge into her pelvis. The little dark starship soared on a pillar of fire, tearing through the stratosphere.
"Five coptrollers on our tail!" Marco shouted.
"More coming in from the east!" Addy cried.
Their voices seemed so far away. Einav blinked, struggling to breathe. Her hands trembled. Joey was vibrating madly. Her starhand dug into the armrest. It felt wrong. Cracked. The gears creaked and wobbled.
"Incoming fire!" Marco cried and—
Joey jolted.
Bullets pinged off the ultrablack hull.
"Returning fire, returning fire!" Addy cried, pulling the triggers. Novabolts flew. The searing white spears slammed into a cruiser.
Joey was rising higher now. Faster than the coptrollers. They were almost at space.
"Heavy frigate above us!" Marco cried.
Einav focused her eyes on the viewport, and she saw it above. A massive police frigate. Ten times the size of the Earthshield. Here was a full-sized warship, skimming the edge of the sky. Joey was like a fish swimming toward the underbelly of a great boat.
The starship was named the Oppenheimer. A police ship, she was the largest in the force. She was a famous ship, a great defender of Earth's orbit. Were she able to enter the atmosphere and land, she would bury the entire village of Or Midbar. She blocked Joey's passage into space. Machine-gun turrets swiveled on her underbelly, turning toward the little black ship.
"Evasive action!" Marco said.
"Keep soaring," Einav said.
Marco blinked at her. "Einav, what—"
"Keep flying up." She unbuckled her seat belt. "Keep rising, Joey. Right at the Oppenheimer. Straight on. That's an order."
On shaky legs, she stepped into the hold. Marco and Addy were calling after her. Ignoring them, Einav entered the airlock. She stood in the little chamber between two closed doors. Joey was still rising. The little ship was high in the atmosphere now, nearing space. There was barely any air up here. The temperature was frigid. There were spacesuits in the closet but no time to don one.
Einav took a deep breath and opened the airlock's outer hatch.
The air blasted out the airlock, taking Einav with it.
She clung onto the hatch with her real hand.
The frigid air froze her. Her lungs screamed. Joey was still soaring, obeying her orders. The massive police frigate hovered above, hiding space, a disk of metal and destruction.
Einav thought of her son.
In her mind, she saw Carl smile. She held him in her arms.
She let out a scream. A scream that tore through her entire body. She raised her starhand. The azoth crystal hummed in her hand. The prosthetic was out of power. The palm was cracked. The gears were bending. Einav reached deep inside her own mind and body for fuel.
She was holding Carl and nursing him by the window, and the dawn embraced them.
She was walking down the aisle with the professor, the man she loved.
She was laughing with her friends.
She was smiling. A true smile in a garden of flowers and butterflies, her grandchildren around her, and she lived in love. It was from love that she drew her fuel. From love that she took her greatest strength. It was the most powerful force in the universe, and as she raised her hand, she unleashed her power through the crystal toward the ship above.
Her scream tore through her. Tore through Joey. Tore through the sky. A beam of light seared through her body, from her toes to her hand, from the earth far below to the frigate above. This lightning bolt, this blade of light—it clove Einav in two, crackled, ionized the air, and slammed into Oppenheimer with a blast of rippling spacetime.
The gargantuan ship tilted. Engines screamed inside her. Missile bays cracked. Almost graceful, seeming almost weightless, the frigate glided downward through the sky, then vanished into the vast sea of clouds like a whale plunging into the murk.
Einav stumbled into the airlock and pulled the hatch shut.
Joey blasted upward, breached the atmosphere, and shot into space. In the darkness, she would be invisible. They were safe.
Einav took a step into the hold, then swayed and fell. She banged against the deck and her starhand uncurled. Inside the ivory fingers, her azoth crystal dimmed.
At once, Addy was there, pulling her into her arms, tending to her. Einav smiled thinly and allowed herself to drift off into unconsciousness.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

The Chinese Curse
"We can reach Solgate Wormhole within four days," Marco said, slumped and breathing heavily in Joey's cockpit. "Then ride the worm anywhere we like. We'll hang low for a while. Find a nice empty planet, eat through Addy's cache of hot dogs, and wait out the storm."
Addy nodded. "Good idea. Especially about eating hot dogs. There are billions of planets in this galaxy. Hart's thugs will never find us. There's a world near Rigel I've been meaning to check out. They say the lakes are so clear they're invisible, and they're teeming with delicious fish. A good place to spend a while under the radar."
"I'll set a course there," Marco said.
Sitting between them in Joey's cockpit, Einav said, "No."
Her voice was soft, but something about how she spoke that word stabbed Marco like an ice-cold blade. He shivered and turned to look at her.
"Should we choose a different hiding place, ma'am?" Somehow, it seemed to Marco right to call her ma'am now. Like he used to for so many years in the military. She was then, was now, would always be his leader.
"We're not going to hide," Einav said. "We're going to fight. To fight Hart if we must. And fight the hydrians however we can."
Marco looked at her. At his leader. His friend. Her starhand clenched. Her face seemed made of ivory too, hard and implacable, and her eyes were like gemstones.
"Einav," he said, "I want to fight too. I want to kill hydrians as much as anyone."
"Not as much as me!" Addy said.
"As much as anyone other than Addy," Marco said. "But we lost. Without the presidency, without the military … what can we do? Just the three of us against the shoal?"
"I can take 'em." Addy leaned back, slammed her feet onto the dashboard, and braided her fingers behind her neck. "Just point me at 'em."
"Get your stinky feet off my dashboard," Joey said.
"Bite me."
An emoji with bared teeth appeared on the viewport. A bolt of electricity shot out and bit Addy on the foot. She yelped.
"Einav." Marco held her starhand and looked into her eyes. "You know that Addy and I would follow you into hell and back. We have followed you into hell and back. Several times. Tell us your plan. And we'll follow."
"We return to Mars," she said. "We lost Earth. But on Mars we'll make our stand. The shoal is coming. And from the red planet we will fight back!"
"Hell yeah!" Addy said, leaping to her feet so quickly she banged her head on the deckhead. Joey laughed.
Marco did not celebrate yet. "Mars is under Hart's control. He'll hunt us there too."
"No he won't," said Einav. "Because Mars will not remain under his control. Something will happen that should have happened long ago. The spark is lit. The time is now. Mars will be free."
* * * * *
Einav's words hung in the cockpit.
Mars will be free.
Mars will be free!
Marco stared at his leader, dumbfounded.
She's going to declare independence, he thought. She's going to secede.
"Hell yeah!" Addy said, leaping to her feet (and nearly banging her head again). She pumped her fist in the air. "Freedom, freedom!"
Einav was not cheering. She sat perfectly still, staring into space, determination blazing in her green eyes. No doubt she was already planning the battles and maneuvers ahead.
"Emergency meeting," Marco said.
Addy lowered her fist. "What?"
"Emergency meeting—right now—in the hold." He rose from his seat at the helm. "Joey, take the wheel."
"Compliance!" the starship happily chirped.
Marco walked toward the cockpit door. Addy grabbed him. "Poet, what are you talking about? If you have something to say, talk to us here."
He shook his head. "The cockpit is for chitchat. We're sitting down at a table and discussing this properly. As a team." He turned toward the middle cockpit seat. "Einav?"
Slowly, their leader turned her head away from the view. She stared at him, and something strange shone in her eyes. "Are we a team, Marco? Is this a democracy?"
"That's what I want to find out," Marco said. "Both about our group. And our civilization."
Something flashed in Einav's eyes. Something sharp and dangerous. Something that stabbed Marco deep inside him.
This is the look she gives enemies, he thought. She's never given me that look.
Einav rose from her seat stiffly and marched into the hold. Marco and Addy followed.
Joey's hold was small. About the size of a typical bedroom. They had installed a new bed (replacing the one the hydling had destroyed). At the tap of a button, the bed descended into a hidden compartment in the deck. They unfolded their table and placed three chairs around it.
"Well?" Einav said, sitting down. "What would you like to discuss, Marco?"
"Yeah, Poet." Addy crossed her arms. "You called us to the galley table and there aren't even snacks. This better be important."
Marco sat down too. He placed his elbows on the table, pursed his lips, and considered how to approach this.
"Well?" Addy demanded.
"I'm collecting my thoughts," Marco said.
"Dude, you called the meeting."
"Fine!" Marco said. "I'm not sure this is a good idea."
"I'll say." Addy rose to her feet and stretched. "Meetings are boring. I'm heading back into the cockpit. Einav, you coming?"
"Wait," Marco said. "I'm not talking about this meeting. I'm talking about Martian freedom." He turned to look at Einav. "What exactly are you planning? Can we discuss this first?"
Einav sat primly in her chair. She looked into his eyes. She was not a large woman—not physically imposing, tattooed, and wild like Addy—but with a mere glance, she could make you wither.
"We must fight the hydrians," she said. "And to fight the hydrians, we must have a world—and a fleet—backing us up. Without a planet, we have no fleet. No army. No leverage. No alien allies. We need a planet. We tried to take back Earth and lost. So it's time for Plan B. We'll take Mars. And we'll declare independence from Earth. I was hoping to rule the blue planet, but I will settle for the red. From there we will make our stand against the hydrians."
Marco looked into her green eyes, and an old memory returned to him. Graduating basic training. Many, many years ago. He had stepped across the desert, saluted his officer, and Einav had pinned his insignia to his sleeve. Einav had been only twenty then, a young ensign fresh out of officer school, commanding her first platoon. She had smiled brightly, and her eyes had sparkled. How long ago it had been! Now her smile was gone. How had her sparkling eyes become so cold?
"We?" he said softly. "Or you?"
"I as leader," Einav said. "You and Addy at my sides. As always."
"As always!" Addy said. She stared at Marco and narrowed his eyes. "As always. Right, Marco?"
"Of course!" he said. "Einav, you know I'd follow you into the sun and out the other side. I'd charge the hosts of Lucifer himself if you led me there. But remember what you always taught us. United we stand, divided we fall. The shoal is coming. They're halfway here already. Humanity must stand united against them. If we declare independence for Mars—assuming Dale even plays along—"
"He will," Einav said.
"Of course Dale will!" Addy said. "He's loyal. Unlike some people." She gave Marco another withering look.
He heaved a sigh. "Being loyal doesn't mean just following orders without questions. Einav, you've always let us voice objections. We've always made decisions together. Division weakens us. If we divide humanity now, Ninazu will laugh and gloat and rub his tentacles in pleasure."
"I know this," Einav said.
"And you'll willingly divide humanity now?" Marco said.
"Yes, dammit!" Einav leaped to her feet and placed her hands on the table. "Do you think I want to do this? I have no choice! We spent all year trying to win Earth. Trying to stand united. But better to stand alone than kneel with others! At least one planet will resist the hydrians."
"Mars alone?" Marco rose to his feet too. "What chance do we have?"
"Not much, but at least it's a chance. If you have any better ideas, Marco, I'd like to hear them."
"I don't! Okay? I don't have any better ideas, Einav. But that doesn't mean this idea is a good one. You know what Hart will say. What billions of people will say. That you're seceding from Earth to avoid justice. That you're simply trying to keep out of prison. That you care more about your vanity than human unity. That you're using the hydrians as a scapegoat, a bogeyman, to gain power for yourself. That you're messianic, consumed with vainglory and grandeur, claiming only you can save humanity—while staging a coup. They'll paint you as a mad dictator. A Xiuquan. A Pol Pot. An Idi Amin." He dropped his voice. "A Lailani de le Rosa."
Addy gasped and stared at him. Marco was surprised at himself, shocked at words he had not meant to speak.
Einav stared at him calmly. "And is that what you believe?"
Marco took a few deep breaths. "No. Of course not."
"You sound so convinced."
"Einav." He held her hands. "For a century, I've always followed you. And I'll follow you now too. But I ask you to reconsider. This is a mistake. This path would lead us into the abyss. This would lead to civil war. Instead of fighting the shoal, we would find ourselves fighting Earth."
"Hang on!" Addy interrupted. "Civil war? Really, Poet? I thought Hart was a pacifist! He'd never attack Mars."
"Is Hart a pacifist?" Marco said. "He didn't seem so when he sicced his coptrollers on us. Remember the first time we met Hart? He was wearing a Halloween costume, dancing around like a fool. Every day, he wears a costume. Every day, he presents himself as a man of peace, and maybe he truly believes that. But he's not afraid to use violence. Not when it comes to us."
"I'm not scared of him," Addy said. "We can take 'em!"
"But can humans fight one another while the hydrians approach?"
They both turned toward Einav.
"Tell him," Addy said.
Einav turned to the porthole. She gazed out into space. "Not for one minute do I forget the shoal. My only goal is to fight them. All my means are toward that end. They are coming closer. I see them in my mind, in my dreams. We don't have much time. But we have a little. We have almost three years." She turned back toward her companions. "When we secede, it will be messy. It will be violent. It's a terrible path to take. We spent a year trying and failing to win Earth. Now we might have to spend a year fighting Earth to establish our independence on Mars. Maybe, just maybe, we can still be ready for Ninazu."
"Or he'll arrive and find humanity in pieces, torn apart by civil war," Marco said. "Einav, are we doing Ninazu's job for him?"
"Do you have another way?" Einav said. "Or only platitudes about unity? If we do nothing, Hart will not prepare for war. He'll continue to dismantle the fleet, continue to send soldiers home when they should be manning their posts. And all the while, he'll spew his own platitudes about peace and tolerance while the shoal draws ever nearer. And when the shoal arrives, humanity will fall. I cannot allow that. I will not. My only path to victory leads through Mars. So tell me, Marco. Do you have a better plan?"
Marco pursed his lips and lowered his head. "No." He looked back up at her. "But I know this path is the wrong one."
Einav smiled sadly. She placed a hand on Marco's shoulder. "Thank you, my dear friend. For being honest with me. Thank you. I won't order you to follow me—"
"I would follow you anywhere, even down this road."
"We'll vote," Einav said. "The three of us. We'll make the decision together. I vote we take our stand on Mars. Marco votes against it. Addy, the tiebreaker vote is yours."
They both turned toward her. Addy had the cupboard open, rooting for cookies and other snacks. She looked back at them, crumbs on her lips.
"We still talking about Mars?" she said.
"Addy!" Marco said.
She put the cookies down and cleaned her lips. She heaved a long sigh. "All right. You both make valid points. Truth is, I don't know. I'm just the meathead. The muscle." She flexed her biceps. "See? I'm brawn, not brains. I'm not good at plans."
Marco smiled softly. "Don't sell yourself short. You're smarter than you look, Addy."
"Hey, what does that mean?" Addy cried.
Joey chimed up from a hidden speaker. "It means you look like a moron."
"Shut up!" Addy cried, punching the bulkhead.
"Well, what's your vote?" Einav said.
Addy paced the room. "Okay, so Marco's way, we do nothing."
He blinked. "I didn't say that."
"Shut up, I'm pacing. And Einav's way … we get to kick Hart's ass. And after that, start preparing for the war against the hydrians. The real war." Addy looked out the porthole. "They're coming. We need to get ready. Einav is right. I'm with her." She turned toward Marco. "I'm sorry, babe."
Marco lowered his head. "All right. I suppose I failed to offer an alternative. I'm still worried. More than that. I'm terrified. But I'll go along. I'll give it my all." He raised his head. "I'm with you, Einav."
He saluted her. And now all the hardness left her green eyes. They sparkled with tears. With a heartbreaking smile, she returned the salute.
So here it is, Marco thought. A great earthquake in history. I hope we don't crash into the chasm.
Addy held their hands. The trio stood together. As always. As forever.
"I'm for it!" Joey chimed into the silence.
"Shut up. Nobody cares what you think!" Addy kicked the bulkhead.
* * * * *
Mars.
The red planet.
The symbol of war.
Here again they stood. Here they would make their final stand. Earth was but a pale blue dot in the sky, but she was their guide, their goddess. The reason they fought. On a planet as red as blood, they would fight for their distant blue home.
Outside Cydonia Hall, below the chin of the stony stargazer, sprawled a stage. It overlooked Medusa Boulevard, its glittering side streets, and the famous Curiosity Square. The trio of friends stood on this stage, gazing upon a crowd of Martians.
Marco stood at the back, feeling uncomfortable with so many eyes watching him. The colony dome spread above him like a glass sky, containing Ares, capital of Mars. The colony sprawled before him—a colony brutalized, suffocating, crying out under the yoke of Earth. A colony that yearned for freedom. A colony that might soon find itself trapped between Earth and the shoal, crushed into oblivion.
Handguns hung from Marco's belt, and beside him, Addy carried enough grenades, bazookas, and blades to arm a militia. But even with all this weaponry, Marco felt uneasy. A deep fear scuttled through him. Different from the fear of battle. He had fought many wars, and he recognized the fear of violence. This iciness along his spine was new.
He feared they were making a mistake. Feared that they would plunge humanity into the abyss.
United we stand, divided we fall, he thought. Einav had always told him that. Yet now she stood on the stage, facing the people of Mars. Tens of thousands clogged the streets and Curiosity Square, come to hear her speak. Countless other Martians watched from their homes. Across Earth and her other colonies, billions were watching. Einav spoke words that should have uplifted Marco, yet they stabbed him like icicles.
"You know who I am," she told the people. "You know my name. You know my past. You voted for me. On Earth, most of you voted for me. Here on Mars—nearly all of you. President Hart lies. He tells you I'm a fraud. I am not. He tells you I'm crazy. I assure you I'm sane. The shoal is coming. You have seen the photographs. The videos. The destruction on Hypnos. More and more humans traveled the Wormhole Road and reported seeing the hydrians en route here. Make no mistake. They do not come in peace. No diplomacy, no appeasement, no offers of love, not even surrender would sway them. We must—we will—fight back."
"Freedom for Mars!" somebody cried in the crowd.
The chant spread. "Freedom! Freedom!"
"Down with Hart! Down with Hart!"
Standing behind Einav, Marco gazed at the crowd. They held many signs and placards. One sign featured Earth inside a red NO circle, a diagonal line cutting across the planet. Another showed a boot kicking Hart in the backside.
"Down with Earth, down with Earth!" they cried.
Humans are fighting humans when we must unite against the shoal, Marco thought. This will not end well. But I must trust Einav. Like I always have.
In his long life, so many people had let Marco down. Kemi, his high school sweetheart, left him to join officer school. Tomiko, his first wife, broke his heart. Even his beloved Lailani, his fiancée and fellow soldier, betrayed him. But throughout the ages, Einav had never once let him down. Never betrayed his trust. He would follow her to the end of the galaxy and back. And, in fact, he had done just that. More than once. And perhaps would many times still.
Dale Emery stepped toward the edge of the stage. Only a year ago, he had been a vigorous man, pleasantly plump, still full of energy in his sixties. The past year had aged him. His step was slower, and his eyes, which had once twinkled with shrewd mischievousness, now drooped sorrowfully.
The aging man held the Flame of Nergal. The staff symbolized sovereignty over Mars. It was forged from steel taken from Nergal's Chariot, the first starship to bring colonists to the red planet. Atop the staff perched the symbol of Mars, forged of gold—a circle with a spear thrusting out the side.
A realization hit Marco like a thunderbolt. In Mesopotamian mythology, Nergal was the god of Mars. Marco remembered reading about him when studying Sumer in Mr. Felton's class, then revisiting the topic when encountering the hydrians. Like the Roman god after whom Mars was named, Nergal was said to rule the red planet. His wife, in Mesopotamian mythology, was Ereshkigal.
Ereshkigal! The queen of hydrians! The terrible goddess said to lurk in the center of the universe, the dreaded mother of Ninazu!
A chill washed over Marco. Was this just a coincidence? Was he finding bad signs in trivia? He wasn't sure. His head spun, and ice filled his belly. Everything about him seemed like a nightmare. The hydrians were everywhere, running like a scarlet thread through human history and mythology. Their disease was even here on Mars. Even in the Flame of Nergal, this staff Dale held. Marco forced himself to take deep breaths, to calm down, to return to the present.
Dale faced the crowd, his face haggard. But he pursed his lips, squared his shoulders, and raised his chin. He spoke clearly. "Mars is a planet associated with fire. Long ago, in our mythology, we told of a bird of fire. A bird named the phoenix, a symbol of rebirth. The legendary bird rose again from the ashes, spread its wings, and soared. Today Mars is on the ground. Lying in ashes. Crushed under the heel of Earth. But like the phoenix, we will rise again." He raised his staff high. "This scepter is borne by the governor of Mars. For twelve years, I carried it. It has been the honor of my life. Now I pass the Flame of Nergal on to another. To one who will lead us through the fires of rebirth. Under her leadership, we will rise again."
He handed the staff to Einav.
Don't take it, Marco wanted to say. Don't. We'll find another way. This can't be right. United we stand, but divided we—
Einav took the staff. She held it with her starhand, and she raised it high overhead. The symbol of Mars burst to light atop the standard, perhaps fueled by the crystal in Einav's hand. She still wore her travel outfit. White trousers. A white shirt with gleaming buckles along the side. It was hardly the attire of royalty. But with her staff raised, with her golden hair streaming, Einav Ben-Ari seemed as regal as a queen.
There she is, Marco thought. There's the woman I knew long ago. There's the leader who inspired the world. Well, the die is cast now. And I'll support her. However I can.
Einav spoke to the crowd. "Too long has the red planet suffered the scourge of Hart. Too long have we lain crushed under his boot. No more! On this day, we secede. On this day, we assert our independence." Staff held high, she raised her voice to a great cry. "From this day, Mars is free! Mars is free! Mars is free!"
The crowd roared. Their voices spread across the streets, filled the dome, and could be heard across the galaxy. "Mars is free! Mars is free!"
Addy raised her chin, tightened her lips, and stepped up to her leader. With her formidable height, tattoos, powerful frame, and arsenal of weapons, Addy Linden struck an imposing figure—a Viking raider risen from history. She raised her fist into the air.
"Long live the Queen of Mars!"
The crowd repeated the cry. "Long live the Queen of Mars! Long live the Queen of Mars!"
Einav stared at the crowd, passing her gaze left to right, a queen overseeing her realm.
"Earth is not our enemy," she said. "Our only enemy is the oncoming shoal. From this red planet, we will fight the hydrians. To Hart, I say this: Join us against the true enemy. Join us in defense of humanity against the hydrian menace. If you refuse to help us, we will fight the hydrians alone. And if you make a terrible mistake, if you move to attack Mars, to assault fellow humans … we will defend ourselves. And you will lose."
"Mars is free, Mars is free!" the crowd chanted.
Standing at the back of the stage, Marco watched helplessly.
This will not end well, he thought. Not at all.
* * * * *
Einav swiveled on her heel and marched offstage. Addy followed. As she passed by Marco, Einav looked into his eyes. Her face was hard. Her eyes were ice.
"With me, Emery," she said.
He nodded and followed her. How quickly they reverted back to their roles in previous wars! Once more, she was the officer, he the loyal soldier.
This is all wrong, Marco thought. This is not how we should fight. We're falling apart.
But he followed his leader. A chill filled his belly, but he followed.
They reentered Cydonia Hall. The giant, stoic face had always been the seat of Martian power. Until now a governor had ruled here, subservient to Earth. Now Lady Stargazer became the hall of a queen.
Okay, Einav wasn't actually a queen, Marco knew. She wore no crown, would sit on no throne. Perhaps in time they would come up with a proper title. But for now, even Marco had to admit—Queen of Mars had a nice ring to it.
Aboveground, Cydonia revealed only her serene face. But she had an entire head, most of it underground. Most of the underground chambers were offices for government workers. Deep below the offices, at the lowest level, was a bunker. Einav took her companions there now.
"We're having an emergency meeting," she said. "There's much to do. And we begin our work now."
A century ago, as president, Einav had ordered that every building on Earth, Mars, and the colonies have access to a bunker. It was necessary in those days of constant warfare. These days, only old buildings had them. And most of the remaining bunkers had been converted into pantries, storage rooms, or rumpus rooms. The bunker below Cydonia Hall was no exception. It had become, essentially, a dumping ground.
"What a bunch of junk!" Addy exclaimed when they stepped inside.
Old monitors, broken androids, confiscated weapons, canned goods, moldy Halloween costumes—they all filled the bunker. The items covered the floor, rose in piles, overflowed from shelves and desks. The trio could barely walk through the junk. But Marco knew why the meeting must be held here. This room still had fortified walls. And the blast door was thick and heavy.
She's expecting an attack, Marco thought. Well, let's see if Hart really is a pacifist like he claims.
Einav called a few others to join the meeting. Dale Emery was here. He was no longer governor, but he knew every cog and wheel in the political machinery of Mars. He would serve as Einav's chief of staff.
Three gruff, uniformed men were here too. Three uniformed services operated on Mars. Mars Force. Mars Police. And the Martian Fleet. All three commanders were in attendance.
Ironside, the chief of Mars Force, was a tall, muscular man with a bald head and square jaw. As a younger man, he had been a bouncer, and he had lost none of his muscle. Ironside oversaw every guard and younger bouncer in the colony.
Tony Morino, the chief of Mars Police, stood beside him, much smaller and thinner. Morino was a wiry man with tanned skin, bushy white eyebrows, and shrewd eyes. The two forces worked in parallel. Mars Force provided security and muscle, while Mars Police battled crime.
Finally, completing the uniform trio, the Martian fleet commander was attending. Admiral Jon Petty was a steely man with a white mustache and cold blue eyes. Petty was descended from a great military dynasty, and he had not forgotten his heritage. He didn't command many ships, but every ship mattered now.
All three men were known for their loyalty to Mars. For years, they had tolerated Martian freedom movements, turning a blind eye to the rebels.
Some of those rebels were in the room now. They were scruffy men who wore no uniforms. For the past few years, they had led a war of shadows against Earth. They gave the uniformed men suspicious looks, perhaps doubting their loyalties and intentions. When you were a rebel, you trusted no one.
Marco and Addy completed the tableau. With her many weapons, battle tattoos, and murderous smile, Addy looked every inch the warrior. She just couldn't wait to start fighting. Marco felt out of place. He had never wanted another war. Hell, he had never wanted any war. Yet here he stood. And here they were—the leaders of Mars. Those who would bring freedom to the red planet.
Einav addressed the room. "Today all Martians stand united. Let us bury past grievances. Some of us reluctantly served Hart. Others rebelled openly against him. That's in the past. Today we are neither loyalists nor rebels. We are simply Martians, proud and free. We find ourselves trapped between two enemies. To one side—Hart. And I say Hart and not Earth, because Earth will never be my enemy, only the man who leads her. To the other side, still far but moving in fast—the shoal. We are between the hammer and the anvil. We must prepare for war. Maybe on one front. Maybe on two. The shoal will be here in two or three years. Hart might attack within two or three minutes. Admiral Petty—give me an update on your fleet."
Petty stepped closer, chin raised.
I remember his grandmother, Marco thought. She commanded our company in the alien-infested mines of Corpus. I was only eighteen, and Einav was only twenty. God, it was so long ago.
No doubt Einav remembered it too. Captain Coleen Petty, a cocky and cruel officer, had tormented the young Lieutenant Ben-Ari. Thankfully, Coleen's grandson seemed far better natured.
"We have fifteen battle corvettes," the mustached admiral said. "All armed and patrolling the planet. Our seventy starfighters are armed and in the air, flying around the colony. Our two military frigates are in full battle alert. Maiden is patrolling the equator, while Mother is flying at our L1 LaGrange point, watching Earth."
"I thought we had three frigates," said Einav. "What happened to the Crone?"
Admiral Petty clenched his fists. "Crone defected. During your independence speech, ma'am. She jumped to warp and blasted off to Earth."
"That bitch!" Addy shouted.
"Put out a warning to the rest of the fleet," Einav said. "All ships in the Martian fleet are under my command. Further attempts to defect will be met with overwhelming force. Send a message to the Crone. If the ship returns now, I'll pardon every crew member. Don't threaten them, Admiral. Try to talk sense into them. And keep ready for an assault from Earth. Move your corvettes to defensive shield formation over the Earthside hemisphere."
He nodded. "Understood, ma'am."
"Now, Admiral. Not when the meeting is over. Now."
Petty stepped to the back of the room, lifted a comlink, and began barking orders to his officers.
Next Einav turned toward Morino, the wiry little chief of police. "Chief, prepare for a ground invasion. From now on, the Martian police is the planet's infantry force. Hart might try to land marines here. You will meet them with force."
Morino's eyes widened. "Ma'am, we're not equipped to fight marines! We're cops, not soldiers."
"You know the streets better than any marine," Einav said. "You know the alleyways. The shortcuts through the markets. The secret passageways under amusement parks and casinos. Fight from the shadows. I still hope Hart comes to his senses and avoids violence. But if he brings violence here—you will be ready. Go! Position your forces for defense of this planet."
He saluted. "Aye, ma'am!" He hesitated for a moment, licked his lips, and his eyes dampened. "Ma'am, I just want to say … Hart made us do terrible things. He shamed the Martian police. I swear to forever serve you, ma'am. To redeem myself."
She nodded, smiled softly, and patted him on the arm. "Good man. Go make me proud, Chief."
Morino sniffed, saluted again, and left the room.
That's how she inspires people, Marco thought. How she inspires me. But I hope she's not leading us into an abyss.
Next Einav turned to Ironside, the Mars Force chief. Mars Force was an organization of security guards, bouncers, and bodyguards. They kept order in casinos, dragging out cheaters. They broke up bar fights. They guarded visiting dignitaries. Unlike the police, they had never served Hart directly. But there were rumors that some among Mars Force were Earth loyalists. Ironside, a towering brute with a bald head, crossed his arms. Marco didn't trust him.
"Chief Ironside!" Einav said. "From now on, you'll provide my security detail."
"Wait, I thought I was—" Addy began but Marco shushed her.
Ironside stared at Einav, arms crossed, a stony expression on his face.
"Is that clear?" Einav said.
"Answer the queen!" Addy said.
The towering Chief Ironside grunted. "Mars has no queen. Mars needs no queen. This is a goddamn coup, and I won't tolerate it."
And then everything happened at once.
Growling, Ironside drew a handgun from his belt.
Einav raised her starhand, uncurled her fist, and revealed the azoth crystal on her palm.
Addy shouted and drew her katana.
Ironside's gun boomed.
And Marco found himself leaping through the air. He was shouting something. He wasn't sure what. Probably something inane like "nooo!" All he remembered later was that second in the air, and then the pain.
The bullet pounding into him.
He crashed down at Einav's feet, a bullet in his torso.
At once, Einav blasted a bolt of energy from her palm. It slammed into Ironside, knocking the big man back.
The chief still held his gun! But not for long. Addy slashed her katana, and Ironside's severed hand flew through the air. A second later, Addy drove her sword into the big man's chest.
Ironside gurgled blood, then slumped down dead.
I was shot, Marco thought. Oh God, I was shot.
He lay there on the floor, vision hazy, the room spinning, and he seemed to spiral down and down into darkness.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

A Tower Beyond Eternity
Marco walked along the beach. He didn't remember how he got here. But it felt right. He had been searching for this place for a long time. Searching for her.
There were no other people. The air was crisp and it felt like fall. Clouds covered the sky—mountains of white clouds and darker clusters of gray gravid with unshed rain. Spears of burnished sunlight pierced the brewing storm, glittering across the horizon. The sand was soft beneath Marco's bare feet, and the sea was the colors of a nebula, deep blue and silver and adorned with golden beads where the sunbeams broke against it. Countless seashells gleamed and the waves whispered, tipped with foam. The cool wind ruffled Marco's hair and filled his nostrils, scented of salt and coming winter. This was a peaceful place. A lonely place. Sadness tinged its beauty.
He walked along the beach for a while, sometimes pausing to lift an interesting shell, sometimes merely to watch the waves and distant beams of sunlight. The color of the sunlight was wrong. More brass than gold. The seashells were strange, twisting in irregular shapes. Was this Earth?
He walked onward until he saw a distant cliff overlooking the sea. A stone tower rose atop the cliff like a lighthouse, its bricks kissed with sunlight. The old stones reminded Marco of the craggy limestone bricks of Jerusalem. As he drew nearer, he saw that the tower rose over the ruins of a castle. Most of the structure was gone now. There was little more than the shells of walls, a courtyard strewn with sand, an orphaned archway, and stubs of columns like broken teeth. Crabs scurried among fallen bricks, and moss covered the crumbling remains of walls. The tower rose from the ruins, a sentinel gazing over the water.
Marco stood in the sand, looking up at the ruins. This was Earth. Had to be Earth. He recognized the limestone bricks. The sun was setting into the water; he was on a western coast. This looked like a crusader castle. He was back in the Levant, standing by the Mediterranean. Yet something still seemed wrong. The color of the light. The way the waves moved. The way his eyes seemed to see too far. A dreamlike air draped this place.
Movement caught his eye. It came from the tower top. Marco looked up. A woman stood there, the wind ruffling her curly black hair. The sunlight bronzed her dark skin. She was gazing at the sea longingly, perhaps lost in thought.
Marco frowned. He knew her.
From atop the tower, she looked down at him. A smile split her face, and her teeth sparkled like little white seashells.
"Marco!"
He took a step back. How could this be?
"Marco!"
She stood before him in the sand, shaking him. Her smile stretched wider, becoming strained. She was just as he remembered her. Just as she had looked all those years ago, dying in his arms.
"Marco!" She kept shaking him. "Come back to me. Marco!"
He rubbed his eyes. This was impossible.
"Kemi," he whispered. "Kemi, how …"
"Kemi? What the hell?"
He opened his eyes, blinking. A woman loomed above him. But her hair was straight and blond, her skin pale, her arms covered with tattoos. She shook him again.
"Addy!" he said.
The sea retreated. The castle crumbled into sand. The sky solidified into a solid white ceiling. He looked around. He lay in a hospital bed.
A dream …
As the dream faded into a haze, the memories of reality slowly returned. Rebelling against Earth. The security chief pulling a gun. Marco jumping, the pain … Ah yes, there was the pain again.
"I was shot," he said.
"I'm going to shoot you again," Addy said. "What's this about Kemi?"
He tried to sit up, groaned, and lay back down. "I'm alive."
"Wow, you're full of insight today." Addy stroked back his hair and kissed his lips. Her eyes dampened. "You stupid idiot. You took a bullet for her."
He looked down at his chest. Bandages wrapped around him. Every breath hurt. "How bad is it?"
"The bullet hit your rib and stopped there. An inch away, and the bullet would have carved through your internal organs, you lucky bastard. You were out all night and most of today. The docs patched you up. You'll be fine."
"Most of today!" He bolted up in bed, then winced. "Ow. Addy. Did Hart—?"
"He didn't attack yet. Yet. Now lie down and rest! You just came out of surgery. You need your strength."
He lay back down, feeling so weak. He smiled up at her, eyelids fluttering. "You're beautiful, Addy. You're so beautiful. I thought I died, went to heaven, and saw an angel."
She snorted. "Oh, please. You're just saying that because they pumped you full of drugs." Her eyes dampened again. "But it's cute."
"You're cute."
She blushed. She actually blushed. "Oh, gosh, you're a much nicer husband when you're drugged up. I'm going to steal some of these drugs. So I can slip them into your coffee on days I want to be wooed."
"I almost left you, Addy." He held her hand. "You mean the universe to me. You're the love of my life. The most amazing woman I've ever known. I'm so glad to be alive—because I get to spend my life with you."
Maybe it was the drugs talking. Or maybe, after a century of marriage, he had begun to take her for granted. Maybe all the bickering and bantering had made him forget. But now, back from the dead, looking at his wife, Marco realized how lucky he was. He had suffered throughout his long life, but it had all been worth it—because he got to be with her.
Addy wiped her eyes and caressed his cheek. "I'm gonna take care of you, Poet. Until you're strong again."
"Hey … do you still have that sexy nurse outfit?" he said.
She winced. "It's ripped."
"Perfect."
His blood pressure and pulse rose high enough to trigger concerned beeps from the machinery monitoring him. He forced himself to calm down, pushing away thoughts of Addy in her sexy nurse outfit, before a real nurse rushed in. This would be somewhat embarrassing to explain.
As Addy cooed over him, Marco slowly came out of his stupor. He turned on the news, and fear trickled through him, blending with the pain of his injuries and his love of Addy.
Everything was falling apart.
While he'd been sleeping, three more Martian ships had defected. A group of Martian policemen swore fealty to Earth, then opened fire on their comrades, killing fourteen officers. Riots spread across the streets. Mars was burning. On Ganymede, rebels were rising up again, demanding their own freedom. On Titan, blood already was spilling, and on Haven, rebels were marching down the streets. Bahay, which had won its freedom from Earth after a devastating war, watched nervously, knowing well the agony of rebellion and Earth's wrath.
"If Mars is free, if Bahay is free, we will all be free!" vowed a rebel leader on Haven, a colony of millions.
"We're splitting apart," Marco said. "Just when we must stand strong and united, we're breaking."
His eyes stung. He knew this had been a mistake. Why had he joined Einav? He should have tried harder to stop her! He should have prevented this! Now humanity was fracturing, he was lying in the hospital with a hole in his chest, and the hydrians were drawing ever nearer.
He began breathing heavily. The machine over his hospital bed beeped again, louder this time.
"Marco?" Addy said.
A nurse rushed in to check his vitals. He was fine. Just stress. Panic. And outside the hospital windows, he could hear rattling gunfire.
"All of us are right," Marco said softly.
Addy tilted her head. "Huh?"
"Hart is right, Addy. He's right to fight to a rebellious Mars. Einav is right. She's right to secede, to fight the hydrians without Earth. The rebels on Ganymede, Titan, Haven—they're right to demand freedom. The soldiers who fight for Earth—they're right to follow their orders. All of us are right, every damn one of us, and by all being right, we're going to destroy ourselves. We're all going to be so damn right that we'll crumble and let the hydrians suck up the pieces."
"Well, aren't you a ray of optimism today."
Marco pushed himself up in bed again. "I need to see Einav."
A voice came from the doorway. "Einav is here."
The door opened, and Einav Ben-Ari, Queen of Mars, entered the room.
* * * * *
She still wore her white outfit with the gilded buttons. Blood splashed it. A scratch ran down her cheek. Handguns hung from her hips, and ash silvered her hair. Security guards walked at her sides. She gestured at them to remain outside, then closed the door behind her.
Marco stood up and saluted. "Reporting for—"
"Get your ass back in bed," Addy said, shoving him back down.
He lay on his back, groaning.
Einav approached the hospital bed. She smiled sadly and her ivory hand caressed his cheek.
"Dearest Marco. You saved my life. Is this the hundredth time by now? No, it must be more." She kissed his forehead. "Thank you. You took a bullet for me."
"Good thing it wasn't a flamethrower," he said.
Einav blinked, then burst out laughing. But she quickly gathered herself and straightened. "My old security chief is dead."
Addy nodded. "Yep. Killed him myself. Piece of cake." But there was something hollow in her voice, something mournful lurking beneath her boasting. Even now, after all these years of war, killing was not easy. Not for any of them. All their hands were bloody. And that blood never washed off.
"Addy." Einav turned toward her. "You're my new chief of security. Mars Force is yours. A militia of five-hundred security guards. They're used to guarding casinos and bars, not fighting wars. Train them. Make them soldiers. Turn them into my praetorian guard."
Addy blinked. "Wow. I'm honored. But wouldn't the police be better suited for that?"
Einav shook her head. "Too many counterrevolutionaries in the Martian police."
Addy raised an eyebrow. "Counterrevolutionaries?"
"Martians who are loyal to Earth and serve Hart. People who object to seceding. Some will grumble and be done with. But others can be dangerous. Like the rogue policeman who murdered sixteen of their brothers this morning. Addy, there might be counterrevolutionaries in Mars Force too. Sniff them out. Get rid of them."
Addy saluted stiffly. "I accept. It will be done." Her eyes sparkled. "Thank you, ma'am. For trusting me."
Marco watched them from his bed. Counterrevolutionaries. Sniffing out traitors. Getting rid of them. It sounded like a purge. His belly knotted. This all reminded him far too much of dark times in history, and memories of reading Animal Farm and The Gulag Archipelago returned to him. Surely Einav wasn't a mad dictator like Stalin, though. Of course not.
Of course not, he told himself.
Einav noticed Marco staring at her. She smiled at him sadly. "I know what you're thinking, Marco. That this is a political purge. That I'm acting like a mad dictator."
"I wasn't . . ." He sighed. "Okay, I was."
She brushed back his damp hair with her ivory fingers. "Dearest Marco. You've always been my moral compass. My voice of reason and circumspection. I need that more than ever. I have a job for you in this new government too. Be my second-in-command."
"What?" he blurted out. He sat again, ignoring the pain. "Einav. Me? What about Dale?"
"Dale is my chief of staff," Einav said. "He knows everything about Mars, he's ethical, he's intelligent, and he's critical to our success. But he's not a soldier. He's not a war leader. I need you, Marco."
He hesitated, then shook his head. "No. I don't want it. I can't agree to this. To any of this. I voted against secession! Now you want me as your right-hand man?"
"Yes. I want you because you were against it. Because you will criticize me. Because you will hold me back from the edge of megalomania and madness." She sat beside him on the bed, and her ivory fingers clasped his hand. "Marco, many years ago, when you were a private, I called you into my office. Back then, my office was just a little trailer in the desert. I had just been promoted to lieutenant. I was twenty years old and about to fly off to war for the first time. I asked you if you would join me. Do you remember what you said?"
Marco closed his eyes. He swallowed a lump in his throat. "I do. More or less, at least."
"I still remember every word. This is what you said." Einav smiled and her eyes dampened. "'I never wanted any of this. I never wanted to join the army. I never wanted to fight. I never wanted to be anything but a writer. But I think that your ancestor didn't want to fight in the forests. And my friend didn't want to die on that tarmac. And millions of people who fought evil throughout history wanted nothing more than to sit at home with a book, a fire in their hearth, family around them. But they all went out and fought, because they knew something. They knew that the world is beautiful, but that it stands on the shoulders of those bleeding, those hurt, those crying out in pain so that others can laugh, love, give us something to fight for. So I will fight.'"
As Marco listened, tears streamed down his cheeks. "How do you remember it so well? From so long ago?"
"Every word is engraved on my heart." She placed her starhand against her chest. "You're in my heart, Marco. You and Addy. We're the last three survivors of that old platoon. The three Methuselahs of Jerusalem. And I can't do this without you. Marco, I would never admit this to anyone else. But I'm scared. I'm scared that I'm doing the wrong thing. I'm scared that I'm leading us to oblivion. That I can't win this war. I need you with me. Please."
Sitting on his hospital bed, Marco held her in his arms. Her tears wet his shoulder.
"Always, Einav," he whispered. "I'll do it. I'm with you. Always."
Einav's starhand beeped. She looked at the clock on the wall, and her eyes hardened.
"It's time," she said. "Hart is about to deliver his speech."
* * * * *
Einav stepped toward the holofeed projector—a small device embedded into a wall. It was currently beaming out a holographic hockey rink. Tiny players were zipping around the hospital room. The puck was no larger than an M&M. Addy was watching in fascination, eating a hot dog and cheering whenever the puck moved extra fast. Marco, who had endured a century of her watching hockey (raucously and sometimes destructively), had given up on ever understanding the game.
"How do I change the channel on this damn thing?" Einav said.
"What?" Addy said. "No! There's a game on. Maple Leafs are gonna win the Stanley Cup this year, I tell you."
"Addy, they haven't won since 1967," Marco said. "Three hundred years ago."
"Exactly! So they're bound to win this time. Study probability, dumbass."
Trying to ignore his wife, Marco turned toward Einav. "What speech? What did I—?" He waved away holographic hockey players the size of toys. "Addy, turn this off! Einav, what did I miss?"
"Hart announced that he'll deliver an important speech tonight. Addy, change the channel."
She groaned. "But I hate politics! Oh fine. You're the boss, Einav."
"And point the projector away from my chest," Marco said. "I was just shot there. The last thing I need is Hart standing on it."
Addy aimed the projector toward the wall, then changed the channel. A hologram of Bet Eretz appeared there (or Hart Hall, as the president called it). The cameras were focused on the patio. A podium with multiple microphones was set up.
Hart had not yet appeared. But BuzzBot McFly was already on the scene, hovering back and forth. A crowd had gathered, and Magenmen stood everywhere, sleek in their black suits and shades. Marco remembered the presidential debate on the same patio. God, had it only been last Monday? It seemed like years ago.
BuzzBot floated toward the camera. In the hospital room, the drone's hologram ballooned to the size of a football. "Ladies, gentlemen, aliens, and drones. For those joining us now, an update. Einav Ben-Ari, the treasonous rebel, is still in hiding, cowering underground on Mars. More Martian survivors have reached Earth this morning, fleeing her dictatorship. Still no word from our missing police officers. Please pray for our brave forces fighting the enemy on the red planet. And now, in this solemn hour, President Hart will deliver a special speech."
The palace doors opened. President Hart stepped onto the patio. He wore a military uniform with full regalia, including medals pinned to his chest.
"What the hell?" Addy said. "He's not a soldier. That man never served a day in his life. That's stolen valor."
Hart approached the lectern, saluted the crowd for some reason, then leaned toward the microphones. "Fellow Earthlings." His voice was barely audible. He muttered something and adjusted the mics to his height. "Fellow Earth—" Feedback screeched, and Hart winced.
BuzzBot had to rush forward and fix the microphones. Finally things seemed to work. Hart started over.
"Fellow Earthlings!" the president said. "First of all, I want to pray for our servicemen who are fighting on Mars, risking their lives for human unity. And to pray for those who fell. My thoughts are with their families." He stared steadily into the cameras. "This is a dark time in human history. I inherited a world at peace. A good world. A world of music, love, and joy. I thought that the days of war were behind us. Until a woman from our barbarous past returned to haunt us. Until she plunged us back into a pit of violence. Ben-Ari mistakes my kindness for weakness. She mistakes my peacefulness for cowardice. Those mistakes are dear ones. Love is stronger than hate. Democracy is stronger than dictatorship. Earth is and will remain a world of love and democracy. A peace-loving world. But to ensure this peace, we must be willing to fight. I am hereby invoking the Earth Emergency Act. These emergency powers will allow me to conduct the fight against Ben-Ari with full freedom and devastating force. To the people of Mars, I say: You are not our enemies. Your world is a good one. It will soon be free from tyranny. To Einav Ben-Ari, I say this: The way of tyranny and violence will always fail. We will liberate the planet you seized. And you will be brought to justice."
He turned and left the podium.
Addy switched off the holofeed. "Boring show anyway."
Marco lay on the hospital bed, and the room spun around him. Again he had a feeling that he was falling into an abyss. That everything was crashing down. That their legacy, everything they had built for generations—that it was crumbling around them like castles of sand.
"How did it come to this?" he whispered.
"We must prepare for war," Einav said.
"Let me talk to him," Marco said. "Let me talk to Hart. Maybe, just maybe, we can still make peace."
Addy snorted. "I doubt it. The only thing twerps like Hart understand is a good kick to the nuts. I say we give him one."
"It's worth trying," Marco said. "Talking, I mean. Not the kick to the nuts. Not yet, in any case. Maybe we can still pull back from this abyss. Maybe we can fight the shoal united. Einav, let me meet him. Let me talk to him. Before this war burns us all."




CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Ripples in Time
It was Eran Felton's fortieth birthday, and he was miserable.
He woke up in his small apartment—a box of concrete in a city of shit and piss and despair. His bed was lumpy, but mostly it was cold. Cold and empty. No wife to kiss him good morning. No pets to wag their tails. Thankfully no bratty kids to jump on his weary bones. He told himself that he enjoyed solitude. It gave him time for his studies, but sometimes, like on his fortieth birthday, the loneliness stabbed like an assassin's blade between the ribs. It sneaked up on you.
He rose from bed, bones creaking. A bed? Just a cot. He had no need for comforts. His apartment was bare. Austere, some would say. There were no paintings on the wall. No photos on the fridge. No color or music or joy. There was, however, the altar. There was that.
He stepped into the bathroom and stared at his reflection. He looked older than forty. He knew that. His hair was already gray. His cheeks were gaunt, his black eyes sunken, his nose a beak. His frame was tall and thin, some would say skeletal. He had little time to indulge in food or other pleasures of the flesh. He dedicated his life to Him. To his lord.
To Ninazu.
Felton approached the altar and knelt. Candles burned on the floor. Across the wall spread the mural. He had painted it himself. A god. A creature like a squid, looming over Earth, embracing the planet with his tentacles. Felton had etched cuneiform into the concrete and filled the letters with blood.
"I worship you, O Lord. It is Erafel, your servant. I call upon you to rise. The time is here. We are ready."
When he worshipped, he was no longer Eran Felton, hapless history teacher. He was High Priest Erafel, powerful, his words rising to the ears of a god.
In the flickering candlelight, the painted hydrian seemed to move. The eyes burned red. The ancient Sumerians had worshipped these beings. They had built temples for them, sacrificed children for them. But Sumer had faded from time, and now Ninazu tarried. The people forgot. For a long time, no one had called him. But Felton remembered.
"I remember you, lord," Felton whispered. "Come to—"
A loud honking from outside the window interrupted his prayer. Two motorists began to shout and argue. Felton pursed his lips and rose to his feet. He looked at the wall. Just a mural again.
He dressed quickly. Brown trousers. A white buttoned-down shirt. A simple brown tie. He lifted his briefcase. Someday he would truly become Erafel. He would be that priest he envisioned—like the priests of Sumer. But until that day, he must live as Eran Felton, and he must go to work.
As he stepped outside the apartment, the landlord was waiting in the corridor.
"Felton!" the man barked.
He was a bulldog of a man. Squat, powerful, and bald. He smoked a cigar and wore a greasy wifebeater.
Felton stiffened and raised his chin. "Good morning, Mr. Bruno."
The brute blew smoke onto his face. "You're late, Felton. Rent was due last Monday. You think I'm running a charity here? What I gotta do, break your nose?" He barked a laugh, then slapped Felton hard on the shoulder. "Hey, I'm only joking, buddy. I love charging ya interest. Ha! Just make sure you pay by Friday or . . ." He mimicked tossing punches, then burst out laughing.
Felton smoothed his shirt. The brute got grease on him.
"Mr. Bruno, I'm on my way to work. I'll get paid on Friday, and so will you."
The landlord winked. "Don't make me break no kneecaps, eh?" He swung an invisible hammer, then roared with laughter. "Don't get so scared, Felty! I'm a nice guy. Go on! Don't be late for work. That money's mine! Ha!"
The elevator was broken again. Felton walked downstairs. A cockroach scurried across his path. He stepped on it, ground it down, and imagined it was his landlord.
It was another gloriously gray Toronto morning. He walked down the sidewalk, dodging paper cups and beggars. Pigeons rustled their feathers, and one shat on his briefcase. At least it missed his head. Thank God for little miracles.
Thank God? Felton thought. It was funny how those little sayings slipped into your thoughts. God was dead. The only gods now, the only ones who mattered, were the voidminds. The lights in the void beyond the stars. The hydrians. And Ninazu was their lord.
"One day you'll come here, O Lord," Felton whispered. "You'll clean up this mess. You'll wash the stench of Earth away. And I'll be there to serve."
"Hey, man." A beggar limped toward him, beard long and scraggly. "You got a million bucks?"
Felton fished in his pocket for spare change. He gave it to the man. "Go. Buy yourself a beer. May Ninazu bless you."
The beggar stared at the coins and snorted. "Whatever, man. Beer? This ain't even enough for a coffee." He wandered off, muttering into his beard. "Ninazu, my ass. Fucking cultists, man. Every day it's another loony."
Felton stood at the bus station. Cars roared by, splashing him with sludge. Somebody threw an empty cup of coffee out a car window. It hit Felton on the chest. He stood there, taking it.
Give me patience, Lord. I walk through a valley of thorns. I will suffer the cuts and gladly shed my blood, for I walk toward your holy mountain.
The bus was late, and Felton realized he had given the beggar too much change. He could not afford the bus fare. He had to walk between the seats, to beg for coins. To smile ingratiatingly at the young woman who gave him a dollar. To suffer her look of pity, her sanctimonious smile.
The bus rumbled down the road. Every block—a red light. More people crowding in. Heat and sweat and the stench of bodies. A fight broke out. A man shouted at a woman, grabbed her hair, and she wept. A man in the back pleasured himself. And another red light. And teenagers laughed and pelted him with cigarette butts.
"Hey, Gargamel, catch any Smurfs lately?" said one of the kids.
"Check out this guy. Hey, buddy!" A kid tapped his chest. "What's your name, man?"
"Look at his nose. Like a beak, man. Like a fuckin' beak."
And Felton stood there, stiff, gangling, grim, his hand wrapped around the rail. The kids laughed and left him for another target.
The path of thorns still seems so long, he thought. But someday you will come, Ninazu. You will clean up this world. You will embrace us, and you will wash away the shit and stink and evil from this planet. You will put humans in their place. And I will stand at your side.
The bus driver missed his stop. Felton had to run down the block, his gray hair flopping, his briefcase swinging madly. A few kids from the school saw him, pointed, and laughed.
"Run, Felty, run!" laughed a boy, a loutish youth who sat on a fence, smoking.
The girl beside him punched the boy. "Hey, don't be an asshole, Steve."
She was a tall blond girl, wearing a shabby Maple Leafs jersey. She was smoking a cigarette too. Felton recognized her. He had seen her in the remedial class. A delinquent. A hopeless case. Doomed to end up on the streets.
"What's a matter, Addy?" said the boy on the fence, this Steve. "You got a crush on Mr. Felton now? I thought it's Marco you liked. You'll break the boy's heart."
The girl blushed. "Shut the fuck up. You're disgusting." She punched him again.
Felton ignored the two teenagers. Let them laugh. In time, they would bow before him.
Out here, on the streets, he had to take it. The taunting. The humiliation. But just as the bell rang, he reached the high school. A place of refuge. A temple on a hill. In there, in those halls of learning, was the only place he had some power. Some solace from the despair.
First period began. Felton stepped into a classroom full of chatting, sniveling miscreants. He slammed his briefcase onto his desk. Loudly. A few of the delinquents looked up, bored. A girl popped bubble gum. Idiots, all of them.
Felton grabbed a ruler and walked among the desks, doing his morning inspection.
"Raj!" he barked. "Sit up straight! Stop slouching like a slug. Lopez! Spit out that gum. Berry! Your skirt is too short. To the principal's office. Now!"
"But Mr. Felton—" the girl began.
He lashed his ruler onto her desk. Hard. Nearly hitting her fingers. Michelle Berry was a particularly vile student, vain and promiscuous. Always flaunting her looks. Taunting him. Haunting his thoughts.
"I won't have my pupils looking like sluts!" He raised his voice to a shout. "Go! Get out!"
Berry ran from the classroom, eyes damp.
There was silence now. The miscreants were sitting up straight. Good. He marched between the desks, swinging his ruler. One student was still slouching. A slap to the back fixed that.
He paused by one girl. A useless specimen named Kemi Abasi. The daughter of Nigerian immigrants. An anchor baby. If you asked Felton, they didn't belong here. Kick them out! The girl's brother had recently died in the wars. Good.
He noticed the girl was holding something. A crumpled note.
"What is this?" Felton demanded. He grabbed Kemi's wrist, pulled the note free, and unrolled the paper. He smirked. "A love letter from a boy?"
Kemi trembled. She said nothing.
"Why don't we read it aloud to the class?" Felton said. He cleared his throat and read from the note. "'Come over to my library after school? I can help you with your history homework.'"
Kemi stared at her desk.
"Well, well," Felton said. "We all know who the librarian's son here is. Marco Emery, isn't it? Ha! The boy has a crush on you maybe?"
Laughter rolled through the classroom. Kemi blushed.
"There is no help for you," Felton said. "You're useless. You'll never pass my class. What do you know of history? You have no history. And you have no future."
Kemi began to cry.
"Stop sniveling!" Felton sneered. "Or I'll give you something to cry about. How about ten lashes for disrupting my classroom?"
He raised his ruler over the girl.
A desk screeched. In the corner of his eye, Felton saw somebody rise to his feet.
"Mr. Felton, please," the pupil said. "Go easy on her."
Felton spun around. Who spoke? Who dared disturb him? Ah, yes. There he was. The sniveling twerp himself. Marco Emery. His father ran the local library. His mother had died in an alien attack three or four years ago. That degenerate orphan girl, Addy Linden, lived with them above the library. A family of leeches!
Felton used to visit that library. He would spend hours among the oldest, dustiest tomes, studying the works of the Sumerians, uncovering the secrets of the old gods. For half his life, he worked on his own book. A great testament, documenting the Sumerian pantheon. For twenty years, he had toiled. Backbreaking years of traveling the deserts of Iraq and Persia, digging up ancient tablets, studying words written in the dawn of history. Five years ago, he had found the bones of a hydrian under layers of rock and sand—his greatest discovery. Since then, Ninazu came to him in his dreams, promising him glory.
You will become Erafel, my highest priest …
Felton was the first man to uncover the truth. That the ancient gods of Sumer were aliens. That they had scouted Earth and chose it among all the planets in the galaxy. That here they would set up a new paradise.
Finally Felton completed his masterwork. Truth and Testament: The Secrets of the Shoal. A magnum opus. The work of a lifetime. In the first half, the book detailed the pantheon of the hydrians, heralded their arrival to Earth, and outlined the commandments of Ninazu, son of Ereshkigal, who would become Hyking of Earth. In the second half, Felton taught humans how to reach out to the gods. How to connect with them. How to spread their glory.
He sent the manuscript to every publisher in the world … and they rejected it.
He printed copies himself. Dragged them to bookshops across the city. They turned him down. They whispered that he was a kook, a cultist, a crazy man.
He took the books to libraries. They slammed the door in his face. The final library he visited . . . was the one just down the street from the school. The library run by Carl Emery. Felton had researched his book there. And he had saved that library for last.
The librarian leafed through the book, then shook his dead. "This is occult. We don't stock the occult genre."
Felton leaned across the table, hissing. "This is the truth!"
Carl sighed. "Try Galactic Grimoires down the street. You know, the place that sells crystals and animal skulls? They like this kinda stuff."
"I already tried Galactic Grimoires!" Felton snapped. "They are blind, ignorant, conceited!"
"Well, buddy, I don't know what to tell ya." Carl's voice softened. "Other than I'm sorry. It's just not for us."
And Carl Emery too, like everyone else, kicked him out. Had rejected the truth. Leaving Felton with … nothing.
And now Carl's son, that sniveling little toad Marco, stood up here in his classroom! The boy dared to defy him!
Felton stomped toward him. He loomed over the boy, snarling, a vulture looming over prey.
"Well, well … little Marco found his courage."
The boy paled, but he stood his ground. He glared at Felton. "Fine. Bully me. I can take it. Just leave Kemi alone!"
Felton laughed. A pitiless laugh. A sound like shattering glass. He licked his lips. "Ah, so you like the girl, do you? Ha! Do you dream of her at night, boy? Do you think she would have anything to do with the likes of you?"
A few students in the classroom giggled. Kemi looked toward them, despair in her eyes.
Marco clenched his fists at his sides. "Just leave her alone. I wrote that note. If you must punish someone, punish me."
Felton sneered. "Gladly."
He swung his ruler, hitting Marco on the arm. The boy yelped. But he stood his ground, glaring at Felton.
I'll wipe that look off his face.
"You are pathetic!" Felton said.
The ruler swung.
"You are a worm."
He smacked the boy again.
"You are nobody. You will always be a nobody. Just like your father."
He hit the boy across the cheek, drawing blood. Marco glared, fists clenched. Refusing to back down. Refusing to even break eye contact.
He's crazy, Felton thought. Like his father.
He lowered his ruler. Something about how Marco just kept glowering chilled him. There was something dark inside that boy. Something dangerous.
I must break him, Felton thought. I must crush his will. Or he will someday want revenge.
* * * * *
For the rest of that year, Felton did just that.
Outside the walls of this school, the dregs of this city harassed Felton. They ground him down. The landlord sneered and threatened. The people tossed their paper cups at him. The girl on the fence, that Addy miscreant, mocked him whenever he walked by. But inside his classroom he was the lord, and he lay down his law with wrath.
Many years had gone by since then. Marco grew older and left to the wars, and Felton remained, growing older, grayer, languishing. Worshipping. Waiting for his lord.
Finally he beat one too many children. He hit the child of a powerful man, and he lost his job. Lost his little classroom kingdom. But he gained an empire.
He left Earth, an unclean world. He left the disobedience, the filth, the slime. He left Sodom and found Hypnos, an Eden in exile. And there—there he raised a tower. There he lit a beacon. There he called the lord in the void.
And Ninazu answered.
The culmination of Felton's life. The desire of the ancient Sumerians. After thousands of years, he came. Ninazu. A prince who would be crowned king.
"On Earth, you will build your kingdom," Erafel said. With his long, mutated fingers, he caressed the skin of his god.
Yes, he was changed now. Mutated. The light of Nemesis, the star on the edge of the galaxy, had lengthened his fingers. His fingers were now as long as arms and tipped with claws. It was Hydlord Mezmeron, the god beneath the mountain, who had given Erafel his new legs. He no longer walked on weak human legs. Like a holy one, he sprouted a cluster of tentacles. He had become half man, half hydrian. A being more than human.
He was no longer Eran Felton, high school history teacher. He was Erafel, high priest and prophet.
He stood now, all these years later, inside the Monster in the Maelstrom, the flagship of the shoal. A flagship? Maybe not. The humans flew ships. This was a gargantopod. Something organic. Something harrowing and holy. The voidminds could grow these shells, could travel inside them among stars and between galaxies.
The Maelstrom was the size of a mountain. And it contained a god.
Erafel stood at the prow of the gargantopod—the great head of the god. The exoskull was the size of an airplane hangar. From the outside, the head looked like a great helmet of iron, two red portholes blazing. Around the head, spreading like cancerous growths, stretched tentacles the length of highways. Here on the inside, like a head inside a helmet, hid the true countenance of Ninazu. His cheeks were cliffs. His mouth was a cave. His eyes were portals to hell. The head was the size of a cathedral. Like a little gargoyle, Erafel stood beside it.
His humble tentacles clung to Ninazu's cheek, and he climbed the fleshy cliff. He reached the ear, a cavern full of wax and hairs the size of trees, and he whispered to his god.
"We are halfway to Earth, O Lord."
Ninazu grumbled, a sound like an earthquake. The gargantopod trembled. Yes, he was hungry. They all were. Big as he was, Ninazu would grow larger on Earth. Like a tick, he would feast on the juices of the planet, gorging and fattening himself. He would inhale the forests, drink the oceans, and shed his exoskeleton. Free from his armor, he would grow and grow, wrapping around the entire planet like an octopus around a pumpkin. Thus he would reach the final instar in the hydrian life cycle. He would become a hydking, a devourer of worlds.
His hunger rolled through the carapace. He could not wait for the feast.
"We're still far from Earth," Erafel said. "But there is good eating on the way. There is a world I know. A world nearby. The apes call the place Solarien. A thousand apes live there. They will sate your appetite, my lord. An appetizer before the feast at Earth."
Ninazu grumbled. A voice rumbled through the gargantopod, vibrating the carapace, shaking Erafel's very bones.
You are proving yourself useful, little parasite. Show me the way.
"Third star on the left, master, and onward over the nebula."
A lavender glow filled the room. Deep inside Ninazu's head, buried under hundreds of tons of flesh and bone, pulsed an azoth crystal. A great stone the size of a man. It was among the largest such stones in the universe. It bent and warped the fabric of spacetime, propelling the shoal onward like squids in an underwater current. They were moving ten thousand times faster than any human warp ship. Erafel was far younger than his god, but he had spent years exploring the galaxy, mapping every human infestation. He knew every way-stop along the journey.
Solarien was far from Earth. With Hypnos gone, it was the farthest colony in the ape empire. A small colony. Most Solariens were starlings, creatures somewhat like Erafel himself. Starlings were a mix of human and … something else. Humans who had traveled too far into space. Who mutated. Who mingled and interbred. Most looked human aside from, perhaps, horns, a tail, a third eye. To normal humans, they were monsters to be exiled. To the hydrians, they would simply appear like more apes. A good meal for the road.
On the current of spacetime, the shoal glided into the Solarien star system. Ninazu flew in the center. Billions of galactopods swarmed around him, protecting their god like bees protecting their queen. It was a simple star system. Just one star. Only five planets, four of them outside the Goldilocks zone. One planet, a gas giant, collected many moons. On one moon, tucked away from the rest of the galaxy, hidden in obscurity—the colony. Not many people knew about it. Alien empires did not pass this way. Most humans on Earth didn't know about Solarien or didn't care. It was a world for the strange, the unwanted, those kissed with starlight and changed. People moved here as exiles. Moved here to disappear. A world for the freaks. A leper colony of sorts.
Erafel knew something about that. Gazing at the small moon, he felt a moment of kinship. But he quashed it. He was no longer an outsider. He was the high priest of the greatest civilization the cosmos had ever known. He could not let pity stay his hand.
"There, master," he told Ninazu. "On the sunlit hemisphere of the third moon. A colony of apes."
The shoal swarmed closer. From the colony some starships rose. The shoal was faster. Galactopods stormed in pursuit, caught the shuttles in their tentacles, and pulled them into their maws to feed. But they left the moon itself for Ninazu.
The great galactopod landed there, crushing the little moon. He was as large as an orange placed atop a watermelon. His tentacles reached around the moon, crushing the rocky surface. Canyons raced across the land. Buildings toppled. Colonists ran, screaming, only for tentacles to grab them, to scoop them up, to pull them into the mouth of the hungry god.
Standing inside Ninazu's head, Erafel watched the great jaws open and close, open and close, crushing humans, gulping them down. Blood and saliva sluiced around Erafel's tentacles. It was just a morsel of course. Like a starving man eating a small bowl of rice. Not nearly enough. But it would sustain Ninazu for the long flight that still remained.
Finally, like a bandage ripped off a wound, Ninazu detached from Solarien. The moon was cracked, capsized, crushed. The hydprince had inhaled its atmosphere and drunk its lakes. Solarien remained an empty husk. The shell of a consumed fruit. The shoal moved onward, gliding on a current of spacetime, heading into the distance. Toward the world they had chosen for their new home. To Earth.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The Missing Peace
The dream of the beach and the castle haunted Marco. Every night now, he dreamed of that place. A sea under a cloudy sky. Beams of light like the pillars of a luminous cathedral. And her, in the tower, waiting for him.
His high school sweetheart. Kemi. She walked barefoot across the beach, smiling, the wind in her curly black hair.
He remembered a day long ago. They had been only fifteen. He had passed Kemi a note in history class, and Mr. Felton had caught her. He had scolded her, wanted to beat her, but Marco had stood up.
"Punish me instead," he had said. Or something like that. He could no longer remember the exact words. But he remembered Felton's face. Remembered those beady black eyes, that hooked nose, those gaunt cheeks. And he remembered the pain. The ruler hitting him again and again, cutting his skin.
That afternoon, he returned to the library, eyes burning, welts on his skin. He felt like a little child. Rage and humiliation battled through him. He vowed to tell nobody what had happened. Not his father. Not Addy, who lived with them above the library. His eyes watered. But he was glad for the pain, for he had spared Kemi this punishment.
He took the long way home. He walked through the cemetery, his place of refuge. He did not have friends (unless you counted Addy, who had been spending more and more time with Steve). He was a bookish boy, reading and scribbling short stories while other boys his age played ball and chased girls. In the cemetery, Marco found solace. He knew many of the tombstones, knew the names of the dead, would make up stories about them. Animals made their homes here. A fox darted among the gliding autumn leaves, and a hawk sat on a tombstone, watching him with golden eyes. Sometimes he wrote these animals into his stories, where they became sentient and magical. His stories were an escape.
Someday I'll be a famous writer, he told himself, tears on his cheeks. I'll make them all sorry. Everyone who hurt me. And everyone who was kind to me—they will be proud.
He was fifteen, and it was a time of war. Every day, the scum attacked some place on Earth. Often they attacked this very city. Past the tombstones, Marco could see the street where the aliens killed his mother. And when he reached her own tombstone, he fell to his knees and could not help but weep. He had not wept like this in years. Not since she had died. His salty tears stung the welt on his cheek, the gift of Felton's ruler.
In three years, Marco knew, they would draft him into the army, would send him off to war. Would he survive? Or would he end up here with his mother? He just wanted to hide in his library, to work on Loggerhead, his first novel. The world seemed impossibly cruel, and the weight of it crushed him.
Finally, before it could get dark, he left the cemetery and walked home. Dry leaves rustled around his feet and clouds gathered. It looked like rain. He hoped there was no attack tonight.
The library rose before him, closed for the night. On the second story, he saw the windows of his home. One window shone with light. Addy's room. A war orphan, she had been living with Marco for years now, but the two did not get along. Addy was too wild, too loud, always smoking her cigarettes, swinging her hockey stick, getting into fights. Angry at the world. So many times, she came home with a black eye or bruised knuckles. Today it was him coming home hurt.
"Marco?"
He looked at the library doors. He only noticed her now. Kemi stood in shadows. Kemi!
She wore jeans and a leather jacket, and a bandanna held back her mane of curly black hair. She gave him a shy wave.
Marco froze. His heart leaped into a gallop. He had liked Kemi for a while now, but he had always felt too shy to ask her out. Like him, like everyone, Kemi had lost family to the war. Her brother had been a soldier.
She lowered her eyes. "I wanted to say thank you." She looked up at him, eyes soft. "Does it hurt?"
The welt on his cheek blazed. "Yes. I'm glad you didn't have to feel it."
She reached out to touch his cheek, then pulled her hand back and looked at her feet. "Your note said you could help me? With homework?"
He blushed, and his heart fluttered.
She's so beautiful.
"Of course. Come in."
They sat together in the library. They had the place to themselves. They sat side by side, their knees almost touching, as he flipped pages in a book, explaining to her about Alexander the Great and Hannibal and other great generals of old, but he kept glancing at Kemi, then quickly looking away. And sometimes, when her hair brushed against him, electric shocks bolted through him.
"And that's how Alexander reached India," Marco said, closing the book.
She looked into his eyes, then at the tabletop. His hand was on the book. An angry red welt ran across the knuckles. Kemi reached out and touched his fingers, and again she shot electricity through him.
"Thank you," she whispered, looking into his eyes again, and this time she held the gaze. "For saving me."
That was his first kiss. That night so long ago. Another era. Another century. He loved her for years. And he lost her. Twelve years after that day, in the ashes of the marauder war, he held Kemi Abasi in his arms. Her body died, but her soul had risen. And she was still waiting.
He had gone out to fight more wars. To rise in the ranks. To get married and divorce Tomiko. To have a child with Yulia. To turn thirty and realize Addy was the love of his life, to marry her and spend a century of joy with her. Even now, a century after marrying Addy, he loved her with all his heart, and he never doubted that it was she—that angry little war orphan above the library—who was the love of his life.
But yes, even now, after all this time, he never forgot Kemi. Never forgot that day. How Mr. Felton had beaten him, how he had broken down among the tombstones. How Kemi had pulled him up.
If he could go back, would he have changed anything? Time was not linear, the oracles had taught him. It branched and curled and reformed, etching great patterns of silver light across spacetime. If he could rewind time, live his life again, might he have saved Kemi?
You were meant to be with her, the Oracles of Hypnos had said. She was meant to bear your child. A child whose descendant will save humanity.
Marco had raised children. Terri. Sam. Roza. Cursed with a long life, he had watched them grow old and die, and that grief still tore at him every day. And still the words of the oracles haunted him. That he had strayed onto the wrong path. That the silver lines were leading him to damnation. That he must find Kemi and restore hope.
Well, he didn't know where to find her. She existed only in dreams. But one thing Marco could do was unite humanity. Bring peace to Earth and Mars. And face the hydrians together. The oracles had claimed that the hydrians would destroy Earth, that someday his descendant with Kemi—a girl named Rowan—would bring salvation to the scattered remains of humanity. But there was another way. Marco could stop the destruction altogether. He could prevent the Hydrian Holocaust. He could forge a new path in the silver lines of time. There was still time.
With Addy, he flew through space toward Earth. His starship drew another line through time. Another path whose destination he did not know. The Dreamer had dreamed one future, and the oracles had shuddered at the vision. But the future was not set in stone.
"Hey, Poet, what are you ruminating about?" Addy said. She sat at his side, chewing bubble gum and leafing through a comic book. Her long blond hair cascaded over her tattooed arms, and her feet were on the dashboard (much to Joey's annoyance). Marco spent a moment looking at her. At his wife. At the light of his life.
I made the right choices. I walked along paths of thorns, but they led me to heaven, and she is my angel.
"I love you, Addy. More than I can say with words. And no, it's not the drugs talking this time."
She smiled. A smile as bright as the paths of time. She leaned over and kissed him. "Love you too, Poet."
She held his hand, and her touch shot electricity through him.
* * * * *
Marco and Addy flew for hours, slowly gliding through space. They didn't turn on Joey's azoth drive. They wanted to take their time. To think. To catch their breath.
They were almost at Earth when the news reached them. The headlines appeared on Joey's viewport.
Another colony—wiped out. A thousand people on Solarien—squid food. More than ever, humanity needed unity. But humanity was falling apart.
"We reached the shore of the cosmic ocean, and we built a great castle," Marco said, gazing out the viewport at the blue planet. "Now that castle is crumbling. It's falling apart between our fingers like sand. And a great wave is coming. A wave full of squids. We need castles of stone and steel, but all we have is a kingdom of sand."
"Not true," Addy said. "We have me."
She sat beside him in Joey's cockpit, carrying enough weapons for a small army. Bandoliers of grenades hung across her chest. Three belts heavy with bullets dangled around her waist. Handguns and blades were strapped to her thighs, while a grenade launcher, katana, and battle axe hung across her back.
"You sure you didn't go overboard?" Marco said.
"I'm chief of security now. I need to be ready. And we're flying into the lion's den."
Marco heaved a sigh, watching Earth grow closer. "I never imagined that Earth would become a lion's den. Our homeworld was always our sanctuary."
"Now it's our enemy."
"No." Marco shook his head. "Earth will never be our enemy. Today we must make peace. And unite against the real enemy—the shoal."
The seat between them was empty. Normally Einav sat there, but she remained on Mars. It was too dangerous for her to fly to Earth now. Marco knew it was the right choice, but he felt uneasy about leaving Einav behind. Mars was dangerous. Just as dangerous as Earth. Many Hart loyalists (counterrevolutionaries, as Einav called them) still lurked across the red planet.
As if reading his mind (which Marco sometimes swore she could do), Addy voiced his concerns. "Damn, I'm worried about Einav. She's all alone on Mars. You called Earth a lion's den. Is Mars a lion's den too?"
"Yes," Marco said. "But remember who we're talking about. Einav is the queen of lions."
Addy nodded. "I just hope the rest of the pride doesn't turn on her. You know how it is. The alpha lion is always in danger. When you're on top, everywhere below you are claws and teeth."
"Einav knows how to take care of herself," Marco said, trying to convince himself more than Addy. "She fought off several assassination attempts in her life—without us. She's a tough fighter."
"I know," Addy said. "I just hate it when our trio splits up. I sometimes feel there's nobody else in the universe we can trust."
Marco took a deep breath. "Sometimes I feel that way too. But that line of thought leads to despair. Humanity is often awful, but humans are wonderful. There are still good people in the universe. Our descendants, for one. People like Dale. Good, honest men. And many others. Most humans voted for Einav. I know she lost the election. I know things are hard. But I like to believe—I have to believe—that despite all this evil, all the lies, all the violence, that most people are good. Maybe that makes me naive. But it keeps me going."
Addy pursed her lips. "You know, Poet, I spent years fighting aliens. But dammit, sometimes I feel humans are just so fucking awful. Like Hart and his cronies. And all the idiots who voted for him. Sometimes it makes me wonder why I even fight."
Marco put a hand on her knee. "Hart is not a bad man. Nor are those who voted for him. They're simply young. They haven't seen the Alien Wars. They don't know what an alien invasion is like. They're ignorant, not mean. Most of them, at least."
"Willfully ignorant," Addy muttered.
"Maybe. But we must fight for them too. Humanity is not perfect. But we're sure as hell better than the hydrians. Despite everything, I can't lose faith in humanity. Look at that planet, Addy. There it is. Earth. Yes, it's the planet of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao. Yes, it's a planet of decadence and nihilism and willful ignorance. But it's also a planet of literature, music, art. The planet of Michelangelo, Tolkien, and Beethoven."
"Of Hulk Hogan, Andre the Giant, Dr. Chaos, Beef Ironfist …"
"Addy, there's more to life than wrestlers."
"No, there isn't. Look!" She wrapped her arms around his neck, locking him in a wrestling hold. "Pretty awesome, huh?"
"Go away!" He shoved her off. "In any case, Earth is a good place. And while we're far from perfect, while we can be ignorant and cruel (you certainly can be), we can noble too. We're still worth fighting for."
"Like the story of Sodom and Gomorrah," Addy said. "If there was just one righteous dude in those cities, they were still worth saving. Despite everyone else being assholes."
"I'm not sure the bible put it quite that way, but yes," Marco said. "And there are still many righteous souls on Earth. Maybe the true battle has always been for our soul. We've fought alien empires before, and we'll fight one again. But also, we fight against rot and decay on our own world. We fight against evil among us. I hope to win that war too."
Addy mussed his hair. "Nice speech. Now I'm all riled up and ready to kill aliens."
"You're always riled up and ready to kill aliens."
She shook her head. "Not when I'm eating. By the way, did you see the pork rinds?"
Joey chimed up. "The last thing you need is to gain more weight, Addy. I can barely fly as it is."
Addy kicked the dashboard. "Shut up! You weigh way more than me, Joey."
"Ooh, you weigh slightly less than a starship," Joey answered. "Good for you."
"Shut up or I'll delete your whale song files."
"I'll be good!"
It was just the three of them. Marco, Addy, and their talking starship. Einav had wanted to send more security with them, to fill the little ship with bodyguards, but Addy had refused.
"Keep the guards," Addy had told her. "You need all the security you can get. Poet only needs me."
"Hey, I can handle myself," Marco had objected. Addy had only laughed and mussed his hair.
They crossed the halfway point between Earth and Mars. And there outside in space, as expected, they saw her. The Hart's Hope, the Hart family's private starship. She was a grand and gaudy vessel, as large as a cruise ship, painted pink and adorned with neon. The president's wife was aboard, heading to Mars, where she would meet with Einav.
"There she goes," Marco said, watching the sleek pink ship fly by.
"Looks like a goddamn Barbie toy," Addy said.
Hazel Hart, First Lady of Earth, was ostensibly flying on a diplomatic mission, an attempt to talk sense into the "crazy rebel of Mars." But everyone knew what it was really about. An insurance policy. If anything happened to Marco and Addy on Earth, the First Lady would not be coming home. Einav had insisted on the swap. It was, she believed, the only way to ensure Marco and Addy's safety.
"You really think Hart would otherwise kill us?" Marco had asked her, incredulous. Einav had simply stared into his eyes, saying nothing, as if it were obvious.
Maybe it is obvious and I'm naive, Marco thought. Naive for thinking Hart is a good man. Naive for thinking mankind is good. Well, at least I have two cynical women to keep me grounded.
Finally they flew into Earth's orbit. From up here, the planet seemed so peaceful, so fragile. No matter how often Marco saw Earth from space (and he had seen it a thousand times), he always marveled at how thin the sky was. From the ground, the sky seemed impossibly high. From space, you could barely see the atmosphere; it was like the peel of an apple. Marco had seen the footage coming in from Solarien. Seen that distant moon cracked and sucked dry like a fruit. A vision played before his eyes of Ninazu crushing Earth, leaving the blue world a husk.
As they approached, Marco lit up Joey's sides with lights. The ultrablack ship became visible. At once, a dozen coptrollers flew their way. The police ships were bigger than Joey and heavily armed. Their cannons pointed at the stealthy little ship. Joey yelped and Addy grabbed the cannon controls. Her fingers twitched over the triggers.
Marco put a hand on her knee, calming her. He lifted the mic.
"This is Marco Emery aboard the MSS Joey, flying in as scheduled."
A crackling voice came through the speaker. "We'll accompany you all the way down. Don't try anything funny."
"Damn, I packed my clown shoes for nothing," Addy said.
The police hung up.
"Not the warmest of welcomes, but at least they didn't shoot us from the sky," Marco said.
* * * * *
The white-and-blue coptrollers surrounded Joey, flying uncomfortably close, keeping their cannons locked on the little black ship. They weren't attacking, but they certainly weren't friendly.
The police escorted Joey into the atmosphere. Together, the ships descended toward Jerusalem. Marco and Addy's old home. A place they had fled. A place taken from them.
Within only a few days of Mars seceding, Jerusalem had been changed. Antispacecraft batteries stood on hills. Armored troops manned the city walls like biblical warriors brought back to life. Coptrollers flew patrols while policemen in riot gear marched the streets.
"Imagine if they prepared for the hydrians the way they prepared for us," Marco said.
Addy examined the defenses. "You know, Poet, maybe we're doing Earth a favor. Forcing them to get their act together. This can be useful when the hydrians do attack."
"Ironic, isn't it?" Marco said. "Maybe instead of diplomacy, we should rattle our sabers. Scare Hart into beefing up defense as much as possible."
Addy rattled the saber at her side. "Got ya covered."
"I wasn't speaking literally, Ads."
"Don't care. I got a saber, and I'm gonna rattle it." She gave it another good shake. "This is an authentic Napoleonic sword, you know. One of Napoleon's generals wielded it in battle."
Marco pointed at the words Made in China engraved into the hilt. "Gee, I didn't realize Napoleon imported his blades from China."
"This belonged to a great general!" Addy insisted.
"Who, General Tao?"
They descended toward Hart Hall. The presidential palace bristled with cannons, and troops marched back and forth across the lawn. Barbed wire surrounded the compound, keeping out the public. No more autographs or selfies with Hart today.
The coptrollers hovered closer, cannons trained on Joey. "Land on the front lawn and emerge from your vehicle. Without weapons."
Addy gasped. "What the hell? No way!"
The police hung up. Joey landed on the grass beside the infamous palace.
"I'm not leaving my weapons," Addy said.
"You can probably still take the saber." Marco unbuckled his seat belt and stood. "Pretty sure that's a costume piece."
"Marco, be serious!" Addy stood up too, bristling with dozens of guns and blades. "We're going to meet Hart. Our enemy. I can't leave my weapons here."
Marco looked out the viewport and chewed his lips. "Ads, there's a marine battalion outside. There are Magenmen snipers on the rooftop. There are cannons and coptrollers everywhere. I doubt even you can take them all. Even with weapons."
"I can take 'em!"
Marco kissed her cheek. "I know you're a tough warrior, Addy. The toughest ever. But today is my day. A day for diplomacy."
"Stop," she whispered.
"Stop what?"
"Stop being so lovable! I can't resist you when you're all nice and shit."
As the police lights flashed outside, as the cannons aimed at them, he kissed her again. "Addy, I'm sorry. Lately I've been so preoccupied with everything. I've been spending all my time helping Einav. Fighting for peace. Getting shot. And I neglected you. I love you, Addy. More than anything. I know I don't tell you that enough. You're the light of my life, the best thing that ever happened to me, my inspiration and my strength. So long as we're together, we can do anything."
Addy pulled him into a crushing embrace. "Love you forever, Poet."
Marco winced. "Um, Addy? Your grenades … they're cutting into my wounded rib."
"Oh, sorry. The whole getting shot thing. Fine, Poet, you win. I'll leave my weapons behind. I still have the greatest weapon in the universe."
"Love?" Marco asked.
She raised her fist. "My right hook."
* * * * *
"Are you sure you wouldn't like tea?" Einav said.
The slender supermodel sat across from her, eyes darting like a hostage. "No, thank you."
Einav sipped from her cup. The taste of chamomile soothed her. She had spent the past few days battling Hart loyalists, assassins, and rogue policemen. Mars was burning. Battles raged across the streets. Just that morning, counterrevolutionaries had stormed Cydonia Hall, waving Earth flags. Mars Force had held them back. Barely.
It felt nice to spend an afternoon dealing with nothing but a supermodel. Even if she were the First Lady of Earth.
Hazel Hart glanced toward the door and fiddled with her wedding ring. She looked like a trapped animal.
She's pretty, Einav thought. And famous. And rich. And very young. I wonder what that's like.
The two women couldn't be more different. What would it be like, Einav wondered, to be born into wealth and peace? She thought back to her own childhood. She had been born in the ruins of Israel, a country ravaged by the Cataclysm. The alien centipedes had slaughtered most of the population and driven the survivors into exile.
Hazel had grown up in a mansion. Einav had grown up on military bases. Hazel had played with dolls as a child. Einav had played with bullets and broken helmets. Not to mention the age difference. Hazel was thirty-five. Einav was over a hundred.
How do I even talk to this woman?
"Would you care for a cookie?" Einav held out a box.
Hazel smiled shakily. "I probably shouldn't. Need to watch my weight."
The woman was a twig. Einav resisted pointing that out loud.
"Ah, what the hell." Hazel took a cookie. She bit into it. It crunched. "Cinnamon. I love cinnamon."
"So we do have something in common."
Hazel's smile grew. This time it looked like a real smile.
"And we're both women, aren't we?" Hazel said.
"Last time I checked."
Hazel reached across the table and held Einav's hands. Both the real hand and starhand. "As women, we understand each other. We can work things out. Make peace. The men are talking on Earth. Probably bragging and boasting. But we can work things out here. On Mars."
Einav nodded. "Tell your husband that Mars is free. That Mars will remain free. Tell him that Earth is not my enemy. Earth is my home. My soul. My raison d'être. Earth is my everything. Here on Mars, I fight for Earth. I fight for Hart too, even if he doesn't realize it."
Hazel narrowed her eyes. "You're serious, aren't you? About the squids. That wasn't just a stunt for the elections."
"It's the most serious threat humanity has ever faced."
Hazel tightened her grip on Einav's hands. "Then we'll face it together. I'll talk to Cory. We'll work this out." The model smiled tremulously. "You know, I think I would like some tea."
* * * * *
Under heavy police guard, Marco and Addy walked across the patio and through the palace. In some ways, Hart Hall hadn't changed. The posters still adorned the walls, depicting Hart shaking hands with various celebrities. But armed guards now marched everywhere. Bars filled the windows. An enormous security android thumped down a corridor, cracking the floor tiles.
"Huh, a HOBBS unit," Addy whispered to Marco. "Remember when Lailani had one of those?"
The heavy metal beast thumped past them, shaking the building.
Finally the policemen took Marco and Addy to an elevator.
"Get in," said a gruff sergeant.
"Get in what?" Addy said. "Shape? Trouble? The groove?"
The policeman growled, pointing at the elevator. "Get in or get out. Into the elevator or out of this palace."
"Fine, fine!" Addy said. "Sheesh. Worst tour guide ever."
She and Marco entered the elevator. The police did not join them.
"Take it all the way down," said the gruff policeman. "He's waiting for you below."
The doors slid shut, and the elevator began to descend.
It was a long way down. The elevator kept moving deeper and deeper. There were no buttons showing any floors. They seemed to be descending for miles into the belly of the earth. Marco remembered plunging underground in the mines of Corpus. To this day, that old alien-infested mine haunted him. He had lost many friends there. Since Corpus, he hated being underground, hated elevators. Addy, meanwhile, was humming "The Girl from Ipanema" and bobbing her head.
Finally the elevator stopped. Marco and Addy stepped out into a concrete bunker.
President Cory Hart was waiting there. He had built himself a dais at the back of the room. It allowed him to tower over his guests. Two HOBBS robots guarded the president, machine guns mounted on their shoulders. The robots stood eight feet tall, but they stood on the ground, flanking the dais. Hart didn't want anyone, not even robots, standing taller than him. The HOBBS machines narrowed their red eyes. Their machine guns turned toward Marco and Addy.
Addy tensed and raised her fists. Marco put a hand on her shoulder.
Easy, Ads, he told her, communicating with a look. Remember that we have his wife. He won't hurt us.
She nodded and lowered her fists.
"Welcome, friends!" Hart smiled and reached out his arms. He still wore a military uniform, a ridiculous thing covered with tassels, epaulets, and medals. "Come, sit."
He gestured at two chairs below the dais. They were simple, folding metal chairs. Meanwhile, up on the dais, Hart had a goddamn throne. It was gilded and upholstered in crimson. He had also a desk, just as ornate. Several framed photos stood on the tabletop, showing Hart fist-bumping famous singers and athletes.
"Thanks, but we'll stand," Marco said. "We've been cooped up in a cockpit for a while."
"Mind if I sit?" said Hart. He slumped into his throne and slammed his legs onto his desk, showing them the soles of his feet. "Ah, cozy!"
"Mr. Hart, there was a hydrian attack today," Marco said. "On the frontier world Solarien. We must unite to fight against—"
"Do you two smoke?" Hart said. He lifted a wooden box. "I got a box of Cubans. Just came in. Would you like to join me?"
"Mr. Hart," Marco said, "this is urgent. We—"
"I'd like one," Addy said. She hopped onto the dais, making grabby hand for the box.
The HOBBS robots grumbled and aimed their machine guns at Addy. But Hart (undoubtedly thinking of his wife being held as collateral on Mars) waved the robots down. Soon Addy was sitting on the president's desk, smoking a cigar.
Marco remained on the floor below the dais. He stared up at the president of Earth. "Mr. Hart! I've come here to make peace. Between you and Einav. Between Earth and Mars. I know you're a man of peace."
"I'm a warrior!" Hart said and pounded his chest. "Look at this uniform!" He winked. "Oh, I know, I know. I probably look ridiculous. My PR people told me to wear it. Said I need to project strength. Authority. Pah!" He waved dismissively. "You know, Marco, they tell you being president is all about power and freedom. Truth is, sometimes I feel like a marionette. Everywhere there are politicians, generals, lobbyists, all pulling me in one direction or another." He contemplated his cigar smoke. "I ran for president because I wanted to make a real change. To make the world a better place. I never imagined it would lead to here. To this."
Is he drunk? Marco thought. He noticed the empty whiskey cup on the desk. And the half-empty bottle.
"We can still fix things," Marco said. "Mr. Hart—"
"Call me Cory."
"Cory, this is the year you write your legacy. Go down in history as a man who united humanity. Not one who divided it."
Hart leaned across the desk and pointed his cigar at Marco. "See, Marco, that's where you're wrong. I did not divide humanity. Your boss did. Einav Ben-Ari (if she really is Einav Ben-Ari) rebelled against Earth. How could I not punish her?"
"To be fair, Cory, you did send police to arrest her."
"Is that a reason to drag humanity into civil war?" said Hart. "Did she start this entire rebellion just to save herself from prison?"
"She's not your enemy," Marco said. "I know you think she is. But she only wanted you off her back—so she can focus on the true enemy. Our common enemy. The hydrians!"
Hart snorted and leaned back. "Oh baloney. It's the oldest trick in the book. Fearmongering. Find a bogeyman. Some people or aliens who are different. Paint them as a threat. And use them as an excuse. Dictators have been doing this since the dawn of history. Ben-Ari is hardly the first."
"Cory!" Marco stepped closer. "The hydrians are not bogeymen. They're a real enemy. They destroyed Hypnos. They destroyed Solarien."
"After Ben-Ari attacked them!" said Hart. "And you helped. Did you or did you not kill hydrians on Hypnos?"
"Well, yes," Marco said.
"And they retaliated and destroyed Hypnos. And did you or did you not attack the hydrians in deep space, destroying several of their ships?"
"I did that!" Addy bragged. She puffed on her cigar. "Marco just flew the ship. I'm the one who bombed them."
Hart nodded sadly. "And they retaliated again, destroying Solarien. See, Marco? That's how the cycle of violence continues. It's always been that way. The hydrians are only behaving as aliens do when threatened. They're only our enemy because Ben-Ari insists on making them our enemy. For her own political gain."
"Cory, we can debate this another time," Marco said. "We've debated it enough during the campaign. You won't help us fight the hydrians. I get that. If you're a man of peace, then make peace with Mars."
"Ah, you see, that I can't do," said Hart.
"So all your talk about peace is hollow?" Marco said.
"Peace?" Hart said. "Where was this peace when Ben-Ari butchered the Martian chief of security!"
"Hey!" Addy said. "I did that too. Stop stealing my credit, everyone."
Hart continued as if he hadn't heard. "Where was peace when Ben-Ari killed policemen trying to arrest her? Where was peace this very morning, when Martian rebels gunned down two Magenmen? No, Marco, there is no peace."
"That's why I'm here," Marco said. "To make peace. You make peace with enemies. Peace takes courage. Waging war is hard, but forging peace is ten times harder. Stop this war before more blood spills."
"If Ben-Ari hands herself over to the police, stands trial for her crimes, and returns Mars to my command, then we'll have peace."
"That sounds like surrender, not peace," Marco said. "She'd never agree to that."
"And what about you?" Hart leaned forward and narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing Marco. "You opposed secession, didn't you? Yes … you were against it. You tried to dissuade Ben-Ari. I can see it in your eyes." He tapped his chin. "There can be another way. Join me, Marco. Work for me instead. I need a good adviser. And I'll pay you ten times whatever Ben-Ari pays you."
"Jokes on you, asshole," Addy said, still smoking a cigar on his desk. "Einav doesn't pay us a thing."
"I'll pay you a fortune," Hart said, never breaking eye contact with Marco.
"I would never leave Einav," Marco said. "Not for all the gold on Earth. Not for all the azoth in the cosmos. She's more than just my leader. She's humanity's leader. She is the leader who led us through the Alien Wars and built Earth into an empire. For over a hundred years, I fought at her side. And I always will."
Hart shook his head in wonder. "My god. You really do believe it, don't you? That she's the Einav Ben-Ari. From history."
"I don't need to believe it. I lived it."
Hart lifted a framed photograph from his desk. It showed Rob Hart, the former president, sitting on a pier by a river. He held a little Cory Hart on his knee. The adult Cory Hart examined the photo.
"My father was a great man," he said. "Greater than I am. Braver. Smarter. God, Dad was clever! When he died, something broke inside me. I knew I had to change. To put aside the booze, the parties. To become a man. To become a leader. But sometimes … sometimes his shoes feel so large."
Addy's eyes widened. "Did he have clown shoes too?"
Hart ignored her. He caressed the photo. "I wonder … what would he do if he were here?"
Marco climbed onto the dais so that he stood beside Hart. Hesitantly he placed a hand on the man's shoulder. "Throughout history, there have been leaders who tried to crush rebellions. Today we remember them as villains. You're not a villain, Cory Hart. You're a good man. Let Mars go, and we'll be an ally. We'll be a friend. We'll have peace."
Hart put the photo down. "All right, Marco. All right. Go back to Mars and tell your leader that she can keep her red planet. Peace is what matters." He laughed. "Besides, I got tired of wearing this uniform anyway."
Marco remained somber. "Don't remove it. A war is coming. A war against the hydrians."
Hart narrowed his eyes and tilted his head. "You're serious about this, aren't you? This isn't just for propaganda. You really think the hydrians are a threat."
"They're the greatest threat humanity has ever faced," Marco said. "Aside perhaps from ourselves."
Hart nodded. "All right. I'll tell you what, Marco. If Mars wants to fight the hydrians, I won't get in the way. This is between Mars and the shoal. I know you want my help! I know you want me to fight the squids too. I know. But I'm not a warrior. I can't offer you aid in war. But I can offer you peace. That's my offer. Take it or leave it."
Marco held out his hand. Hart shook it.
As they flew back to Mars, Marco felt a great weight lift off his shoulders. The past few days had been hell. He had seen humanity fracture. They had come to the verge of civil war. But now they could unite. They could fight the hydrians as one.
Earlier today, Marco had nearly lost faith in humanity. Now he found his faith restored. Humanity had hope.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

On Earth as in Heaven
When Marco returned from Earth, the first thing Einav did was hug him.
"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you, Marco. You saved us from civil war. You saved me."
If not for the generals around her, Einav might have broken down in tears. She had barely slept in days. Barely eaten. Barely had a moment to breathe. She was no stranger to hard times, yet the past few days had nearly broken her. The assassination attempt here in the bunker below Cydonia Hall. The violence on the streets of Mars. The news from Solarien and the shoal moving ever closer. Everything had been falling apart. When she should have been preparing for war with the hydrians, she had been battling Earth loyalists and facing war with Earth. She, who had led Earth in so many wars—to face her homeworld as an enemy! Her heart had torn in two.
But Marco. Marco had done it. Her dearest companion and friend. The weight of worlds lifted off Einav's shoulders.
"You made peace, Marco," she said, caressing his cheek. "You prevented civil war with Earth."
"United we stand, divided we fall," he said. "You taught me that."
"No." Einav looked away. "I was a fool. A megalomaniac. I brought humanity to the brink of civil war and disaster. You pulled me back from the abyss." She looked into his eyes. "Like you did so many times."
"I helped," Addy said.
Einav pulled Addy into an embrace. "We would be helpless without you, Addy."
She quickly collected herself. She had a lot to do. She looked around the bunker. The high command of Mars was here. The police chief. The fleet admiral. Dale Emery, her chief of staff. She needed ministers too. She needed an infantry force, a spy network, a home front corps. Dammit, she needed an entire military and command infrastructure. The kind she once had on Earth. But she had some time now. Thank God and Marco Emery, she had some time. Hart would not help her, but at least he was off her back. Now she could focus on the true enemy.
"We have two years before the shoal arrives," she told the room. "We're going to build a military. A real military. We're going to cover Mars and her moons with cannons. And we're going to build a fleet. A real fleet. We're going to construct our own warships. And we'll send them to patrol the solar system. We'll also send ships on sorties to pester the shoal as they fly. They're too big for wormholes, so they must fly the slow way. We'll make their long journey here hell. By the time the shoal gets here, they'll be bleeding from a thousand cuts. And they'll meet a Martian force strong enough to cast them back into hell."
Addy raised her fist. "Hell yeah!"
"Let's get to work," Einav said.
* * * * *
For the next few days, the trio toiled. They worked harder than they had worked in a long time.
They had only two years.
Two years before humanity faced the greatest fleet the galaxy had ever seen.
Two years before millions would die, for Einav knew there could be no victory without sacrifice.
Two years before starships crashed, cities fell, and battalions burned. Two years before the mass graves. Before nations crumbling, society unraveling. Two years before families torn apart and families wiped out. Two years before the hydrians. Two years before the greatest of all wars. Two years before maybe, if they summoned all their strength, all their courage, humanity might survive. Might still live to call Earth home.
To one as old as Einav, it didn't seem like much time at all.
Mars, once the holiday world of Earth, became her bastion, a planet-sized military base. Bouncers no longer guarded bars. They trained for war. Bartenders no longer mixed drinks. They mixed Molotov cocktails. Cruise ships no longer took tourists to view the moons of Mars. They strapped on cannons and patrolled the darkness for galactopod scouts. The orbiting casinos shut down their slot machines and card tables. Blackjack dealers manned artillery nests, and showgirls peered through telescopes to the stars, seeking tentacled shadows.
Einav hoped that Earth would help. Hart's military, though a shell of the legacy she had left later presidents, was still vast compared to her meager Martian forces. She pleaded with Hart: "Send me soldiers. Send me ships. Send me men to mine and build."
He did not. But at least he didn't attack her. Weak though she was, she was free. Against the oncoming shoal, Mars stood alone.
So she established her own military shipyard.
Pygmalion Spaceworks (Pygworks to fans, PYG on the Martian stock exchange) was located atop Olympus Mons. The company had been building space-racers for years. Their racers were expensive, high-tech, and blindingly fast. The best race-pilots in the galaxy bought Pygworks space-racers and flew them in the asteroid belt races. If you asked Einav, it was daft to build a shipyard atop any volcano, let alone the largest volcano in the solar system. Pygworks executives assured investors that Olympus Mons (three times higher than Everest) had not erupted in twenty-five million years. But hey, they added with a wink, maybe that just meant it was due. The element of danger sold more vehicles. What daring flier wouldn't want a ship forged in the vent of a volcano?
The pygworkers grumbled and snorted and squealed when Einav nationalized their shipyard. Until they saw the paycheck. Now they dutifully worked on building the first Martian-made warships in history. Not in twenty years could Einav build a fleet to rival Earth's, and she only had two. But dammit, small though it might be, Mars would have a war fleet of its own.
During the days, she kept her chin high, her shoulders squared. She patted backs, shook hands, smiled for photos. Everything about her told her people: "Things are good. I'm in control. We will win."
None of those people had known war like her. None of them had held dying friends on a battlefield. None of them had stared into alien eyes. None of them had dug mass graves. They believed her. They smiled back. They bragged about how many squids they'd kill. They could not wait to "play soldier." Einav Ben-Ari was with them, risen from history, the Golden Lioness herself! Them aliens didn't stand a chance.
But Einav had seen war. She had seen the soldiers crying for their mothers, desperately trying to stuff their entrails back into slit bellies. She had seen burned children, skin peeling off, twitching in bomb craters. She had seen alien jaws ripping boys and girls apart. Even after all these years, those images haunted her. Yet when bakers and bartenders and baristas, holding their first rifles, grinned and bragged about "shooting up some calamari," she laughed with them and patted their backs. And she tried to ignore her visions of them burning.
They were eager. They were brave. And they were innocent.
Two years until their innocence shattered.
At night, when the smiles faded, when the workers went to bed, when silence fell over Mars, Einav gazed up at space, and that cold emptiness filled her again. That old familiar dread. Staring up at space, she imagined the eyes of Ninazu staring across the void. Staring at her.
You're a fool, he told her in those darkest nights. You should run. You should hide. You cannot win. You can only die.
Surely it was her own fear speaking. Her own voice of dread. Not Ninazu himself. Yet she knew that voice spoke truth. And speaking into the void, she answered it.
"I will fight nonetheless."
Why fight? Ninazu answered. You have a starship. Flee while you can! Find a distant world. Hide. Survive.
She stared back into the red eyes of her terror.
"When I was a child," she told the darkness, "the scum used to descend from the sky in pods. The centipedes would emerge and seek children to devour. They were not hungry. They toyed with the children. Ripping off finger by finger. Eyeballs and ears. Sometimes they left the child alive—if you could call what remained alive. If the child was lucky, they slit his or her throat."
I will do worse, Ninazu said. I will make you miss the centipedes.
She ignored him and kept speaking. "In those days, I would hide in bomb shelters. Sometimes in subway tunnels. Sometimes just in the ruins of old buildings. I would hear the centipedes scuttle outside, screeching with joy when they found a child. I would hunker down lower, hug my knees, and pray and pray to God to keep me hidden. I would hold my breath so they could not hear me, and I would try so hard to make my heart stop beating. I was so worried they would hear my heart and eat it. They eat human hearts, you see. Every night, when I went to bed, I thought there were scum under my bed or in my closet, and I would hide under the blankets. I spent so much of my childhood hiding."
Hide again, Ninazu told her.
She stood tall. "I am no longer that little girl. I am Einav Ben-Ari. Leader of humanity. I do not hide. I defy you, Ninazu, and when you come, I will fight you. And I will kill you. Or I will die trying."
You will die trying.
"Then I will die standing. I would rather die standing than live kneeling."
We will see, Einav Ben-Ari. When the pain cuts into you, when my tentacles wrap around your world, when you hear the screams of all those you love … we will see.
The red eyes faded, leaving only the star-strewn emptiness.
Well, he got the last word, she thought. Bastard.
She returned to her bedroom inside Cydonia Hall, lay down, but could not sleep. There were centipedes under her bed. There were spiders in her closet. In the dark, in the night, alone, she was that little girl again. A part of her always would be. When they would fly around the galaxy in Joey, Marco and Addy were always close. Sometimes Einav would sleep alone, knowing they were just a step away in the cockpit. At other times, when the anxiety gripped her, she would sleep between them like a child between her parents. And she always slept well. Here on Mars, in her bedroom in Cydonia Hall, the bed felt too large. The room felt too empty. Or maybe she simply felt too small.
The Dreamer saw Earth falling, she thought. Maybe there is no hope. Maybe our doom is written in the book of space and time. Maybe I can rewrite our tale in palimpsest. Or maybe it is etched in stone.
And then, in the darkness—sirens.
Air-raid sirens.
Ships were approaching Mars.
* * * * *
Einav leaped out of bed, rushed across her bedroom, and stepped onto the balcony. Below spread the lights of the city. The sirens wailed. People ran along the streets. In fear, some leaped into casinos and spas that had become barracks. Cars and shuttles streaked through the darkness. Martians danced and pointed.
"It's Earth, it's Earth!"
Clutching her balcony railing, Einav looked up. The colony's transparent dome sprawled above. Earth was visible tonight, a pale blue dot among the constellations.
Alongside those familiar stars shone new lights, streaking through space. Ships. A hundred ships or more. When Einav squinted, she could see their blueshift. They were coming in fast.
A woman down on Medusa Boulevard danced, her skirt swirling around her, her head tilted back. "Earth! Earth comes with aid!"
A few days ago, Marco and Addy had returned from their negotiation with Hart, bringing news of peace. Hart had refused to help fight the hydrians, but he had vowed to leave Mars alone. Why was he here?
Einav tapped her comlink. "Addy, you seeing this?"
With clattering guns and blades, Addy burst onto the balcony and stood beside Einav. "I sure am."
Einav frowned. "I thought you were downstairs with Marco."
"I'm your chief of security, Einav. I was outside your door, guarding you." She blushed. "Okay, I was down the hall at the vending machine. But I rushed over as soon as I got my YumZee bar."
Marco burst onto the balcony next, out of breath, clutching his side. "I … I ran as fast as I could. As soon as I heard the sirens, I …" He looked at Addy. "Did you stop for a YumZee bar on the way?"
She raised her chin. "I was purchasing my supper."
"You ate pizza for supper just an hour ago."
She raised a fist. "You're about to eat a knuckle sandwich."
"Guys," Einav said, pointing at the sky.
They stared together at the lights flying in.
Marco frowned. "A good hundred ships. Look at the length of that blueshift. Those are warships, moving fast. Maybe five frigates, a bunch of corvettes."
"Let's see what our surveillance teams are saying," said Einav.
They all tapped buttons on their minicoms. An array of holographic screens burst to life around them, showing telescope video feeds, graphs, star maps, and streams of raw data. From here on the balcony, they could peer through dozens of digital eyes. One video in particular caught Einav's attention. It was being streamed from a Martian drone hovering in the L1 Lagrange point. The video showed the ships flying in, confirming what the computers were already saying.
"Earth ships indeed," Einav said.
Marco nodded. "Five frigates, bunch of corvettes. Just like I said."
"And starfighters!" Addy said. "Ha ha, you were wrong."
"You don't normally count starfighters when you calculate the size of a—"
"You were wrong again, Poet! Suck it up."
The air-raid sirens continued. Martian starfighters—the few Einav had—leaped into the air. Across the desert, artillery cannons aimed skyward.
Einav raised her minicom and sent a message to the incoming fleet. "This is Einav Ben-Ari of Mars. Explain your presence here."
For a moment, silence. Then President Hart appeared on one screen. By the looks of it, he was still in his bunker on Earth. He wore his garish, imperial uniform, complete with those ridiculous epaulets. Hulking security robots stood at his sides.
"Good morning, Mars! Or is it night there? I'm sorry if I woke you." The president smiled. "I heard about all your efforts to defend Mars against the shoal. To build warships. To train an army. Well, I figured I was being selfish. So I'm finally sending you some aid. Not as big a fleet as you're used to, Einav, I know. But enough to beef up your effort. As a token of goodwill, please accept my gift."
He was broadcasting the message publicly. The air-raid sirens turned off. Down in the streets, Martians were climbing out of their shelters. They sang and danced and raised their hands in gratitude to the ships in the sky.
"Earth sends aid!"
"Hart sends help!"
"We're saved!"
Somebody began blasting out dance music. Fireworks burst. Beneath the thin armor she had donned, Mars was still a party planet, and now she erupted in joy.
Addy stared at those ships coming closer. "Everybody needs to get into bomb shelters," she whispered. "Einav, they're flying in assault formations."
Marco stared in disbelief. "We made peace. I thought we made peace …"
Einav's ribs seemed to tighten around her lungs like Erafel's long, bony fingers. She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think. She was a girl hiding underground as the alien centipedes scuttled above.
But only for a second. The horror ended. She was the soldier again.
She raised her minicom to her lips. "Mars! This is a red alert. Prepare for battle!"
* * * * *
"Joey!" Marco cried into his minicom as the sirens wailed anew. "Joey, get your ass over here!"
"Compliance!" came her voice through the minicom.
Marco spotted his ship in the distance, streaking over the colony streets toward Cydonia Hall. He couldn't see Joey directly, of course. But he could see her shadow passing over neon casinos, erupting fireworks, and security spotlights. Above, the Earthling fleet was menacingly close. They were breaking hard now, blazing with light, and swooping toward Mars in assault formations.
Multiple holograms of Hart materialized across the city. Some were small figures on balconies and windowsills. Others stood larger than life. In Curiosity Square, a hologram of Hart loomed ten stories tall.
"People of Mars!" his holograms said in unison. "I bring you aid. I'm here to help!"
Standing on her balcony, Einav cursed, typing in a fury on her minicom.
"Do not fear Earth. We bring you friendship! We bring you—"
Finally Einav managed to cut off Hart's stream. She switched on her minicom's camera. Across the colony, her image appeared on billboards and towers, replacing Hart's holograms.
"This is Einav Ben-Ari. The Earthling fleet is flying in assault formations. They are hostile. All civilians—return to your bomb shelters. All soldiers—prepare for battle! Artillery—fire on the ships when they're in range. Fleet—protect our orbit!"
The people on the streets looked around, confused, not sure who to believe. The pop music still beat.
A black shadow appeared ahead of the balcony, hiding a chunk of the neon streets. Joey! Hovering in midair, the ship popped open her airlock hatch.
"All aboard!" the ship said.
Marco climbed over the balcony railing and leaped into the little starship. Addy followed, raced into the cockpit, and took position at the gunnery controls.
"Einav, come on!" Marco shouted, still standing in Joey's open airlock. "We'll fight him from space."
But Einav did not budge. As the sirens wailed, as the fireworks blazed, as Earth's ships came streaking closer with honeyed words and drawn blades, she remained on the balcony of Cydonia Hall. Marco watched her from Joey's airlock. He held out his hand for her. "Einav, come on!"
Still she did not budge.
"They call me the Queen of Mars," she said softly. "On Mars I must remain."
"Einav," Marco said, "there's a good chance this colony will be a pile of molten slag in an hour."
She looked at him, and in her green eyes, Marco saw a sadness so deep he nearly wept. An old sadness. A melancholy that had been growing there for years like ice spreading over a lake. But as ice was strong, there was strength to Einav's sadness, and though fire might burn a blooming tree in spring, a wall of ice could withstand the flame.
"I will stay at my post," she said, "and if I must die, I will die on my feet." She smiled sadly. "Godspeed, Marco and Addy. I'll see you on the other side of this battle. Or on the other side of this life."
Eyes damp, Marco soared in his starship, leaving her below.
From above, he could see all of Cydonia Hall, a stoic face gazing upward. And standing on the crown of the Martian lady—the small figure of Einav Ben-Ari. As he ascended, she became smaller and smaller, yet in his mind, and in the shadow she cast across history, she loomed larger than any face on Mars, larger than Mars herself. She was his leader, the salvation of mankind, the woman who had raised Earth from ruin and built an empire across the stars. To Marco, she was a figure of history as important as Abraham, Jacob, or Moses. And like Moses, she stood now before a great sea that stormed and parted to reveal the promised land, though Marco did not know if they could reach Zion, and if like Moses, his leader might not live to taste the milk and honey.
* * * * *
Within moments, Joey reached the top of the dome that encircled Ares, the capital of Mars. A hatch opened, and Joey flew out into space.
A dozen starfighters, fresh off the Pygmalion assembly line, rose with Joey. The Fire Ants, as the Martian starfighters were called, reused the hulls and engines of classic Pygworks space-racers. But unlike simple racers, they boasted an array of machine guns and pulse cannons. Brave young pilots flew them—men and women who had never fought a battle before. Few people living today ever had.
The Martian fleet soared higher, heading into space until Ares remained but a patch of light below. Above them, coming in fast, loomed the Earthling armada.
"All starfighters, fall in behind me," Marco said. "Take a defensive pyramid position. Like we taught you. I'll take the lead."
He had to switch on Joey's lights for the others to see him. It would have been nice to fight in stealth mode. But right now the inexperienced, young pilots of Mars needed a leader. Marco was not a fighter pilot by trade nor training, but he had fought in countless space battles over the years.
The Earthling fleet flew closer. They were passing the Martian moons now, still breaking hard to avoid overshooting the red planet. Suddenly a powerful electromagnetic signal burst from the Earthling ships. The waves washed over the Martian fleet. Joey yelped.
"It's powering through my firewall!" the ship cried.
A hologram of Hart burst to life inside Joey's cockpit. Most likely, it materialized inside every Martian ship. And probably burst out from holofeeds across the red planet. A great hologram of the president even appeared in space, hovering above the Earthling fleet like a Valkyrie flying over a charging Viking host. The president was grinning, holding out his arms as if to embrace Mars.
"I bring you peace! I bring you love!"
Across the enemy fleet (God, how had Earth become an enemy?), ships unfurled their cannons. The bores were heating up.
Marco cursed. He grabbed the mic and broadcast a message: "Earthling fleet, you have entered Martian space! Turn back now! Or we will open fire."
Hart's holograms grinned wider. Wherever he stood in the flesh, he didn't seem to hear Marco.
"I bring you peace!" he said. "I bring you love!"
"Stay tight in formation, Fire Ants," Marco said, broadcasting exclusively to his squad of starfighters. Then he expanded his signal. "All Martian ships—rally behind me."
Across Mars, other ships were taking flight. The Maiden and the Crone, both frigates, were the two largest Martian starships. They were lumbering closer toward the main formation, but they were slow beasts with untrained crews.
Alerts flashed on the map. Earth's blue fleet was passing by the Martian moons now. Still coming in fast. Marco was still a few minutes away from there. Still too far to fight.
He cursed again. He grabbed the mic. "Earthling fleet, once more, I tell you: Halt! If you proceed, we will open fire."
They proceeded.
Marco's heart sank to his pelvis. He spoke some of the hardest words he had ever uttered: "Phobos and Deimos artillery batteries—open fire on the Earthling fleet."
The two Martian moons were small. Far smaller than Earth's moon. But they were large enough to hold substantial defenses. On their lumpy surfaces, metal domes opened like eyelids. Cannons emerged. And the first shots of the war were fired.
At the same instant, Earth's fleet opened fire too.
Marco did not know who shot first. With all the chaos, perhaps they would never know.
Plasma bolts flew from the two moons, streaking across space, heading toward the blue fleet. Missiles flew from the Earthling ships, racing toward the moons. In the vast distances of space, it took a few minutes for the projectiles to carve through the darkness. And all Marco could do was watch.
He wanted to cry out: "Stop this! Stop this madness. We're all humans! Stop!"
But the weapons were already unleashed. He had unleashed them. He could only stare in terror as death streaked through space.
It's war, he thought. Civil war. War between humans as the shoal draws ever nearer.
A tear rolled down his cheek.
And the weapons hit their targets.
Mars's plasma bolts hit first. Invisible shields surrounded the Earthling ships like bubbles, augmenting their armored hulls. The plasma bolts slammed into the invisible force fields with the fury of asteroids.
The electromagnetic bubbles blazed with blinding white light. Most of the plasma bolts shattered, tumbled backward, or swept harmlessly around the force fields. But some shields fizzed and failed! Some bolts made it through!
Because force fields weren't always reliable, Earth's frigates also sported thick, armored hulls. The corvettes—warships smaller than frigates—were more lightly armored. The starfighters, the smallest ships in the fleet, barely had any armor at all. One plasma ball plowed into a corvette, punching a hole through her hull. Air blasted into space. A few Earthling spacers spilled out, mangled and burning. Another bolt crashed into a starfighter, pulverizing the one-man vessel. Some plasma grazed an Earthling frigate, searing the thick armored hull though not breaching it.
For a first volley—not bad. Another few barrages like that would cause serious damage. But Marco could not celebrate. Humans were on those ships. Fellow humans. As they died, his heart tore.
Then, mere seconds later, the Earthling missiles slammed into the moons of Mars.
They were heavy missiles. City-killers. They pounded into the moons with kinetic force equal to nuclear weapons.
Mushroom clouds blazed over Phobos.
Marco wanted to cry out to the second moon's crew: "Flee! Run!"
But there was nowhere to run to. Seconds later, missiles pounded Deimos too. The potato-shaped moon blazed. Debris flew into space. When the dust settled, nothing remained of the artillery stations on either moon.
Dozens of Martians had served on those moons. Dozens of lives—wiped out in moments.
By now, more Martian ships had joined Marco's formation. It was a motley fleet. Several heavy corvettes. A cruise ship retrofitted into a warship, laden with weapons. Pontoons mounted with cannons and modified into starfighters. A merchant vessel with crudely welded guns on the hull. Finally, the two Martian frigates—Mother and Maiden—were lumbering up from behind, rushing to join the battle.
It wasn't much of a fleet. Barely a flotilla. But it would have to do.
Marco shoved down the throttle, bolting toward the Earthling armada.
"Red fleet, with me!" he cried. "Charge!"




CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Roses of Fire
The boy was only eighteen, a librarian's son, a boy who never wanted to be more than a writer. A boy pulled from his home. Taken to this desert. Broken. They slapped a helmet on his head, shoved a rifle into his hands, and told him: go and kill.
He ran through the desert, shouting, firing his rifle. Just a boy. Terrified. Facing the enemy for the first time. A boy with his first gun. A boy with his friends—teenagers from around the world, kids who had never wanted this. Kids far from home. Kids who had been taught how to kill but not how to die.
And around him they fell, and they died.
His friends. Privates who had gone through boot camp with him. Bruno "Caveman" Fabian, a hulking boy with a slow mind and big heart, a lover of flowers. He fell, alien claws tearing him apart. "Texas" who drew sheriff stars on his helmet. He died weeping.
The enemy was ruthless. The scum. The centipedes from outer space. Aliens that loomed taller than humans, their claws like blades. The creatures that had killed billions. They tore into the boy's platoon.
Yet ahead of them, she charged. Fearless. Their leader. Their officer. Their guiding light. She was only twenty years old, but she had known war all her life. Her helmet fell off, and her golden hair streamed like a banner, and it gave the boy courage.
"Charge!" he cried, storming the alien horde.
And they ran with him. Falling. Dying. Killing.
The boy survived that battle, and he survived many battles to come, and he lost many friends. His name was Marco Emery, and after a century of war, still he fought for her. For that woman who had given him courage all those years ago. For the leader who still gave him hope.
"Charge!" he cried, an old man in a young body, flying a little black starship over the moons of Mars.
One of his comrades from that first battle long ago, Addy Linden, still fought at his side. They had hidden from the scum as children. They had fought together since that day. Still she was at his side.
Behind them flew their fleet.
It was a ragtag fleet. Cruise ships. Space-racers. A tanker. A freighter. A few leisure pontoons. Civilian ships with armor crudely cobbled across their hulls, with cannons hurriedly welded onto their prows. Their crews were bartenders, short-order cooks, showgirls, blackjack dealers, pawnbrokers. Two frigates were proper military vessels, and a few police coptrollers flew here too. But they had never seen battle. They were used to rescuing lost tourists, directing traffic, and guarding the floating casinos. They had never fired their guns. Most had never had ammo in their ships until a week ago.
Yet they did not flee. They knew the stakes. They were Martians. Their world was only a few days free. And they were ready to defend it. They flew behind Joey, that tiny black starship, for they knew that her pilot was a soldier. They knew their war was just.
Before them flew a fleet ten times larger, a hundred times stronger. The blue fleet of Earth was a shell of its former self, a mere echo of the grand armada Einav Ben-Ari had led a century ago. And the ships that flew tonight were only part of Earth's remaining fleet. But even so, even this echo of an echo—it dwarfed the Martian defenses. The red fleet was like a pack of wild dogs facing a stampeding buffalo herd.
"Charge!" Marco cried, shoving the throttle down, flying at full speed at the enemy.
The two fleets stormed closer. Closer. In space, distances were vast. That made it easy for ships to dodge missiles. Even a million miles was nothing in space, but if you could see an incoming missile a million miles away, you could easily shoot it down. Laser weapons could move at the speed of light, but modern force fields could diffuse them. To battle in space, you had to get close. As close as the sailing ships of old. War in space was not sterile. It was dirty, up close, and personal.
The blue fleet stormed closer, trailing shimmering wakes of light. Above them, like a god, floated the holographic image of President Hart, translucent and towering. Earth's armada blazed past the moons, leaving destruction and death.
Before them flew the red fleet, a fraction of the size, a mishmash of rusty, rickety vessels, flying faster, faster, etching lines of red flame across the night.
The two forces flew closer, ice and fire. To a distant observer, they would seem like two comets, one large and blue, the other small and red, racing on a collision course. Spacetime rippled around them. Their force fields flared as the scattered particles blown from the moons sparked against them.
Closer. Closer.
Addy placed her fingers on Joey's triggers.
Behind them, the red ships heated up their cannons.
"Hold!" Marco said, broadcasting his voice to the fleet.
Closer. Closer still! Gaining speed now. The blue ships loomed above them, the sun at their sterns. God, they were monstrous. Those warships were huge, dwarfing even Maiden and Mother, the two Martian frigates.
This is what aliens saw so often in the wars, Marco thought. I used to fight on Earth's side. Never imagined I'd see my old fleet charging toward me. God, we humans can be terrifying. We're aggressive little apes with big machines of destruction. No wonder so many aliens fear and hate us.
It was a rare moment of dizzying perspective. Marco wasn't sure he liked it.
Addy grunted. Her fingers twitched over the triggers.
"Hold," Marco said.
And then Earth's ships opened fire.
Missiles, torpedoes, neutron javelins, plasma bolts, plain old bullets—they all flew toward the red fleet.
"Hold fire, Martians!" Marco shouted. "Keep flying! Fly around their fire!"
Earth's fusillade blazed ahead, lighting up Joey's viewport, coming in at blinding speed like an avalanche. Addy inhaled sharply, a nervous grin on her face, the light of missiles reflecting in her eyes like exploding stars. Her fingers flexed over her triggers, not yet firing.
Marco yanked the yoke right, then left. He pitched upward, downward, barrel-rolled. Missiles streaked around him, missing him by inches. Plasma bolts exploded above and below. He dodged them.
A torpedo hit a cruiser behind him. The Martian warship exploded.
An energy beam carved through a Fire Ant starfighter, cutting the cockpit, slicing through the pilot inside.
A red corvette caught fire. The screams of her crew echoed through the comms net.
"Charge!" Marco cried. "For Mars!"
"For Mars!" the survivors cried out.
The red fleet stormed through the barrage of incoming fire. Another starfighter exploded. A tanker blew up. The survivors kept flying.
"Assault formation!" Marco said.
The narrow, triangular formation of Martian ships bloomed open like an umbrella.
Above the blue fleet, the holographic Hart lost his smile. Terror filled his eyes.
For a moment—silence. No more explosions. No more screams. The red fleet had passed through the gauntlet, and the blue fleet was right before them. So close Marco could see figures in the portholes. The enemy was still firing. Another Martian starfighter shattered. But the formation held.
"Fire!" Marco said.
From point-blank range, the red fleet unleashed its wrath.
With a battle cry, Addy pulled the triggers. Joey's cannons roared, spewing a stream of novabolts. All around Joey, the other Martian warships fired. Missiles. Torpedoes. Photon bolts. Artillery shells. They streaked toward Earth's fleet and detonated.
Explosions blazed across the Earthling warships. Roses of fire bloomed over frigate hulls. Two blue starfighters shattered. Three more spiraled out of control, and one slammed into a heavy cruiser. Force fields rippled like tarp in the wind. Some shields held. Others tore open, exposing flapping, shimmering gaps. Joey streaked forth, a shard of blackness in the firelight, a black wolf in a burning forest. Addy spun the cannons around, finding holes in the shields, pounding them with novabolts. A blue corvette tore open. Air blasted out into space. Spacers tumbled into the void, some still kicking.
And then, like colliding galaxies, the two fleets flew through each other. Blue and red ships intermingled. Dogfights broke out everywhere. A few Martian ships passed through the battle, etched luminous U-turns in the dark, and charged back into the fray. A cloud of buzzing, burning ships lit up space. From the surface of Mars, it would look like two battling swarms of fireflies, red and blue mingling into a purple nebula. From here in the thick of battle, it looked like hell.
Neutron beams carved open the Maiden along her port hull. Martians fell into space, screaming silently. Within half a minute, most died in the suffocating vacuum. Others didn't last even that long. The bullets of Earthling starfighters tore them apart. The corpses of brave Martians floated in space. One thumped into Joey's viewport, leaving a streak of blood.
Meanwhile, Fire Ants zipped above the Wrath of Hannibal, a heavy Earthling cruiser. The little red starfighters bombarded the large blue warship. They were like true ants attacking a wild dog. Across Hannibal's hull, machine-gun nests swiveled and roared, picking off the little red pests. The Fire Ants burst apart. The Wrath of Hannibal flew onward, scarred but still in the fight.
A squad of Firebirds streaked above. Firebirds were Earth's workhorse starfighters, deadly little ships. For centuries, they had formed the bulk of Earth's fleet, enforcing her law in space and air. These birds of prey unleashed missile after missile. Explosions blazed across the Sanguine Lady, a heavy Martian cruise ship. Decks crumbled. Balustrades and dining tables and crewmen tumbled through the battle. Like the sinking Titanic, the Sanguine Lady slewed into the depths of space.
While these battles erupted all around him, Marco zipped left and right, up and down, dodging missiles, debris, and corpses. A bullet scratched Joey's hull, and she screamed. Fire blazed against her starboard porthole, blackening it. Half a corpse thumped against the viewport, leaving bloodstains on the steelglass. Addy kept firing, bombarding the enemy ships. She took out a Firebird and whooped in triumph, though Marco felt no joy. He could not celebrate killing fellow humans. Not a moment later, a Martian corvette exploded, blazing like a star for an instant, then casting out a shock wave of debris.
Another Fire Ant exploded.
Then another.
More screams—falling silent.
Marco was not sure how many were dying. Scores. Maybe hundreds.
He narrowed his eyes, keeping his terror leashed deep inside him, a demon trapped in his belly. Long ago, he had learned that he could not eliminate fear and grief during battle. But he could tolerate them. He could fight with them. He kept flying while Addy kept bombarding the enemy. For every blue ship they destroyed, Marco's heart broke. He thought of the people he was killing—not aliens, not just faceless foes, but living, breathing people with families, with fear and grief of their own.
We're doing the hydrians' work for them, he thought. And as he fought, his eyes were damp. This was not the largest battle he had ever fought. But it was perhaps the hardest.
For every blue ship that fell, the enemy took out a red one. More and more spacers under Marco's command—dying. Dying for him. Dying for a civil war that never should have happened.
But they were holding the enemy back. Dammit, with blood and death and sacrifice, they were holding them back! They were keeping Mars safe!
Joey rolled over an enemy warship, Addy unleashed a volley, and as explosions raged, Marco glanced back toward Mars. Toward Ares, the domed colony.
And then he saw it. Fire inside the dome. Explosions across the desert. War and destruction on the surface of Mars.
He stared, terror seizing him like tentacles.
* * * * *
Einav was still standing on the balcony of Cydonia Hall when the explosions rocked the colony.
First her armory (once a pawnshop) exploded. A mushroom cloud blazed skyward, breaking against the colony dome and smearing ashes across the steelglass. The entire colony rocked. Einav gripped the railing as the balcony shook. Not five seconds later, another explosion lit the night. This time from the new Mars Force barracks (once a spa). Men burst out from the building, blazing, screaming, only for snipers to appear on a rooftop and open fire. The burning Martians fell. They had never stood a chance.
A cry rose from Medusa Boulevard below. "Long live Earth!"
Gunfire rattled. More and more bombs went off. Far above, barely visible in the night sky, the battle between the fleets blazed—a thousand little sparks in the night like a swarm of fireflies disturbed by a wasp.
Standing on the balcony, gazing upon the chaos, Einav understood.
Hart isn't trying to bring his ships to Mars. He wanted to lure my ships away. To lure Marco and Addy away. So he could launch his true attack—here on the ground.
"Long live Hart!" rose the cry, and more loyalists rose from buildings, from tunnels, firing their guns. A few Mars Force guards fired back, but bullets hit them. They fell.
And then another bomb went off. This one behind Einav. Inside Cydonia Hall.
Lady Stargazer's giant stone face ripped open. A mushroom cloud blazed skyward. Fire came racing through the chambers and halls. The balcony collapsed.
The flames at her back, Einav leaped into the air.
As the explosion blazed behind her, she vaulted through the night. Her balcony was several stories high. She weighed less on Mars, but still, this fall would kill her. Flames heated her back and singed her ponytail. Debris flew around her. She reached her zenith and fell toward the boulevard below. The battle raged there, Martians and Earth loyalists firing from rooftops and windows.
As the ground raced up toward her, Einav held out her starhand. She uncurled the ivory fingers, revealing the azoth crystal in the center. She released a small burst of energy, blasting out a funnel of rippling spacetime. The blast hit the street, shattering cobblestones, and slowed her fall. She landed at a crouch inside the crater of broken cobblestones, skinning one knee. Damn that hurt.
"There she is!" rose a voice. "The traitor!"
Still crouching inside the crater, she looked up. Five Hartists—men loyal to President Hart—were running toward her. They wore civilian clothes, but blue ribbons adorned their arms, marking them as counterrevolutionaries. All this year, they had been living in her colony, hiding their loyalty to Hart. The jig was up.
"Fire!" cried one. All five Hartists aimed rifles at Einav and pulled the triggers.
Hissing, Einav held out her arm. Energy pulsed from her starhand. The bullets flew backward. The Hartists rose into the air like marionettes. Einav howled and thrust her starhand as if pushing an invisible boulder. The men flew backward, slammed into a casino, and slumped onto the street.
She ran across Medusa Boulevard toward a dying Martian. The man was gurgling on blood, bullets in his chest. Einav knew he would not survive another minute.
"Where did they come from?" she said.
With a shaky finger, the mortally wounded Martian pointed to an alleyway.
Einav ran. Throwing caution to the wind, she leaped into the alleyway … and right into a barrage of gunfire.
She thrust out her starhand. Rippling waves blasted down the alleyway, cracking storefronts, ripping off awnings, casting back Hartists.
A bullet whistled. It pinged off her starhand, scarring an ivory finger. The starhand transmitted the pain, and Einav winced. Her azoth crystal flickered. She lost her grip on its power. The gemstone darkened.
She looked up. Sniper on a souvenir shop's roof! She rolled. Bullets hit the cobblestones, narrowly missing her. She rose from her roll with a drawn handgun, aimed at the roof, and fired. The sniper collapsed, fell off the roof, and slammed onto the ground at her feet.
Einav stared at the man. Dead. She grabbed his gun and stuffed it into her belt. Didn't hurt to carry a backup.
She returned to the main boulevard. Hartists were firing everywhere, pinning down the smaller Martian forces. A brave Martian tried to charge at the enemy, only to be gunned down.
Einav spotted the enemy's position. The Hartists were hiding inside a tour bus, shooting out the windows. She walked toward them among corpses and scattered flames.
"There she is, the traitor!" rose a shout from the bus.
"Ma'am, step back!" cried a Martian soldier, crouched down among burning debris on the cobblestones.
She walked onward. From inside the bus, the Hartists fired at her. Bullets sparked around her boots. A bullet streaked over her head. One bullet knocked a buckle off her shirt.
She held out her palm and uncurled her ivory fingers. The azoth crystal shone anew, casting a purple glow. She raised her arm slowly … and the bus rose from the street.
Inside the floating bus, the Hartists screamed. They tumbled among the seats. Einav raised her arm higher, and the bus kept ascending. Cracks raced across the cobblestones beneath Einav's feet. Pebbles rattled and levitated. The walls of casinos and pubs cracked, neon signs shattered, and her hair billowed in the wind. She was bending spacetime itself.
She curled up her fingers. The bus's hull crunched like a can, crushing the men inside. With a scream, she swung her arm. On a wave of warped spacetime, the bus tumbled through the air and crashed down onto the road.
Behind her, her Mars Force guards emerged from cover. They walked toward her hesitantly. Then one man fell to his knees.
"The Queen of Mars!" he cried. "Hail the Queen of Mars!"
The others fell to her knees around her. "Hail the Queen of—"
"On your feet!" she snapped. "This war is not over yet. Fight!"
They rose to their feet, still awed. They raised their rifles. Above in the sky, the fleets still battled. Einav pursed her lips. She hoped Marco and Addy were okay.
"For Earth!" rose a cry. Earthling forces emerged from manhole covers and came running toward them. A Martian fell, a bullet in his belly.
"Fight!" Einav cried, storming toward the enemy forces.
The Martians ran with her, firing their guns. Bodies fell. Blood washed the streets of Mars. The enemy kept popping out of every hole and shadow. From dark casinos. From bars and brothels. From atop a racing roller coaster, snipers fired down on the streets, and Martians fell. Not all the dead were soldiers. Civilians ran, bleeding. A girl cried over her dead mother. A boy lay in blood. The roller coaster raced along the tracks, and gunmen cackled inside, spraying the colony with death.
Einav snarled. Standing on the bloodied Medusa Boulevard, she reached out her starhand. The crystal glowed. She curled her fingers. Across the distance, the roller coaster track twisted and bent. The train went flying off the track and crashed into an aquarium.
The glass walls shattered. A wave of water washed over the streets, full of exotic fish from Earth and other planets. A purple fish with a ribbonlike tail washed up at Einav's feet and flapped pathetically. An octopus crawled across the cobblestones and corpses, reminding Einav of a tiny hydrian. A moment of pity filled her for the sea creatures who died here. This was not their war. She knelt, lifted the fish, carried it toward a puddle, and—
A flash of light blinded her.
The white light washed over the colony, then turned red and orange.
Blinking, nearly blinded, Einav peered around. What the hell? It felt like a supernova. Like an atom bomb. What—
Then she saw it. Between the casinos and haunted houses and past the steelglass dome. Out in the wilderness.
She frowned, ran toward a wax museum, and began climbing up the fire escape toward the roof. She needed a better view.
Just as she reached the rooftop, the sound wave hit the colony. The protective dome wobbled. Cracks spiderwebbed across the rounded steelglass. The boom hit Einav with a physical force, aching in her chest, nearly knocking her off the roof. Across the colony, windows shattered.
She trudged across the rooftop and stared into the distance.
"God, no," she whispered.
Miles outside the colony, but clearly visible due to its gargantuan size, rose Olympus Mons. The largest volcano on Mars. Indeed in the solar system. On the very top, three times taller than Everest's peak, was Pygmalion Spaceworks. The only shipyard on Mars.
Hart had hit it. Had he managed a strike from orbit? Or had his undercover loyalists bombed it? Einav wasn't sure. But it was burning. It was gone.
Another flash of light filled the night. A moment later, another boom hit her. And another. The volcano was shaking.
For the first time in twenty-five million years, Olympus Mons was erupting.
Einav stood on the rooftop over a colony of blood and death and grief, watching as the plume of fire blazed into space, hundreds of kilometers high. The lava spilled into the valley. Even here, miles away, stones hit the colony dome. More hairline cracks raced across the glass.
If that dome shatters, we all die, Einav knew.
Was this the end? Had her folly doomed her? Had her rebellion spelled the end of Mars? Of the fight against the hydrians? Of humanity itself?
Ash began to fall from the sky, covering the dome, hiding the stars. Darkness cloaked the colony. The volcano rumbled in the distance, and clouds of its fury dropped over Ares like dirt over a coffin.
Einav tightened her lips. Her fists curled at her sides. Her starhand creaked.
No. I will not give up. I will not be buried. She leaped off the roof into the air. I will rise!




CHAPTER TWENTY 

Whom Shall I Fear?
From space, Marco saw it happen.
Far below on Mars, Olympus Mons was erupting.
It was a volcano that would dwarf any mountain on Earth. It was bigger than the Everest, Matterhorn, Fuji, and Kilimanjaro combined. It wasn't erupting fully. If it were, Mars would be forever changed. The volcano merely gave a good, solid belch. But even that was terrible to behold. A plume of lava and smoke soared through the thin Martian atmosphere and into space. Even here, thousands of miles from the planet, force fields sparked as debris hit the battling ships. Smoke gusted across the atmosphere of Mars. Lava poured into valleys. Marco watched, helpless, as the volcano spewed god-sized buckets of ash onto Ares City. The hot dust covered the protective dome.
Marco prayed the dome held. If it shattered, if that hot ash and lava got in, everyone in Ares would die. Einav would die.
But Marco had to quickly look away. The battle in space still raged around him. And it was going badly.
Half the Martian fleet was gone. Some starships were slewing, cracked open, their engines burning. Others were little more than burnt chassis. A few survivors were fleeing in escape pods. But Firebirds were chasing them, firing on them, blowing them up before the capsules could descend to Mars.
"They're shooting people in the back," Addy said, gazing with damp eyes. "How could humans—fellow humans—do this?"
"Maybe this is a reminder," Marco said. "When we were younger, we fought aliens. Humanity united against evil. Maybe we forgot that humans can be just as evil as any alien."
Addy bared her teeth. "I'll show those bastards. Fly at them, Marco!"
He flew. Addy fired. Working together, pilot and gunner, they blasted another Firebird. It was only a small victory. Within moments, three more Martian ships exploded around them. The enemy was closing in, forming a noose around the remains of the red fleet.
Marco understood. Earth's fleet was not trying to reach Mars. It had never been trying to reach Mars. Hart had lured the Martian fleet here. To trap them. To kill them. While launching his true assault on the ground.
We flew into a trap, Marco thought. We all thought Hart was just a fool. A naive fool. He outsmarted us all.
The president's hologram still hovered above the battle, as large as the Statue of Liberty. From his bunker on Earth, the president was watching. Most likely, he was using a tiny wormhole to get a real-time view of the battle. His shimmering avatar floated above like a god.
He was laughing.
Another Martian ship—the Mother, one of the great frigates—tore open. Earthling corvettes were mobbing her, bombarding her again and again. Explosions blazed across her hull. Her engine burst. With a flash of blinding white light, Mother's core exploded. The blast took out several nearby starships, Earthling and Martian alike.
Joey careened through space. The blast seared the ultrablack paint off her starboard hull. Dents and scratches and burns covered her. One of her wings, used for atmospheric flight, tore off and careened into the distance, slicing through floating bodies.
Another blast hit her. A photon bolt to her port beam. She wailed and wheeled through space. More blasts shot above and below. Off Joey's starboard bow, a Martian freighter exploded, for a second lighting up space like a supernova, then going dark forever.
The surviving Martian ships huddled closer. So few remained now.
Marco wanted to flee. To order them to fall back. But fall back where? To Mars? There was no help there. To deep space? The Earthling ships were faster, would catch them. The enemy closed in, surrounding the last Martian survivors. They kept bombarding, merciless. Another Martian ship exploded. The screams of her crew echoed, then fell forever silent. The battle became a massacre. Above the slaughter loomed Hart's hologram, gloating, a shimmering god overseeing the smiting of his enemies.
Addy fired another barrage of novabolts. She knocked back a blue corvette, but more Earthling ships replaced the smoldering vessel.
"I'm almost out of ammo!" Joey said.
A Firebird shot toward them, missiles flying. Joey screamed.
Addy yowled and fired again, destroying the incoming missiles, then blew up the starfighter. She tried to shoot again, this time at a blue frigate.
Nothing. A ding sounded from the speakers.
"We're out," Joey said.
They floated in space. Out of ammo. Out of hope. Another ship exploded beside them. So few remained now.
Is this the end? Marco thought. After all this, after all our wars—to be killed like this? By Earth? By the planet we dedicated our lives to defending?
Addy clutched Marco's hand.
At her warm touch, images flashed through Marco's mind.
Kindergarten. Seeing Addy for the first time, her hair in pigtails, swinging a wooden sword at a tree. She had pinched his arm, then giggled and ran away.
Sixth grade. Running with her through the bloodstained snow. Leaving the bodies of their dead mothers. Huddling together in a bunker as the aliens shrieked above, holding her close, crying with her.
She was eighteen. Her wooden sword had become a gun. They landed in a desert, and they became soldiers.
They were thirty years old, and Addy wore a bridal gown, beautiful and grinning, holding his hands on the beach.
Addy—giving birth to their children.
Addy—sneaking up behind him as he worked, hugging him, kissing his ear.
Addy—growing old with him. Becoming young again with him.
Addy. Waking up to her smile every morning. Falling asleep with her in his arms every night. Addy—the love of his life. Here at the end, with his last few breaths, looking back at his life … she was always there. In every good memory, it was her. Smiling. Holding his hand.
"I'm so happy, Addy," he whispered, tears in his eyes. "Happy that I got to spend this life with you."
He pulled her into his arms. She held him close. And they waited for the end.
In the darkness, a light.
Outside the viewport—a figure ascending.
Through the flame and smoke and death she rose, an angel wreathed in white luminescence, rising higher on a beam of starlight.
Marco and Addy looked out the viewport, eyes wide and damp.
"Impossible," Addy whispered.
Marco's tears fell. The light filled his eyes.
"There she is," he whispered. "She is rising. She is bringing hope. Einav Ben-Ari."
* * * * *
It could not be. Marco must be dreaming. But there she was. A woman rising through the battle. She flew no starship. She wore a simple spacesuit, a jetpack on her back. She flew through space, heading toward the trapped fleet.
The Earthling ships saw her. They fired bullets. They shot plasma bolts. They unleashed missiles. Explosions blazed around her, but Einav kept rising, dodging the fire. She raised her starhand, and a hemisphere of shimmering light shielded her. Flames washed over the shield. Bullets shattered against it. She rose higher, leaving a trail of fire, until she hovered above the battle, aglow.
She floated before the hologram of President Hart. He loomed before her, as large as Christ the Redeemer. She was small, but she shone ten times brighter. When she spoke, her voice carried to every ship in the fleet and filled Joey's cockpit.
"Mars is defended."
Then she howled. The scream rolled over the battle. It was the cry of a woman scorned and beaten and hammered into red-hot steel. The cry of the desert and old bones under the sand. The cry of blue oceans and red dunes. It was the cry of injustice and a century of suffering. It was the cry of a generation. It was the yowl of an animal breaking from its cage. It was the voice of humanity. For so long, she had led her people through the desert and the sea, and still the promised land seemed so far, and still Zion shone on a horizon she could not reach. Her cry welled up like water from stone and burst forth in torrents.
As she cried out, she spun around, waving her starhand, casting her fury. Spacetime rippled around her. A shock wave burst out. The starships around her tilted and rocked. They were like toy boats on a rippling pond. They tried firing at her. She thrust her starhand toward them. Its battery was drained. She tapped into a source of power deep inside her, warping the grid of spacetime, knocking back the missiles. Then, with a hoarse scream that shattered souls, she hurled back one of the Earthling frigates. And another and a third. They crashed into one another. Their missile bays burst. Flames leaped from them and through them.
Encouraged, the surviving Martian ships rallied. They stormed to battle, firing their last ammo at the listing Earthling ships. Explosions rocked space. Another blue warship exploded. Flames soared like a sun flare. The fire washed over the hologram of Hart. The translucent president screamed and faded into nothingness.
The last Earthling ships turned to flee.
Einav's voice emerged from the void, weak now, barely a whisper, yet still louder than exploding stars.
"Do not flee me, children of Earth. Join me. We are one …"
Her voice faded. Her light darkened. Her eyes closed and she floated in the void.
And now new images flashed before Marco's eyes. Meeting a young officer in the desert. Following her into the depths of an alien mine. Storming alien fleets at her side. She had been the leader of humanity, and she was still its greatest hope. She was his leader, his inspiration. But also his best friend. Now she floated, unconscious, perhaps dead, in the debris of a great battle, and all around her hovered bodies and chunks of starships and blobs of blood.
Joey soared through the wreckage. Chunks of hulls slammed against her, scraping her sides. A body thumped against her prow. Debris pattered her, and scattered fires blazed where great starships still leaked air. Through hell Joey rose, her ultrablack coating stripped off, revealing her scarred and battered armor.
Marco floated out her airlock, wearing a spacesuit and jetpack. He swam toward Einav Ben-Ari. Behind her visor, her face was pale. Her eyes were closed. There was no vapor of breath on her visor. She was not moving.
Tears in his eyes, Marco grabbed her. He pulled her into Joey and placed her on the deck.
"Addy, get a med kit!" he cried, pulling off Einav's helmet.
She was not breathing. She was going cold.
All sounds seemed to fade. Marco could barely hear himself howling. He still felt like he was floating. He pounded her chest, but Einav just lay limply. Addy stared, weeping. Marco shook Einav, slammed his fist against her heart, and placed his lips against hers. He breathed into her lungs. He inhaled. He breathed again.
Her starhand moved.
Her ivory fingers clutched his arm.
She gasped and her eyes shot open.
Marco laughed as his tears fell. "Einav?"
"Marco?" she whispered.
As sobs racked his body, he pulled her into his arms. Addy knelt beside them, weeping too, as they cradled their leader.
Joey floated through the wreckage. The Martian fleet was all but gone. The colony below lay shrouded in ash, and the volcano still belched and bled its molten core. Everything lay in ruin. All was desolation and despair.
But Mars had survived the night. Mars was free.
They did not know what the morning would bring. Did not know if Hart would attack again. They did not know if they could survive this storm and the greater storm on the horizon. But tonight Mars was free, and Einav Ben-Ari was alive, and Marco wept with joy.
"Martian fleet?" came a voice through Joey's speakers. "Martian fleet, this is the Earthling frigate Dawnbreaker. You gave us one helluva fight out there. We're hereby defecting from the Earthling fleet. Mars, if you'll have us, we'd like to join you."
Kneeling on the deck, holding one another, the three friends looked up through the viewport. The blue frigate hovered above, surrounded by shattered corvettes and floating debris.
Einav smiled weakly. "Dawnbreaker, welcome home."
Yes, through the storm, a light still shone.
There was hope.
* * * * *
Deep, deep below the surface of Earth, buried under layers of soil, concrete, and iron, President Hart stood in his bunker. All around him floated holographic screens. The videos streamed via tiny wormholes all the way from Mars, giving him a real-time view of the battle. Cameras on his desk scanned his form, projecting him to his fleet.
As he stood there, clad in his military uniform, admiral of the fleet, a screen went dark.
Then another. Then a third.
One by one, the video streams died. The cameras were mounted onto starships. Some of those starships exploded. Others fled in a panic. One betrayed him. More and more floating screens died, and the shadows across Hart's bunker deepened. Finally only one screen remained, floating in the center of the room like a lonely doorway in an abyss.
In that doorway—a face. Einav stared at him from Mars. She was deathly pale, but her lips smiled softly, and her eyes were green and bright. Hart could just make out the echo of her voice.
Welcome home …
Then that last screen died too, leaving Hart in darkness.
What am I doing? he thought, standing in the shadows. Unseen monsters seemed to lurk all around. He trembled, feeling like a child.
I bit off more than I can chew. I'm not an admiral. Not a warrior. She's over a century old and fought a thousand battles. What did I get myself into?
Terror.
Pure, icy terror pierced him.
He had misjudged her. Thought her a madwoman, a conwoman. But he had seen something in that battle. Seen something that should not be. He had seen a miracle.
She's the real Ben-Ari, rising again like the phoenix. I can't defeat her. She'll kill me. Oh God, she will kill me. She'll take my throne. It's all over.
His chest constricted. He could barely breathe.
No.
He bared his teeth in the darkness.
No!
He was not some meek boy. Yes, he had been born to privilege. He had been raised in wealth. He was pampered, spoiled. He knew all that. He was ashamed of it. But dammit, he had seen his own hell. The drug overdoses. The rehab. The loss of his father. True, he had not fought in wars, but he had climbed out of his own abyss. And he had not only survived. He had become president! Ruler of Earth! He had emerged from his father's shadow. And now was his time to make his mark. To be his own man. To prove to the world who he could be. Einav was history; he was the future!
He let the fear flow through him.
This was a pivotal moment, he knew. A crossroads for humanity. Would they slide back to the era Ben-Ari represented, an era of war, bloodshed, conquest? Or would they emerge through this Great Filter into a new era, a time of peace, tolerance, understanding? A time for men like him, a new generation?
No, Ben-Ari was not a phoenix. She was a zombie, risen from the grave like an undead, unholy creature. Long buried, she had burst from the soil to pollute and infect. He would not let her win. He would bury her underground where she belonged.
"I almost got you," he whispered. "I outsmarted you. I almost won. You got lucky tonight. But your luck has run out, Einav. Your shipyard is gone. Your fleet is in ruin. Your colony is buried. And I'm only getting started."
He clenched his fists, marched out of the bunker, and entered a well-lit hall. As the elevator carried him to the surface, a thin smile stretched across his face, and a hunger filled him. Somewhere deep inside him a savagery awoke. Yes, he was pampered, perhaps, but he was only one branch on a great tree. A million years of evolution coursed through him. His blood had not forgotten the wild ancestors who had hunted in forests, slaying big game, slaying one another. Inside every man lurked a savage. The atavism of atrocity forever bubbled under the surface, ready to surge forth. Civilization was always just a thin veneer. Hart's veneer was burning away.
He had a lot of work to do. This was war. War between Earth and Mars. Between democracy and tyranny. Between the future and the past. Between himself and Einav Ben-Ari.
And he was going to win.
* * * * *
Far, far in the distance, thousands of light-years away, a different man was thinking of war.
Or was he a man? From the waist up, he appeared as one. If you ignored his bizarrely long fingers. From the waist down, he was touched by the gods. Instead of legs, he grew tentacles.
He had been a man once. Long ago. A man called Eran Felton. A humble history teacher. Today he was Erafel. A priest. A parasite. A little creature that lived inside the head of a god, always whispering, directing his lord through the darkness. He was more powerful than ever before.
The Monster in the Maelstrom was the name of the gargantopod he flew in. Inside lived the great beast, the leviathan, the god, the future lord of Earth, and his name was Ninazu. All around him, like bees protecting their queen, flew the shoal. Billions of galactopods flew here. The shoal dwarfed the Earthling fleet with its several hundred warships. This was a force to destroy worlds. To crush civilizations. They were like a swarm of locusts over Egypt, a biblical plague.
And they were heading ever closer to Earth.
Erafel stared into the distance.
"You tried to kill me, Marco, Addy, Einav," he whispered. "I'm coming for you. I'll see you soon."
Far beyond the light-years, orbiting a red planet, floated a little starship. Her hull was scarred. Her ultrablack paint had peeled away, baring her to all, a Lady Godiva of the night. Floating as she was, however, among the wreckage of a great battle, she was barely visible even without her dark cloak. To an outside observer, Joey might look like just another chunk of scarred debris, perhaps a piece of a frigate's hull. Nothing but space junk.
Inside the dented little ship, Einav Ben-Ari rose from the deck. Her legs were still shaky. Her lungs still ached. Feeling as weak as a child, she took shuffling steps. Her friends had to hold her up. She stepped into Joey's cockpit and gazed out the viewport into the distance. Though it was too far to see with the naked eye, she gazed toward the shoal. And she shivered.
The shoal will arrive in …
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AFTERWORD
Thank you for reading Earth of Gold and Light, the second novel in A Prayer for Earthrise.
I invite you to read my next novel in the series: East of Earth
Earthrise is a large universe that contains three other series: Earthrise: The Original Series, Soldiers of Earthrise, and Children of Earthrise. You can find them all on Amazon. You can learn more about my work on my website: DanielArenson.com
Want to know when I release new novels? Here are some ways to stay updated:
* Join my mailing list at (and receive three free ebooks): DanielArenson.com/MailingList
* Join my Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/danielarenson
* Follow me on Twitter: Twitter.com/DanielArenson
Thank you again, dear reader, and I hope we meet again between the pages of another book.
Daniel
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