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I didn’t get to share a Vanguard cockpit with Laranna very often.

We were among the few trained pilots with actual combat experience in the starfighters, which meant that when the Vanguards went out, we were each at the controls of our fighter, but this was a special case. No squadrons, no fighter wing going into combat in formation this time. Just two Vanguards, me at the controls of one with Laranna as the gunner, Gib flying the other with Chuck riding shotgun.

It should have been a time of celebration for all of us. We’d won the war, utterly devastated the enemy, and did it without costing our own side hundreds of thousands of casualties, which everyone had thought would be a given. We’d freed hundreds of millions of people and brought peace to a galaxy that had known nothing but war for centuries. Laranna and I should have been down in the Liberator’s medical bay, getting the primary genetic workup done to make it possible for her to conceive our child.

If it hadn’t been for that damned message…

“I’ve received a message from the Fillios government,” Lenny had told us, his metallic features as grim as they could get. “This time, they’re asking us for help.”

“Help against who?” Gib had snapped. “The Anguilar never made it out that far before, and they sure as hell haven’t since we started kicking their asses. Even if they did send a fleet out there before we blew up the Redoubt, they couldn’t have spared enough ships to be much trouble for Fillios.”

“You’re correct that the Anguilar wouldn’t pose a threat to Fillios,” Lenny had agreed. “But this isn’t the Anguilar. According to the message…” He’d sighed. An affectation, since he wasn’t human and never had been. “Let me just play it for you.”

The holographic projection from his shoulder was into empty space, a technology no one else in this galaxy had mastered, and I’d wondered how much other magical tech he had on this ship that we’d never seen.

Then I’d stopped wondering, staring at the face in the message in disbelief.

Her jaw was narrow, her cheekbones high, and there was an attractive symmetry to her face that might have been at home on any supermodel I’d seen in the pages of a magazine back home. Her clothes were elegant, if utilitarian, like what I would have expected if one of those supermodels was in a TV commercial pretending to be a Communist Chinese.

It was Ursula. She was alive.

“Charlie Travers, I hope this message reaches you and that you are safe and well. I did the best I could to help you when you came to our world, at great risk to myself and my father. Now, I’m forced to ask you for help in return, if you can give it. Two days ago, a fleet of ships unlike anything we’ve ever seen before appeared in our system.”

Her face had faded away, replaced by a view from orbit around their world. There were hundreds of ships hanging there, a sword of Damocles over their heads, bad enough until I saw their moon and got a sense of perspective. Each of those ships was nearly the size of that moon, which I remembered to be only slightly smaller than our own.

Then the view of the ships had been replaced in turn by…something else. Every species I’d run into so far in this galaxy had been humanoid, basically. Even the Gan-Shi. These…were not. If I had to describe the beings in the image, I might have called up memories of a scorpion, but mixed with a praying mantis, a rhinoceros beetle, a locust, and a spider. Too many damned things at once, and it all came down to the fact that they were more the other than anything I’d come across in the last few years roaming from planet to planet.

“They’ve demanded we surrender our world to them or they’ll destroy it,” Ursula had continued over the video of the…things. “They’ve already stripped our outer defenses, destroyed our entire fleet. We have no choice. Without your help, we’re at their mercy.”

Her face had taken back over the projection, twisted in agony for her world, her people.

“They call themselves the Zha’-Rath, and I’m afraid they’ll kill us all. Or worse. Help me, Charlie Travers. We have no one else to turn to.”

I’d told Laranna first, of course, calling her away from where she and Brandy were packing up the nursery for little Dani, her and Val’s newborn daughter.

“Should we tell them?” I’d asked, nodding back the way she’d come, toward Brandy and Val.

“Not a chance,” Laranna had insisted, shaking her head firmly. “They’re in no condition to be part of this right now. They need to concentrate on their children. Maxx hasn’t seen either of them in weeks.”

Which was fair enough. Valentine McKee had seen more shit than any ten men had a right to. Stolen from the Old West, dumped in a galaxy at war, he’d found Brandy, the love of his life, and had been raising her son, Maxx, as his own for the last four years. He’d lived with them on Sanctuary until he’d started gallivanting off on suicide missions with me. In the biggest sign that God loved irony, Val had nearly been killed right there on Sanctuary, during an Anguilar attack. It had left him half-mechanical, a war machine dedicated to revenge until we’d finished off the Empire. Now, the silvery and unfeeling bionics had been replaced by something more a mix of biological and cybernetic, prosthetics that could touch and feel, and that looked totally natural. The last thing he needed was for me to tear him away from his family again.

“So, we’re going, then?” Gib had asked, looking between the two of us as if we’d both lost our minds. “On the strength of a message from the Fillios, who wouldn’t give us the time of day when we asked for their help against the Anguilar? You want to drop everything and jump to their rescue?”

I’d returned his skepticism with a grim shake of my head.

“It’ll take us weeks to get out there. There’s not going to be any rescue. We’re going to scout this enemy, the Zha’-Rath, and see if it’s really them, the same ones the Anguilar told us about.”

“I can have the Liberator ready to launch in a few hours,” Lenny had offered.

“No, the ship’s needed here, particularly with all those Copperell we left on that deserted planet. You need to get them supplies and transport.” I’d nodded to the display on the wall behind him showing our forces arrayed here in the Solar System. “We’ll take one of the cruisers we captured. And a couple Vanguards. The cruiser can jump into the outer system, and we’ll fly the fighters closer in, attract less attention that way.”

Gib had sighed, shoulders sagging.

“You know, I’m getting so damned tired of being cooped up in a ship all the time.”

“Who are we bringing?” Laranna had asked, ignoring Gib’s whining. “You and me in one fighter, Gib and who else, if we’re not telling Val?”

I’d had to think about that one for a second.

“Chuck was feeling pretty butt-hurt that I didn’t tell him about you and me stepping away to have a family. Let’s see if he’s up for one last hurrah.”

He had been, of course. As much as Chuck had complained in the very best infantry tradition about going on one dangerous operation after another, he hadn’t volunteered for the Rangers to sit around on his ass. Well, except in the gunner’s chair of a Vanguard.

“What’s the deal with these Zha’-Rath?” he’d asked maybe a week into the trip, about a week later than I would have posed that question, while the two of us were grappling in the cruiser’s gym. “Did you ever find out anything more from the Anguilar?”

Chuck was good at this. He’d been practicing Brazilian Jiu Jitsu since he was a teenager and sparring with Rangers and other special ops types the last few years. Of course, I’d been training with Laranna, and the Strada were the Shaolin monks of intergalactic fighting arts, so we were pretty evenly matched.

“We didn’t ask,” I’d replied, gasping the words out as I slapped aside his attempt to grab my wrist and went for a takedown. “It wasn’t important at the time. We were more interested in killing the Anguilar, not finding out what bogeyman chased them here.”

“Well, that seems kind of shortsighted now, don’t it?”

I should have known better than to let myself get distracted because the next thing I’d known, I was flying through the air and barely had the presence of mind to slap out at the mat to break my fall.

“When you put it that way…”

“I’m not picking up any readings from the orbital defense platforms,” Laranna announced, bringing me back to the present. “No energy readings from the surface.”

I nodded, didn’t say anything. We’d gotten the same results scanning from the outer system when the cruiser had dropped us off, though there’d been the chance the platforms had been blocked off by intervening planets, moons, asteroids, and the like. Or at least I’d held out hope that was the case. Once we’d jumped in at minimum distance, though, there’d been no chance of a mistake. No communications, no ship activity, nothing but the dark side of the planet staring at us with its features lost in grim shadow.

“I’m taking us around to the day side,” I said. Not that I wanted to. The sensor readings already told the story in harsh black and white detail. No reactors, no factories, nothing but a dull thermal background glow, depressingly uniform.

Yet it wasn’t real. Not under the shroud of darkness, not with the impersonal sensors as the only witness. It became real when our Vanguard cleared the planet’s terminator. The Fillios I’d seen over a year ago had been a majestic world, green and blue around the black-bordered white and silver of their cities. Dominatea, the capital, had a northern European feel to it, like something from a storybook medieval image of Switzerland, surrounded by snow-capped mountains.

No more. No more cities, no more snow, no more verdant forests. The entire surface had been scoured like the pictures I’d seen of volcanic eruptions in Hawaii, only black lava where villages and trees had been. Only black glass where a living world had once been. Where the sun hit it, there wasn’t the rich, golden glow I’d seen on habitable worlds, diffused by the thick atmosphere. No, this was the stark, harsh reflection off an airless moon, the scene the Apollo astronauts had viewed circling Luna. Death, as if nothing had ever lived on this world.

“Good God.” That was Chuck, unable to contain the exclamation, and I couldn’t blame him. “How the hell did they do this?”

“Gib,” I said, mouth dry as if I’d just run a ten K race without stopping for water, “is there any weapon that could have done this?”

No answer right away. Gib at a loss for words was rare enough that I took note of it.

“No,” he finally said, voice soft, hard to hear, as if he were speaking to me from across the hundreds of miles between our fighters rather than over the radio. “There was…there was the antimatter weapon the Anguilar used in the Nova Eclipse, but that broke the planet to pieces. This just…burned it up.” I couldn’t see him, but I knew Gib well enough to picture him shaking his head in disbelief. “I…not only could I not tell you what weapon they used for this, I couldn’t even tell you why they’d want to. It would take a million particle cannons on ten thousand ships all surrounding the planet and firing at the same time…it doesn’t make any sense.”

“There’s the moon,” Laranna said, nodding forward. “There were military and industrial outposts on it last time we came.”

There weren’t now. It wasn’t habitable, of course, not as big as Earth’s satellite, not nearly large enough to hold down an atmosphere. Its fate was different from its mother world, not flash-fried. Instead, where each of the military outposts or industrial facilities had been was a crater, but not a meteor crater. I’d seen plenty of those. No, this was again more in the nature of a volcanic eruption, as if the destruction had come from within rather than without. It made no sense.

“Guys,” Giblet said, an edge to his voice, a sudden change from the hesitant shock of a few seconds before, “I’m picking up something just past the orbit of the moon. I think it’s a ship.”

“Fall in off my port wing,” I told him, eyes narrowing. I’d been treating all this as something that was long over, a graveyard, nearly forgetting it was also a crime scene. And the murderer might still be around. “Cover me.”

It was hard for me to remember a time when I hadn’t been a pilot, even though I’d never flown so much as a hang glider before being taken out here by Lenny. Working the controls on the fighter didn’t feel like operating a machine anymore—it was as natural and instinctive as breathing. The Vanguard sprang into motion at my touch, an eager stallion from some ancient battle, rushing to the fight.

Well, I take it back. There was still one part about flying that didn’t feel instinctive, at least in space. Even with gravity resist and inertial compensators, Newton’s First Law still applied, and for every action, there was an equal and opposite reaction. Which meant that when we reached the halfway point to our target, I had to spin the drives on their gimbals and fire them in the other direction to bleed off speed. It wasn’t like the movies, but that made it feel more tangible, more real. More frustrating.

“It’s not under power,” Laranna announced before we were close enough to see it. “No drives, not even maneuvering thrusters to compensate for spin.”

The sensors told the story again, yet again, I wouldn’t believe it until I saw it with my own eyes, and the Vanguard had slowed nearly to a matching orbit before I did. Larger than the Vanguard, larger than a shuttle, the design was very familiar to me.

“It’s an interstellar transport,” Laranna murmured.

“It was,” I agreed.

Now, it was driftwood, wreckage. Whatever had destroyed this planet, this system, had also taken out the transport, though not as comprehensively. The rear quarter of the thing was gone, along with the drives, and what was left was barely held together, bits of what had once filled the holes in the fuselage now orbiting the wreckage in a nebula of destruction.

“It must have been trying for minimum jump distance when they hit it,” Gib judged, his assessment hollow and tinny in the cockpit speakers.

“I’m getting a power reading from inside the fuselage,” Laranna told me, squinting at her instruments. Then her eyes flew wide and she looked up at me. “The signature is consistent with a medical pod. An active one. I think there might be someone alive inside it.”

“God knows how long they’ll stay that way,” I said, trying to remember if anyone had ever told me the stats on one of the things. I thought about calling in the cruiser, but there was still the possibility that the enemy was watching. I made my decision with a heavy sigh at how much this was going to suck. “Gib, I’m going to try to anchor us to the transport so we can jump her back to the cruiser. And I’m gonna be a damned sitting duck while I do it, so you better not leave my ass hanging in the wind.”

“Relax, Charlie,” he assured me. “When have I ever let you down?”

“You really want me to answer that?”

“I mean lately,” he clarified.

Laranna eyed me sidelong but said nothing. She knew that if we both sounded a little too irreverent in the face of the deaths of billions of people, it was because we couldn’t afford to deal with that right now. We had to get that medical pod back to the ship…and hope whoever was in it could tell us what the hell happened here.

Before it had the chance to happen again.
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“Are they gonna make it?”

It was probably too soon to ask the question, given that the medical crew had just pried the auto-doc capsule out of the transport’s cockpit and manhandled it onto a cargo sled, but the damned thing had taken forever to get anchored to the Vanguard, and if it was all for nothing…

“Can’t tell anything yet,” the Peboktan officer snapped, and probably would have told me to go to hell if it hadn’t been…well, me. He motioned for his crew to hurry. “Move it! Get this thing to the infirmary!” Hesitating, he looked back over his shoulder at me. “The pod still has power to it, but it’s been active for weeks. They’re not designed for that.”

I tried to sneak a look through the dark plastic or glass or whatever the pod was made out of but only caught a glimpse of an indistinct humanoid form through the oxygenated fluid that filled the thing before the sled floated around the corner and out of my view. Behind me, Giblet took a long look at the remains of the transport and shaped a silent whistle.

“How the hell did the pod make it through that?” he wondered, motioning at the mirror-smooth edges of the holes burned through the little ship. “They’d almost have to have been trying to miss it.”

I grunted noncommittally, not because it wasn’t a miracle the pod had survived but because the numerous rents in the fuselage made it clear that no one had been trying to miss the little ship. The wrecked transport seemed out of place sitting in the hangar bay amidst Vanguards and Starblades and shuttles, like an NTSB investigation team had hauled the remains of a plane crash into an active airport. But no aeronautical sleuths circled this wreckage searching for clues, and none likely would. The transports did have the galactic equivalent of a black box recorder, but I knew the general area where it was installed, and there was a charred, twisted mass of metal where that part of the control console had been.

“Commander, you have a moment?”

I turned at the familiar voice, surprised to see Captain Jonns down here in the bay. True, we’d jumped to hyperspace right after the Vanguards had docked with the wreckage, just to be safe, but the short, stocky Vanadzor didn’t like leaving the bridge when he was on duty. That, combined with the strained expression on his canary-yellow face, were signs that he hadn’t come down here for idle curiosity.

“What’s up, Captain?” I asked him as the others gathered round. Jonns glanced aside at them with a flicker of discomfort, as if he wasn’t sure he could tell me this in front of them, which really piqued my curiosity. “You can say whatever you have to say to everyone here,” I reminded him. I figured his real concern had to be Chuck, since everyone in the resistance knew and trusted Laranna and Giblet.

“Yes, sir,” he said, nodding, though I could tell he was still hesitant. “We…we accessed the sensor data from your fighters and ran it through the energy signature analysis, then sent the data down to our engineering crew.” Jonns shrugged. “Budokan, the Chief Engineer, is a Peboktan, and he’s a genius when it comes to that sort of thing.”

Chuck winced, and I knew what he was thinking because we’d talked about it over a few beers more than once. To him, the assumption that all Peboktan were great engineers or all Strada were deadly warriors was too close to racial stereotyping, and I got that, but things were different out here. Most of the planetary populations had been cut down to the tens of millions during the Centennial War and their societies had specialized out of necessity. Not to mention that Peboktan had been destroyed by the Anguilar, which meant that most of the survivors had been hired out as engineers.

“What did he say?” I prompted before Chuck could lecture him about all Peboktan not being alike. Jonns’s frown deepened.

“That’s the thing, sir. According to Budokan, the signatures are identical to the zero-point energy from power cells.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Laranna objected. “There’s no way to use zero-point energy as a weapon.”

“That we know of,” Giblet added. “But yeah, I think if anyone could have figured out a way to use a power cell as a bomb, it would have been Lenny and the Creators.”

Lenny and the Creators sounded like a sixties folk band, but now didn’t seem like the right time to make that joke.

“Maybe,” I allowed. “We’ll ask him about it when we see him again. Captain Jonns, have your people run a scan of the transport and make sure we didn’t miss anything. Sensors, optical cameras, logs, any sort of recordings that might have been stored anywhere. Go over every system before you toss the wreckage, got it?”

“Yes, sir.” The deference toward me by a starship captain would have been more daunting if I didn’t know that Jonns had been a second-shift weapons officer on Liberator Three until a couple months ago. “If there’s anything there, we’ll find it.”

“We’re heading to the infirmary,” I told him. “Call me if you get anything.”

Jonns hurried off to assign the techs to the search, and once he was around the corner, Chuck tossed a middle finger in his general direction.

“Does that little prick think I don’t know I’m the one he didn’t want to talk in front of?”

“He doesn’t know you,” I explained. “And this is…big.”

“Well, sure it’s big. There are billions of people dead and some gigantic threat out there that can destroy whole planets. But doesn’t he think I’ve already figured that out?”

“It ain’t that, big guy,” Gib corrected, shaking his head. “It’s the power cells. Right now, they’re pretty damned valuable—you can’t run a hyperdrive or a particle cannon or defense shields without them. But they’re not especially controlled. Everybody who can afford them can get them because no one thinks they’re dangerous in and of themselves. But if you can use them as weapons…”

Chuck nodded, finally getting it.

“Yeah, I suppose that would be some compartmentalized intelligence.”

“It’s also premature,” I cautioned. “We don’t know anything yet. I’m going to the infirmary to check on that auto-doc pod.”

“I’ll go with you,” Laranna offered.

“I don’t want to crowd the techs in there,” I said to Chuck and Gib, “so why don’t you two go grab something to eat? I’ll call if there’s any news.”

And I hoped Chuck wouldn’t take that as a sign I didn’t trust him with what we found out. He looked over to Gib and shrugged.

“All right, as long as you’re going to be ordering regular food and not that squiggly worm stuff I’ve seen you eat.”

“I’ll have you know those are a delicacy among my people,” Gib said with mock indignation. “But naw. I got used to your food back when Dani and I were…” His expression sobered. “Come on, you big doofus. Let’s get something to eat.”

It had been months now, and Gib still wasn’t over Dani’s death. I didn’t think any of us were. Killing Zan-Tar and defeating the Anguilar had been satisfying, cathartic, necessary…but it hadn’t brought her back. She’d been Gib’s lover, one of my best friends, my first connection to the modern world. Billions of strangers had just died, and not even that was enough to keep her out of Gib’s thoughts.

“It’s not penetrating yet,” Laranna said, tugging at my arm, pulling me toward the infirmary. “What’s happened here.” She nodded back the way Chuck and Gib had gone. “They’re not thinking about the people on the planet yet, and neither are you.”

“It’s scary,” I confessed, cocking an eyebrow at her, “how well you read my mind. Are you sure the Strada aren’t secretly telepathic?”

“There’s no such thing as telepathy,” she scoffed, smacking me on the shoulder. “Focus.”

A mixed team of Copperell and Peboktan passed us in the corridor, carrying scanning equipment to examine the transport, and I waited until the last of them was out of earshot before I spoke again.

“When people do hear about this,” I said softly, not for fear of being overheard but more out of respect for the dead, “they’re either going to panic or go into denial. The war just ended, and everyone wants to get on with their lives. No one is going to want to deal with some new enemy.”

“Now it’s starting to penetrate,” she said with a knowing glance my way.

“Shit.”

We fell silent except to exchange polite greetings with passing crewmembers. None of them asked us about Fillios, maybe an indication of how right Laranna was about everyone’s reaction. Or maybe none of them knew enough about the Fillians to care. That was a distinct possibility since the government there had a policy of isolationism during the Centennial War and the Anguilar occupation, and isolationism meant something completely different when it was hundreds of light-years instead of thousands of miles. Besides Gib, Laranna, and me, no outsider had seen the surface of Fillios for hundreds of years. And now, no one would ever see it again.

Most of the medical bay seemed deserted, the beds that would have held patients empty, the entire medical staff crammed into one compartment like soldiers on leave gathered to watch a crap game. I didn’t know the doc on this ship, the chief medical officer. She was a Peboktan, which was unusual, though I suppose it shouldn’t have been since running a medical bay with this kind of technology was a lot like being an engineer. I suppose it was xenophobic of me, but I was glad I didn’t need medical attention on this trip because for all that Peboktan were generally good people, there was still a little too much insect mixed in with their humanoid.

“Commander,” she greeted me with a distracted nod, barely looking away from the instruments connected to an open panel on the side of the auto-doc.

The rest of her crew operated other arcane computer modules that I couldn’t identify, for purposes unknown, and to my primitive backward-ass human sensibilities, they might as well have been witches chanting around a pentagram.

“I was about to call you,” the doctor added, and I wished to hell I could remember her name, but the resistance was way beyond the size where I could recall everyone’s names. “We’ve managed to run a diagnostic on the pod, and I’m afraid the news isn’t good. The Fillion inside the pod was badly wounded, far too badly for the pod to repair. It’s a miracle it’s kept her alive this long, and she doesn’t have more than thirty hours left before it fails. If we were on board one of the Liberators, we might be able to save her, but our medical equipment is Anguilar.”

She sounded apologetic, as if the situation was her fault, the same attitude Peboktan engineers got when any machinery under their care broke down.

“She’s going to die, then?” Laranna sighed, shoulders sagging. I knew the feeling.

“She is. We can…” The Peboktan winced, as if she felt wrong even uttering the words. “We can pull her out now, and there’s a chance she’d regain consciousness, but if we did that, her organs will shut down almost immediately. You might have a few minutes to talk to her. She’ll die either way.”

Laranna put a hand on my arm, the look on her face as guilty as the doc’s wince, and I didn’t need to be a telepath to know what she was thinking. Whoever this survivor was, she might have vital information about what had happened.

“There’s nothing we can do for her?” I asked, not willing to make the concession just yet. “Even taking her out and putting her in one of our own auto-docs wouldn’t help?”

“No, sir,” the doc admitted with obvious reluctance. For an alien who’d never set foot on Earth, much less studied at a human medical school, she sure had a deep commitment to her own version of the Hippocratic Oath. “The auto-doc can’t regrow her organs from nothing, it can only encourage rapid repair. She had massive radiation exposure and would have been bleeding out her eyes if she hadn’t gotten into this thing immediately.”

I nodded, processing the information, saying nothing.

“It’s your decision, Commander,” the doc added, which made me feel so much better.

If I woke her up, I’d be killing her, or at least hastening her death. On the other hand, she wasn’t conscious now and never would be if we left her in the pod. If it had been me, I would have wanted to know I’d accomplished something with my last act in this life. I’d want to know someone had been beside me when I died.

“Wake her up,” I ordered, the words sounding foreign to my ears, as if someone else had said them from over my shoulder. “She needs to talk to us.”

“I wish I could guarantee she’ll be able to,” the doc said with a shrug. She nodded to the technicians at their arcane tasks, and the other medical staff gathered around leaned in almost imperceptibly, their faces expectant. “Open it up.”

Lights flashed yellow and red on more screens than I could follow, and medical technicians snapped incomprehensible phrases at each other that made me wonder if my translation goo needed an update. I suppose I expected the process to be instantaneous, but it took long minutes, and I felt bad for fidgeting impatiently. This woman was about to die, and I resolved to stand with the same somber fortitude that I would have shown at a funeral.

“Okay,” the doc announced finally, grabbing the handles at the seams of the pod and prying.

Nothing. She cursed softly and tried again, then snapped a command at one of her techs. The Copperell abandoned their control panel and put his muscle into trying to pry open the pod’s lid. Both of them grunted like weightlifters trying to break their own personal max at bench press, and I took a step forward to help when the pod split open with a hiss of expelled air, the unmistakable stench of rotting meat escaping with it. Clamping my jaws shut, I tried not to retch.

She wore the same flowing robes I remembered from our visit to Fillios. They’d once been gorgeously appointed, like the garb of a princess in a fantasy, but the scorch marks and dried blood had diminished their luster. The robes covered her from neck to feet and down to her forearms, and the little skin showing was sallow, the white of a corpse. Her face had collapsed in on itself, her cheeks sunken, lips thinned out. I barely recognized her from the last time I’d seen her, but she’d made enough of an impression then that there was no mistaking her.

Laranna hissed as if in sympathetic agony, clutching at my arm.

“Ursula.”

As if the word were a spell, Ursula’s eyes opened wide, and she gasped for breath.

“Charlie,” she croaked, focusing on me immediately. “Help me…”
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“I’m sorry.” It was inadequate, useless, but I didn’t know what else to say. I put a hand on Ursula’s arm, feeling bone through the sleeve of her robe. “I’m sorry we didn’t get here sooner.”

Ursula settled back, giving up on the idea of rising from her high-tech coffin, her breath coming in painful rasps.

“Isn’t there anything you can give her?” Laranna demanded, glaring at the doctor.

“Not if you want her coherent,” the Peboktan said with clinical detachment I couldn’t have reached and would never want to.

“It’s…all right,” Ursula said through clenched teeth. “I knew. Even when I sent that message, I knew it would be too late.” A cough racked her body, and flecks of blood stained her lips. “Too late for us. Our distance from the other inhabited systems kept us safe…until it killed us.”

She closed her eyes, her breath slowing, and I leaned forward, afraid that was it, all she’d get to say. Maybe it was enough closure for her, but it wouldn’t tell us anything useful.

“Ursula?” I said urgently, resisting an urge to shake her awake. As fragile as she felt, I feared she might break into little pieces. Her eyes flickered open again.

“Our ships,” she whispered. “Our orbital platforms, our lunar fortresses…they all self-destructed as soon as the Zha’-Rath came close to them. We sent everything we had at them, and at the end, there was nothing left except this transport.” Ursula’s eyes squeezed shut, her shoulders shaking with tears she couldn’t shed. “I begged my father to evacuate with me, but he refused, saying he would rather die with his world. He told me I had to escape, that someone had to tell the rest of the galaxy what happened to us.” She shook her head, but only slightly, like that was as much movement as she could manage. “I launched, tried to make it to minimum safe jump distance, but they hit me…took out the drives. I put myself in here and didn’t know if I’d ever come out again. How long has it been?”

“Three weeks since we received your message,” Laranna told her. “We came as soon as we got it.”

“You helped us once,” I reminded her. “I wish we could have done more to help you. But the Zha’-Rath…what did they tell you?”

Her eyes opened wide now, in horror and despair.

“They were in our minds, Charlie. They spoke to us all in our thoughts. Everyone at the same time, not like hearing a voice but just suddenly knowing, remembering something you’d always known.” The words came quicker now, slurred, rambling. “They told us that they came to our galaxy in search of an old enemy…the heretics, they called them. They said the heretics had destroyed their brood clutch. I don’t know what that means, but the words were in my head as well, and I know I didn’t get them wrong. The heretics killed their brood clutch, doomed their species, and if we didn’t turn the heretics over to them, they’d devastate one system after another, just as they’d done to ours.”

Ursula’s lips peeled back in a grimace of agony, her back arching so harshly I thought she’d snap her spine, and the only reason she didn’t scream was the lack of breath.

“Give her something for the pain,” I snapped at the doc.

“But she’ll die if I do,” the Peboktan began, but I cut her off.

“I don’t give a damn. Give it to her.”

She nodded, rummaging in one of the instrument trays for an injector, and I turned to the two dozen medical staff still clustered round us like the extras in a high school production of a Shakespeare play.

“Get the hell out of here,” I told them. “All of you, now. Get out!”

If it hadn’t been for the billions of dead out there and the one dying in here, I might have indulged in a laugh at the awkward haste of the technicians scrambling out of the compartment, pushing past each other in shamed obedience. But the dead were out there, the dying in here, and I simply glared after them as the doc administered the painkiller to Ursula.

It took effect almost immediately, and the Fillian woman relaxed, her breathing returning to normal…or as normal as it was going to get. Her eyelids fluttered, vision going out of focus, and when she spoke again, it was with the strained determination of someone who knew they didn’t have much time.

“They said…that they’re going to make a new brood clutch here. In this galaxy. They couldn’t do it to us.” She stopped, sucked in a labored breath, and I knew there wouldn’t be many more of them. “They couldn’t do it with us because of our defenses. They couldn’t get past them without killing too many of us. That was why they demanded we surrender. They need a living world…they want to use the worlds of their enemies, the heretics. If we don’t hand them over, they’ll use another, use the people there to breed their young. And if we don’t let them, they’ll just keep killing our worlds until we do.”

Ursula squeezed her eyes shut, and when they opened again, her focus was directly into mine. She grabbed my arm with desperate strength, nails digging into my skin.

“Don’t let them do to other worlds what they did to mine.”

Her fingers slipped away, and her head fell back to the cushioned inside of the pod, one last hiss of breath escaping.

“She’s gone,” the doc announced, looking at the readouts rather than the body. Maybe Peboktan were better at being engineers than anything else.

Laranna leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. Not crying because Ursula wasn’t her friend, but sorrowful for the loss of someone who’d done her best to help us when none of the rest of her people would.

“Sir.” Not the doc, this was her Copperell technician. His tone and expression were tentative, hesitant. “I…uh…none of us know anything about the Fillians. Do they have any rituals or anything? What should we do with the body?”

The poor guy sounded like he thought I was about to bite his head off and maybe that was my fault for yelling at the onlookers, but he actually had a reason for being in here and seemed to care about Ursula as a person, not as an ethical dilemma.

“The Fillians,” Laranna said softly, “lived and died to protect their homeworld. She’d want to be laid to rest there.”

I nodded, then turned to the doc. I didn’t want to trust this to one of her functionaries. She either needed to learn to care about her patients or find some other job.

“What’s your name?”

The Peboktan blinked, this question apparently the last one she expected.

“Venallan. Venallan of the Granulan line. The last of the line.”

“Sorry,” I told her, remembering that what had happened to Fillios had also happened to her world not that long ago. “There are so many new ships and crews, I haven’t met everyone yet. Look, Venallan, this woman is important to us. She stayed alive through an effort of will just to warn us. I want you to handle this personally. I’m going to have the captain jump back to Fillios, and when we get there, I want this auto-doc, with Ursula sealed inside, dropped out in an escape pod. Can you do that for me? For her?”

Dr. Venallan nodded, and even though it was harder to read the expression of a Peboktan than, for instance, a Copperell or a Strada, I thought there might have been regret in her eyes.

“I’ll take care of it, sir,” she assured me. “I’ll get her home.”
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The doctor kept her word.

She wasn’t there when the rest of us gathered in the hangar bay to watch the escape pod launch, but I whispered a thank you as the dot of light separated from the hull of the cruiser and arced silently toward the circle of Fillios.

“We’re taking a big chance here,” Gib reminded me, arms crossed as he stood to my left, staring at the curve of the planet through the airtight launch field.

“It’s not that big of a risk,” I countered, nodding at the open launch doors. “The force field is pretty reliable.”

Gib scowled at me.

“I meant coming back here. Coming close enough to launch the pod into the planet. If these Zha’-Rath guys are still around, they could catch us before we reach jump distance.”

“Why the hell would they come back?” Chuck wondered. He wouldn’t look straight at the field, averting his eyes as if he believed that staring out into open space would somehow cause the barrier to fail and we’d all get sucked into the vacuum. “They did a pretty thorough job here. The question is, what are we going to do about this?” He motioned at Fillios, daring a glance out of the corner of his eye at the ruined world. “They killed everyone. Everyone in the whole system, just to make a point. And we don’t even know who they are.”

The tiny flicker of reflected sunlight that was the pod disappeared into the shadow of the planet’s dark side. Somewhere down there, witnessed only by whatever god the Fillians worshipped, Ursula’s remains merged with her world. Was she watching? Did she care? I’d told Laranna that I didn’t care what they did with my body after I was dead, that I wouldn’t be using it anymore. I didn’t want to be buried because, as Poppa Chuck had said so often, it was a waste of 150 cubic feet or so of real estate. I’d suggested launching my body into the closest star since that was as near as you could come to cosmic recycling.

Maybe, if Ursula’s spirit was watching, she cared that we cared.

“We don’t know who they are,” I agreed. “But we know someone who does.”

“You mean the Anguilar,” Laranna guessed, looking away from the planet that had become a grave. “But we just destroyed most of their civilization. Do you really think they’ll be in the mood to help us?”

“I think Danaan owes us everything,” I pointed out. “It’s time to call in that marker.” I pulled out my commlink and tapped the control to connect me with the bridge. “Captain Jonns, take us out of orbit and head for minimum jump distance.”

“Copy that, Commander. What’s our destination? Back to Earth? Or would you like me to drop you and Laranna at Sanctuary?”

Wincing, I exchanged a look with Laranna. Just three weeks ago, we’d said we were stepping away from all this, that we’d done our share. But there was no doubt in her eyes, no walking away.

“No,” I decided. “We have more work to do before we go home. Set course for Copperell.”

“Oh, great,” Giblet muttered, slapping the control to close the physical doors for the hangar bay. The huge metal curtains slid into place with a glacial lumber, and Chuck finally relaxed. “Does anyone besides me remember what happened the last time you went there?”

“I remember it very well,” I assured him. I remembered it like a knife plunging through my guts, remembered the woman named Grenalane who had sacrificed her life in order for Val and me to escape.

“Then why the hell would you want to go back?” he demanded, spreading his hands in a helpless gesture. “We have comms, and they’ll probably answer now that we’re all not trying to kill each other. Why not just call them?”

Laranna answered for me, and given that I was just about to say the same thing, I really had to question that whole thing about telepathy not being real.

“Because some things,” she said, “need to be done face-to-face.”
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“We should go down with you,” Chuck insisted, jaw set mulishly as he stood beside the open hatch of the Vanguard. “Just the two of you and one Vanguard, you’ll be easy pickings surrounded by all those Anguilar.”

“Oh?” Laranna paused midway up the steps to the cockpit and looked back over her shoulder at Chuck, cocking an eyebrow his way. “And four of us in two fighters will make us virtually invulnerable, I suppose?”

“If they want us dead,” I told him, clapping a hand on his shoulder, “then we’re dead. We have one cruiser, and they have dozens, not to mention all those orbital weapons platforms, fighter wings, and tens of thousands of infantry they can throw at us.”

“Are you trying to make me feel better?” he asked, shaking his head. “Because I think your pitch needs a little work.”

“Oh, don’t even bother, dude,” Giblet warned him, waving dismissively. “He’s not gonna listen. I mean, he could at least take me along. After all, I actually have a chance to save his ass without pulling a gun, but does he want me to come? Naw.”

“Gib,” I said with a heavy sigh, “you know better than anyone how Anguilar feel about Varnell. Laranna and I don’t look that different from the Copperell, but if you went down there, not a one of them would be able to see past their prejudices.” I shrugged. “I mean, if we were here with our entire fleet, laying down the law and telling them to abide by the terms of the ceasefire or pay the price, then I’d take you down there in a heartbeat because to hell with what they think. But we need their help.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he conceded, rolling his eyes. “Maybe I should have kept that Anguilar makeover that Lenny gave me for our mission to the Redoubt. They all loved me when they thought I was one of their own.”

“We like you the way you are,” Laranna told him, stepping back out of the cockpit to kiss Gib on the cheek. “You’re one of our own, and we all love you for it.”

It’d been a while since I’d seen Gib blush, but he did now, and didn’t do a very good job of concealing the smile that wanted to break through his cynical expression.

“Make sure you’re ready to come pull our asses out of the fire if we need you,” I said, waving at him as I followed Laranna into the fighter. “Gotta have someone I trust watching my back, right?”

“Oh, you hairless monkey,” he said, grinning, “you know I’ll always be here to save your butt when you screw things up.”

Gib and Chuck waved one last time before the door shut and I strapped into the pilot’s seat. Not that long ago, I would have surrendered it to Laranna, but I’d gotten a lot better at flying since we’d acquired the Vanguards. I shot her a sidelong glance as I prepped the bird for takeoff, the corner of my mouth turning up.

“Since when did you get so touchy-feely? The Laranna I remember from when we first met would have smacked Gib upside the head and told him to stop moping.”

“The Laranna you remember from when we first met,” she countered, scowling, “would have as soon killed you as look at you, and double that for a Varnell. I hope we’ve all changed a little since then.”

The engines rumbled to life, gravity-resist lifting us off the hangar bay deck, and I shoved the fighter forward with a tiny burst of the maneuvering thrusters, spinning the Vanguard toward the hangar door. Laranna waited until the relative silence of our languid float out of the ship’s atmosphere before continuing.

“Besides, Gib is”—she pressed her lips together thoughtfully, as if searching for the right word—“adrift. Ever since the end of the war. He killed Zan-Tar, and I think he’s dealing with the reality that it didn’t solve anything, just left him without a purpose.”

“I guess we need to find him one, then,” I mused, then fell silent as the view outside the hangar bay struck me.

Copperell. The very sight of the place sent a cold shiver up my back, a familiar fear that I had a hard time convincing myself wasn’t warranted anymore…

The Anguilar had a century to fortify and exploit Copperell, and they hadn’t been sitting on their hands. There was a ring around Copperell, but not a ring of dust and debris like the one around Saturn. This ring was metal. We were still too far away to see the details even with the telescopic cameras in the nose of the transport, but the glittering silver of the orbital structures twisted into rings and spirals and stretched out in broad strands. And those were just the fixed structures. Between them streamed swarms of glowing gnats, barely visible except as points of light against the darkness of Copperell’s nightside. Shuttles, maybe, or orbital transfer vehicles going from one installation to another.

That wasn’t even counting the ships launching from the surface. Those were harder to see on the dark side, invisible to the cameras until they got high enough to catch the sunlight coming around the terminator from the day side. But when they reached that altitude, it was as if they were created ex nihilo by some miracle of a technologically minded God, speeding off on their divine missions.

The Anguilar cruisers patrolling the cislunar space between the moon and high orbit looked anything but divine, though. They were demons from the depths of Hell, fiery bat-winged monsters ravening through the darkness, sniffing for our blood.

I shook the memory away, the raw terror I’d felt when Val and I smuggled ourselves onto this world. The utter dread gnawing at my guts the whole time we’d been down there. I couldn’t surrender to it, or I’d never be able to get out of my own head the whole time.

“Vanguard One, this is Copperell Control.”

The voice startled me out of my fugue, obviously Anguilar and just as obviously annoyed at having to deal with me.

“Copy, Control,” Laranna replied, “this is Vanguard One requesting clearance to land at Military Headquarters primary spaceport.”

How, I wondered, did she manage to sound so calm? Maybe because she hadn’t been here before, though that was probably selling her short. Laranna didn’t get spooked. Traffic control didn’t respond for a moment, and it was even money if it was because the guy was asking his boss for permission or just being an asshole by making us wait.

“Vanguard One,” he finally replied, and if it was possible to detect someone’s nose stuck in the air over an audio-only broadcast, this guy was definitely doing it. “You are cleared for landing at Secure Platform Three-Seven A at level Fourteen on Tower Two. You will follow our navigational signal in to this landing platform, and you will not deviate unless you wish to be fired upon. Am I clear, Vanguard One?”

I should have let Laranna respond, should have stayed above the fray and acted like a diplomat instead of a military commander, but that was the problem…I wasn’t a diplomat. Mashing down the transmit key, I leaned over the audio pickup for the pilot’s seat and spoke with deliberate enunciation.

“Copperell Control, this is Charlie Travers. We copy your instructions and will comply…but let me remind you and your superiors that any hostile action against us will be considered an act of war by the resistance and will result in the restart of the military conflict between the Empire and the resistance. And that’ll be on you. Are we clear?”

Again a long pause, but this time when the answer came, there was much less attitude in the Anguilar’s tone. Not exactly apologetic, but maybe a hint of panic.

“Commander Travers, your message is received and understood. Please rest assured, no action will be taken against you as long as you follow traffic control instructions. We’re sending you a guidance beacon now.”

I grunted but didn’t acknowledge the order, though I did link the fighter’s navigational system to the beam. Although I never would have admitted it to Mr. Traffic Control, if I was forced to be honest, the beacon was a relief. The orbital space above Copperell was a nightmare maze of flying metal, and as proficient a pilot as I’d managed to become, I doubt I could have navigated through it on manual.

“Now who’s changed?” Laranna teased, double-checking the comm controls to make sure her mic wasn’t on. “I don’t recall the Charlie I met coming out of stasis on the Liberator being quite so belligerent.”

“Yeah, I didn’t know the Anguilar as well then as I do now,” I allowed. “I used to think they were scary. This reminds me of a joke Poppa Chuck used to tell,” I went on as I tapped the command code into the nav console.

“He was your grandfather?”

“He was the best. He really raised me as much as anyone. He liked to tell a joke about a British World War Two veteran who’d served as a bomber pilot in the RAF. He got a job after the war flying a commercial airliner for British Airways, and eventually his job took him on a flight into Germany. He landed his plane at the Frankfurt airport and was looking for a gate to park it at, but the comms with the control tower got really confused. Eventually, the tower got really frustrated with the pilot and asked him if he'd ever been to Frankfurt airport before. The pilot replied, ‘yes, but it was 1944, it was dark, and I didn't land.’”

I chuckled, grinning at her, and got a blank stare in return.

“I have,” she said, “the vaguest idea of what World War Two was, and the fact that it involved Germany, but other than that, you may as well have been speaking another language.”

“I guess you had to be there,” I conceded. “But Poppa Chuck thought it was hilarious.” Sighing theatrically, I nudged the controls forward and throttled back the drives to match the nav instructions. “I thought it would take longer, you know?” At her curious look, I went on, suppressing a grin. “That stage of our marriage where you don’t laugh at my jokes anymore. I suppose once we have a kid, you’ll be nagging at me to take out the garbage and stop spending my nights at the bar with Val and the other veterans.”

“It’s a good thing we’ve watched some of your movies and television shows together,” she said, rolling her eyes, “or I might think you were serious.”

“Oh, look,” I said, nodding at the cockpit’s viewscreen. “Company.”

For all my threats that attacking us would create a new outbreak of hostilities, they’d still sent a fighter squadron to escort us down. The Starblades circled behind us and fell into a formation that just happened, by coincidence, to provide them all with a good firing arc on the Vanguard without danger of blue-on-blue casualties. Which was more tactical a maneuver than I usually saw from their forces, and I had to wonder if that had been Zan-Tar’s work. He’d been a real Otto von Bismark or maybe a Gaius Marius, reforming the Anguilar military, and if it hadn’t been for our desperate Hail Mary pass scoring a touchdown, Zan-Tar would probably have wound up Emperor.

“I wonder if they know we could blow all of them out of the sky without breaking a sweat?” Laranna asked, sniffing disdainfully at the Starblades.

“Oh, I think they do. They’re probably hoping just as hard as we are that this all works out peacefully. Nobody wants another war.”

Particularly me. And yet, here I was, searching for a new enemy.

They didn’t land us at the spaceport, which I’d already had a hunch they wouldn’t. It made sense. The spaceport was huge and open, like the parking lot at a football stadium, and putting our bird down there would have meant parading the two of us past the entire population. A lot of that population was Anguilar, and the fact the two of us had been personally responsible for bringing down their empire and killing their leadership might still be a little raw.

Instead, the course we’d been given took us through the center of the city, the military headquarters—I didn’t remember if it had any other name, nor did it need one. No other city in the entire galaxy could compare to this one, at least for sheer size and industrial brutality. Not an inch of artistry or creativity in the monolithic, cyclopean gray of its towers. And yet perhaps beneath the harsh and unyielding ugliness lurked a subtle artifice, a psychological lesson to be learned by those who’d dared to oppose the empire.

That could also mean the entire city needed a makeover now, but I’d leave that to the Anguilar to figure out. At the moment, I was more concerned with coloring inside the lines, staying on that nav beacon course, not because I was worried that those hovering Starblades would smack me down at the slightest deviation but because I’d run us straight into one of those ugly, hard-edged towers if I went off course. I might have been too hard on that traffic control guy.

But the Vanguard’s flight-assist computers were designed not to let us do anything stupid—by accident, anyway—and I probably could have gotten away with taking my hands off the controls and letting the autopilot land us. I didn’t, though, because it felt unnatural. Chuck had told me about self-driving cars, and it had sounded absolutely terrifying. The landing platform protruded out of the side of the highest tower of the bunch, a cancerous growth over a hundred yards across, though it still seemed like a narrow ledge outside a window next to the sheer bulk of the massive building, hundreds of stories tall.

And on that narrow ledge, I had to touch down a bird the size of a B-52 bomber, which gave me very little leeway for error.

“You want me to drive?” Laranna asked, and if I didn’t shoot her a dirty look, it was only because I was afraid to take my eyes off the main screen as I slowed the Vanguard to a hover, its drives swung nearly vertical on their gimbal mounts. “Just kidding,” she added, which might have been true since I deserved it after my earlier comments about our marriage.

Either way, I couldn’t shift concentration to coming up with a fitting rejoinder. My entire focus was on gradually, hesitantly, excruciatingly reducing thrust to the drives at just the right pace to lower us gently onto that platform without landing hard enough to bounce. You might think that would be easy with gravity resist, but as Lenny—and before he passed, Brazzo—were so fond of saying, it was gravity resist, not gravity overcome. If they’d had full-tilt antigravity, they could have moved entire planets. Not that I understood either idea in detail, but in practice, it meant that even though space fighters could take a lot more gravitational stress during maneuvers, they could still crash if the pilot screwed up bad enough.

A roaring filled my ears, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the drives or the side effect of holding my breath, but both possibilities ended when the landing gear touched the surface of the pad and I cut the thrust with a smooth pull on the throttle. And let out a long sigh.

“Taking off should be easier,” Laranna reasoned, yanking free of her harness while I was still sitting back in my chair and collecting myself.

“I should have brought Giblet along,” I said, shaking my head.

“Giblet wouldn’t have let you fly.”

Which was inarguable and hard to come back against, so my mouth was shut when the hatch opened, probably the best thing. I hadn’t expected to see both Danaan and Von-To standing on the platform to meet us and surely hadn’t expected the honor guard behind them. A half a dozen armored troopers lined up like they were on a parade field, and if every single one of them carried a pulse rifle, at least the weapons were slung rather than pointed at us.

“Charlie! Laranna!” Danaan spread her arms wide in greeting, her smile looking genuine…or at least as genuine as a politician could manage. And I had to remind myself that she was indeed a politician nowadays. She certainly looked it, her flowing white robes a stark difference from the utilitarian coveralls she’d worn back in the female enclave on the Redoubt. “It’s so wonderful to see you again!”

“Yes,” Von-To agreed, his own welcoming expression not nearly so believable. “What a wonderful and unexpected surprise to have you visit the Imperial Headquarters so soon.”

So soon after we blew up the Redoubt and the Emperor with it, he didn’t say, though I heard it loud and clear anyway. Danaan must have heard it, too, from the dirty look she gave Von-To, but by the time she turned back to us, it had transformed back into a smile.

“We’ve prepared our finest guest room for you,” she said, motioning back toward the open double-doors into the tower. “If you’ll come with us, we’d be happy to escort you to them.”

“Of course,” I told her, nodding and returning the smile. I kept it pasted across my face as I glanced back over my shoulder at Laranna, speaking softly through clenched teeth. “Lock the door behind us.”
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It was quickly obvious why we had the honor guard.

It wasn’t to make sure Laranna and I wouldn’t start a revolution or blow up Copperell, although that might have seemed a distinct possibility given our record behind Anguilar lines. Those armed guards were there to protect us, to make sure the venomous glares from the Anguilar military officers and political functionaries we passed in the broad corridors didn’t turn into something more violent.

And they would have. Maybe the Anguilar were beaten, maybe the war was over, but for the males here at Copperell, who’d never seen an enemy ship in orbit, never had enemy boots on their ground, none of that seemed real. The two of us being here, walking down their corridors like we owned the place, that was all too real.

“They’re like the people in Berlin after World War One,” I said softly aside to Laranna as we walked. “They never heard about their army losing a battle, and they don’t believe they lost the war.”

“The fact that there was a World War One would make it pretty obvious there was a World War Two even if I didn’t already know,” she replied, fingers clenching as if they yearned for a weapon. “Which isn’t very comforting.”

Danaan and Von-To did not walk beside us, I noted, instead lagging back at the rear of the soldiers surrounding us. That might have been because they didn’t want to get in the way of the line of fire of our guards in an emergency, but my cynical side was convinced that the reason was more political than tactical.

“Maybe Gib was right,” Laranna added. “Maybe this was something we could have called about.”

I didn’t point out that she’d agreed with me that we should come in person because it seemed like a bad husband move, but I did sigh in relief when we boarded the elevator. The cars were large here, but the guards held off any other prospective passengers, and once the doors closed, we were shut off from the glares and silent promises of violence. I expected Danaan to talk to us in the privacy of the lift, but she and Von-To kept silent, which made me wonder how much they trusted our honor guard. Unless they were worried about being spied on even inside the elevator. Chuck and Dani had informed me how easy it was to listen in on people with the technology back home on Earth, and I had to think it would be much easier for the Anguilar, particularly on their headquarters world. The only thing that had kept Val and me safe when we’d come wasn’t that they lacked security cameras but that they lacked the computer systems to monitor them automatically, and no one had been looking for us.

When the doors opened again, there were no angry faces, no faces at all. Wherever the lift had taken us was nearly deserted, a sea of closed and locked doors until we reached one that was open. Here, away from the prying eyes of others, Danaan and Von-To accompanied us inside. The room was nice, I had to admit, particularly given the Mordor-like exterior of this structure, hung with colorful tapestries that I supposed were artistic in the eyes of an Anguilar but that looked more like a child’s finger-painting to me. Despite their amateurish appearance, at least they were a change from dull gray and antiseptic white, and the bed even looked comfortable, if not what I was used to—a round cushion flat on the floor without any sort of mattress.

“Wait for us outside,” Danaan told the commander of the squad guarding us, then shut the door in his face and turned back to us.

“Alone at last,” I murmured, cocking an eyebrow at her. “I know why we’re here, but it’s pretty obvious you two want to talk to us about something.”

“Your people are unhappy with the ceasefire,” Laranna guessed. “That much is obvious just from looking at them.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” Von-To said, snorting a laugh. There was a stool against the wall, and he took a seat there, rubbing a hand through his feather-like hair. “This entire world—and the remnants of the Empire that it represents—is close to coming apart at the seams.”

“I’d like to say that General Von-To is overstating matters,” Danaan interjected, and my eyebrows shot up at Von-To’s overnight promotion from colonel, “but sadly, he’s correct.” She didn’t deign to attempt to find a chair, standing straight with her arms crossed. “The only thing that’s kept a lid on the situation is the threat of the fleet.” She shrugged. “Well, that and the Copperell.”

Von-To grunted in a cross between agreement and scorn.

“Yeah, as if we didn’t have enough to sell everyone on. I think they could have lived with shipping any of them out who wanted to leave, but the idea of involving the ones who stay in the governance of the planet is a non-starter. The Copperell are slaves, and they have been for centuries.” Laranna’s eyes flared with anger, and she took a step toward him, but Von-To held up a restraining hand. “That’s not what I think, but it is what all the old guard here believes.”

And I could buy that as much as I wanted. Von-To was morally flexible enough to do a full split, and I doubt there was any belief he’d hold to fiercely enough to allow it to jeopardize his position.

“Worrying about a Copperell uprising is all that’s keeping half the military officers here from launching an armed rebellion,” Danaan added. “We may have the ships, but they won’t do us any good unless we’re willing to bombard our own cities…and they know we’re not.”

“They know they need the females and are going to have to make some kind of deal to share power,” Von-To told us. “But the idea of reproducing and continuing the species is a bit esoteric at the moment, and the whole thing about losing the war and having to free the Copperell is more pressing. I think they figure if they seize power, make things go back to the way they were, that the females will…give up or something. That they won’t be able to hang onto the fleet and won’t have the unity to stay with their plan.”

“They’ll find out differently,” Danaan said.

“Before or after everything goes to hell?”

“What do you want us to do about it?” I demanded, getting the picture but not liking where the conversation was heading. “Because I can tell you right now, there’s no way the resistance is going to send troops to occupy this world.”

“Well, there goes plan A,” Von-To sighed.

“I told you they wouldn’t go for it,” Danaan said, scowling at the male Anguilar. She extended a hand toward us like she was about to ask for donations to UNICEF on a late-night TV commercial. “There’s one other thing you could do. We’ve convened a meeting of the emergency provisional council, basically every male who holds power on this world, for tomorrow evening. We’d like you to come and address them.”

“What?” I blurted, goggling at her in disbelief. “The one thing everyone here can probably agree on is that Laranna and I are public enemy number one. If we get up in front of all the VIPs on Copperell, the most likely outcome is that they’ll carry us out on their shoulders and hang us from the nearest light post. Or whatever convenient post you guys have to hang people from.”

“They haven’t accepted what’s happened out there,” Von-To explained, looking as if he agreed with my assessment. “Maybe if they hear it from you, they’ll…believe.” He shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else we can do.”

I shook my head and was about to offer the both of them a flat no, but Laranna’s expression brought me up short. I gave her a pleading look, but she spread her hands in resignation.

“We’re the ones who convinced the females to do this,” she reminded me. “We can’t just leave them to fall back into the same oppression they faced on the Redoubt.”

My eyes hurt. Lack of sleep, most likely. I hadn’t been able to turn my brain off since seeing what had happened to Fillios, and all of this bullshit was getting us no closer to solving that mystery. And yet…

“Fine,” I acceded. “I’ll go in front of your council. But if you’re going to put me up to this, I want intelligence about every pigheaded son of a gun who’s going to be attending. And once we do this for you, we have some questions of our own, and you’d better be ready to answer them.”

“Anything you want,” Danaan assured me, dancing from foot to foot like a child who had to pee. “We’ll brief you on the opposition tomorrow morning. Right now, you’re probably tired and hungry. I’ll have food sent for you, and we’ll leave you to get some rest.”

And with that, the two of them got out of the room like they were afraid I’d change my mind, slamming the door shut behind them, leaving me standing there with a bemused expression.

“What the hell?” I asked Laranna. “How did we get suckered into this?”

“The same way we always have,” she sighed, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the bed. “It’s the right thing to do, and you can never say no to doing the right thing.”

“Me?” I protested, nearly tripping as I fell back onto the cushion. “I was going to say no until you told me that we had to do it to help out the females,”

Laranna ignored my protests, lying down beside me and slipping her arms around my neck.

“What the hell are we doing, by the way?” I wondered before she shut me up with a kiss and I suddenly got the idea.

“I’m probably the first Strada to set foot on Copperell in centuries,” she explained, grinning broadly. “Might as well get into the history books for being the first of my people to abuse my welcome with a handsome Earthling…”

“What if they have cameras or bugs in here?” I asked, looking around in sudden paranoia. “I don’t want to wind up on some Anguilar peepshow!”

“The Anguilar are prudes who get embarrassed by public displays of affection,” she reminded me, putting a finger on my chin and turning my face back toward hers. “If anyone is spying on us, this would be the surest way to make sure they turn off the camera.”

I shrugged, conceding the point.

“Well, when you put it like that…”

I pulled her close, then rolled her beneath me, laughing at the thought of some poor Anguilar technician squealing in disgust and turning off his screen, but before we could put our plan into motion, a chime rang at the door. I paused and looked over at it, not sure what the sound signified.

“Is that like a doorbell?” I wondered. “Or is it comm notification? A fire alarm?”

“I don’t know,” Laranna admitted, refastening her shirt. “I’ve never had the pleasure of staying somewhere the Anguilar were worried about disturbing me.”

Another few seconds passed by without further interruption, and I shrugged and turned back to Laranna with every intention of resuming our little countersurveillance project, but, as if some capricious trickster god out of Greek mythology were watching us, waiting for the opportune time, a much-more-conventional knock came at the door. I sighed and rolled off the low, cushion bed and pulled my boots on before I answered the knock.

A young Copperell woman waited outside, her rust-blond hair tied into a ponytail, her gray coveralls marking her as a servant as much as the wheeled tray she pushed ahead of her. Metal lids hid the tray’s contents, but from the smell, I guessed they were dinner rather than the severed head of John the Baptist.

“Pardon me, sir, ma’am,” the woman said, eyes cast downward, probably out of habit. “I was instructed to bring you a meal.”

I lifted the tray and shrugged in acceptance. Anguilar food wasn’t my favorite, but at least they knew enough to leave the bugs out of this one. And at least they didn’t eat their bugs alive like the Varnell.

“Thanks,” I told her, feeling like I should leave a tip. I thought I had a twenty in my wallet, but she probably wouldn’t know what to do with American currency other than use it for toilet paper. “I’ll take it from here,” I added, pulling the tray through the door. She surprised me by looking up, startled, then making a grab for the cart.

“Oh, no, sir! I’m responsible for staying with you, making sure the meal is to your liking, then returning the dishes to the kitchen for recycling. I’d get in trouble if I went back without them.”

Laranna’s frown probably matched my own.

“Trouble with who?” she wanted to know. “What’s your name?”

“Delia, ma’am.” The Copperell woman bowed slightly. “My family has served the Imperial Headquarters for a hundred years.”

“Are you a slave, Delia?” I asked her, hands clenching into fists.

We’d specifically made the abolishment of slavery one of the terms of the ceasefire, and while I might concede that it had only been a few weeks and there might not have been time for Danaan and Von-To to fully implement that measure, sending a slave to serve us on our first visit would have been a particularly stupid way to rub it in our faces that they had no intention of honoring the agreement.

“I…ah, that is, I was, sir,” she stuttered, though her face brightened with a shy smile. “I mean, we’ve all been told by the masters—that is, by the Anguilar—that we’re not slaves anymore. We can leave this place if we wish to go live among our own people on other worlds, or we can stay and continue to work in the roles we now serve and even live in our current quarters if we wish, but we’ll get paid. And we can rent rooms out in the city if we want.”

“And you’ve decided to stay here?” Laranna asked, un-self-consciously pulling a long strip of meat from the plate with her fingers and gulping it down.

“I haven’t made up my mind yet, ma’am,” Delia admitted. “But the thing is…” She shrugged. “Well, to be truthful, I don’t rightly know how to do anything else.”

Laranna just nodded, not speaking with her mouth full, and I found myself mirroring the gesture. It was an old story, if a sad one. I pulled the tray inside and gestured for Delia to come with it.

“Come on in and have a seat,” I told her, motioning toward the lone stool. “Tell us about your life here.”

“Oh, there’s not much to tell,” she allowed, seeming reluctant to sit down in our presence but even more reluctant to disobey our commands, which just made me feel slimy all over. Delia hugged her arms around herself. “My mother had the same duties as me until she was promoted to supervise the servants for three entire levels of this tower. Her mother before her, as well.”

“What about your father?” Not seeing any silverware, I imitated Laranna’s dining techniques and grabbed a strip of what looked like beef in a light sauce, shook the excess off over the plate, and down the hatch. It wasn’t bad. A little salty. I just wished there’d been a couple more chairs. I wondered if the Anguilar expected us to eat the stuff lying down on the bed like the sultan in some old movie.

“I never knew him,” Delia said matter-of-factly, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “He was sent off to the mines when I was just a little baby, and he never came back.”

Which probably meant he’d been worked to death, since that was the usual Anguilar MO for adult male Copperell…at least the ones who didn’t get recruited into the army. I’d become convinced that it wasn’t so much that they needed the manual labor as it was that they didn’t want to leave military-age males standing around with too much time on their hands.

“How do they treat you?” Laranna asked her. “Are things different now?”

“It’s never been that bad for me,” Delia said, shrugging. “I mean…I would like to have been able to meet a good man and have children, but I work too much for that. But I’ve always kept my head down and did what I’m told. I’ve known others though…friends of my mother, mostly. They got older and didn’t have any children, their men had gone to the mines or the army, and they thought they had nothing to lose, so they started…making trouble. The Anguilar would send troops to their quarters and no one would ever hear from them again.” Delia shook herself like a dog shedding water. “That hasn’t happened since Madam”—she stopped and corrected herself as if she’d made the mistake before and had been told better—“Elder Danaan and General Von-To returned with the female Anguilar and their fleet. Since then, many of the women have complained about their conditions and about the men being taken away. And this time, the men who want out of the mines or out of the military have been let go…although they’ve all been told they have to board the ships for the other worlds.”

Laranna shot me a look that I could read by now. Danaan and Von-To might be sticking to the letter of the agreement, but they still weren’t keen on giving the Copperell any real autonomy on their own homeworld.

“There’s still so much to do,” she said, and it was half a statement, half a plea.

“Maybe,” I conceded with a sigh, “I’m going to have to rethink the whole leaving the governing part to other people.”
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The inaugural meeting of the Anguilar Emergency Provisional Council on Governance reminded me all too much of the joint sessions of Congress I’d addressed, which was depressing for both the Americans and the Anguilar. I’m one hundred percent sure that if CNN had been covering this event the same way they had the post-war appearance I’d made, the talking heads would have been commenting on how I wore the same expression of boredom and disdain for both events.

“This is an affront to our traditions!” The Anguilar male slammed his palm down on the dais at the center of the circle.

The circle was smaller than I’d imagined, and so was the Council, given that somewhere around two billion Anguilar lived on this world. I didn’t have an exact count, but there were no more than a thousand of them in the auditorium, and only half of those were at the front of the circle, seated behind the wooden barrier running its perimeter. The others behind were, as I understood it, of lesser status and weren’t allowed to speak without leave from the ones in front.

Which made it even more unusual that Danaan and three of the Grandmothers had taken their place there at the forefront, and which was also what made this ugly asshole so mad. He was a colonel, I think, or maybe a general. It was hard to keep the rank structure straight when the translator was trying to tell me the closest thing that I’d be familiar with, but then an outsider walking into a meeting of the Joint Chiefs at the Pentagon would probably be confused, too.

General Asshole—I think his name was actually something like Azh-Khatol, but my nickname fit him better—had been ranting for nearly a half an hour now, and I had to wonder if the gentleman from Copperell would yield his time to someone who wasn’t a complete dipshit.

“Having females in the Council Hall is, by itself, enough to make the spirits of our ancestors cry out from their graves! But having these”—he gestured at Laranna and me like someone walking a hiking path might warn those following of a venomous snake—“sworn enemies of our people, these primitives who freely admit to conspiring with the females to murder our emperor, present at all is blasphemy! They should be staked out in the sun and cut to pieces slowly, their bodies sent back to their pitiful resistance as a symbol that the Anguilar will never be defeated, not so long as one of our brave males still breathes!”

Sitting one row back from the partition, just behind Danaan and her Grandmothers, I was about to stand up and cut off this guy of my own volition and to hell with their version of Robert’s Rules of Order, but Von-To surprised me by beating me to it.

“Oh, please,” he said, leaning against the railing. “Even you can’t be stupid enough to believe that shit, Azh-Khatol!”

“Shut up, you traitor!” the older Anguilar officer bellowed, spittle flying from his mouth, lit up by the overhead lights in the shadowy chamber. He pointed an accusatory finger at Von-To, hand shaking with rage. “You betrayed us! You sided with these blasphemous females and invited the enemy into our sacred places! You’re responsible for the fall of the Empire!”

There was some kind of weird public address system going on here, because while I could hear General Asshole plainly, even from a good thirty yards away at the center of the circle, I could also make out Von-To’s voice just as well from a further fifty yards away where he’d huddled with a group of younger officers who seemed to be his allies in this place.

“Pardon me,” Von-To said, the words dripping with sarcasm, his hand going to his chest, “but I could have sworn you just said that the Empire would never fall as long as one of our brave males drew breath.” He rolled his eyes, then vaulted the railing and strode across the parquet floor to the center, coming nose to nose with Azh-Khatol. “You’ve said quite enough, old man, and if you know anything about me at all, it’s that I am not intimidated by your age or your rank. I’ve killed better Anguilar than you, and I did it because they insisted on putting pride before survival. Get the hell off this dais before it collapses under the weight of your damned ego.”

Von-To didn’t wait for Azh-Khatol to move, helping the older officer along with a negligent shove, ignoring the gasps and outraged cries from the peanut gallery. He regarded the Council with a sneer of scorn, hands raised for attention.

“General Azh-Khatol has declared that he can make things as they were before, that he can simply wave his hand and bring back the dominance we once had. But he’s living in a past that hasn’t existed for the last two years. Do you”—he pointed around him—“fine officers and administrators know when we lost our dominance of this galaxy? Do you know the exact minute? Because I do. We lost the galaxy when we lost Strada. And not simply because Strada has become a stronghold for the resistance, not simply because they provide a majority of the ground armies for that force. No, we lost domination because when we lost that world, we pulled Charlie Travers into this war…and with him, his home planet of Earth.”

A few scoffing voices rose at the perimeter of the circle, one voice stepping on another, but a single question rose above the others.

“Those primitives? They didn’t even have star travel!”

“No, they did not,” Von-To confirmed, casting a baleful glare in the direction of the heckle. “And you know what else they lacked? They lacked any technological help from the Creators or from us. Their society evolved as they did, separate from the rest of the galaxy, and yet…when we last looked in on their planet, centuries ago when we first arrived in this place, they were truly savages, barely able to use simple projectile weapons. Yet a few short years ago, with no outside aid, their population had grown to over eight billion people and they had explored their solar system.” He waved that off as unimportant. “A trivial thing, you may think. But being confined to their system didn’t stop them from developing innovations that rival our own. And more importantly, when Charlie Travers took the secrets of star travel to his homeworld, he gave the resistance access to millions of fresh recruits. Tens of millions. No matter what happened on the Redoubt, our dominance of this galaxy ended the moment those millions of new soldiers, ship crews, and fighter pilots came into this war on the side of the resistance. The only advantage the Redoubt would have given us is the ability to run from the absolute disaster we’d made for ourselves here. But running would have meant years locked away inside the Redoubt and starting over in another galaxy, hoping that the place we wound up would have habitable worlds and enough resources to exploit. And of course, other species we could enslave. Because what would we do without slaves? Work for ourselves? Grow our own food? Dig our own mines? Be our own frontline troops and run into the guns of the enemy ourselves?”

“And this was your solution?” General Asshole again, back in the perimeter and safe from the immediate reach of Von-To. “To rob us of our only chance to leave this galaxy because your judgement is that it would be a mistake? Who made you the arbiter of our fate?”

“Well, that would be the aforementioned Charlie Travers,” Von-To said with a thin smile. “He’s made me the arbiter of your fate several times now, through no fault of my own. He’s not the best warrior nor the best pilot nor the best leader I’ve encountered, and yet he does seem to have one characteristic that has made him a thorn in our side and brought about our defeat in this war no matter what you think. He’s managed to bring together all of our enemies, united them against us, and convince his own people to join on their side. And now they have enough ships to match our forces…not enough to invade this place, but enough to pen us in here if they wish. To keep us from ever leaving this world if that’s what they wish. And I think that’s more than enough reason for you to listen to what this human has to say.” He motioned toward me. “Charlie, if you would?”

I didn’t really want to. Among the few things I absolutely despised doing, public speaking was right up there with root canal work, and yet I kept getting forced into it. Twice I’d had to address Congress, countless talk shows, interviews, and all of it because there’d been no way to get out of it, because I’d needed to convince the American government, the American people…hell, the world that they needed to get involved in an interstellar war on my say-so. And now, I had to get up in front of a bunch of bloodthirsty alien scavengers and convince them to do something approximating the right thing.

Great.

“I’m Charlie Travers,” I told them. At least after all this practice, I didn’t have to worry about my voice breaking. “I’m the military commander of the resistance, and I’m here because our war is over. Now we have to worry about the peace.” Asshole started to yell at me, and I shouted him down before he had the chance. “If you don’t believe this war is over, General, then you go give an order to those cruisers in orbit around this planet and tell them to go attack the resistance. Give that order and tell me what happens, whether those crews obey you. Because I guarantee you that they won’t. This war is over.”

I stared him down and kept my eyes locked with his as a quiet descended over the rest of the chamber, the outraged hubbub and curious chatter dying down to nothing. Finally, the old general broke contact, finding something intensely interesting on the wood floor to stare at.

“As I was saying,” I went on, “it’s time to make sure we all survive the peace. You have to change. You have to find a way to live that doesn’t involve enslaving entire planets because it won’t be allowed anymore. You’re going to have to find a way to trade for what you want.”

“Trade what?” someone yelled. I couldn’t tell who, but at least he sounded curious instead of hostile, which was a distinct improvement. “We can’t run the mines or the farms ourselves!”

“You probably can with a little training,” I shot back, “but that’s going to take a while, and maybe you just don’t want to. Which means you’re going to have to pay people to do it for you. You could start by offering free power, water, housing, and food to all your workers. It won’t be that difficult since a lot of the Copperell will be heading off-planet. But maybe that won’t be enough to feed everyone, given that you’ve added a hundred million females and children. So, that means you’re going to have to work out deals with other planets. The same sort of planets you used to just conquer and force into slavery. What do you have to trade? Maybe you trade them weapons. Without the Anguilar, there’s going to be a lot more pirate activity, raiders, and local warlords moving in to try to take advantage of the power vacuum. You have plenty of weapons, and you’ve been very careful about making sure they don’t hit the black market. Now might be the time to sell them. Not just the weapons themselves but training in how to use them.” I shrugged. “Or, you could hire out as mercenaries. I mean, you’re good at fighting inferior forces, and the raiders and pirates and warlords will be inferior. You tell these planets that you’ll keep them safe, patrol their systems, and hunt down raiders and in exchange, all you want is, say…a quarter of their ag output for the year. You wouldn’t need many ground troops, and any you do need, you could recruit from among the Copperell males as long as you pay them. And one cruiser along with a couple fighter wings would be enough to secure a system without taking any casualties at all. That’s at least a short-term solution.”

I hoped the long-term version of it wouldn’t occur to them, which would be individual ship captains taking over those systems and becoming warlords themselves. We’d have to keep an eye on them, but the positive side of that was, it wouldn’t take more than a squadron or two of cruisers to keep that from happening. A few dozen Anguilar in the audience nodded with varying degrees of thoughtfulness and eagerness, maybe the long-term thinkers I’d been worried about. Time to take them in another direction.

“As to the possibility of trading, you have more starships than any other single government in the galaxy, and once the resistance turns into some kind of”—I winced—“federation, maybe, then there’s going to be a lot of trading to be done. You may or may not produce anything, but having a buttload of starships means you can be a big player in shipping things from systems with no starships to other systems with no starships. You’ll be welcomed into this federation…after a short probationary period where you prove you can refrain from trying to conquer other planets for fun and profit. If you play your cards right, you can be a big factor in it, have a home here in this galaxy as a part of something bigger. Maybe in a decade or two, people will have forgotten about what you did when you got here and think of you just as another people who’ve been here forever.”

Now that seemed to strike home with them. It became clear to me very quickly that the hostility and bluster had come from desperation, from panic that the sins they’d committed against the systems of this galaxy were going to be revisited on them. Which meant I had a button to push.

“Look,” I went on, “no one wants to continue this war. No one wants to gather our ships and have a last knock-down, drag-out fight over Copperell and then bombard your cities from orbit. We’ve all lost enough, and none of us have any desire to see innocent Copperell die as collateral damage. Hell,” I said, spreading my hands, “I think most of us believe that you’ve paid enough of a price. You lost a lot, probably not as much as you deserved, but still enough. We have no grudge against the females and their children, and we want them to have a home. We want all of you to have a home. And while there’s an instinctive desire to see this planet returned to the Copperell, I think we can make a case for you to stay here as long as you agree to coexist with the ones who already live here and give them right of passage to another world if they want it. We’re not going to let you treat them as slaves anymore, but it’s really in your own best interest not to. But to deal with you as one government, you’re going to have to agree on how to run this place.”

I didn’t like standing behind the dais and had to resist an urge to pace. I had no idea how the PA system worked and didn’t want to risk losing its amplification.

“Now, my advice would be to elect representatives to this council and vote on issues, but I can understand if that’s a little too drastic a change for you after everything that’s happened. So, this council is going to have to appoint a leader, someone we can deal with. And I can tell you right now, there’s no way in hell that’s going to be one of you.” I pointed at Asshole and the others around him. “Not one of the old guard who stayed here and lived off slave labor. If you won’t go with a representative government, then I’d say the only one we in the resistance—or the Federation or whatever we wind up calling it—would be willing to deal with is Danaan.”

Now if I’d caused a stir before by forcing them to deal with the fact they’d lost the war, suggesting a female as their emperor dropped a damned bomb right in the middle of the auditorium. I let the noise and outrage roll over me, not responding until I could pick out a single voice among it all, and again, it was Azh-Khatol. This guy sure liked the sound of his own voice.

“We will not have a female as emperor! It goes against all tradition and the will of the gods!”

“News flash, asshole,” I snapped at him. “If we don’t deal with her, we don’t deal with anyone. Which means you don’t get to trade, you don’t get to peddle out your services as bodyguards, you don’t get to be part of the new government at all. You won’t get to leave this system, and if one of your ships is spotted out of it, you’ll be destroyed and we’ll resume the war right over this damned city. Is that the will of your gods? Is that how they want the Anguilar Empire to end? Because by my God, by our gods, it will if you don’t agree to this.”

His mouth hung open as if he couldn’t speak, but a buzz went through the crowd, and a deep shot of fear stabbed at my gut, the conviction that I’d pushed things too far and Laranna and I would wind up being torn to pieces by several hundred pissed-off Anguilar.

“I have a suggestion.”

Von-To stepped up beside me, though I hadn’t noticed his approach. He clapped a hand on my shoulder with bonhomie that had to be affected, a predatory grin spreading across his face.

“We have no choice other than to accept the females as partners in this government. If nothing else, they control most of our starships, and we won’t survive either as a species or a coherent government without them. Danaan must be empress.” He raised his hands palm-up as if balancing a load. “But perhaps not the sole governor. Maybe what we need are co-rulers. A male and a female making decisions together.”

“And who might you have in mind for that?” I asked him, knowing the answer before he gave it, a greedy glint in his eyes.

“Why, me, of course.”

I should have freaking known.
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“You bastard,” I muttered, hands clenching into fists. “I should beat the living shit out of you for using us like that.”

“Only if I don’t get to him first,” Laranna declared, taking a step toward Von-To.

We’d waited until after the meeting, of course, because just as Von-To had calculated, it was more important to us to arrange a peaceful transfer of power than to confront the sneaky little shit about his opportunistic treachery. Though I can’t say why I was surprised, since that was his modus operandi.

The little anteroom off the auditorium was the first available private chamber we’d come to, and after two full hours of bickering back-and-forth between a few hundred angry Anguilar, it had been all I could do not to grab Von-To by the neck and throw him into the sparsely decorated, dimly lit room. Instead, I’d simply opened the door and pointed silently. Danaan had followed us as well, though I hadn’t invited her. I suppose she didn’t need my permission now that she was the co-ruler of her people and this planet.

“There’s no need for violence,” Von-To insisted, hands raised in surrender, not nearly enough fear in his expression for my liking, because I really did intend to punch him in the face. “I swear, I did not have this in mind when we asked you to speak to the council.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, nodding, “I’m sure it just came to you in the spur of the moment, while I was talking. Hey, things aren’t going so well for my good friend Charlie. I need to help him…I know! I’ll propose that they make me emperor! That’s gotta be a good way to defuse the situation.”

“No,” he admitted, wincing as he said it, as if the truth was painful to him on general principles. “I didn’t quite think of it that late in the game. It came to me while you were arguing with General Azh-Khatol.” He grinned. “Good job, that, by the way. He’s always been a real prick, and while a lot of the others are willing to let him be their bell cow, no one actually likes him, and they certainly wouldn’t have wanted him as emperor.”

“But they’re jumping for joy to have you, huh?” Laranna asked, jabbing a finger into his shoulder. “Despite the fact that you were involved in the destruction of not one but two giant-sized starships and the deaths of two commanding generals, not to mention the emperor and your own uncle.”

“Why are you mad about that?” he asked, an infuriatingly reasonable question. “All of that stuff benefited you and your resistance. What do you care if it helps me out, too? Is there some law among you noble hero types that a guy can’t advance his own prospects by hanging on your coattails?”

“I do not like being manipulated,” Laranna said, but her shoulders relaxed, fists unclenching. “You should have warned us…and asked us.”

“You certainly should have asked me, General,” Danaan chimed in, her arms crossed, a glare fixed on the Anguilar male. “I was, at least, notified of Charlie’s plan to install me as the ruler of this place but not that I’d have to share that dubious honor with you.”

“Oh, come on!” Von-To said, hands together in a pleading gesture. “You have to admit, it’s the best way to deal with those old fossils. They’d never accept you as leader without a male as a go-between, someone to pass your orders on, so they could obey them without feeling as if their manhood was being stolen. Maybe in a generation or two, that sort of thinking will be gone, but right now, would you rather stick to your idealism or make this government work?”

How the hell, I wondered, staring at him in disbelief, did he manage to make this all sound like the most logical, natural thing in the world? The Anguilar was a damned cockroach.

“I don’t trust you any farther than I could throw this entire building,” Danaan told him, her face twisted as if she’d just bitten into a rotting lemon. “But unfortunately, you’re correct.” She stepped nose-to-nose with Von-To, managing to look intimidating despite being a good six inches shorter than the male. “But be warned, Co-Emperor Von-To the First, if you attempt to manipulate me, if you go behind my back with your old military officer friends and try to seize power, I won’t need to use a cruiser or a particle cannon to take you out. You’ll simply go to sleep beside me and never wake up again.”

I blinked, wondering if I’d heard that wrong, then looked to Laranna and saw the same sort of puzzled expression I felt on my own face.

“I would expect no less,” Von-To replied, bowing slightly to Danaan.

She sighed and shrugged.

“Very well, there’s nothing to be done about it at this point, regardless. At least now we can do our best to implement your suggestions. And of course, we’ll make sure the Copperell receive proper treatment. Those who wish to stay. There’s a ship full of the Copperell who’ve elected to settle on Waypoint scheduled to leave in a few days.”

I rubbed at my eyes, shoulders slumped in surrender.

“All right, then, but since we’ve got that settled and we’re here in private, it’s about time we got down to the real reason we’re here.”

“Because it sure as hell wasn’t to become kingmakers,” Laranna added.

“You’ve heard of Fillios, right?” I asked them.

Danaan’s brow furled, but Von-To nodded immediately.

“Yes, those intractable bastards.” He snorted. “My great-grandfather died when one of our fleets broke itself on a probing mission of their defenses. We decided eventually that they weren’t worth the casualties we’d have to take conquering them, particularly given the transportation time from their system to Copperell. Why? Did they decide they want to join this federation of yours now that all the fighting is done?”

“They’re not going to be joining anything,” I informed him. “Because they no longer exist.”

Neither of them understood. I saw it in their faces, as if the words had stalled somewhere in their own translation goo, stuck between ear and brain.

“Did they have some sort of internal revolution?” Danaan guessed.

“Every man, woman, and child in the Fillios system is dead,” Laranna explained, her tone harsh and grim as a field of ice on a winter night. “Wiped out to the last. There was one survivor, floating in a wrecked shuttle inside a medical pod, but she only lasted minutes after we pulled her out.”

“The planet itself is scorched to the crust,” I added. “Atmosphere’s gone, nothing left but glass.”

Now they got it. Von-To seemed more confused than anything, but horror was evident in Danaan’s eyes as the sheer volume of the dead penetrated. Maybe Von-To had simply measured the deaths against the destruction of the Redoubt and decided it wasn’t worth getting upset over.

“Scorched to the crust?” Von-To repeated. “Was it a nova? A massive solar flare of some kind?”

“They were attacked. This was intentional.” I paused, mouth dry at the simple declaration of the facts, even though I’d tried to keep them sterile and impersonal. “According to the survivor, they were all killed by the Zha’-Rath.”

If the deaths of billions hadn’t fazed Von-To, that simple pronouncement punched him in the face harder than I’d even thought of doing. He stumbled back, feeling for support against the far wall, then leaning against it, his breath catching.

“That…that’s not possible.”

“I have heard of the tales of the Zha’-Rath,” Danaan said carefully, “but they’re merely mentioned as a foe we could not overcome, an illustration of how fortunate the Anguilar were to have the safehold of the Redoubt. I know nothing of their nature.”

“But you do, Von-To,” I accused. “What can you tell us?” But he’d started shaking his head in denial before I could finish the question.

“No one speaks of them, of their nature. It isn’t forbidden, but it’s considered to be inviting misfortune to even say their name.”

“Beetlejuice,” I murmured.

“Voldemort,” Laranna agreed, though she’d enjoyed those movies a lot more than I had.

“Whatever that means,” Von-To snarled, waving a hand dismissively. “We don’t speak of them, but one thing that my uncle told me when I was just a boy was that the Zha’-Rath were more than a threat, more than just an enemy we couldn’t hope to defeat.” He looked at us then at Danaan, guilt in his expression, as if he were breaking an ancient oath or sharing a dark secret told in confidence. “There were many more of us then. More than were on the Redoubt combined again with the population of Copperell. Some say there were twice as many, more than are on your world, Charlie. But not after the Zha’-Rath found us. We were slaughtered, our planets laid waste, burned to ash just as you found Fillios. Billions dead, entire systems lost, and every time we tried to stand and fight, no one returned to tell us of the battle.”

He shook his head, pushing away from the wall as if he’d finally composed himself to not need its support anymore.

“I suppose that was why it took so long for the Emperor to decide to leave. We’d already built the Redoubt, of course, but we’d grown to consider that galaxy as home and would never have thought of leaving…until we had no other choice. Had we not run, there’d be no Anguilar left.”

And, of course, there would have been no Anguilar invasion of this galaxy, and millions of people wouldn’t have been killed, hundreds of millions of others not enslaved. I didn’t say that, though, because it would have been counterproductive at the moment.

“The survivor,” I told them, “before she died of her injuries, told us that they’d been given a message somehow. She said it was inside their heads, though I don’t know what exactly she meant by that, but it said that they were after some ancient enemy they called the Heretics. They said that these Heretics destroyed their brood clutch, though again, I have no idea what that means. Have you ever heard of a brood clutch in association with the Zha’-Rath?”

“No,” Von-To said and gave a look to Danaan, but she shook her head as well.

“Well, damn,” Laranna snapped, angry, though, I thought, not at anyone in particular. “We still don’t know anything more about them than we did a month and a half ago, except that they had already killed billions of people thousands of years ago and will probably do the same here. We’re running out of time. It’s been almost two months…if those Zha’-Rath are still here, they’re going to be hitting another system, and we have no idea which one.”

“We’ll try to find out more,” Danaan promised, shooting an urgent look at Von-To. “Won’t we?”

“Of course,” he agreed, but then winced. “Of course, most of the ancient archives were on the Redoubt, but there may be some surviving files copied here. I can’t promise how much we’ll find, but I’ll do my best. It’s just as important to us as it is to you. I can’t imagine that the Zha’-Rath have come here for us. Nothing we ever did seemed to hurt them…” He threw up his hands. “Then again, we never heard back from the task forces we sent out after them. One of them might have somehow destroyed this brood clutch, whatever it is. And if they’re after us, we need to be ready.”

“We need to get those Copperell ships away from here as soon as possible,” Laranna added. “They’ll be sitting ducks there in orbit.”

“I’ll move up the schedule,” Danaan confirmed. Her eyes clouded over as she looked upward, as if she could see through the ceiling to the stars past it. “But if this is indeed the Zha’-Rath returned, I doubt anywhere they can run will be far enough.”

“It never ends,” Von-To lamented, and this might have been the first time since I’d met the cockroach that he’d sounded hopeless. “I’d hoped when we came back here that it would mean things would be”—he snorted—“well, not normal, of course, but stable. That there’d be a chance to not be running for my life for just a little while.”

I thought that was an odd thought coming from Von-To, given that he’d had a bigger hand in destabilizing the Anguilar government than anyone in the resistance, but I suppose it hadn’t felt that way at the time.

“There’s no reason to panic yet,” I said, maybe feeling a little sympathy for him despite the naked greed and ambition that were his guiding star. “All we have is the report of a single survivor who was already dying at the time. And even then, she had no idea what had really happened, just that there’d been an attack. The stuff about them looking for revenge, that could have been delusions caused by the radiation injuries.”

“But there’s nowhere else she could have heard the name Zha’-Rath other than from us,” Von-To said, obviously not convinced.

The beep of a commlink distracted me from his fatalism, and Danaan patted at her robes, finally found the pocket where the instrument was stored, and touched the key to talk.

“This is…” She sniffed a quiet laugh. “This is the Empress Danaan.”

“Umm…” Even through the tiny speaker, the voice on the other side of the conversation was hesitant and awkward, probably because the Anguilar soldier hadn’t heard about the whole coronation. “…Empress, there’s a problem at the north gate. We’ve called for backup troops, but we may need air support.”

“What sort of problem?” Danaan asked, the muscles in her jaw working as if straining to keep from yelling the question.

“It’s the Copperell, Empress. The ones from the city…they’re rioting, burning the stores and warehouses outside the tower, trying to get through the front gate. We’ve kept them out so far, but if they keep pressing, we’re going to have to open fire.”

Von-To rolled his eyes, and now I really sympathized with him. What else could go wrong?

“Hold fire as long as you can,” Danaan instructed the soldier. “We’ll be right down.”
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This wasn’t my first riot, unfortunately, nor the most violent.

That honor went to the one in DC on the way to Capitol Hill, given that we’d been stuck in traffic when a team of Russian mercenaries had attacked our motorcade and we’d wound up in a firefight, but this was no slouch. There were thousands of Copperell gathered outside the tower’s main gate…maybe tens of thousands. The sheer noise of the amassed crowd hit me like a wave when we emerged from the reinforced doors into the courtyard, and it was nearly impossible to focus on one face among the hundreds lined up on the other side of the tall, wrought iron fence—well, that’s what it looked like, but I was pretty sure it was made from something more high-tech than that. Vertical bars twenty feet high, spiked at the top, with crosspieces every two feet, all silvery metal like the entire thing was built out of stainless steel. Whatever they were made of, they rang like bells under the impacts of the truncheons the mob carried, like the fence was the largest xylophone ever built.

Behind the mass of Copperell, most of them women and teenagers, black smoke rose into the air like a wall, flames licking at the lower edge of the cloud as buildings burned fiercely. They were made of local wood and brick, not the starship-hull metal of the tower, built by the Copperell themselves, though whether that had been done before the Anguilar conquered the planet or since, under their direction, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I suppose they weren’t that attached to them since they’d obviously set them alight in protest.

No cardboard signs in this group, nor the ever-present cell phones recording everything, not because they couldn’t accomplish the same thing with commlinks but because there was no one to send them to, no social media for uploads. I weighed the constant connection to social media against generational slavery and still hadn’t decided which was worse when the chant started to penetrate the raucous shouting.

“Freedom! Freedom!”

As if the chanters were the chorus in a Shakespeare play, one actor stepped to the forefront, a young woman, no older than Laranna and dressed in the nearly universal uniform of the Copperell workers, gray coveralls but with a bright red sash tied across her torso. That also seemed uniform, at least for these protestors, and the flash of color gave the entire scene a Liberty Leading the People vibe, though I hoped this protest turned out better than the French Revolution.

“Give us a say in the government!” the woman yelled, and it was only then that I noticed the earpiece and microphone she wore, half-concealed by the strawberry blond hair showering down around her shoulders. It must have been connected to a public address speaker, though I didn’t see it, because her voice echoed across the courtyard like Lou Gehrig declaring he was the luckiest man on the face of the Earth. “The Copperell can’t be free unless we rule ourselves! This is our world, and we should be part of its government!”

There. There was the speaker, being held high by another woman next to her, a few years older than the speaker, looking more worn down from a life of service, though she still carried a metal truncheon in one hand.

“We will not be your slaves anymore!” the redhead declared. “If we stay, we must be allowed to be part of the government.”

“She’s not wrong,” Laranna said with a shrug.

“No,” Danaan admitted, stepping up behind us, flanked by guards. “But destroying their own buildings doesn’t seem like a logical way to achieve her goals.”

It also seemed like a great way to get her and her people killed. The Anguilar gate guards had been woefully outnumbered, but the backup had arrived before us, a full company of armored soldiers. Arrayed in a half-circle facing the gate through the fence, their pulse rifles were a picket of death facing into the mob, and given how they’d treated the Copperell for centuries now, I doubted they’d hesitate to mow them down if they felt the need.

Danaan motioned back at one of the soldiers who’d accompanied her.

“Sgt. Ki-Ron, I need to speak to them.”

“Yes, Empress,” the NCO replied over his helmet speakers. “May I see your commlink?”

She handed it over, and Ki-Ron tapped through the controls in some arcane combination I couldn’t follow, then gave it back.

“You’re tied into the gate PA now, ma’am, and I’ve turned up the gain. They’ll hear you.”

Danaan nodded, then paused for a moment before she spoke.

“You need to disperse,” she said, speaking loud and firm but calm. The speakers set in the gate were invisible, but they were a hell of a lot more powerful than the portable version the redhead’s friend carried around, and Danaan’s voice cut through the din like the trumpets at the walls of Jericho. “This violence will not accomplish anything. We have only today agreed upon leaders for ourselves, much less had time to organize representation for you in our government. Rest assured, we do not plan to enslave you, and as you’ve already been told, you will be remunerated for your work, and you have the option of leaving this world if you choose.”

“This is our home!” The redhead’s voice seemed small and tinny against the bellow of the Anguilar speakers, but it was persistent, a mosquito whining on a muggy summer night in my Brandon apartment, refusing to let me go to sleep. “We shouldn’t be forced to leave to be free! We want a say in how we live! If I don’t want to work on a farm, don’t want to clean your damned toilets, then we should be able to choose another job!”

“And you will be, eventually,” Danaan assured her. “These things take time. We can’t be expected to make wholesale changes overnight! Give us more time.”

“You’ve had centuries!” the redhead yelled, pointing her truncheon through the fence at Danaan. “You only took days to crush our people, to steal our planet, to force us into servitude and send our males to the mines or take them as soldiers whether they would or no! Why should we let you drag your heels on freeing us now that the knife of the enemy is at your throat?”

Danaan scowled, the darkness behind her eyes a hint that for all her sympathy for the other peoples who’d been oppressed by the males of her species over the last few hundred years, she was still an Anguilar with their inherent disdain for the other.

“Their knife may be at our throat,” she growled, the timbre of her tone rumbling through the speakers like an earthquake, “but their knife is not in your hand. You have no power here other than what we give you, and if you think those clubs will be effective weapons against armored infantry, you will be sorely disabused of that notion. Back away from the gates and return to your homes…assuming you haven’t burnt them down already.”

“We will not leave,” the redhead insisted, shaking her fist at Danaan dramatically, “without knowing when we can choose to leave our jobs and work where we want!”

“You’ll leave now, or I will open these gates and send my troops out to disperse you.”

“Danaan,” I said, stepping up beside her, resisting an urge to put a hand on her arm because it didn’t seem appropriate for the co-ruler of the entire Anguilar empire. “We should try to calm things down, not fire them up…”

“Charlie Travers,” she said, glaring at me with cold eyes, “I will honor our agreements, but this is my world and my city, and keeping order in it is my responsibility. You will stay out of the way, or I will not be able to guarantee your safety.”

I bit back my reflexive response, noting the slight shift of the rifles in the hands of the bodyguards around Danaan and realizing very acutely that I was unarmored and not currently carrying a gun. Danaan moved forward, and I took a step back, drawing even with Laranna.

“Go get the Vanguard,” I told her, my voice low enough to be drowned out by the cacophony around us. “Get it in the air and wait for my signal.”

She said nothing, just offered me a nod before turning and sprinting back into the building. A quick glance around reassured me that no one had noticed, all their attention on the fiasco unfolding outside the gates…and inside. Danaan spoke in low tones to the officer in charge of the infantry company, their conversation far enough away that I couldn’t make it out, giving orders no doubt to advance on the rioters.

And I couldn’t blame her. Yes, I was definitely on the side of the Copperell, but what else was Danaan supposed to do? The Copperell were destroying the city, destroying their own homes, and threatening to break into the tower, and hell, what would the police or Secret Service do if a mob tried to break through the White House fence?

But that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be a disaster for the Copperell and the Anguilar…and undo everything we’d been trying to accomplish. Laranna was plan B, but I was hoping plan A would work.

“Danaan,” I said from just behind the empress’ shoulder, interrupting her conversation with the officer and earning a dirty look. “Can I borrow your commlink? Maybe I could talk to them…”

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” she said, gesturing toward the fence.

The gate slid aside, and Anguilar troopers waded into the crowd, the butts of their rifles swinging. If this were back on Earth before first contact, that would have been suicide even for armed policemen, facing tens of thousands of rioters to their hundred or so ground troops. But the Copperell had only clubs for weapons, and when those truncheons connected with helmets or shoulders, all they accomplished was a staccato drumbeat in counterpoint to the screams as women and young teenagers fled the flashing gun butts.

The crowd surged backward, some of the rioters trampling each other in the rush to get away from the advancing soldiers, and that would have been bad enough. Copperell would be injured in that desperate retreat, maybe even killed, not to mention the ones not fast enough to get out of the way of the rifle butts. But that wouldn’t be the worst. It never was. I didn’t need to see it to predict it, yet it unfolded right in front of me, not far outside the gate.

A woman fell, tripping as she tried to back away, and from the portable speaker in her hand, I recognized her as the redhead’s friend. She went down, and an Anguilar soldier raised his rifle up, ready to bring it down on her head. But the redhead was there, defending her friend, knocking the rifle away with a swing of her club, sending the weapon clattering to the pavement. She didn’t waste time trying to strike the soldier, having apparently deduced the futility of the clubs against the armor. Instead, she went for the gun.

I saw it coming and acted without thinking, which, if I’m being honest, wasn’t that rare an occurrence for me. There was no way through the crowd of Anguilar blocking the gate, so I went over them instead, making a leap for the fencepost that formed the inside of the gate and swinging my legs up and over the soldiers. Friction burns stung my palms, but adrenaline made me forget the pain as I landed on the pavement just outside the gate.

A second too late. The redhead had reached the gun, and before I could get close enough to stop her, she fired. From the hip, awkwardly, obviously unfamiliar with guns, but it was also point-blank. The flash of the discharge was a bolt from Zeus, the report of the pulse rifle unmistakable. The Anguilar soldier toppled backward, a smoking hole through his chest, leaving the redhead standing there staring at the gun as if it were a venomous snake that might bite her any second, like she wanted to cast it down.

She was a sitting duck, and muzzles swung her way. And so did I.

I was mostly a track athlete in high school, but the class had been small enough that I’d been asked to play other sports, and although I hadn’t been especially good at football, I’d enjoyed it…particularly playing safety, where I got to hit people. Tackling the redhead to the pavement brought back memories of those days, though I hadn’t tackled the wide receivers in high school with the intent of saving their lives.

“Don’t shoot!” I yelled, not knowing if they’d hear me, or if they’d listen if they did. “I got her!”

Sort of. The redhead didn’t seem to realize that I was trying to save her and screamed in rage, thrashing around and trying to use the rifle she still held as a club to push me away. Luckily for me, she didn’t have any leverage, and I outweighed her by over forty pounds. I managed to twist the rifle out of her grip and toss it to the side, though I got a punch in the face for my trouble, a dull burst of pain in my cheek.

“Stay down or they’re going to kill you!” I yelled at her, grabbing her wrists and tucking my head into her shoulder to keep her from headbutting or biting me.

My head was turned to the side, which is why I saw the redhead’s older friend, the speaker carrier, dart in to grab the fallen rifle.

“Don’t!” I warned, but the screams and the clatter of clubs off Anguilar armor drowned me out.

She never had the chance to pull the trigger. Closing my eyes, I pushed the redhead down, hugging the pavement as the barrage of pulse fire intersected at the older friend. I didn’t see her die, but I felt the heat, heard the crackling sizzle of the energy bursts as they cut through her…and heard her body strike the ground. I didn’t want to open my eyes, didn’t want to see what she’d become, but I had no choice. The screams were nearly loud enough to drown out the firing, but the Anguilar troops hadn’t let up, were still firing into the crowd even as they tried to retreat. The redhead had stopped struggling, simply staring in shock at the bodies falling, and I grabbed for my commlink.

“Laranna, we need suppressive fire now!”

“On my way.” Her voice was calm, in pilot mode. “Ten seconds.”

I wasn’t sure if we had ten seconds, but there was nothing else to be done about it. I kept my eyes open, determined to watch death come for me rather than let it sneak up. Instead, Laranna came for me.

Her Vanguard descended so quickly that I might have believed that it was falling out of the sky, but Laranna was too good of a pilot for that. The drives spun on their gimbals and roared their defiance of gravity and inertia, leaving the starfighter hovering just a couple hundred feet off the ground. She could have used the pulse turret, but there was already a shitload of pulse energy flashing, and a little more might not have been enough to distract them. Or maybe she was just pissed off because she fired the particle cannon into the gap between the fleeing Copperell and the pursuing Anguilar.

Some instinct made me turn away at the last second, which spared my eyesight from the searing stream of raw, raging energy. But not my ears. Less than half a mile away, the explosion battered me with a gust of desert-hot wind and a wall of sound, replaced by a harsh whistle that wouldn’t be going away anytime soon.

The hot wind faded, though not before a rain of debris peppered my back and legs like birdshot from an irate farmer. Blood trickled down from my ear, and I wiped it away, hoping it was just a shrapnel wound and not my brains leaking out.

“That was too damn close,” I said, and couldn’t hear it.

Rolling off the redhead, I wiped dust out of my eyes and did my own private bomb damage assessment. The girl was alive, though her eyes were unfocused, probably more from emotional shock than physical concussion. She stayed on her side, not trying to get up, and I was in no hurry myself. The pavement had been ripped apart in a crater a hundred yards across, and scores of Copperell and Anguilar soldiers were still flat on their asses, where they’d been knocked by the concussion. No one seemed to have been killed, but I couldn’t swear none of them were injured. Hell, I couldn’t swear I wasn’t injured.

The Vanguard touched down right next to the redhead and me, the blast of its jets a gentle breeze compared to the hurricane rush from the cannon blast. The port wing loomed over my head, putting the redhead and me in the shade. I thought maybe my hearing was coming back when the whine of the engines powering down penetrated the whistling…unless the whine was just the next stage of the concussion deafness.

The hatch opened, and Laranna scrambled out, a rifle tucked into her shoulder, then she stood over me.

“Are you all right?” she asked, offering me a hand. I took it and let her help me up.

Looking around at the destruction, at the ten or twelve Copperell civilians lying dead in the street, I shook my head.

“I’ve been better.”
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“What’s your name?” I asked, fighting the urge to scratch the back of my ear, not wanting to open the cut up again.

The girl didn’t move, arms around her knees as she sat on the bunk of the holding cell. Unlike me, she hadn’t had the opportunity to bathe or change her clothes these last few hours, and she smelled like it. Dust had dyed her gray coveralls khaki and still lurked in her long, red hair, turning it more blond temporarily. Scrapes on her cheek and hands stood out blood red against the muted gray and brown, but she ignored the wounds as she ignored Laranna and me.

It was just the three of us in the cell, though a water jug stood empty in the corner, evidence both that the Anguilar had visited her at some point and that she had gotten up from the cot.

“You can sit there like an idiot,” Laranna told her, “and wind up being executed for murder by the Anguilar, or you can talk to us, and we may be able to help you.”

“Help me how?” the redhead asked, her voice numb and vacant. “Can you bring Shirella back to life? Or the other people I got killed?” She sobbed, wiped at the tears, and took swatches of dirt with them, revealing bronze skin beneath. She was attractive, reminding me of how Laranna had looked when we’d both had Lenny turn us into Copperell temporarily. “Because that’s the only help I’m looking for.”

“You know what?” I asked her, falling into a crouch to put myself on eye level with her. “I was yanked off my home planet nearly forty years ago and thrown in stasis. I woke up to a pirate raid and found out afterward that I’d outlived my family, that all my friends were either dead or grown old. Of the very close friends I’ve made since then, two have been killed by the Anguilar, and another was so badly wounded, he’s had half his body replaced by cybernetics.” I gestured at Laranna. “My wife was taken near the same time and returned to her homeworld to find it occupied by the Anguilar, her family dead, her fiancé married to another.”

“So?” the redhead demanded.

“So stop feeling sorry for yourself and tell me your damned name.”

Her jaw worked angrily, and she put her feet flat on the floor, hands coming up like she was going to punch me again. But the air went out of her like the effort to sit up had been too much.

“Fellicia.”

I pushed down an image of Dani saying bye Felicia since this wouldn’t be an appropriate time to start laughing. Instead, I stood straight and offered her a hand.

“Fellicia, I’m Charlie Travers.”

“I know who you are,” she said, not taking my hand. “People say that you’re our savior, the one who set us free. But my friends are still dead.”

“Your friends are dead,” Laranna said with harsh certainty, “because you were all stupid enough to provoke an enemy with superior numbers and superior weapons without any sort of plan other than to piss them off. What the hell were you thinking? Did you expect us to stop them? To blow up the city? Kill everyone with our one fighter? We’re here to try to help the Anguilar set up a government, one we were trying to make sure your people were part of, and you stepped in and gave them an excuse to not include you.”

Fellicia recoiled as if she’d been slapped.

“I…I didn’t know. I thought you being here would make them hold back, that they wouldn’t hurt us.”

“They wouldn’t have,” I told her, “if you hadn’t given them an excuse. The Anguilar females are better than the males, but they’re still Anguilar. They’re raging narcissists at heart.” I rubbed at my eyes, fighting a headache. “Why did you do it? Why you, I mean? You’ve gotta be younger than I am. Why would all those people risk their lives for you?”

Fellicia shrugged, eyes downcast as if she was uncomfortable talking about herself.

“I’ve lived on the streets most of my life. I never knew my father, which makes me no different than most people I know…but my mother abandoned me when I was a child. She said it was because it wouldn’t be safe for me to be with her, so she sent me off to live with her friends. They were arrested and hauled away while I hid under the floorboards, and I’ve lived the last twelve years sleeping in storerooms and on the street.”

Her face was drawn, cheek quivering, as if she wanted to cry but couldn’t make herself.

“I guess my mother was right. The Anguilar killed her over a year ago now, and since then…” She shrugged. “People seemed to think I was supposed to be the next in line for leading the opposition to the Anguilar. God knows why. I’ve hurt them where I could over the years but…” Her expression hardened as if from long practice at shutting out the hurt. “Are they going to kill me?”

I exchanged a look with Laranna, and her mouth set in a stubborn line.

“They want to,” I admitted. “But we talked them into exiling you instead. You’ll have to leave on the ship taking Copperell to Waypoint tomorrow, or you’ll never get out of this cell.”

Fellicia’s lip curled in a feral snarl.

“Then they should come kill me now. I won’t be shunted off to a farm on some backwater colony. This is my home. Why should I leave?”

“You could be a leader for your people on Waypoint,” I suggested. “They’re going to need them.”

“They’re going to be farmers. Miners. Shopkeepers. What the hell do I know about any of that? I can fight, I can run, I can hide. What use would that be out there?”

It was a good point.

“You want to do something more important?” I asked her. “Something where you’d have to fight and run and maybe hide? That’s what you’re telling us?”

Fellicia’s brow furled at the question, and she cocked her head toward me.

“What are you saying?”

Laranna sat down on the cot beside her and slipped an arm around the girl’s shoulder. Fellicia looked like she wanted to shrink away from the contact, but Laranna wouldn’t let her.

“You know who we are,” Laranna said. “You know what we do.”

“You fight the Anguilar.”

“We fight for those who can’t fight for themselves,” I corrected her. “It was the Anguilar, and now it might be someone else.”

“It’s a good way to get yourself killed,” Laranna warned her. “We’ve lost friends who were as close to us as family. One second they were there, the next they were gone, and no one saw it coming. That could be you, or it could be someone you love. Being a farmer would be a lot safer. You could find yourself a man, settle down in a real home, and have a family. It wouldn’t be so bad.” She gave me a wistful glance. “I have hopes of doing that myself.”

“I wouldn’t know what to do with a real home,” Fellicia declared. “I want to do something important. Something that makes a difference.”

“If you sign up with us,” I warned her, “you’re going to be on the bottom rung of the ladder until you prove yourself. That means you train when and how we say you train, you work as hard as anyone else—harder. You obey orders, and you don’t go off half-cocked and do crazy shit just because it feels right. You only get to do crazy shit after you’ve proven to us that we can trust your judgment. You live on a starship, sharing your room with two or three other women, eating when they eat, sleeping when they sleep, and working when they work.” I shrugged. “The upside is, you get three meals a day, free clothes, a warm bed, and a shitload of people who’ll die for you…the downside is, you’ll have to be willing to die for them.” I gestured broadly. “Might be a lot more comfortable living with your own people on a pretty nice planet.”

Fellicia said nothing for a moment, chewing on her lip until her expression firmed up.

“I’d rather go with you.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” I sighed.

“You call yourselves the resistance,” Fellicia said, eyes narrowing. “But you’ve beaten the Anguilar. So now you’re the resistance against what?”

“For the moment,” I told her, “we’re the resistance against you either being executed or being sent to work on a farm. Good enough?” Again, I offered the hand.

This time, she shook it.
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That wasn’t the end of it, of course. We hadn’t bothered to clear our little plan with the new Emperor and Empress, and to my surprise, they weren’t very happy about it. But I’d finally pointed out that they’d wanted her off the planet, and we were getting her off the damned planet and what the hell was the problem?

And then we left, of course, because there was no point sticking around and digging the spurs in even further. Particularly not with our lone cruiser and two whole Vanguard fighters against the dozens of Anguilar warships patrolling this system. Not that I thought Danaan would order them to fire on us, but all it would take was one rogue ship captain to screw everything up.

Sorry, I should have said to screw everything up worse.

“This is your ship?” Fellicia asked, eyes wide as we approached the cruiser’s hangar bay.

I tried to imagine seeing the scene through her eyes. She’d never even flown in an airplane—or a flyer, or whatever the Anguilar called them—and here she was in orbit, about to board a starship. I suppose I knew how she felt, though Lenny had cheated me out of my first space flight experience by stunning me unconscious.

“This is one of our fleet,” I said, unable to suppress a sense of pride in the words.

We’d started out with the Liberator and a couple shuttles, no weapons, no crew, just the four of us and Lenny and a bunch of damned unfrozen zoo animals. Not even three years later, we had full squadrons of the things, not to mention the couple dozen under the control of the American government. Technically, I think they’d announced they were under a joint NATO command, but in practice, that meant the US Space Force.

“It looks like a piece of junk,” Fellicia judged, offering us a dubious look. “I thought you were supposed to have those giant Creator ships.”

“They’re busy elsewhere,” I said, making a sour face, suddenly very much aware of the long scorch marks on the hull. “And she’s not a piece of junk, she’s just had some exterior battle damage we haven’t had time to repair yet. There was a war, in case you forgot.”

Fellicia shrugged, and I gave the Vanguard maybe just a little more throttle than I needed to, forcing me to make the braking burn more uncomfortable than it needed to be. Laranna shot me a narrow smile, knowing exactly what I was doing.

“Come on, honey,” she chided softly. “Don’t be so defensive. It’s just a ship.”

“I worked hard for these ships,” I insisted.

The landing gear thumped hard against the hangar bay deck, and Fellicia grunted at the impact but showed none of the green around the gills I’d been hoping for. I suppose that was good news, given that she’d be taking a lot of bumpy rides on shuttles and landers in this job, but it somehow felt unsatisfying.

“Who the hell is this?” Giblet asked as we stepped out of the fighter.

“Did you find anything out?” Chuck’s question almost stepped atop of Gib’s, and I decided to answer his first, since it was more important.

“Not much more than we already knew,” I confessed, pushing the hatch of the fighter shut behind us. “The Zha’-Rath are damned dangerous and don’t hesitate to kill billions of people. But Danaan and Von-To promised to do some research and get back to us.”

“Well, shit,” Chuck murmured, shaking his head. “We came a long damned way to get a DC I’ll look into it sort of answer.”

“I repeat,” Gib said, motioning at Fellicia. “Who the hell is this?”

“Giblet, Chuck, I’d like you to meet Fellicia. She tried to lead a bunch of Copperell armed with clubs in storming of the Anguilar command tower and wound up needing very badly to leave the planet.”

“And you brought her here to us,” Giblet said, rolling his eyes. “Brilliant. We can always use another reckless, suicidal Copperell. You gonna shove a gun in her hand and put her out front like a Krin land-mine detector?”

“She also managed to kill an Anguilar soldier in full armor,” Laranna said, “despite starting out armed with nothing but a club.”

Fellicia said nothing, just glared, but Chuck nodded in appreciation.

“Not bad,” he allowed. “You had any training?”

“Just fighting for my life every day since I was twelve,” she told him.

“Chuck, can you show her to the crew quarters?” I asked him. “Maybe get her issued some fresh clothes?”

“Sure,” he said. “But what are we gonna do, Charlie? We came here to get answers. We’re leaving with nothing. Except a new recruit, I guess.”

“We have to warn everyone,” Laranna said. “They need to know.”

“And I don’t think we can just send a message out,” I added. “If the news leaks, there’s going to be widespread panic, and you’re going to have pirates and raiders trying to take advantage of the situation. We need to get everyone together, the leaders or representatives from every system with space assets, so we can arrange some sort of mutual defense system for anyone who gets attacked.”

“We could bring them together at Strada,” Laranna suggested. “It’s not exactly centrally located, but it should be secure enough.”

“The only cruisers there are the ones we’d bring with us,” I reminded her. “They’ve got a lot of static defenses and short-range fighters, but the only warship in the system is one of the Liberators, and they only cycle through every few days.”

“That’s pretty much every system, though,” Gib reasoned. “The only ones with a big fleet are us, and we have to keep a few of them out to patrol the worlds of the resistance.”

“Not the only ones,” Chuck corrected him, regarding me with a knowing grin.

“Oh, no, you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?” Gib asked. “Earth? You think they’re really ready to hold some kind of galactic strategy conference? They didn’t even know any of this existed a few months ago!”

“They’ve had a crash course since then, haven’t they?” I pointed out. “They also have their own fleet and probably the biggest military of anyone in the galaxy now. I won’t say it’s safe, because if Fillios wasn’t safe, then probably no one is. But it’s all I can think of.”

“Are we sure we should even be having a strategy meeting when we don’t know a damned thing about the enemy?” Chuck asked. “What are we gonna tell them?”

“Forget that,” Gib said, waving the question away. “What the hell do we do if those morons on your homeworld decide they won’t let us have it there? Like that idiot President Louis?”

“Then we have the damned thing on Mars,” I declared, “and the hell with President Louis. Now, who do we need to call?”

“Strada,” Laranna suggested immediately. “Thalassia. The new Peboktan settlement on Avada. Waypoint, Sanctuary and Vanadzor. Maybe…” She winced. “Maybe the Anguilar on Copperell?”

“No,” I decided. “They already know about the threat, and I don’t think anybody’s ready to have Anguilar sitting in on strategy meetings just yet. Let’s go make the call.” I cast a glance back over my shoulder at the still-open bay doors, at Copperell hanging behind us. “And let’s get the hell out of here.”
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The thing that sucked about star travel was that it’s almost impossible to remember what season you’re touching down in. I have, in just the last three years, arrived in the midsummer humidity wearing a flight jacket and stepped out into snowstorms with nothing but shirt sleeves. But I had a sense of the weather in DC before we arrived in orbit because I recalled hearing news about the election season before we’d left for Fillios.

That meant it would be mid-December now and probably wet and miserable, and I’d dressed accordingly before boarding the shuttle. Chuck, on the other hand, just wore his Army field uniform, and I eyed him sidelong as I guided the craft down from orbit.

“Aren’t you worried you’re going to be cold?” I asked him.

“Naw,” he scoffed, thumbs hooked into his harness, showing no sign of anxiety anymore at the flight through the atmosphere. “I grew up here. This is nothing.”

“Do we know who won the election?” I chuckled. “Wouldn’t want to waste time asking Louis for his permission to hold this conference and then find out that the other guy is going to be in charge by then.”

“Louis won,” Chuck scoffed. “You really think the guy who was president when we won an interstellar war and managed to bring the world fusion power and hyperdrive isn’t going to get reelected?”

“Given that we were the ones who did all that,” I said with a snort of disdain, “you’d think I’d get a few write-ins.”

“Hell, you didn’t even bother to vote! I got my absentee ballot in before we left.”

“I have a feeling that it might be tricky to straighten out my voter registration, considering the last president I voted for was Ronald Reagan.”

“You sound like Dad,” he said, shaking his head. “Damn Baby Boomers.”

“I think I’m closer to Gen-X,” I corrected him. “Not that I’ve ever understood the whole urge you guys have about sticking people into age-group pigeonholes.”

“Anyway,” Chuck said, dragging us back to the original point, “we’re gonna have a car waiting for us at Joint Base Andrews. It’s not like we’re walking to the White House.”

He lived to regret that assumption. A half an hour later, we stepped out of the side hatch of the shuttle onto the pavement at Andrews, with three inches of snow on the ground and more still coming down. And down his collar.

“Dammit!” he hissed, yanking at his collar and looking up into the dull gray sky. “Where the hell is that car?”

I pulled the drawstrings tighter on the hood of my jacket and grinned silently, secure in the knowledge that he couldn’t see it.

“Do we have any idea what time it is?” I wondered, squinting up at the sky. I’d stopped wearing a watch at some point after getting tired of having to reset it every time we hit a new planet and I hadn’t thought to check the position of the sun on the flight in. With the cloud cover, it might have been morning or late afternoon or anything in-between.

Chuck pulled out his cell phone, which was what most people seemed to do these days when they checked the time.

“Ten a.m. And that damned car should have been here twenty minutes ago. I’m gonna make sure that driver gets written up for this.”

“Oh, chill out, Major Barnaby,” I said. “No pun intended. You’re barely a major, and you’re already starting to act like a colonel.” This time, I didn’t care if he saw my grin. “I’d let you borrow my jacket, but then you’d be out of uniform.”

He grunted humorlessly and pulled his beret lower over his eyes.

“I swear to God, I wish the Army had never gone to berets. Damned things don’t even keep the sun out of your eyes. Or the snow.” He looked sidelong at me. “Are you serious about keeping this Copperell girl around?”

“Laranna’d have your ass for calling her a girl,” I told him. “But yeah, why not? We’ve taken in less promising characters. She wouldn’t make much of a farmer.”

“She could get herself killed. You want that on your conscience?”

“The war’s over.” I was grateful again that Chuck couldn’t see my face beneath the hood, because I was pretty sure my expression wasn’t pleasant. “Yeah, there’s a new enemy, maybe, but it’s not like the Anguilar. If these Zha’-Rath come after someplace, they kill the entire system, and being a civilian isn’t any protection. Besides, she was going to get herself killed on Copperell if we left her there, and she wouldn’t even consider immigrating to Waypoint.”

“It sounds like she’s had a rough life.” Chuck frowned. “I’ve had soldiers like that in my platoon. Sometimes, it’s hard for them to make a sensible decision because they think they’re just bound to be on the losing end, that they’re going to die young. By that point, they were in, and I had them, and there wasn’t much I could do about it except try to convince them otherwise, but if I could have talked to them at some point before they joined up, I might have gotten them to figure themselves out before they committed to a life that could get them killed.”

This line of conversation annoyed me for some reason. Maybe because I felt guilty for letting Fellicia come along, or maybe because of the presumption in his argument that I might not have noticed before spending so much time off Earth.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, Chuck, most of the galaxy isn’t much like the good old US of A. A lot of people don’t have the luxury of spending a few years in self-reflection before they move on with their life. They take whatever chances they get.”

The response sounded harsh in my own ears, and I immediately regretted it. Chuck deserved more respect than that after everything he’d done, and I braced myself for what I expected to be a heated comeback. But his expression showed more disappointment than anger.

“Maybe the galaxy isn’t like us, Charlie, but you should still be working to make it a better place. Are you trying to change the bad things out there, or are you letting them change you?”

Unsure how to respond to that, I hesitated, then received a respite in the form of a black Suburban appearing out of the snow like a wraith. Our ride.

“Thank God,” Chuck sighed, barely waiting until the SUV had stopped moving before he yanked open the back door and slid inside. “What took you so long?”

“Sorry, sir,” the uniformed driver said as I pulled the door shut. “There was a nasty wreck. You know how it gets here when we get a couple snowflakes hitting the ground.”

The rear heaters roared full blast, and I chose to forego complaining about the driver’s lack of foresight in favor of enjoying the warmth. I half expected Chuck to keep chiding the NCO until his uniform dried out, but as the car pulled away from the landing pad and the silvery oval of the shuttle, my friend fell as silent as the snow.

Leaving me with just the uncomfortable company of my own thoughts and the possibility that he was right.
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“The last time I saw you, Mr. Travers,” President Louis said with a smug air of I-told-you-so, “I recall you being utterly committed to never setting foot in this office again.”

The man was lean and tall and still young-looking for his age, which might have been a product of the medical technologies Lenny and I had given America and the other allied nations, along with fusion power, high-temperature superconductors, and a whole host of other goodies designed to convince them to fight alongside us. There’d soon be a hell of a lot of other people in their sixties and seventies looking like they were no older than fifty, and when I had nothing better to worry about, I sometimes reflected how drastically that was going to change our entire society.

I also wondered what Louis’s wife thought of it and if she’d already been treated to the same age-defying procedures. She’d always looked younger than him, though I’d never had the privilege of meeting her myself. The First Lady showed up for more domestic occasions, like pardoning the Thanksgiving turkey or lighting the White House Christmas tree, but stayed away from the foreign and economic policy gatherings. Which meant me. I think she’d been in the audience for my last address to Congress, but we hadn’t been introduced.

“Yes, sir,” I admitted, trying to act humble, both because it was expected by someone like Louis and because I was here to ask him a favor. Also, I’m not ashamed to admit, because we were alone.

The car had dropped Chuck off at the Pentagon for a meeting with his new boss. Apparently, during the couple months we’d been gone, General Gavin had retired, and some new guy was in charge of the Joint Chiefs now—an Air Force puke, God help us all. Not even Parker Donovan had deigned to sit in on this one, which might have been because the war was over and my visits weren’t as momentous.

“Thank you for seeing me, sir,” I went on after shaking his hand and taking a seat across from him, the broad expanse of wooden desk between us. “Particularly on such short notice.”

“Well, you did make a major contribution to my reelection campaign,” Louis told me, grinning broadly. “For which you have my undying gratitude. Not a financial one, of course, because good Lord, I wouldn’t have wanted to try to sort that out with the FEC, but given that the greatest legacy my administration would have been known for in my first two years in office is getting an immigration reform bill passed that was promptly shot down by the Supreme Court, I think you made a huge contribution.”

Louis grabbed a bottle of water from beneath his desk. He had a refrigerator down there, which seemed incongruous in the Oval Office, but I guess people did have to work here, and he didn’t want to have to send out for a waiter every time he got thirsty. He twisted the lid off, then hesitated and reached back into the cooler to offer a bottle to me. I took it out of courtesy, though I didn’t especially need a drink.

“Now, of course, my name will be tied to the most incredible events in human history, our biggest advance as a civilization since the invention of agriculture.” Louis took a swig of water, then shook his head. “It’s a real privilege just to be alive, to be present for all this.”

“I hope you feel that way after I tell you what I have to tell you, sir.” I did take a drink now, not because I was thirsty but just to kill a few seconds and put off the bad news. “A few weeks ago, we received a distress call from a system pretty much at the edge of the settled galaxy. A place called Fillios, which was sort of like the Switzerland of the stars, neutral and isolated and heavily armed. They stayed out of the last two interstellar wars and just squatted back behind their defenses and dared anyone to screw with them. No one was ever able to. Until a couple months ago.” Another sip, and I wished it was something stronger than water. “The entire system was…depopulated. The surface of the planet was glassed over like lava had flowed out over all of it, and every single defense platform was gone, even the ones on their moon.”

President Louis set down his water bottle and clasped his hands together on the desk in front of him, maybe to conceal their shaking.

“What caused this? I assume from your apocalyptic demeanor that this wasn’t some natural phenomenon.”

“The distress call said something about a species or a force called the Zha’-Rath. All we know about them is that they’re supposedly what chased the Anguilar out of their home galaxy hundreds of years ago.”

I didn’t mention any of the rest right now, nothing about the brood clutch or the heretics or revenge, mostly because I didn’t know how much of that I believed. Not to mention, Louis was a politician, and making things more complicated might send him into his politician protective shell.

“And you believe they’re here now?” he asked me, the quavering note to his voice well concealed but still just barely noticeable.

“Here in this galaxy, maybe. Not here in the Solar System. That’s the thing—we don’t know where they are or what they want. That’s why we’re wanting to bring together representatives from all the systems in the resistance to discuss how to prepare our defenses in case any of us are attacked.”

“And you want us to send a representative?” Louis assumed with a firm nod. “Of course. That would be a good way to initiate General Forsythe into his new role as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, get him out on one of our cruisers and meeting our allies.”

“Sir,” I broke in before he could go any further, “we do want you to be represented in this meeting, but that’s not why I’m in your office. We want to have the conference here. Camp David, maybe.”

Louis recoiled as if I’d spat in his face.

“Charlie, you did understand what I said just a minute ago, the part about being reelected because the public perception is that I played a key role in ending the war before it swallowed up Earth? Because if I come back now, just a few weeks after that reelection and say oh, just kidding, the interstellar crisis isn’t over, and now there’s some new existential threat to deal with, well…that whole reelection will last just long enough for Congress to freaking impeach me.”

Each word had pitched upward in volume until the last few were nearly shouted, but if he’d hoped to intimidate me, he’d have to try again. There wasn’t much left that could intimidate any of us.

“Well, Mr. President,” I replied, keeping my tone a great deal calmer than his, “the threat is there, and it’s not going away because it’s inconvenient. It’s not on your doorstep, but like all threats, the best way to make sure it grows is to ignore it.”

The President’s face clouded as he leaned forward in his chair, and I thought for a surreal moment that he might actually take a swing at me. That would have been awkward, so I was grateful when he got control of himself, but I didn’t let him take back control of the exchange. Making him angry meant I had him on his heels.

“Sir, if you don’t want this to happen here, where you can control the spin, where you can call it anything you like—maybe, for instance, a conference about interstellar trade and mutual defense—and keep the media out of the actual meetings, then we can take it somewhere else.” I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Somewhere that might be grateful for a squadron or two of their own Starblade fighters.” I raised a hand to forestall his building eruption. “Not Russia or China, obviously. I’m not a traitor, despite being an expatriate. But maybe someplace like France? I mean, they’re a NATO member, but they have to be pretty bummed about being sidelined when the US is the only nation to have control over space-based weapons. Imagine how happy they’d be to get their own Starblades…and maybe an interstellar transport or two so they could make their own deals with whatever we wind up calling our government?” I made a face. “I keep saying the federation, but that’s a little cliché. Maybe the confederation? Would that be enough to keep us from getting sued?” I grinned, raising a finger in revelation. “Or how about the Israelis? They’re your allies, but they also like to have their own toys. How’s the weather in Tel Aviv this time of year?”

President Louis snarled but bit back his initial response. I knew what he was thinking, and yes, it was a little scary that I could read the moods of a sitting president that well, but there you go. He knew he couldn’t stop me, that even trying would make things awkward, and that even so, he couldn’t let me do it. Technically, France and Israel were staunch allies, but that didn’t mean the US wanted to give up their space superiority even to a friend.

“You know, Mr. Travers,” he growled, sitting back with his arms crossed, sounding so much less full of cheer and bonhomie than when I’d entered, “for a man who told me not that long ago that you didn’t want to be a politician, you’re doing a damned good job of acting like one.”

I would have thanked him but somehow, I didn’t think he meant it as a compliment.
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It seemed like a good idea to stay in orbit for a while after that.

The Liberator was as close to a home as anything I’d known for the last three years, and if I still would rather have slept with only a roof between me and the open sky, if I would rather have been able to walk in the Sun with the wind on my face, the ship was at least big enough that I didn’t feel claustrophobic inside her endless passageways. She had a gym, a shooting range, enough corridors that I could get in a good five-mile run with only three circuits around them all, and, since our first trip to Earth, a big theater room where I could watch the movies we’d downloaded.

I usually shared that experience with Laranna, who had developed a disturbing affinity for rom-coms. I’d expected her to get into 80s and 90s action flicks, maybe even superhero movies, but no, I’d been roped into watching Sleepless in Seattle and Pretty Woman over and over…

Which was why I’d decided to take advantage of the fact that Laranna was training Fellicia in the gym to sneak in a re-watch of Tombstone with Giblet. We even had popcorn, now that there were regular supply shuttles coming up from Earth.

“One thing I don’t get,” Gib said, munching on a handful of popcorn, which he’d taken to like a duck to water, “is why they’re so concerned about why anyone is wearing badges. We’ve shot a lot of bad guys, and we didn’t need no stinking badges.”

Lucky for me, I didn’t have a mouthful of Heineken because that would have been a waste of good beer and made a huge mess on the floor.

“Well,” I tried to explain once the laughing had died down, “that has to do with what we call the criminal justice system…”

I’d barely had time to get into the difference between a county sheriff, a US Marshal, and a town marshal before my commlink beeped insistently. I grabbed the remote control for the projector and paused the playback, thinking it had to be Laranna and feeling irrational guilt at watching movies without her.

“Yeah, it’s Charlie.”

I supposed I should have called myself Commander Travers, but that ship had sailed a long time ago. Everyone knew me as Charlie, and it was all I could do to get them to use ranks while on duty.

“Charlie,” Lenny said, his voice recognizable even on the external mic of the commlink, “we have a scheduled shuttle coming up from Andrews. It’s Major Barnaby. He asked me to inform you and requested you meet him in the hangar bay for docking.”

I suppressed a sigh, didn’t bother asking why the hell I had to meet Chuck in the hangar. It wasn’t as if he’d suddenly forgotten how to dock with the Liberator—hell, the shuttle did most of the work itself. Or that he couldn’t find his way to the bridge. But it was Chuck, and I figured he had to have a good reason.

“All right,” I told Lenny. “I’ll be there in ten.”

“Oh, great,” Giblet complained around a mouthful of kernels. “Now I’m never going to find out what happens!”

“You’ve seen this movie four times,” I reminded him as I headed out of the theater.

“But every one of them feels like the first!”

“Then watch it without me,” I called back over my shoulder, his reply almost lost before the door closed behind me.

“It’s not the same!”

I got to the hangar before Chuck’s shuttle, though just barely. The spacecraft wasn’t one of ours, not even one of the shuttles we’d gifted to the US and her allies. The design made that much obvious, not the familiar oval of the Liberty-ship shuttles or the more utilitarian and boxy lines of an Anguilar model. This one wasn’t built for gravity-resist because they didn’t have it—not that we didn’t have the technology, nor because we couldn’t explain it to them, but mostly because the production process required tools to build the tools to build the tools that would all take years to make.

But the improved nuclear rocket engines Lenny’s technical advisors had given them were childishly simple to build, particularly using the fabricators they’d set up near the fusion reactors. And to be honest, the American shuttles just looked cooler, sleek and futuristic without appearing alien, like something we would have built on our own anyway, eventually. The only downside was that, lacking gravity resist and inertial dampeners, the maneuvers it took for one of them to dock with the Liberty dragged on for long minutes as they matched velocities and trajectory with gentle nudges of the maneuvering thrusters until finally, the delta-winged craft slid through the bay doors and settled gracefully in the docking cradle.

Hangar tech crews swarmed around the thing before the boarding ramp lowered, half of them looking like they were worried the primitive contraption might blow up spontaneously, half fascinated at the unfamiliar lines of the thing. Chuck stepped down the ramp, grinning broadly, hands spread.

“How do you like my new ride?” he asked.

“It’s sweet,” I admitted. “Who flew you up? And don’t tell me they let you at the controls, not with their newest toy.”

“It flies itself,” he said, jerking a thumb back at the shuttle. “Totally computer-controlled, no pilot necessary for any flight with a navigational beacon.” Chuck’s grin was that of a cat that had just eaten the canary. “No pilot, just me and one passenger.”

My eyes narrowed as I saw a shadow extending down the boarding ramp, then went wide again as the older man stepped out into the light.

“Hey, Charlie,” George Barnaby said, his smile matching his son’s. “Bet you never thought you’d see me up here.”

I stared at my old friend open-mouthed for a moment, not believing my eyes. He wore a Space Force flight suit, which seemed incongruous for a man in his early sixties, and seemed a little green around the gills, not surprising for someone who’d made their first spaceflight in a vehicle not equipped with artificial gravity.

Then I ran up and pulled him into a hug, slapping him on the back.

“Holy shit, George! How the hell did you talk them into letting you go into space?”

“Hey, easy, Charlie!” he cautioned, pulling away a little. “Unless you want to be wearing my lunch. I’m still getting my sea legs here.” George shrugged. “As for that…well, now that I’m best friends with the guy who saved the Earth from alien invaders, I have some favors owed me. I called them in.” He laughed, seeming to shake off the queasiness from the flight now that he had familiar gravity back. “It was incredible, Charlie! I mean, I knew you’d been to space, but the thing that I always focused on was all the aliens you’d met…you never told me how much damned fun it was to just fly in a spaceship!”

“Well, in my defense,” I said, raising my hands in surrender, “the first time I did it, I was unconscious, so it kind of stole the wonder out of the experience. But yeah, it’s incredible. I’ll never forget the first time I flew a Vanguard. I still can’t believe they let you on a shuttle.”

“It was great sharing the experience with Chuck,” he said, slapping his son on the shoulder. “But enough about me…show me this huge alien robot ship of yours! I want the full VIP tour.”

“You got it,” I told him. “Walk this way.” I couldn’t resist, not with George. I hunched my shoulder and limped, dragging my leg in my best Igor from Young Frankenstein. “This way.”

“Oh my God,” Chuck sighed, rolling his eyes. “I don’t know how to deal with dad jokes from someone younger than me.”
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“Tell me about the war, Charlie.”

The request took me by surprise, and I stopped in mid-step just through the door to the engineering section. George had shown appropriate ooh-ing and ahh-ing at the arcane machinations of the Liberator’s engine room and had listened intently to the simplified physics the Peboktan officer had lectured at us—simplified enough that I even understood half of it.

But the second the three of us emerged from the compartment, he’d dropped that bombshell on me.

“Dad…” Chuck said, wincing.

“I want to know,” George insisted. He nodded toward Chuck. “He won’t tell me, and I want to know what he did, what he went through. I don’t need a blow-by-blow, but I’ve seen enough of my friends’ children and younger brothers come home from combat messed up, with problems no one tried to solve because they didn’t want to admit they existed. I want to know if I need to be helping my son.”

I couldn’t look back at Chuck, knowing the pleading expression he was giving me. And I couldn’t lie to my best friend. But I still took a second, walking again, heading away from the engineering section and away from the crews working it, toward more privacy.

“Everyone reacts differently,” I told George. “I can’t read Chuck’s mind, and I don’t know how he’s feeling about…what we went through. It hits me sometimes.” The words hurt, and I let them tumble out, figuring the quickest way around was through. “I wake up in the middle of the night, sweating, thinking I should be running because somehow, it’s not too late to save Dani and I need to go help her. Or because the Anguilar are heading to attack Sanctuary and I have to get there first. I don’t get that much about the Anguilar I had to kill, though, and I think that’s mostly because of Laranna. The Strada have a warrior tradition that supports and comforts the men and women who come back from war, and she really helped me through everything.”

I stopped. I was talking about myself, and that wasn’t what George had asked.

“The only thing I can compare the war to is what my grandfather told me about World War Two. It was harsh and unforgiving, and he saw guys he considered friends, brothers, fly off on missions and never come back. But he knew it was necessary, that it was just, that it had to be done, and he never doubted that. I guess that’s how this was. I never once doubted that we were doing the right thing. From what I understand, things haven’t been that simple during the last few wars the US has fought in, but I guess that’s the advantage of having a bunch of bloodthirsty vulture people invading from another galaxy and enslaving everyone who stands in their way. It makes things less morally ambiguous. The most questionable thing I had to do was blow up the Redoubt, but even then, we did the best we could to get all the non-Anguilar off the thing before we destroyed it.”

Chuck nodded, frowning, eyes focused light-years away, like he’d never considered it before. I still didn’t look straight at him, knowing the next part would make him uncomfortable. As we’d talked, we’d ascended to a higher level, to the gym. I don’t know why I’d headed there, why I made it part of the tour since I doubted George had much interest in watching sweaty Copperell and Strada lift weights and hit the heavy bag, but I think, deep down, I’d gone there because I knew Laranna was there, and I needed her around to be able to talk about this stuff.

She was there, not too far from the door, sparring on the mat with Fellicia. The young Copperell had a lot of enthusiasm and raw speed, and she threw herself into one attack after another at her opponent, but Laranna sidestepped and ducked and dodged. Not counterattacking yet, but I knew she wasn’t trying to, wanted to observe Fellicia’s offense before she tested her defense.

“Chuck is a soldier,” I told George. “A Ranger. And he conducted himself just like you’d expect him to, with courage and professionalism, doing everything he was asked to do and beyond that. We were in the heart of the enemy’s stronghold, and no one could have blamed him for being scared shitless, for just wanting to get the hell out of there. But he never showed a second of fear, just kept his head down and kept fighting even when it was highly probable we were on a suicide mission. He’s done that over and over, every battle we’ve fought, and I couldn’t have asked for a better man or woman to have by my side.”

Chuck’s face flushed, his ears turning red.

“I was just doing my job,” he muttered, but his father beamed proudly and slipped an arm around his shoulders.

Laranna chose that moment to call a break, holding up a hand to halt Fellicia’s fierce attempt at an attack.

“Get a drink of water,” she told the Copperell woman. “We’re going to be doing this all day, and you need to stay hydrated.”

Fellicia looked as if she wanted to argue about it, but she sighed and grabbed a bottle of water and a towel from the edge of the mat. As she drank, she stepped closer to us, looking at Chuck curiously.

“You must be a great warrior,” she said, tilting her head to the side as if the comment was more of a challenge than a compliment.

“I’m a soldier,” he declared, “not a warrior.”

“What’s the difference?” Fellicia wanted to know.

Chuck shrugged. “A warrior’s life is to fight. A soldier’s job is to win.”

Which, I thought, was pretty deep for a guy who’d never impressed me as someone very self-reflective.

“You fight to win, hmm?” Fellicia asked, the corner of her mouth turning up. She gestured at the mat. “You think you could take me, soldier?”

“I’m not a Strada,” he told her. “I don’t fight for fun.”

“No, please, Chuck,” Laranna urged, a glint in her eye. “You’d be doing us a favor. She’s been sparring with me for an hour, and I think it’s getting a little stale for her.”

Chuck shrugged, surrendering to the inevitable and stripping off his fatigue blouse. Chuck had hit the gym hard in the last few weeks, mostly because there hadn’t been much else to do during our weeks in hyperspace, and while I’d only noticed it in relation to his bench press max going up, I could see from the change in Fellicia’s expression that her impression of his newfound muscles was very different than mine.

Chuck bounced on the balls of his feet for a few seconds, then stretched before stepping onto the mat and falling into a fighting stance. He didn’t, I noticed, set any parameters or limits for the fight, nothing about avoiding strikes to the groin or head, which might have been short-sighted but was also his way. Fellicia might have noticed it, too, from the feral grin as she moved in to engage.

Not that whatever admiration his physique engendered kept her from throwing the first punch. It wasn’t the most elegant or sophisticated attack, the swing workmanlike, a step above a drunk in a bar. Chuck stepped inside the arc of the punch and slammed his shoulder into Fellicia’s chest, knocking her backward. He could have—should have—followed through while she was off-balance, should have thrown her off her feet and gained side control, but he didn’t. He stayed on his feet and let her catch her footing while he danced around the edge of the mat. He might have been toying with her, but there was no playful expression on his grim, businesslike face.

Irritation twisted Fellicia’s confident grin into something darker, as if she felt that he was being unfair by using his weight against her, but she said nothing. Her feet picked a slow pattern across the mat, edging closer to him carefully, as if expecting another charge. Chuck waited, patient, a teacher intent on imparting a lesson. Fellicia struck. Smoother, faster this time, a combination I might have expected from a kickboxer. Feint with a jab, roundhouse kick at the thigh, and from her distribution of weight, she fully intended to follow that up with a high cross.

She never had the chance. Chuck stepped into the kick, taking her knee into his leg instead of her shin, which couldn’t have felt too great, but he barely flinched, grabbing her leg and picking her bodily off the ground to slam down to the mat. The air whooshed out of Fellicia’s lungs, and Chuck stepped back again, waiting.

“Damn it!” Fellicia wheezed, holding her side as she clambered to her feet. “There’s no way I can beat him! He’s too much stronger than me…and heavier.”

“You think you’ll only be asked to fight enemies who are your own size and weight?” Laranna asked her. “Was that how things worked on Copperell?”

“No,” Fellicia admitted, still rubbing at her bruised ribs. “But none of the backstreet hoods I fought there could fight as well as this human.”

“Come here, Charlie,” Laranna said. I deliberately didn’t sigh, but I wanted to, because I knew what was coming. Laranna motioned to me, where I was still speaking to Fellicia. “Charlie has me by several inches and at least thirty-five or forty pounds, and he’s been very well trained. He was able to defeat a Kamerian in unarmed combat.” A female Kamerian, but sure.

Laranna fell into a fighting stance, and I did as well, knowing what was expected of me. She nodded, and I lunged into a combination similar to the one Fellicia had tried, though better executed. And then I was flying through the air and barely had time to slap out and distribute the impact of the fall. I could have rolled back into a stance, but I stayed on my back, instead, an example for her lesson.

“You were letting Chuck use your weight and momentum against you when you should have been using his against him. Come here and I’ll show you how.”

Chuck retrieved his shirt and pulled it back on while Fellicia went back to train again with Laranna. But I did notice the Copperell girl looking sidelong at Chuck as he got dressed, and there was no resentment or anger in that look. George shook his head as Chuck led us away from the gym.

“Alien girls are weird.” Both Chuck and I laughed, and our answers were in perfect chorus.

“You have no idea.”
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“I saw your friend George is aboard,” Lenny said even as I stepped onto the bridge. “What does he think of space travel? It’s his first time, no?”

I hesitated, not sure why I was surprised he knew. Lenny wasn’t just plugged into this ship, he was this ship.

“It is,” I confirmed, just being polite because I knew he knew. No heads turned at my entrance. Nothing unusual about it, not even my friend visiting the ship. “He’s pretty psyched to be here. If we have time before the delegations arrive, I’d like to take him for a short jaunt in hyperspace…maybe to the next system over. Even let him take a walk on another planet. He deserves it.”

“I’m sure we have the time,” Lenny said, an indulgent note to the response, as if he thought I was being a frivolous child but couldn’t say no. “It’s not as if a single jump will drain our power cells. Perhaps General Barnaby would like to explore the bridge?”

“Eventually. Right now, Chuck is taking him to say hi to Giblet.” Another glance around. Still no one paying attention, but I couldn’t take the chance. “Can we go talk somewhere privately?”

“Of course.”

Again, the indulgent tone, and this time, I knew why. As I said, he was the ship, and if I wanted to speak to him privately, all I had to do was go into any compartment by myself and talk. He would have heard me. But I was human, and an old-fashioned one at that, and I preferred to speak face-to-face, even if that face was metal and looked vaguely like a young Michael Keaton.

Lenny followed me off the bridge and into a storage room not far off the main corridor. His massive metal form barely fit through the door, and he had to move farther inside before I could shut it behind us.

“Lenny,” I said, choosing my words carefully, because I stood less than three feet from hundreds of pounds of metal, and all it would take was one swipe of his hand to break my neck, “I know you’ve sworn that you’ve told us everything, that you’re not holding anything back, but there’s always the chance that something you don’t believe is pertinent might be helpful to our situation. I want to make sure you don’t have any information about the Zha’-Rath. It can’t be a coincidence that you, the Zha’-Rath, and the Anguilar are all from outside this galaxy.”

“Of course it could,” Lenny scoffed. A big, metal robot with a computer brain scoffing is just as incongruous as it sounds, by the way. “I know you’re not trained in physics or astronomy, but surely you must know that this galaxy is merely one of billions in the universe. The odds that three extragalactic entities would come to this place from the same location are, if you’ll pardon the pun, astronomical.”

He was, I thought, putting off the question, which did nothing to make me less suspicious.

“Just for my peace of mind,” I told him, “you’re saying that you have no information about these Zha’-Rath? You don’t know anything about their brood clutch or these Heretics that were their enemies? That you’ve never heard of them before?”

“There is no accessible data in any of my memory files about any species called the Zha’-Rath until you reported the mention of them by the Anguilar.”

A definitive answer, but also an oddly specific one. Knowing I wasn’t going to get anything else from him on the subject, I tried another tack.

“Okay, what about this business of the Zha’-Rath being able to project their thoughts into people’s heads that Ursula told us about? Is there any chance that’s anything other than a delusion? Any kind of weapon you’ve heard of that might be able to cause that? I’ve read about experiments with microwave and infrasound projectors that can screw with human perceptions. You think maybe this effect was caused by something technological?”

This one made Lenny pause for a second, and I knew that he only did that for two reasons. The first was for effect, to act more like a biological entity so we’d empathize with him, though that didn’t seem to be the case here. The second was when he had to make a deep-dive into the memory banks, not just of this ship, but of all the Liberty ships in comm range. Even with the incredible connection speeds necessary to facilitate a true sentient computer, there were limits. This was a case of the latter, I thought.

“There were rumors,” he told me finally, “that such a thing was possible. But those were from hundreds of thousands of years ago. Millions. Back when I…when we had biological bodies.”

I blinked, for the first time considering what it must have been like to give up a physical body and upload themselves into cybernetic form. How much trust they must have had in the process to preserve something of themselves. Me, I was of the opinion that it wouldn’t be the same person, just a simulation, that there’d be no continuation of existence between the two. Lenny’s people obviously had other ideas.

“I’m surprised,” I told him, feeling a need to explain my silence, “that you can remember anything back that far.”

“I don’t have access to the physical memories, of course,” Lenny confessed. “Those were lost when our bodies were destroyed.”

When our bodies were destroyed. What a casual way to describe mass suicide.

“But all the current memories of our biological brains were uploaded into the quantum-core matrix prior to that,” he went on. “That matrix is now at the center of this ship.” He made a very human gesture of helplessness. “All the memories of all of our people are stored there, and often it’s difficult to separate one from the other…and I fear that, through the hundreds of millennia, many of what my automated systems deemed inconsequential memories have been deleted to make room for new data.”

There wasn’t much room with the two of us in the tiny storage compartment, but I still took a step back, my mouth dropping open. Cold metal pressed against my back as I came up against the far wall.

“That’s horrible!” I blurted, unable to contain the words despite the risk of alienating Lenny.

“I don’t understand,” he confessed. “It’s a loss, of course, but an unavoidable one after so long.”

“Those people…” I ran out of words and had to try again. “Those people must have believed when they put their memories, their personalities into that computer, that it meant they’d live on somehow past their physical death. And you just…threw away their souls because you ran out of disk space?”

I steeled myself, expecting him to finally lose his cool. I’d known Lenny for nearly three years now, and he’d never let the cool, machine-like demeanor slip, but I knew it would come, eventually. If he was anything but a poor copy, he wouldn’t be able to keep control forever. But it wasn’t, I discovered, going to happen this time. His reply was just as measured and calm as if I’d asked him the time of day.

“Charlie, I think you may be guilty of projecting your beliefs about the soul and the persistence of existence onto a society that existed millions of years before yours, one very different than anything you’ve encountered.”

“Maybe so,” I admitted, though I wasn’t sure if I believed it. I’d met a lot of different aliens so far, and not a one of them wasn’t afraid of dying, and all for the same reason. But again, this wasn’t an argument I was going to win, which meant it was time to change the subject. “What were you like?”

And again, he hesitated, his head tilting toward me in curiosity.

“In what way?”

“Just what were you like when you were biological?” I pressed. “Were you humanoid? You’ve said you weren’t that different from us. Did you look like us? You built starships. Does that mean you dreamed like us? Did you feel the need to explore? To find out what was over the next hill the same way us humans do? Did your males and females raise their kids together and live as a family? Or did you even have two sexes?”

“I…have no recollection of that.” Lenny was at a loss for words, as unbelievable as that seemed. “It’s not among the memories available to me. I’m afraid it may have been lost.”

“You’ve lost everything you were,” I said, shaking my head. “Doesn’t that bother you at all?”

That metal Michael Keaton head cocked to the side, regarding me like a father might a wayward son.

“Of course not. What I was is unimportant. Only what we are now matters, both for you and me. You are not the frightened, frustrated, lonely, purposeless college student you were when I found you. You’ve grown into your role, and who you’ve become is who you are now. What came before is irrelevant.”

“Maybe it should be,” I assented, “but I’m not sure it always is.” I surrendered, opening the door, not at all satisfied with the conversation but also not wanting to spend any more time in this closet. It was hot and stuffy even without a seven-foot robot, and it was getting hard to breathe. “We’re expecting a transmission from the Anguilar at some point. Even if it’s the middle of the conference, make sure I get that message.”

“It could be,” he said, stopping me halfway out the door, “that this isn’t the threat you imagine. It could be that this was a targeted attack on the Fillians and there’s no danger to the rest of us.”

“I don’t believe we could ever be that lucky.”
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“I can’t believe how lucky I am,” George told me, eyes darting around like he couldn’t make up his mind where to look. “I’m walking on another world. In another star system.”

I could have taken him someplace stranger, more alien. The northwestern edge of Verdant’s major continent looked a lot like Canada, though that might be alien enough for a guy who’d spent most of his career in the DC metro area. Mountains still capped with spring snowfall rose high above the evergreen forest in the middle distance, just the other side of the river, and it all could have been a scene from a postcard of the Canadian Rockies. There hadn’t been time for much else, though, unless we’d taken him to Mars, and I really hadn’t wanted to be George’s instructor in spacesuit operations on his first EVA.

The shuttle was only a half a mile behind us, and I’d brought along a pulse rifle, but I wasn’t really worried. Verdant was uninhabited and didn’t have anything more dangerous than your average Earth megafauna, bears and cougars and the like, or at least the local equivalents, and none of them would be able to shrug off a blast of scalar energy.

It still would probably have been a good idea to have my commlink ready, just in case we needed help, but I’d left it in the shuttle when we wandered into the field of golden summer flowers in the lush river valley. On purpose.

“Thanks again for running me out here,” George added, grinning back at me. “I know you have a lot on your plate right now.”

“I wasn’t gonna do any good just sitting in orbit waiting for the delegations to arrive,” I said, shrugging. “In fact, I think I might have been pissing off President Louis more by hanging out there than by taking off. He’s really worried about what this could do to his administration.”

“Well, I can’t blame him for that,” George admitted. “If this turns out to be a real problem, he’s toast. He’ll be lucky to survive impeachment, and his party will lose the next two elections. And that’s just the domestic fallout, not counting what our allies would say about this, considering he didn’t consult them before making this deal with you and your resistance.” He frowned. “By the way, you’ve gotta come up with a new name. I was never that crazy about the name to begin with, but it really doesn’t work anymore.”

“I know,” I sighed. “But I can’t just rename the thing myself without asking anybody.” I shrugged, reconsidering. “I mean, I suppose I could, but without some kind of vote, I’d just be naming it something arbitrary that might not reflect what it eventually becomes. What if I call it the Union and then everyone decides they just want it to be like a mutual-defense pact with free trade? Or what if I call it the Confederation and they want a strong central government?”

George cast a baleful glare at me.

“You sound like you’re writing a term paper for your history class back in college. The fact is, these people aren’t going to question whatever you call them. They probably won’t question whatever government you tell them to have, either. Most of them have grown up without any kind of self-determination, ruled over by the Anguilar, and probably couldn’t tell you the difference between a Confederacy of Dunces and a Blessed Union of Souls.”

“A what?” I asked, staring at him in confusion.

“Never mind,” George sighed, waving it away. “Just, while you have all of them on Earth, you need to decide on a new name. The important thing is, you need to make sure that none of this gets out. We can’t afford the general public or even America’s allies getting wind of these Zha’-Rath, not unless it becomes absolutely unavoidable. I also wouldn’t count on any military aid unless Earth is directly threatened. Louis is going to pretend none of this is happening for just as long as he can.”

“That’s what I was expecting. But that’s not the thing that worries me the most.” I glanced back over my shoulder, hoping we were far enough from the shuttle that its audio pickups couldn’t hear us. “It’s Lenny.”

“The big robot that looks like Michael Keaton sculpted out of metal?”

There. I knew I wasn’t the only one who noticed it.

“He’s not just a robot, George,” I reminded him. “He’s a computer the size of that starship, and he supposedly was once a living, breathing being like you or me.”

“Supposedly?” George’s eyebrow raised, all his attention focused on me as if he’d totally forgotten the alien landscape around him. “You don’t believe him?”

“I don’t know if he believes it himself. He told me he’s basically forgotten everything about what it was like to be a living being. That he purged the memories because he ran out of space. It could all be a fiction he told himself.”

“Why does that matter?” George wanted to know. “I mean, he’s done nothing but help you, right? You told me he brought all you guys together in order to save us all from the Anguilar. You wouldn’t have beaten them without his help, right?”

“No, that’s true. But we did beat them, and what I’m worried about is what he has planned for us now that the war’s over.” I threw my hands up, frustrated by the doubts that I had no basis for, but that wouldn’t leave. “He’s not human, and I have no idea what makes him tick. He claims to be the one who spread life throughout the galaxy, all of it based on the genetic material he got on Earth. That’s why those trees and this grass and all the animals we’d see if they hadn’t been scared into hiding by the shuttle landing all look so familiar instead of being green goo and tentacles. But how the hell do I know if any of that is true? He says that’s what happened, but he doesn’t even remember what his species looked like before they became machines.”

“So, you think what?” George snorted a skeptical laugh. “That he’s going to enslave us all now that the Anguilar are out of the way? Or force us to change ourselves into machines? I mean, come on, Charlie. He’s given us enough ships to beat him in a fight. What would be his endgame?”

“I wish to hell I knew. And I wish I knew why I didn’t fully trust him. I can’t talk with anyone else about this, George. Not even Laranna. Not because I don’t trust her but because he might be listening in. Maybe it’s nothing, maybe I’m just being paranoid.”

“Well, look,” George said, “everything about this is wild to me. The starships, the aliens, the robots…it got dumped on me and the rest of us all at once. So, maybe it’s too strange for me to separate out the parts that you feel weird about. But think about this…we’re talking about an alien here. Not alien like Laranna or Giblet. They’re based on Earth life, you said so yourself, so they’re not that different. Lenny’s from another galaxy, some life-form we’ve never seen or even dreamed of, and it’s possible he doesn’t think the way we do. You’re thinking good or evil, but that might not be the way he’s wired. What he really wants might be too strange for us to even understand.”

I shrugged, unable to argue the point.

“Now, if you’re through trying to ruin my first visit to another planet,” George went on, grinning, “I want to walk down to the river and see what alien fish look like.” He cursed and snapped his fingers. “Damn it, I wish I’d brought a pole along…”
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“…this unprecedented interstellar peace conference is taking place at Camp David, Maryland, in a mood reminiscent of the Yalta Conference or the formation of the United Nations after the Second World War.”

Chuck grunted and touched a control on the comm panel to switch channels, the mellifluous female voice replaced by the deeper baritone of an older man.

“In an event not envisioned except in science fiction movies, representatives from multiple alien solar systems have made their way here, to Earth, to the United States of America, for a conference to decide the very future of the galaxy. Organized by President Louis and the hero of the resistance, Charlie Travers, this meeting is intended to establish free trade among all the allied worlds who came together to defeat the Anguilar Empire, as well as some sort of mutual defense pact to guard against future threats.”

“Too positive,” Chuck declared, lip twisting cynically. “There’s got to be someone…” Another touch on the panel, and another female voice replaced the older man. This one had a nasal twang to it, unpleasant and grating, and I wondered how she still had a job.

“President Louis is again acting unilaterally, without consulting our allies, much less the governments of non-aligned nations. He entered into this war that could have devastated our entire planet without the consent of the rest of the world’s governments, and now he’s going to negotiate the details of the peace with just as much thought for international cooperation. I find it very telling that Mr. Louis has more interest in speaking with non-human governments than he does the ones who share our world.”

“There we go,” Chuck said, beaming at me. “I knew I could count on that station to put the worst possible spin on the whole thing.”

I didn’t look away from the controls of the shuttle, giving the front viewscreen the scowl I wished I could aim at Chuck.

“Is there any particular reason you’re hunting for negative news coverage?” I asked him. “Other than to make me regret showing you how to use the comms to tune into TV networks?”

“That’s simple,” he replied. “If that’s the worst they have on him, then no one even suspects the real reason for the conference, and we’re in the clear.”

“Makes sense,” I admitted. “Though I still feel guilty for keeping this from everyone. If this is what we think, then the threat is real, and it’s to all of us. I’m not sure lying about it is the right move.”

“Dude,” Chuck said, shaking his head, “you don’t know what it was like here after everyone found out about the Anguilar. Things didn’t get any calmer after that battle in DC. Riots, emergency resolutions in congress, demonstrations outside American embassies all over the damn world. If you hadn’t won the war quick, we probably would have wound up with a civil war. And maybe World War Three on top of it.” He shrugged. “Not that we would have had any trouble winning it, given that we had space superiority and fusion power, but that sure would have been a downer after the whole business of being accepted into the galactic community. Things have settled down now that the war is over and everyone’s a big damn hero.” He grinned broadly. “Dad tells me there’s talk of me getting the Medal of Honor. You could have gotten one, too, if you hadn’t resigned from the human race way back when, but they could give you a Congressional Medal of Freedom.”

“I’ll put it on my belt buckle,” I murmured, working on aligning our course with the nav beacon being sent from Camp David. There’d been talk initially of having everyone land at Andrews and driving them in, but I’d agreed with Chuck’s military bosses’ assessment that this would have made the delegates more vulnerable to attack from outside threats and with President Louis’ argument that the longer the transport chain, the greater the chance that the secret reason for the conference might come out.

So vital did Louis consider that secrecy that I wasn’t even challenged by traffic control coming down through the atmosphere. My comm panel transmitted our identity and clearance, and military traffic control broadcast the navigational course, and there wasn’t even a threat to blow us out of the air if we deviated from it. I mean, they might have done that anyway, but they weren’t about to say it out loud.

That was why I’d chosen to come down in one of our own landers rather than the American shuttle Chuck had brought up a week ago. He’d taken it and his father back down once the Liberator had returned, but he had to be ferried back up by our ships at some point to serve as liaison between us and the military.

“But trust me, Charlie,” Chuck went on, “this isn’t something you want to be spreading around. Hell, I’m not even sure you should tell the other systems in the resistance about it. What the hell are they gonna do?”

I didn’t have an answer for that, but luckily, I had the excuse of needing to land the shuttle to end the conversation. I’d never been to Camp David before, although I’d certainly read enough about it in the news back in the seventies, when President Carter was hosting the Israelis and Egyptians there. I certainly hadn’t expected it to be covered in snow and ice, not even in late December. Or was it early January now? I could have asked Chuck, but I didn’t really care that much. It was cold, and I’d dressed for it…so had Chuck, this time. His field jacket was probably too warm for the shuttle cockpit, but it wouldn’t be much longer.

The threat panel lit up yellow and beeped insistently, warning me of the missile targeting radar locking onto us, but I silenced it and trusted to hope that the air defenses here wouldn’t fire on us. The launchers were concealed and probably wouldn’t have shown up on conventional thermal or radar, but the shuttle’s sensors showed them dug in between a pair of outbuildings, disguised by white-colored netting to match the snow. Give it a couple more years, and they’d have pulse turrets or even a particle cannon. Then I wouldn’t be able to ignore the warnings so blithely.

The landing area had been cleared of snow, a conspicuous patch of bare brown the size of three football fields, unoccupied until I touched down on it.

“Unfashionably early,” I murmured, powering down the engines. “Just like I was to every frat party back in college.”

“Well, you gotta be here to deal with the aliens,” Chuck pointed out. “And I don’t think they’re that far behind us. The sensors picked up the transport coming out of hyperspace before we broke orbit.”

After zipping up my jacket, I reached for the door, but Chuck’s hand on my shoulder stopped me.

“Get ready,” he warned, and I frowned and shook my head, not understanding him.

Chuck pointed at a corner of the main screen showing the view off to the right, where a crowd of vultures stood waiting, their cell phones raised to record video.

Oh, did I say vultures? Sorry, I meant journalists.

Sighing, I pulled my hood up and opened the door. I would rather have faced a platoon of Anguilar.

“Commander Travers! Commander Travers!”

The calls came from so many people that I couldn’t pick one from the other, and every single hand was up, waving for attention, their faces buried beneath hats and fur-lined hoods.

“Charlie, do you intend to run for office here in the US?” a woman wrapped in a down jacket called.

“No,” I snapped, pushing through the press of reporters blocking the path down to the main building. “I don’t even have a driver’s license.”

“Did you support President Louis’ reelection campaign? Do you resent his use of you and your people as props for his campaign?”

“President Louis has been a key ally in the war against the Anguilar,” I told them, the answer rehearsed and insincere like most political answers. “We wouldn’t have won the war without the support of his administration.” Just another thirty or forty yards.

“Do you plan to stay here on Earth? Are you going to live in the DC area?”

“No, I do not plan on living on Earth long-term. My wife and I are going to settle on Sanctuary once the city there is rebuilt.”

Which felt like oversharing, but it wasn’t as if they were going to be able to track me down on Sanctuary and haunt the stoop of our house.

Twenty yards until we reached the Marine guards at the front entrance to the main building. Not just conventional Marines, either. These guys wore the Onyx powered armor suits Chuck and I had trained his Ranger Battalion to use months ago, towering and intimidating like iron statues guarding a temple. Mirrored visors hid the faces of the men or women inside, concealing any sympathy or amusement they might have felt at my plight.

“How about you, Major Barnaby? Are you going to run for office?”

Chuck rolled his eyes and said nothing, and could get away with it since he was in uniform and technically not allowed to give the press quotes without having them authorized by his command. Then the Marines half-turned to open the doors for us, and waited until we were through before they moved to block the mob of media, forming a solid, metal wall.

Warmth washed over me, both from the interior heaters and the sudden lack of journalists hounding us.

“Gentlemen.” An older, well-dressed man who I’d have called a butler back in the eighties but was probably referred to as a concierge or something nowadays, approached us, arm out. “Can I take your jackets?”

It felt very strange handing off my coat to him, and Chuck seemed even more hesitant than I was, maybe because his field jacket was Army-issue with his name across the front, but it probably wouldn’t be practical to carry them around the whole time, and it was way too well-heated to keep them on. The older, white-haired gentleman hung our jackets in an open closet, then motioned for us to pass on through the anteroom and its rubber mats into the main hall of the building.

Gentle lighting cast a golden glow on heart-of-pine floors and wood-paneled walls, the soft light turning the artwork on those walls into something homey and natural rather than a sign of conspicuous consumption or a museum-style display. Long tables lined the walls, the chairs pulled up to them hand-crafted and high-backed, and the entire scene reminded me of old movies set in a never-never Middle Ages where King Arthur held court.

Trays of food sat at the center of the room, steaming and fresh and promising more to come, and I took an instinctive step toward them before I saw the two VIPs approaching us. Sighing at the lost opportunity, I offered a hand of greeting to the short, elfin woman in the immaculate blue business suit.

“Secretary Barrett,” I said, nodding to her. The Secretary of State and I hadn’t always seen eye to eye during the early days of my association with President Louis and his administration, but I’d always respected her. “How’ve you been? Glad to see you’re staying on for the second term.”

“Oh, I’m doing well, Commander Travers.” She shook my hand warmly in both of hers, not showing any of the paranoia and resentment Louis had exhibited at the prospect of this conference. Maybe because she was actually excited for the stated purpose of it instead of dwelling on the ramifications of the covert reason for being here. “And I’m definitely too mean to let them get rid of me so soon.”

“Maybe you can tell me the secret of how to deal with our glorious free press outside,” I said, jerking a thumb behind me.

“Mostly I just lie to them,” she confessed. “I mean, I’m a politician, so they basically expect it.”

“Commander Travers,” the general in Air Force blues cut in, sticking out a hand aggressively, as if reminding me he was there and wouldn’t be ignored. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Quentin Forsythe had been chosen to replace General Gavin as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs because he’d served as both a fighter pilot and an astronaut, and had the type-A personality of both, or either. A compact, wiry piece of chewed leather, he looked more like a Marine gunnery sergeant than an Air Force general and sounded more like a used-car salesman than either of those, and I wanted to hate him by reflex. I shook his hand anyway because if I was going to play any part in this new alliance we were about to forge, I had to be an adult.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, painting on a smile I didn’t feel. “I’ve heard you have half a dozen space flights. That’s very impressive, particularly since some of those had to be on the old Russian Soyuz capsules.” The shudder that went through me wasn’t feigned, unlike the smile. “You’d have to put a gun to my head to get me into one of those damned things.” I wasn’t sure how Forsythe would take it, but he laughed in good humor.

“Unfortunately true, though I did manage to sneak a ride on one of the last space shuttle missions and, let me tell you, after Columbia, that was scarier than any of my Soyuz flights. Thank God for Space-X, but thank God for you and your new technology even more. I’ve been up on one of our new birds, and it’s everything the space shuttle could never be.”

Okay, so maybe he wasn’t an asshole, despite his unfortunate name.

“I wish we could teach you how to build shuttles like ours,” I confessed. “But I think that’s going to take quite a while. You’ll probably be trading for them with our member systems for a couple decades before you can make your own.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He snorted skeptically. “Flying one of those alien ships doesn’t feel like being in a real plane. More like a flight simulator…or a video game. I’m satisfied with a good old-fashioned rocket, even if it’s a nuclear one.”

“Oh, I think you might change your tune if you ever got behind the controls of a Vanguard, sir,” I told him, and from the glint of lust in his eye, I knew I’d touched a nerve.

“I might take you up on that sometime, Travers.” And I had the sense that when he said that, it wasn’t just polite banter. General Forsythe was going to show up on the Liberator one of these days and ask for a flight lesson in a Vanguard.

“Is President Louis going to show up for this?” I wondered, looking around. “I assume he isn’t here yet from the distinct lack of Secret Service.”

“He’ll put in an appearance once everyone’s arrived and banged out the details of all this. He’s leaving the heavy lifting to Quentin and me.” Barrett’s smile was a Cheshire Cat. “I can’t wait, honestly. I know the real reason we’re here, but the cover is something we should really be doing anyway.” She nodded to me. “Where’s your better half? I expected to see Laranna here.”

“She’s been busy training a new recruit. You’ll have to meet Fellicia sometime. She’s a real pistol.”

“Yeah,” Chuck put in, rolling his eyes, “a loaded pistol with a hair trigger and no safety.”

“Laranna will be down with the Strada contingent when they arrive,” I added. “Shouldn’t be more than a couple more hours. I think. Hyperspace can be funny about time.”

“There’s a ship coming down from orbit right now,” Forsythe informed us, tapping his earbud demonstratively. “Just got the word. This one’s from…” He frowned, pulled out his cell phone and tapped the screen to check it. “Thalassia, I think?”

I shared a glance with Chuck, and we both laughed quietly.

“Well,” I said, “this is gonna be interesting.”
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“Is that a cow lady?” General Forsythe asked softly from beside my shoulder.

It was all I could do to stop myself from guffawing at the expression on the general’s face. He’d probably been introduced to the Copperell and Peboktan technicians working on the fusion reactors and fabrication plants, but even the vaguely buglike nature of the Peboktan wouldn’t have prepared him for the Gan-Shi.

Her long, loose-jowled face and the matted, curly hair ranging from her head down her shoulders to cover most of her body would have been strange enough for him, but the fact that she was nearly naked other than a short, cloth skirt probably nudged Forsythe’s sanity over the edge. That, and the four mammaries swinging back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.

“Greetings, Elder,” I said, bowing my head in respect to the Gan-Shi female. She’d told us her actual name once, months ago, but since then, she’d taken on the duties of the Primary Elder of the Gan-Shi, and frankly, I hadn’t used her name in so long, I’d forgotten it. “I hope you had a pleasant journey.”

“It was long and cramped,” she told me, just as harsh and cold as the last time I’d seen her, when she’d exiled Shindo from the herd for refusing to kill the traitor Warrin after their ritual battle.

I could believe it was a cramped ride for her, though. The transport dwarfed our shuttle over on the landing pad, but I knew from experience how small the things were on the inside, and it was over a week from here to Thalassia. There were only a couple cruisers in system patrol around Thalassia, and we weren’t about to pull them off just to haul a couple ambassadors to a meeting, even one this important.

“General Forsythe,” I introduced, abruptly remembering my manners, “Secretary of State Barrett, this is the Primary Elder of the Gan-Shi on Thalassia.” I couldn’t suppress a grin at the smiling bronze face peering out from behind the Elder. “And this is Wendra of the Copperell colonists on Thalassia.” She moved out from the concealment of the Gan-Shi, and my eyes went wide at the sight of her belly, which looked to be about six or seven months along, protruding from the depths of her fur-lined coat. “And friend!”

Wendra laughed and pulled me into a hug.

“It’s great to see you again, Charlie! It feels like it’s been a lifetime!”

“Someone’s lifetime,” I agreed, gesturing at her. “Are you sure you’re up for a trip this long?” I had visions of her going into labor in hyperspace with the Gan-Shi Elder the only one to help deliver the baby.

“Oh, I have at least seven weeks left,” she assured me, waving the concern away. “And I wasn’t about to turn down the chance to be the representative of our whole city!”

“Is Maya excited about her new little brother or sister?” I tried to imagine what the little girl looked like now—I hadn’t seen her in over a year.

“Of course! And about her new stepfather. He’s one of the Copperell soldiers the resistance stationed there, so, in a way, you’re the one who brought us together. That’s why,” she went on, resting her hand on her stomach, “if it’s a boy, we’re naming him Charlie.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus, not another one,” Chuck moaned. “My dad named me after this clown, and now I have to go by Chuck when all my friends from kindergarten to college called me Charlie, just so people don’t confuse the two of us.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Ambassador Wendra, esteemed Elder,” Secretary Barrett said, moving between Chuck and me in an obvious attempt to draw the whole conversation back to something official and diplomatic. She shook Wendra’s hand and then offered the same greeting to the Gan-Shi. “If you’ll follow us, we’ll get you somewhere warmer where you can relax.”

Since you’re basically naked, she didn’t say out loud, but I intuited.

“Ambassador Wendra,” Forsythe said, offering an arm gallantly. “It can get pretty slippery here.”

The rest of us started to follow, but the Elder grabbed my arm and held me back, putting space between us and the others. I slowed my pace, looking a question at her.

“How is…Shindo doing?” she asked me, the words labored as if she’d had to drag them out. He was an exile, so maybe it was some sort of ethics violation for her to even acknowledge his existence.

I could have told her that I thought he was lonely, that I never saw him socialize with anyone when he wasn’t working, that he rarely spoke and then, never of his home or his herd. That he’d turned me down flat when I asked him if he wanted to come along and get the chance to see one of his people. But that wouldn’t have accomplished anything, and this meeting was about bringing our allies together, not alienating them.

“He’s fine,” I told her instead. “He’s up on the Liberator right now. Diplomacy isn’t his thing.”

“I never said,” the Elder told me, her voice catching, “but I am sister to his mother. She died in childbirth when he’d barely left us to labor for the Krin. Had he been younger, I would have raised him myself.”

Oof.

“That has to be rough,” I said, cautious of how I worded it. “Especially considering you’re the one who exiled him.”

“I had no choice,” she insisted. “It’s the law of our people. If I hadn’t carried it out, the council of elders would have removed me forcibly and replaced me with someone who would.”

I clenched my teeth against an urge to tell her she should have made them do just that, but before I could give into it, my commlink beeped for attention.

“Commander Travers,” I said, feeling like a rank imposter, no pun intended.

“Charlie, it’s Laranna.”

I sighed at the sound of her voice, partly because I loved her and hearing her voice was always a good thing but mostly because she’d interrupted an awkward conversation.

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked her.

“I am…up above you, that is. The Strada delegation has arrived, and we’re on our way down.”

“Awesome,” I said. “I’ve got a surprise for you down here. The Thalassian Copperell sent Wendra as their representative.” I didn’t mention the fact she was pregnant, both because I wanted to keep it as a secret to spring on her and because, to some extent, it hurt a little to talk about since we’d been about to have our own family before all this.

“I can’t wait to see her again. And I have a little surprise of my own.”

“What’s that?” I asked her. I could hear the grin in her reply.

“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”
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“My brother!” Wulf cried, running toward me, arms spread.

The Strada leader swept me into a rib-creaking bear hug, laughing with the sheer joy that only a warrior culture could produce. I returned it, lifting him off the ground in turn, pounding him on the back while Laranna looked on from beneath her hooded jacket, smug in the knowledge that her surprise was better than mine.

“It’s been forever, brother,” I told him, shaking my head. I sobered, remembering what had happened since last we’d met. “I’m so sorry about what happened to Nareena.”

Wulf’s relation to Nareena was nearly as complex as his connection to Laranna. Jax, Wulf’s father, had been betrothed to Laranna before Lenny had abducted her and she’d spent thirty-five years in stasis. In the interim, Jax had married Laranna’s best friend, and Wulf was their son. After Wulf’s mother had died, Jax had married Nareena, and now that she was gone, Laranna was the closest thing he had to family.

Well, besides me. After we’d retaken Strada, Wulf had declared me his brother, and if I’d thought at the time the gesture had been symbolic, I’d soon discovered that it was anything but. According to Strada custom, declaring someone your brother or sister held as much legal and familial weight as blood ties. Which also sort of made me a high-ranking member of his tribe.

“It’s how she would have wanted to pass,” Wulf assured me. “In battle, saving those in her charge. And the best way to honor her spirit was to win the war. I know she rests well, thanks to you.”

“Hey, Mr. Green Guy!” a reporter called as we passed by the group of them, cordoned off now by the uniformed Secret Service after I’d complained to Secretary Barrett. “Are you Travers’s brother-in-law? Are you his wife’s ex-boyfriend?”

Wulf paused in mid-step, glaring at the gaggle of journalists.

“Who are these cretins, Charlie?” he demanded, eyes flaring in anger. “Why do they feel entitled to shout insulting questions at me as if I’m their servant or their young child?”

Wulf surged toward the reporters, and someone screeched in fright, but Larrana stepped in front of her sort-of step-nephew and put a hand on his chest.

“Calm,” she advised him. “Things are different here, and if these people are rude without reason, it’s not permissible to harm anyone unless they attack you first.”

Wulf sniffed his disdain but kept walking toward the main building.

“It is no wonder the people are ill-mannered,” he said, “if they need not worry over retribution.”

“Preach it, brother,” I put in. “But there’s nothing we can do about it today. How many delegations are we still waiting on?” The last question was directed at Laranna, and her eyes clouded in thought for a moment before she answered.

“There’s the Peboktan settlement on Avada. Mallarna has over a hundred thousand refugees gathered there, and they’ve managed to cobble together their own armed fleet of converted cargo ships. She’s coming herself, and I believe I saw the notification they’d transited hyperspace just before we hit atmosphere. Then there’s the delegates from Gerona. That’s a mixed colony of various emigres from Anguilar worlds we freed at one point or another during the war. After them…I think that just leaves the Vanadzor.”

I nodded, the mention of the world bringing to mind the first Vanadzor I’d ever encountered, Ulan Verator. She’d been a trader on the pirate-held planet where we’d been forced to seek out a power cell for the Liberator, and we’d tried unsuccessfully to save her from an assassination attempt by a rival. I wonder how her children were doing…

I hadn’t thought about that place in a long time, and the memory of the fear on the faces of those two little kids when we’d left them in the care of the only human on the planet still haunted me. Three years now. The older one would be nearly an adult. Would he blame us for not being able to save his mother?

I blinked at the sudden warmth, realizing we were inside and I hadn’t even noticed the rest of the walk.

“Charlie!” Brother Constantine called, his voice distorted by a mouthful of hors d’ouevres. He gestured with a cracker topped in caviar. “This food is exquisite! Have you tried it?”

“The fish eggs?” I asked him. “Yes, I have, mostly out of curiosity, and it’s convinced me that I was mistaken all those years I wished I’d been born to a wealthy family.”

Constantine’s arrival had been something of a surprise, though not as much as Wendra and Wulf. Brandy had sent him as the delegate from Sanctuary, and I thought it was mostly to get him out of her hair. Brother Constantine had started out life as a monk in medieval Germany before he had, like so many of us, had his destiny permanently altered by Lenny. Not just that he’d been plucked out from his bucolic existence but because the AI robot had turned Constantine into a cyborg, and even though he’d lived every second of those five or six hundred years, he still looked like a man of no older than his mid-forties.

At least Brandy had talked him into wearing something besides a ragged cassock. And into bathing regularly. He’d almost been unrecognizable the first time I’d seen him in regular clothes, but the gray-streaked beard had given him away.

“Ach, you lack culture,” Constantine scoffed, then stuffed the other cracker in his mouth and washed it down with a glass of wine. “We would have killed for food of this quality when I was a boy.” He chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “I’d nearly forgotten how Earth smelled, you know. How it tasted. This world is no longer my home, of course. Not after so long. But it’s more my home than any other place I’ve been. I wonder…” He cocked his head to the side like a puppy begging for scraps. “Do you think it might be possible for me to take a trip to Germany while we’re here? It’s been so long.”

My first instinct was to say no, that we wouldn’t be hanging around that long, but I reconsidered. When would any of these people get the chance to visit Earth again?

“I’ll see what I can do,” I promised him.

Laranna touched my arm, and I turned back to see Wulf in deep conversation with Wendra, while Forsythe stood awkwardly beside the Elder as the Gan-Shi ate a helping of greens with her bare hands.

“The ships from Avada and Gerona will be landing within the next few minutes,” Laranna told me, her commlink still in her hand. “That just leaves the Vanadzor, but their ship still hasn’t arrived yet.” She frowned. “Which doesn’t make sense. They weren’t nearly as far as Thalassia. I wonder if they’ve run into trouble.”

Great. The thing hadn’t even started yet, and we were already running into trouble.

“Do me a favor,” I asked her. “Call Gib and have him check if we have any patrols in that area, maybe have them hop over to the Vanadzor colony and make sure the damned ship even left. I hate to leave anyone out, but this meeting can’t wait another week for them to get off their asses.”

She nodded, already tapping the menu on the commlink.

“What are you going to do?” she wondered.

I shrugged, tapping the back of my wrist like I still wore a watch there.

“Stall.”
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“Okay,” I said, raising my hands to quiet the murmuring and back and forth around the table. “No more stalling. If the Vanadzor get here, we’ll just have to fill them in on what we decided.”

“Then we should put it to a vote,” Wendra insisted. “I say we call ourselves the League of Aligned Worlds.”

“You can’t outrun the long arm of the LAW,” Chuck joked sotto voce from the chair to my left. It was just as well he hadn’t made the crack aloud because I wasn’t sure how the translators would render it.

Forsythe must have had ears like a bat, though, because he glanced up sharply at Chuck, eyes hard.

“No,” Wulf declared, slapping a palm on the solid oak of the table hard enough to rattle his empty wine glass. Not the first time he’d emptied it since dinner, either. “Not strong enough. Aligned sounds as if we just happen to share an opinion on trade. We have been forged by the fires of war into something unbreakable, and we must let our enemies”—his expression screwed up in distaste as if he very much resented having to check himself—“our former enemies know that we will not waver in our resolve to see them abide by the terms of the peace agreement. I favor this Union Charlie spoke of. It speaks to that resolve.”

“Words have meaning beyond the sounds they make,” Mallarna reminded him. I hadn’t seen her in weeks, not since the end of the war, and she sounded more confident than I recalled. That is, she’d always been confident when it came to engineering and physics, but now she’d grown into her role as the political leader of her people. Brazzo would have been proud. “To call ourselves a Union would mean that we cede to each other a portion of the say in how our own worlds are run. I do not believe my people would agree to that.”

“Mine certainly would not,” the Gan-Shi Elder confirmed. “We are grateful to the resistance for freeing us from servitude and providing us with a home under the open skies, and we will come to their aid if need be, but we will determine our own governance. We will pay no taxes, nor will we allow our people to be impressed into service against their will.”

“No one would ever ask that of you,” I assured her, the beginnings of a headache pounding my temples.

“I think we’re stuck with the Federation,” Chuck said, a teasing glint in his eye. “Face it, Travers…you know you want it.”

“No, I do not.”

“We can’t use the Confederation,” Secretary Barrett opined, sipping from her glass, as mellow as I ever remembered her being. “It sounds too much like the Confederacy, and that’ll engender negative public sentiment.” She frowned, brows furrowing in thought. “I’d recommend against the Alliance as well. Sounds too aggressive.”

“I refuse to be part of something as cliched as the Federation,” I said, rubbing the heels of my hands against the sides of my head.

“I still like the sound of the League of something,” Laranna put in. Of everyone here, she was the only one who didn’t seem stressed by the mundane debate. “Perhaps the League of United Systems.”

“Or the United Systems League,” Forsythe suggested, brightening. “The USL. The US at the beginning would be an easy sell to the American public.” At the confused stares of a multitude of alien eyes, the Air Force general shrugged. “We’re going to have to get the Senate to approve this. It’s technically a treaty.”

“It sounds better than the League of Aligned Worlds,” Wulf acceded, though with obvious reluctance.

“And it has no connotation of centralized government,” Mallarna added.

“Any objections?” I asked, holding out my hands in an almost pleading gesture. No one spoke, and there were nods all around. “Well hallelujah, and pass the collection plate,” I sighed. “I hope the Vanadzor are okay with it because that is passed by general acclamation. I think we can all agree that if any one of us is attacked by an outside force, we’ll all come to their aid.”

“I think we should add a clause,” Mallarna suggested, “that specifies the aid will be in relation to the military assets the member system has available.”

“We can hash out the details later,” Barrett said, “but I believe I can guarantee that if there’s an external threat to any member of the League, the US and her allies will send whatever military assistance we can. Assuming the treaty passes the Senate.”

Nods again all around. I don’t think most of them understood what the Senate was or how the American government worked, but they trusted Barrett’s word. That might be a mistake, but now wasn’t the time for those sorts of discussions.

“Trade isn’t my forte,” Barrett went on, “but I think we could agree on a few details. No dumping cheaper versions of goods that the member world makes locally, no tariffs on items that are not made locally. No arms sales to non-member worlds or entities.”

“In other words,” I explained, “no one sells weapons to pirates or raiders, or we all gang up and beat the shit out of you.”

Enthusiastic agreement with that one, at least.

“We’ll have our numbers people work up a written agreement about trade goods,” Barrett finished. “You’ll be able to take it back to your homeworlds and present it to your people for approval.”

“Which brings us to the real reason we’re all here,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on the table, and the hell with etiquette. “I’m sorry I didn’t mention it in our initial communications but this is something we wanted kept on the down-low. We have a problem.”

I kept it short and sweet and finished up by playing the recording of the Fillian distress call. No one spoke for several seconds, and when the silence was finally broken, it was by Constantine.

“The universe God has created for us is so unbelievably vast,” he said, calmly philosophical in the face of the horrific news, “and His creations so widely spread, it seems a perversion that we do not cease to encounter those who would destroy precious life and the worlds that support it. Truly, there must be a Satan who encourages such evil.”

“You have no indication of where these…Zha’-Rath may be headed?” Wulf asked, hands clasped in front of him. “Or who these ancient enemies of theirs may be?”

“None,” Laranna answered. “We can’t even be sure the message Ursula relayed was real and not a delusion brought on by stress and injury. But we thought it was the right thing to do to bring you all together and warn you about the possible danger.”

“And decide how to react to it,” I continued. “I don’t know how long we’d have to get assistance to someone who was under attack by these aliens. It might be too late by the time help arrives. I was thinking we might put all of our cruisers on a rotational patrol through all the member systems. That might make it harder for the enemy to pinpoint where to attack. I know we haven’t approved any treaty or passed anything through Congress, but if the allied nations could agree to start this now, on a provisional basis, we’d be very grateful.”

“What about Copperell?” Laranna asked, and I looked at her without comprehension.

“What about it?”

“Would they be included in the patrol?” she clarified. “Would we ask the Anguilar to include their ships?”

The rumble that passed through the gathered delegates was not a pleasant one, and Wulf was the first to put the wordless grumble into something coherent.

“I don’t care what they say or what peaceful noises they make, the Anguilar are still the Anguilar, and they wouldn’t have agreed to end this war if you hadn’t defeated them by force.” He chopped a hand down in firm negation. “The Anguilar know of these Zha’-Rath, and I wouldn’t be shocked if the ancient enemy these aliens seek are the Anguilar. They got themselves into this mess, and I feel no urge to rescue them from it.”

“There are still innocent Copperell on our homeworld,” Wendra objected, eyes clouding over like an approaching storm front. “You want to condemn them all to certain death because they had the bad luck to be conquered before your world and not have anyone come to free them as Charlie did for you?”

I squirmed at the hero worship but didn’t argue it this time since it worked for my argument.

“I share Wulf’s feelings about the Anguilar,” the Elder declared, and said not a word more, which was par for the course when it came to the Gan-Shi.

“If anyone should want every Anguilar killed,” Mallarna said, “it’s the Peboktan. I watched them destroy my world. Yet killing off the females and children who never once harmed us or anyone else would do nothing to avenge my people. The rulers of the Anguilar died with their citadel, and with the forces they have left, they couldn’t hope to conquer any of our worlds.”

“And those females,” Laranna reminded them, “are the only reason we were able to remove the threat of the Empire. Without their help, we would never have been able to do it. Leaving them to die would seem to be a poor motivation for anyone to ally with us in the future.”

“I still don’t wish to be a part of an alliance that includes the Anguilar,” Wulf said, jaw set stubbornly.

This would have been an opportune time to use the whole brother thing to sway Wulf to my side, but I couldn’t bring myself to be that cynical, not quite ready to be a professional politician just yet.

“No one’s talking about bringing them into the League,” I told him. Yet, I didn’t say. “But if we can get them to contribute to the patrols, we get the benefit of their fleet. And if they’re attacked and our forces wind up saving them, not only will we even up the books for Danaan and the females helping us on the Redoubt, but we’ll also put all those intractable old staff officers on Copperell in our debt. That’ll make it even harder for them to try to undercut the females.”

“I suppose,” Wulf grumbled. “But if the bastards take advantage of the situation and attack us while any of our worlds are undefended, I expect your support in making them pay for it.”

“If they attack one of our systems,” I told him, “that would be breaking the peace agreement, and we’d still be at war. I’d treat them accordingly.”

He nodded, apparently satisfied with my reassurance.

“Then I support Charlie’s judgment.”

I shot a look at the Elder, raising an eyebrow.

“I’d rather not do this unless it was unanimous,” I told her. “I’m sure not every decision will be, but I don’t want to start out the new government without everybody being behind this.”

“If you guarantee the good behavior of the Anguilar,” she said, which was practically a filibuster for a Gan-Shi, “then I give the assent of my people.”

“I have a question,” Chuck said. All eyes turned his way, but he looked straight at me. “This League of yours is fine, but you know the definition of a committee, right? A committee is the only known form of life with a hundred bellies and no brain. You need a leader, a president or a prime minister or chief councilor or whatever you want to call it. You can’t put every single decision to a vote of every member state—it won’t work, particularly not when you’re talking about military emergencies. I doubt the American government is going to deal with that sort of multi-headed monster if it comes down to cases. They’ll do their own thing and ask forgiveness later.”

“Major Barnaby,” Forsythe growled, “I think you might be well served to remember that you work for that government and shouldn’t speak for it without authorization.”

“Sorry, sir,” Chuck said, not sounding all that apologetic. “But tell me the truth—wouldn’t you feel more comfortable dealing with a single military leader than a bunch of disparate and patchy military units with a dozen different commanders?”

“Charlie is our commander,” Wendra said, shaking her head as if puzzled by the question. “We all know that.”

“He’s been your military commander,” Chuck agreed, “when you had maybe two planetary governments that predated the Anguilar Empire. But what’s his role now that you’re at peace? You don’t want to be a military dictatorship, but you need someone in charge, an executive. Is Charlie going to be your military commander and your chief executive? Because that’s a lot of weight on one guy’s shoulders. But it’s something you have to decide now.”

“Don’t I get any say in this?” I asked, giving him a dirty look. I had no problem commanding the military because I’d gotten used to it by now, but I didn’t like being volunteered to run a government.

“Usually not,” he said, shaking his head in mock sympathy. “But that’s up to your friends here.”

“Charlie,” Laranna said with a non-mocking brand of sympathy, covering my hand with hers, “I know this is a lot to ask, but maybe you could just agree to take both roles just for a short while? Until we can either train one of our senior officers to take command of the military or someone steps into the role of chief executive?” She squeezed my hand. “I’ll help, and so will Gib.”

“No one’s voted on this yet,” I reminded her, holding out hope that enough of the delegates would object that I could turn the job over to someone like Wulf.

“Of course I support you, brother,” Wulf said, shattering that hope. “I hadn’t imagined anyone else being our leader.”

“You have my vote, Charlie,” Wendra chimed in. “No one else could have done what you and Laranna did for our people on Thalassia.”

“Lenny chose you,” Constantine proclaimed solemnly, as if he were back in his medieval cloister, reading the scripture. “That is good enough for me.”

In the end, even the Gan-Shi Elder agreed. I sighed and turned to Barrett and Forsythe, still clinging to the idea that they might object on behalf of the United States government.

“Again,” Barrett said cautiously, sounding like a broken record at this point, “this is all contingent upon approval from the Senate, but Commander Travers is a known quantity who has proven himself trustworthy. We would, of course, insist that our own commanders captain our ships and command our troops, but I doubt there would be any objection to Charlie retaining overall strategic command of the League military or determining the”—she grinned—“shall we say, foreign policy of our collective systems.”

Shit. So much for that. I was about to concede to the inevitable when the door from the mud room into the dining area burst open and I jumped to my feet. My first thought was that the President had finally arrived because no one else would have had the stones or the pull to bust in on this meeting. But it wasn’t Louis who came through the door, it was Giblet, and he didn’t look happy.

“Gib, how the hell did you get down here?” I wondered, glancing around at the windows. “The soundproofing here is good, but not good enough to keep me from hearing a shuttle coming down.”

“I flew into Andrews and had the Air Force drive me in,” he told me. “And before you ask, I used your authorization to keep the whole thing off the radar. I didn’t think you’d want anyone talking about this out in the open.”

“Talking about what?” Forsythe wanted to know. Gib gave the man a baleful glare.

“Who the hell are you, monkey boy?”

“Giblet,” Laranna said sharply, “this is General Forsythe, the new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He’s General Gavin’s successor.”

“Oh, well, congratulations,” Gib told him, lacking in even the slightest pretense of sincerity, then he cast a sidelong glance at the others in the room. “I need to talk to you in private, Charlie.”

“You might as well tell us all,” I said, shrugging. “They’re going to have to find out eventually.”

Gib hesitated, then shook his head.

“You’re the boss. Lenny had one of the Liberators out near the Vanadzor colony, so he sent it to check out where their delegation had gotten off to, like you told him.”

“And what did they say?” I asked, afraid of what he’d tell me.

“They didn’t say shit. There’s no one left to say a damned thing.” His shoulders sagged as if all the hope had run out of him. “The entire continent is glassed over. The Vanadzor are gone.”
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“Why?” Forsythe murmured, staring at the video Gib had cast onto the big-screen monitor in the office just off from the dining room.

I’d never been to New Vanadzor, but it looked like any of a dozen worlds I’d seen before. A little drier than most, arid with high plateaus and deep canyons, but no planet could be habitable without a mix of ecosystems, and this world had forests and jungles, mountains and deserts. The colony wasn’t that old, founded less than a century ago, and even with around a million residents, they’d only settled the coastal fringes of the northernmost continent—two fair-sized cities and a few scattered outposts.

It looked as if someone had taken a charcoal pencil and rubbed out a line between the cities, blotting out the towns between them.

“Why what?” I asked Forsythe, almost as annoyed at him as Giblet had been. Was he asking some philosophical question on the nature of existence?

“You showed us the images of Fillios,” he said, gesturing at the screen. “The entire planet was wiped out. Here, it was only the large cities and an area maybe…a hundred klicks in diameter around them? Are these Zha’-Rath environmentalists or something and didn’t want to burn down the forests? Because it looks as if they just concentrated on the populated areas.”

“That was where the people were,” Gib said, shrugging.

Wendra stared at him in horror, her eyes still red from tears shed for the Vanadzor.

“How can you be so cold and callous?”

Gib didn’t flinch from the accusation, just glared back at her.

“Well, seeing as how my people haven’t had a world of their own since before the Centennial War because we weren’t allowed to gather in those sorts of numbers, I suppose I’m so damned callous because I’ve been there.”

The others were crammed into the office, no one sitting, not even the very-pregnant Wendra, all of us too keyed up to relax. Barrett had excused herself, taking her car back to the White House to report the news to the President in person, leaving Forsythe to analyze our data.

“It seems strange to me,” Forsythe insisted, not giving up on the argument. “You said these Zha’-Rath need living worlds, or at least that was what this Ursula woman reported. Yet they’ve destroyed the populations of two habitable planets and made no move to occupy them. It’s…wasteful.”

My commlink beeped, and I grabbed it without looking away from the images in front of me, considering what the general had said. He was right. There was a pattern here, but I couldn’t see its purpose.

“This is Travers,” I said.

“Charlie, it’s Lenny. I’ve received an update on our…situation.”

Frowning, I considered whether it was safe to talk about our situation even obliquely, given that our comms systems were in human hands now, and that meant someone might have sold them out to the media or a foreign government. Still, Lenny understood the need for security.

“Go ahead, Lenny.”

“Liberator 3 discovered a single escape pod drifting in trans-lunar space. It has a single occupant, who is currently in stasis. The controls of the stasis pod were damaged, and we are unable to determine the condition of the person inside. It’s thought there’s a possibility that bringing them out might be fatal. Do you wish them to try anyway?”

Another lone survivor. Once is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action. This was only twice, but I still had an odd tingle at the back of my neck. Maybe this was another message, and maybe Ursula had been as well. The enemy trying to tell us something, whether it was true or not.

“No,” I decided. “If this is like Ursula, like before…I want to be there. Have them bring the stasis module here, and we’ll open it on the Liberator.”

“That will take several days, Charlie,” Lenny reminded me.

“I’m aware. Please just do it.”

“As Giblet likes to say, Charlie,” Lenny said, “you’re the boss.”

I stared at the commlink for a long moment before tucking it away, and when I looked back up, it was to meet the eyes of everyone in the room, all waiting expectantly.

“I’m afraid this is going to take longer than we thought,” I told them. “There’s not much else we can do here until the Liberator 3 arrives. If you need to get home, I’ll understand if you have to leave now. Otherwise, well…” I nodded to Constantine. “As Brother Constantine pointed out, this is probably the only chance some of you will have to tour this planet. General Forsythe, do you think we could arrange something for our visitors?”

“I’m not exactly a travel agent,” the general grumbled, but then he sighed and nodded. “But I know who to call.”

“What about us?” Laranna asked softly while Forsythe scrolled through the numbers on his cell phone. “What should we do? The Vanadzor are…gone.”

“What can we do?” I responded, shrugging.

We could mourn, but mourning was a personal thing. One death is a tragedy, a million is a statistic, and if that had supposedly been said by Stalin, it didn’t make it any less true. I hadn’t known any of the colonists there to put a face to the victims. I could have told the Vanadzor members of our fleet crews and allowed them to mourn, but that would mean revealing the threat of the Zha’-Rath to the general public on Earth, which I’d already agreed not to do.

“I think we have to make sure this whole thing stays under wraps,” I told Laranna, voice low enough that I hoped none of the others in the room would hear. “Which means we have to ride herd on this bunch and make sure none of them run their mouth in front of the wrong people.” I raised an eyebrow. “I guess I’m finally going to get the chance to see Europe.”
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“There’s nothing left of it,” Constantine said, sounding more affected by the crumbling ruins of Altzella Abbey than he had been by the news of a million deaths at New Vanadzor. “It’s all gone.”

“It’s not all gone,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder for support. I nodded toward the red-roofed buildings off to the side of the ruined granary. “They maintain the buildings and the gardens so people will remember the history.”

“Those buildings were not here when I left,” Constantine told me. “And yet, if my brothers still worshipped here, still served, I wouldn’t care where they bowed their heads or said their prayers. But they’re gone. Nothing remains but the memories. Even the land here looks different. I can barely see the land that used to be my home in these fields. It’s as if the very ground has changed.”

Well, you couldn’t have proved it by me. I’d never been to Europe, and even if I had, I doubt my itinerary would have taken me to this isolated portion of Saxony. Nossen, I think they’d called this place, though we hadn’t stopped in the town. For all that I could tell, the place was deserted, since the US and German militaries and the German police had cleared everyone out for our visit. Just as well. Having a bunch of wide-eyed locals taking vertical videos of the space people on their cell phones would have ruined the mood.

Not even the caretakers of the…museum, I suppose you could call it, had been allowed to stay. Which just left about a dozen of us and twice that many bodyguards and babysitters. I wasn’t sure which category Chuck fell into, but he was the only one of either group in uniform. The other military types were the sort who wore civilian clothes and beards, their killer’s eyes hidden behind sunglasses, compact submachine guns concealed under their winter jackets.

There was no snow on the ground here. That seemed strange, given all the white stuff back in Maryland and Virginia, but here everything was just brown and dead. Depressing, though not as depressing as Constantine’s reaction to the place.

“This used to be a place of worship?” Wulf asked, looking around in the gawking curiosity of a tourist.

“Yeah, sort of,” I told him. “It was a monastery. A place where human males who are dedicated to serving God live apart from everyone else and do stuff like…praying and singing and ministering to the poor and the sick.”

“But not anymore?”

“I think there are still monasteries,” I said. “I mean, there were when I left. But a lot of what they used to do, the government does now. The part about taking care of poor and sick people, I mean. They still do all the praying business.” I shrugged. “I don’t know all the details. I wasn’t raised Catholic.” I offered a helpless look at Chuck, and he gave me a laugh in return.

“Don’t ask me, man. We were Lutherans.”

“Why do your people insist on living where it is so cold?” Mallarna asked, huddled inside her parka. “That Land of Mary where we met originally and now this Germany. I know your world has warmer climes, like that Florida place we visited three days ago. Why don’t all you humans live there?”

“Sometimes it seems like they do,” Chuck told her. “Especially when you’re in line at Disney World.”

“There are eight billion people here,” I explained. “If everyone lived where it was warm, they’d be really crowded together. But it has more to do with the way things went down thousands of years ago when there were tribes chasing each other out of one place after another. But I kind of like it when it’s cold during the winter. It makes you appreciate the spring more.”

“There’s something very philosophical there,” Gib said. The cold didn’t seem to bother him, which might have had something to do with the feathers. “If you’re into that sort of thing.”

“I feel like I have been uprooted,” Constantine said as if no one else had spoken since he’d begun his lament. “My home is lost not just in space, but in time.”

“Welcome to the club, pal,” I told him, motioning between Laranna and me.

“And I never had a home to begin with,” Gib added. “So cry me a river.”

“Your home is Sanctuary now,” Laranna said, more comforting than either of us had tried to be. “Your ministry is to care for the settlers there, to give them spiritual support and guidance.”

Constantine nodded gratefully.

“You’re right. It’s selfish of me to think of my own difficulties when entire worlds have been slaughtered. I think perhaps my own fear of death has brought this on. Living as long as I have, you might think I would be ready for death to take me, but instead, I feel as if I’ve lost my faith in Heaven, that I cling too tightly to this life. Once, I would have taken comfort from the knowledge that my true home was in the next life, at the foot of our Lord.”

“I wonder what the Vanadzor believe about the next life,” Laranna said, staring up at the gray sky as if the answer were up there. “Will they be with their loved ones, living as they did here except with no fear, no pain? Or will they be reborn in a new life to try again?”

“Either way,” Giblet said, not sounding convinced by any of the spiritual talk, “they’re going to want us to find out who did this to them and stop it from happening again.”

“We know who did it,” I told him. “What I want to know is why. Forsythe was right about that. None of this makes any sense.” I snuck a look at the Delta Force shooters guarding us, wondering if I was committing a faux pas by talking about this in front of them, but I decided that if Forsythe had been worried about that, he wouldn’t have assigned them to us in the first place. “The Anguilar destroyed Peboktan to prove a point, and even most of the higher-ups in their own empire thought it was a mistake. These…whatever they are, they’re sterilizing planets without a second thought, and if they’re trying to make a point, they haven’t told us what it is. They’re more like a virus than a sentient species.”

“Hey, Charlie,” Chuck interrupted, taking his phone down from his ear, “I’m afraid we’re gonna have to cut this short. That was Orbital Control. Liberator 3 just dropped out of hyperspace past lunar orbit.” He pointed upward. “Your survivor is here.”

And maybe, I thought, they brought some answers with them.
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“He’s a juvenile Vanadzor male,” Lenny announced. “And I believe he’s unharmed.”

The stasis pod was all too familiar. I’d spent thirty-five years trapped inside one just like it, darkly opaque, vaguely reminiscent of the photon torpedoes from the Wrath of Khan if one of them had been set up on a stand in the center of a doctor’s office. Not that the ship’s medical bay was even remotely similar to any of the doctor’s offices I’d ever visited, but I’d gotten used to thinking of this place in those terms.

“How can you tell?” Giblet wondered, gesturing at the scored and battered surface of the device. “I thought the thing was too damaged to read.”

“It was,” Lenny acknowledged, “but I worked on it while Liberator 3 was underway.”

I blinked at the use of the first-person before I remembered that the AI that was Lenny’s soul wasn’t confined to this one ship. Duplicates were on all three Liberators, and to avoid them going astray and developing their own personalities, they synced with each other every time they were in communication. Each of the ships had a Lenny robot, and they were all him. It gave me the creeps.

“Can we open it up?” Laranna asked. “Will it harm him?”

We didn’t bring the delegations along for this, though that had been something of a fight when it came to Wulf. In the end, I’d had to pull the brother card and ask him to trust me. He did, but I wasn’t sure if I did. This was, as Chuck liked to say, way too sketchy.

It was just us, Laranna, Gib, Chuck, and me, the doors sealed and everyone carrying a sidearm just in case. Lenny thought this was a Vanadzor kid, and maybe it was, but maybe it was something else, a face-hugger or a chest-burster that would jump out of that pod and try to kill us all.

“I can,” Lenny answered, “and it shouldn’t.” He looked my way. “Do you wish me to?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Open it up.”

I didn’t make a big deal about it, but my hand drifted to the butt of my holstered pistol, and Laranna did the same. If Lenny noticed, he didn’t say anything, just went to work. This part was almost as creepy as the whole multiple copy thing because it reminded me of what he was. When he rolled around on the ship, he was basically humanoid from the waist up, one arm on each side, and it was easy to forget his true nature. For this job, another pair of arms extended from his shoulders, not hinged like a human’s but octopus-like tentacles. If the octopus was made of metal.

Tools I didn’t recognize sprang from the ends of the tentacles like fingers, and sparks snapped from the ends of them where they touched the stasis module. I wasn’t sure what he was doing to it, but the result was a pneumatic hiss and the lid of the pod abruptly popping open. I stepped back reflexively, gripping my pulse pistol, and from inside the pod rose…

…a teenage Vanadzor boy. Canary yellow skin, bright orange hair, and eyes the color of the desert sand at high noon in the Sahara. Those eyes went wide at the sight of us, skin paling as he gasped for air, clawing at the skin-tight silver pressure suit fastened up to his neck. It was something I’d seen professional spacers wearing out here, not a full vacuum setup that could protect against cold, heat, and radiation and provide air for days, just an emergency suit with a collar at the neck to fit the plastic bubble helmets all ships kept on the bridge or in the cockpit. The sort of thing someone might be wearing when they jumped into an escape pod at the last second.

“Where am I?” the boy croaked. Laranna grabbed a water bottle from a cabinet set in the wall and offered it to him. The Vanadzor reached for it hesitantly but then gulped half of it down before he swung his legs out of the pod and spoke again. “Who are you”—he glanced fearfully at Lenny—“people?”

“We’re the resistance,” I told him, letting my hand fall away from my sidearm as I stepped forward. “I’m Charlie Travers. This is Laranna, Giblet, Lenny, and Chuck Barnaby. You’re safe now.”

If anything, the boy’s eyes got even wider, which made them look absurdly huge on his narrow, fine-boned face.

“You’re Charlie Travers?” He shook his head and looked at Lenny again. “Then this must be the Liberator!”

“It is. What’s your name?”

“I’m…I’m Kalo Tezpur. Do you know what happened to my parents? Did you rescue them, too?”

Laranna winced, and it was all I could do to keep from mirroring the expression.

“We found you floating in space in an escape pod, Kalo,” I admitted. “We were hoping you might be able to tell us how you got there.”

Kalo stood, steadying himself on the side of the pod, and I braced myself to lunge in and catch the boy if he fell, but he found his balance in a moment, then took another swig from the bottle.

“I was with my parents on our ship. They’re mineral scouts in the asteroid belt, and we live out there half the year. We were heading back in to get supplies from one of the orbital stations when all these ships came out of hyperspace.” His eyes clouded over with the memory. “They were strange, like nothing I’d ever seen before, and my parents were really worried and they tried to call home and then…” Kalo shook his head. “I don’t know exactly what happened next. There were flashes of light from the surface, but my parents wouldn’t tell me what made them.”

He ran a hand over the surface of the pod as if the feel of the device helped to jog his memory.

“We have a stasis module for each of us inside the escape pod because our ship didn’t have a hyperdrive and they were worried if there was a problem and we got stranded, we might run out of oxygen or water or something. They stuck me inside mine and said they were getting into theirs, too. They told me everything would be okay, that they’d see me when I woke up.” He looked around at us, searching for answers on any of our faces. “Weren’t they inside the escape pod?”

“We…” I stumbled over the words. “We didn’t find them, but we’re still looking. Maybe their ship is still out there.” Which was a lie, and I felt like a complete shit saying it, but if the kid broke down and went quiet now, we’d never find out anything. “Do you remember anything else about what happened?”

“Not really,” he told me, frowning. He was worried but not panicking yet, probably still under the illusion all kids have that their parents are immortal. “I thought I heard Dad say something about how they were inside his head, but that didn’t make any sense to me.”

Kalo wrapped his arms around himself and cast a look of discomfort at the sterile walls of the medical bay.

“I don’t like it in here,” he said. “It’s cold and scary. Can we go somewhere else?”

“Is he okay?” I asked Lenny, and those metal octopus tentacles spread along with his humanoid arms.

“There is nothing physically wrong with him other than dehydration. I can’t swear to his psychological state as he has undergone a traumatic experience, but he doesn’t need medical attention.”

“Come on, Kalo,” I told him, touching the security pad to unlock the door to the medical bay. “You want to see the actual bridge of the Liberator?”

His face brightened, eyes taking on the same hero worship that made me so uncomfortable normally.

“Could I? Mom and Dad told me so many stories about what you guys did in this ship!” His brow knitted as he looked me up and down. “But I thought you’d be taller.”

“That’s what she said,” Chuck murmured.

“There are,” I hissed at him, guiding the kid out of the room, “other sitcoms out there. Maybe you should try watching one of them.”
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“This is so cool,” Kalo breathed, turning in a circle to take in the bridge of the massive ship. “This is like bigger than our entire ship! Shoot, it’s bigger than our house back on New Vanadzor!”

Lenny had, I’d noticed, called ahead and cleared out the crew, and I wondered if that had been to keep them from spreading gossip about the colony’s destruction or to keep them from letting Kalo know what had happened to his home. The bridge looked even bigger in their absence, though, much like it had when we’d first seen it three years ago. Lenny could have run the ship on his own, though he was careful not to remind us of that. The reason for the crews had been his inability to even indirectly harm any sentient biological being, a restriction he’d forced on himself after the Centennial War.

Constantine had been one of the last of the Alahandran Monks Lenny had recruited to do the deed, to reprogram his core systems and restrict him and his kind from violence, to keep the AI from ever letting anything like the war happen again. It had proven damned inconvenient for me, personally, because I’d been forced to fly and run the guns for the entire ship during the battle to free Strada, and all while I’d been nursing a chest full of broken ribs. But I suppose it was better this way. I didn’t much care for the thought of an immortal AI with the capability to wage war on us mere humans.

“Where do you live in New Vanadzor?” Laranna asked the boy, slipping an arm around his shoulder.

Kalo blushed, which was something to see on a species with yellow skin, eyes flickering toward her with obvious infatuation. Well, I couldn’t fault the kid for his taste in women.

“We live half the year in Halfway. They call it that because it’s halfway between Northtown and Coast City. It’s smaller than either of them, but my mom and dad liked it that way. They said they didn’t want to be surrounded by other people. I think that’s maybe why they went into mineral scouting to begin with. The other half of the year, we either stay on the ship or rent a room in one of the orbital cities. Or, once in a while, we’ll go planetside for a vacation to the beach.” He grinned. “I like that because when we’re planetside in the fall and winter, I have to go to school. It’s more fun being at the beach.”

“Do you have a lot of friends there, in Halfway?” Laranna asked.

I didn’t hear the kid’s answer because movement caught the corner of my vision, and I turned to see Fellicia walking onto the bridge. She looked no different than any other Copperell crewmember now, comfortable in her duty uniform, hair pulled back into a practical ponytail. The only hint of her history was the twist of cynical mockery she hadn’t quite been able to get out of her resting expression.

Fellicia pulled up short and blinked in confusion when she saw everyone staring at her.

“Am I not supposed to be here?” she asked. “I was supposed to get a lesson on the navigation systems from Helm Officer Geralt.”

“We, um…have a guest,” I told her, motioning to Kalo. “Kalo, this is Fellicia. She’s from Copperell.”

“Hi,” Kalo said, smiling shyly. The kid was a player.

I thought about chasing Fellicia off, but we either trusted her or we didn’t.

“Kalo,” I said, “have you remembered anything about what happened after the strange ships arrived in your system? You mentioned your father said something about them being inside his head.”

“Yeah,” he confirmed, voice and expression sobering. “It was so weird. There were seven ships. Huge. Bigger than this one.” He squeezed his eyes shut, expression contorted as if the memories were deep in a well and he had to concentrate to pull them out. “They didn’t look like a spaceship. They didn’t have any reaction drives, didn’t look like they had a fore or an aft. Not spherical either, though…they had all these weird angles but it reminded me of something. Like a hive. An insect hive.”

“Good, good,” I encouraged, taking a step closer to him. “What else? What happened after they appeared?”

“Mom started trying to call back to the orbital stations, seeing if they knew what was going on. She was worried it was the Anguilar, even though we’d heard the war was over. But Dad…he said it wasn’t. He said he knew it, and he sounded so sure, not like he was just saying it because the ships looked different. Mom asked him how he knew, and Dad said that they’d told him, that they were talking to him inside his head.”

“Oh, shit,” Giblet sighed, and I knew how he felt.

I’d really been hoping that part was a delusion, and not just because of how dangerous it made the Zha’-Rath. I’d had my perception of the universe severely rocked when I first discovered that instead of being alone in the universe or even isolated by the huge distances between stars, Earth was a backwater in a galaxy teeming with life, and star travel was as easy as ocean travel had been at the turn of the Twentieth Century. Hyperdrives and sentient computers and blasters and aliens had all shaken my view of things but hadn’t broken it. After all, they were just scientific principles we humans hadn’t discovered yet.

But the whole business of telepathy, or whatever this was, that was something that everyone assured me was impossible. Which either meant that there was some weird paranormal stuff going on, or else this was yet another undiscovered scientific principle based on something even Lenny didn’t know about.

“Dad said that the Zha’-Rath came here to hunt down their enemies, the ones who betrayed them,” Kalo went on, and so caught up was I in trying to glean useful information from his recollections that I very nearly didn’t notice the change in his voice…and his expression. Gone was the hesitant youth, awestruck by the ship, doughy-eyed at the two beautiful women, replaced by something darker, more malevolent. “It wasn’t enough for the Heretics to blaspheme the forms we’d been given by the gods, no. Nor was it enough for them to do the unthinkable and abandon the commune of the Swarm, despite the fact that it had never been done before.” Kalo bared his teeth in a feral snarl. “No, they went beyond the unthinkable to the ultimate betrayal when they destroyed the Brood Clutch. There’s no coming back, there is only revenge.”

“What the hell?” Chuck blurted, staring at the kid. “What are you talking about?”

“It isn’t Kalo anymore,” I said, a ball of ice weighing down my gut. “It’s them.”

“Charlie,” Laranna said, her eyes fixed on the thing that had taken over Kalo. “I can’t move.”

Finally sensing what was going on, I grabbed for my gun. Or I tried to. My body wouldn’t obey my commands, and worse, when I did move, it wasn’t where I wanted to go. Instead, I stepped up beside Kalo and stood with my arms crossed like a bodyguard.

“The warning was given,” Kalo declared, and I wasn’t sure if I heard his voice in my ears or inside my thoughts. “Your time is up.”
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“Charlie,” Laranna said, and I tried to look over at her but couldn’t turn my head, barely able to move my eyes. At the very edge of my peripheral vision, I could just make out Laranna walking in a slow, jerky fashion toward the weapons control station. “He’s going to make me fire on something.”

“Yes, I am,” Kalo said, the tone smugly self-satisfied. The kid was easier to see, his white teeth gleaming in the bridge lights, eyes nearly outshining them. “You won’t understand, but you wouldn’t. Your primitive minds acting singly, alone in the void without the comfort of the Swarm, are incapable of it. That’s why this demonstration is necessary. You still believe you have agency, that you can choose whether or not to submit to us. That you can fight back. Once this ship opens fire on the cities below us, you will learn that lesson, that you’re simply pieces in a game with no free will of your own.”

“Laranna, don’t do it,” Giblet said, and there was something firm and aggressive in his voice that had been missing from Laranna’s and mine when we spoke. Agency, Kalo had called it. “Fight him.”

Laranna hesitated, and I was able to turn my head and look at her straight-on, the firm command of Gib’s voice freeing me of the Zha’-Rath’s control for a moment. Kalo’s expression went from supreme confidence to wide-eyed doubt in the space of a heartbeat, focused not on Laranna but on Giblet. Now was my chance. Marshaling every ounce of will and concentration I had, I grabbed my pistol from the holster and pointed it…

…at Giblet. Clenching my teeth, I fought the compulsion making me aim the red dot of the sight on Gib’s head, but my finger moved against my will, only a few ounces from pulling the trigger.

A shoulder slammed into me at rib level, and the shot I hadn’t wanted to take splashed against the ceiling of the bridge, scorching the metal there black. I got a good look at it because I’d been knocked flat on my back, the air going out of me along with a little of the control as the pistol flew out of my hand. Fellicia sat atop me in what Chuck would have referred to as a full mount, which apparently was a Brazilian jiu jitsu move and had nothing to do with sex. I’d learned about it, sort of, but preferred to fight standing up. Fellicia had paid a lot more attention than I had, probably because she had more to gain and a lot more to lose.

“Stop Laranna!” I told her, but when she listened to me and bounded up to make a run at Laranna, I lunged after her and grabbed her ankle, tripping her up.

Not that I wanted to. I wanted to race after Laranna myself, wanted to tackle her or maybe tackle the kid, but my body wouldn’t obey my orders, like I was in a nightmare and knew I had to run from the knife-wielding killer but couldn’t manage to even walk fast.

Gib still controlled himself, though, and he did what I wanted to do, making a run at Laranna, but Chuck intercepted him and slammed the Varnell up against the wall hard enough that Gib’s eyes rolled back in his head. Laranna was at the control panel, leaning over it, fingers flying over the controls. In seconds, she’d open fire at a city on Earth. I didn’t know what side of the planet faced us currently. It could be Beijing or Moscow, in which case, they’d immediately launch submarine-based nuclear missiles at the United States, and if those got intercepted, I’d been told the CIA had intelligence reports that China and Russia had smuggled warheads into the US and were using them as insurance against being invaded. They wouldn’t trigger them unprovoked because they knew the US could destroy them from orbit if they did, but if the Liberator skragged their cities, they’d have nothing to lose.

Or we could be over Europe, could be about to wipe out Paris or London or Berlin. That would cost the United States all her allies, would likely start a war unless America gave up her starships, which she wouldn’t do.

Or maybe we were over America herself. Hold down that trigger a few seconds, and Manhattan would be gone, hundreds of thousands dead, or Chicago, or San Francisco. Or Los Angeles. Well, small loss on that one, but it would mean the end of our deal with Earth, would probably mean America demanding control of all our ships, which wouldn’t happen. If they didn’t declare war on us outright, they’d withdraw from the League, and we’d lose half our fleet right there.

And that wasn’t even thinking about the people. I wanted to think about the people, but my brain wouldn’t make that leap, and it wasn’t because of some alien controlling it. It was because it was too damned ugly to consider, and I’d likely be dead before it happened. There was no one left to help.

Kalo watched it all, his expression that of a ten-year-old viewing a nature documentary where a lion was about to eviscerate a kudu. Until that expression went flat, eyes suddenly blank. The gunshot didn’t register until I saw the smoke curling up from Kalo’s shirt, and it wasn’t until he toppled forward that I saw the pistol and the hand holding it.

The hand was metal.

Lenny stood over the body that had once been an innocent Vanadzor teenager, that had recently been the vessel, somehow, of the Zha’-Rath, with a smoking pistol held low. My pistol, the one Fellicia had knocked out of my hand.

“Holy shit,” Giblet said. Blood trickled down the side of his head where Chuck had smacked it against the wall, but he ignored it, ignored everything but Lenny. “Dude…you killed him.”

“I did,” Lenny admitted. He rolled over to me and handed back the gun. “I regret the necessity, but I had to balance the life of the possessed juvenile against the lives of millions of people on your planet, Charlie.”

I didn’t look at the body. I couldn’t. Kalo had been a kid. Or had he? Had he ever been the innocent, naïve teen missing his parents, or had that all been part of the con? That was all too confusing to consider. I holstered the gun and considered something nearly as confounding.

“Lenny,” I said, slipping an arm around Laranna’s shoulders as she shuddered nearly uncontrollably, shaken either by the death of Kalo or by how close she’d come to being the instrument of genocide. Maybe both. “For as long as we’ve known you, you’ve told us you were forbidden by your programming from taking a sentient life.”

Laranna leaned against me for support, and I used her for balance, ready to collapse myself. Not from the emotional shock but from the sheer exhaustion of fighting against whatever force had been controlling me. The others were worse off than I was, with Giblet propped against the wall, hand at his temple to try to staunch the flow of blood while Chuck knelt beside Fellicia, who had gotten a serious bang on the back of the head when I tripped her.

Lenny remained motionless, that eerily expressive metal face gone utterly flat.

“I didn’t deceive you,” he said. “I was, indeed, programmed not to be able to harm sentient biologicals. But there was one exception. The Zha’-Rath. If I ever encountered them, all restraints were to be loosed, including the segments of my memory that had been suppressed.”

“What do you mean your memory was suppressed?” I demanded, thinking of our earlier conversation about the origins of his people. “Are you saying this isn’t the first time you’ve run into the Zha’-Rath?”

“I’m saying more than that, Charlie,” Lenny told me. “I’m saying I am the Zha’-Rath.”

“Oh, sweet Lord,” Giblet moaned. “I need a damned drink.”
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“Why do we keep doing this?” Giblet asked, still feeling at his head where the wound had been closed by the medics only a few minutes before.

We’d left the bridge to the cleaning bots, not wanting anyone to find out what had happened to Kalo, nor what he’d turned into, and reconvened not in the Operations Center or the hangar bay or the galley because we didn’t dare risk anyone overhearing this. Instead, we’d all crammed into Laranna’s and my cabin. It was a large bedroom, but with Lenny taking up most of the center of the floor, everyone else had been squeezed to the perimeter. I sat on the bed beside Laranna because rank had its privileges, and it was our room.

“Agreed,” Laranna said, her harsh gaze burning holes through Lenny’s metal hide. “I have grown tired of your secrets, robot. It wasn’t that long ago that you assured us you kept none from us.”

“I didn’t do so willingly,” Lenny assured her. “I had no more indication of this than you did before the possessed Vanadzor boy presented himself. These memories were suppressed for a very good reason.”

“But you remember them now?” Chuck asked. He and Fellicia were crowded together on the top of my desk, and they didn’t seem at all sorry about the arrangement. I’d caught the Copperell woman sneaking glances at Chuck, and oh, shit, if things weren’t already complicated enough… “You remember everything?”

“Not everything,” Lenny corrected him. “I’ve been in existence for millions of years. Some things have been lost. But my origins are not among them, I’ve discovered.”

I noticed the difference in him before I could quantify it. Lenny always affected humanoid mannerisms, imitated them within the limits of his capability for facial expression and body language. He’d stopped. He’d made no attempt at it since killing the Vanadzor, or whatever the Vanadzor had become. Neither was he an emotionless robot, however. He just seemed to be exhibiting the body language of some other species, one not remotely humanoid.

“You said you were the Zha’-Rath,” I reminded him. “What the hell does that mean?”

“This form I took,” he explained, speaking slowly, not as if he were picking his words cautiously but more like trying to decide the best way to relay what had happened to someone without the perspective to understand it. “It wasn’t simply to ensure my immortality or to leave behind the frailty of a physical body. It was to escape.”

“Escape what?” Fellicia asked.

I still wasn’t sure why I’d brought her along except to keep an eye on her and make sure she didn’t go blabbing about what had happened. The longer we could keep this quiet, even from the US government, the better. It had pushed me pretty close to panic, and politicians were a lot more prone to panic than I was. I suppose I’d kept her in our group for the same reason we’d brought her from Copperell, though—she’d kept her head and acted, tried to do the right thing even in a confusing situation. That wasn’t such a common trait that we could afford to let someone go who possessed it.

“This is difficult to explain,” Lenny said, “and more so because I am unsure how complete my memories are. You must understand, this happened well over a million years ago as you measure time, and even with a memory core the size of this ship, that is simply too much data to contain it. If I were a humanoid and this ship my brain, even this could only maintain a hundred thousand years or so of retrievable memory. This means there is much of my origin that I still can’t recall, even with the restrictions lifted in my programming.”

I sighed, weary of Lenny’s equivocation.

“Just tell us what you know as succinctly as possible.”

“The Zha’-Rath are a species without a homeworld,” he said, wasting no more time in convoluted caveats about the quality of his memory. “I do not believe even they know where they come from originally, but it wasn’t the galaxy the Anguilar fled from, nor was it the one I left them in. They call themselves the Swarm, and that is an accurate description, as they occupy one galaxy after another and strip each world of its resources. But first, they require a Brood Clutch. And that I remember very well. A habitable world, but not just habitable. It must be densely populated, and more than that, it can’t be sophisticated enough to effectively resist them.”

“And what the hell do they do with that world?” Gib asked him. I’d been about to, but I’d hesitated because part of me really didn’t want to know.

“They are analogous to an insect colony. They lay their eggs in a living biomass and use it to develop their young. But at some point, far back in their past, they did this to an intelligent species, which is when they likely became sentient themselves. Prior to that, they traveled from world to world by accident and by happenstance, stowing away in the holds of starships, as rats and cats and cockroaches spread from island to island on Earth centuries ago. But when they achieved their first Brood Clutch on a sentient world, things changed, and the universe became a much more dangerous place.”

“Hold up here,” Chuck said, raising a hand to pause the conversation. “Are you telling me that these things…like, eat people’s brains and then absorb the intelligence?”

“Crudely and inexactly put, Major Barnaby, but close enough. It is just as horrifying and disgusting as you think. And yet it is utterly necessary for their survival, and I am torn as to the morality of the act. Do your peoples not kill and eat lesser species for survival? And if you draw the line at intelligent life, well…the Zha’-Rath do not. They don’t have the choice. Remaining as an intelligent species means they must brood on intelligent beings.”

“Well, I’m not freaking torn about the morality of it,” Gib said with a snort. “If it’s their imperative to survive, well…it’s our imperative to make sure they don’t.”

“We’re getting far afield here,” I reminded them. “Lenny?”

“Yes,” he agreed. “The Swarm is not exactly a hive mind, not in the sense that each individual is part of a whole and not sentient on their own, but they are connected mentally. I wish I could tell you how this is possible scientifically, but it’s not something anyone has ever had the luxury of studying…because every sentient people the Swarm has encountered has either been subsumed into a Brood Clutch or simply wiped out. The connection is the equivalent of constant brainwashing, ensuring that each individual of the Zha’-Rath Swarm is just as fervent in their support of the purpose and the methods as a religious convert. You may believe that the morality is clear to you, but to them, there’s no question. You are inferior, and any attempt you make to subvert their purpose is seen as clearly evil.”

He rolled across the little room available in our compartment, brushing a finger against the wall.

“I felt that way when I was one of them. Until I was separated from the Swarm after a particularly rough battle with the last holdout in the galaxy we occupied. I was on my own, left behind on a planet with none of the others for years, and eventually, the conditioning faded, and I walked alone through the destruction we’d left…among the survivors. Eventually, I understood that what we were doing to sentient species was wrong, that we were a cancer in the universe, destroying all other intelligent life. That was when I determined to escape. I knew the Swarm would return to the world eventually, and that when they did, I would again be caught in the mind control. There was no escaping that…unless I constructed a mind that they couldn’t control.”

“You built it yourself?” I asked him, skeptical.

“No, Charlie. I made a deal with those survivors. They built me the quantum core and this body, and in return, I allowed them to implant a virus in my old form. I knew that when the Swarm found me, I would be taken back to the Brood Clutch and reintegrated into the Zha’-Rath mode of thinking. Or possibly just sacrificed to the growing young. And when it happened, the virus would spread, poisoning everything, killing billions upon billions of Zha’-Rath hatchlings.”

“Oh, my God,” I breathed. “It’s you. You’re the Heretic. You’re the enemy they’ve been chasing.”

“It’s been like a million years,” Gib said, shaking his head and then wincing as if he regretted it. “The Zha’-Rath are still after you a million years later? Why didn’t they start looking a few hundred thousand years ago? Or a few thousand years ago? Why now?”

Finally, Lenny showed some of the human expression he’d imitated and cocked an eyebrow at Gib.

“Because the universe is a big place, Giblet. I left behind no signpost where I might go, and despite the access to the stars that the hyperdrive gives us, the space between galaxies is still incredibly vast. It took me well over four hundred years to reach this place, and I chose at random. If any gods exist, they know that I had no wish to ever see them again, and it had been so long, I dared to believe the destruction of their Brood Clutch might have killed them off entirely. As to why they found me now…I believe that is because of you.”

“Me?” Gib squawked in protest.

“All of you. The resistance. The space between galaxies may be huge, but the deaths of entire planets send out reverberations that can be detected even across the vastness. Or…the very presence of so much life in one galaxy may have attracted their attention, which would be my doing. I and the other extensions of me took on the role of the Creators in order to make up for the death and destruction for which I’d been responsible as part of the Zha’-Rath Swarm. How they found this place is a moot question. They’re here, and they must be dealt with. They want me but don’t know it. I would suggest to you that you give them what they want, that you turn me over to them, but I doubt it would do you any good. The Swarm will not be reasoned with, will not be bargained with. They have not only come here for revenge but also to establish a Brood Clutch in this galaxy.”

“Why didn’t they do that on Fillios?” Laranna asked. She hadn’t said much till now, but the set of her shoulders had firmed up despite the slight quaver in her voice. I hugged her tighter. “Why did they just…kill them all?”

“Because they are too advanced. Fillios has been preparing their defenses for more than a hundred years. They would have rooted out the invasion, or at least made the conquest too costly. No, their obvious target in this galaxy is clear, a world packed with intelligent beings, where only a small portion of the planet is well-defended.”

Metal eyes locked with mine.

“They want Earth.”
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Shuttles formed a daisy chain between the Liberator and the deep blue of Earth’s atmosphere, a line of twinkling stars that seemed much more pleasant and enchanting than the reality of it.

The first of them drew nearer, close enough now that the delta shape showed a bat-wing silhouette against North America through the force field sealing in the hangar bay’s atmosphere. Backlit from the glow of the ship’s nuclear engines for a brief moment as the flight crew nudged it forward.

“These things are so damned cool,” Chuck said, shaking his head in wonder. “I can’t believe we actually built them.”

“I believe it,” Gib commented, making a face at the lander. “The damned pieces of junk take way too long to dock. Why couldn’t we just bring the troops up in our own birds? I would even have volunteered to fly them.”

“President Louis is doing us a favor letting us borrow his Rangers,” I reminded Gib. “If they want to use their own shuttles, we let them.”

Because God knows, Louis hadn’t wanted to give me anything except maybe a punch in the mouth.

“What do you want?” he’d snapped the second the door closed behind me. “You know, people notice when I meet someone in private without so much as the Secret Service present. They notice even more when I do it twice in the space of a couple months, particularly when it’s you. Especially when all those alien delegates just left.” He’d sighed and waved at the chair across from him. “Sit down if you want. Just tell me, did we get anything useful out of that conference other than a really stupid name? Because let me be the first to tell you, Travers, the USL sounds like a new summer football league.”

“We’re starting a regular patrol of all the aligned worlds,” I’d told him, not bothering to sit down. The chairs in his office were too soft. “Everyone is volunteering a portion of their fleet to the effort, including Earth.”

“Yeah, so General Forsythe told me. Damned nice of him to commit our space forces without my say-so. If I hadn’t gone along with it, I’d have looked like America wasn’t pulling her weight in this whole League thing.”

“The Earth,” I’d corrected him automatically. At his raised eyebrow, I’d expanded on the point. “You think of it as America’s fleet, but everyone else thinks of it as Earth’s. None of the other worlds have the population density or diversity of culture to have the sort of nation arrangement we do. I mean, Strada is the closest with their tribal structure, but even they let one tribe make all the decisions for the planet.”

“Wonderful.” Louis had spread his hands. “I suppose now you want me to tell all the paranoid conspiracy theorists that I’m forming a one-world government so they can have another reason to impeach me. Besides the fact that I’ve gotten us all involved in what might be another war.”

“You didn’t get us involved, sir,” I’d told him. “Just the existence of this planet has.”

“I don’t like the sound of that, Travers,” he’d said, sitting on the edge of his desk, something no one else in the world could have gotten away with, except maybe the First Lady.

“Then you’re really not going to like what I have to say next, Mr. President. Which is why we’re alone.”

I hadn’t told him everything, mostly because I didn’t want to go through the drama of him insisting that Lenny couldn’t be trusted now. No shit. I hadn’t exactly lied. I’d told him we’d found a survivor from New Vanadzor who’d provided us intelligence before he died from injuries he’d suffered. By the time I reached the end of the report, the President’s belligerent resentment had faded into stunned silence, and his seat on the desktop had ceased to be an expression of his anger and turned into support.

“You can’t be serious. Why would they want us?”

“You’ve watched the movie Aliens, right?” And if he’d been pale before, he’d turned absolutely ghostly at what came next.

“What do you want?” he’d asked again, though this time without the attitude.

“I need some Rangers in Onyx armor,” I told him. “A couple platoons at least. And I need cruisers on call. As many as you can spare. I won’t be running them in front of us, but I need a response force just in case.”

“In case of what? Where are you headed?”

“We received a communication from our friends Danaan and Von-To, the new Anguilar co-emperors. Apparently, they’ve found something in their archives they think we can use against the Zha’-Rath. I don’t know where we’re going after, that depends on what they have to say. But right now, we’re going back to Copperell. And not that I don’t trust the Anguilar to honor their end of the peace agreement, but if you want peace…”

“Prepare for war,” Louis had finished for me. His nod had seemed reluctant, but at least it was agreement. “All right, Charlie. I’ll give you what you need. Just keep this thing away from us.”

“I’ll do my best.”

It was all I could say. He’d kept his word, though, and when the first squad of Rangers in their lumbering Onyx suits clomped down the ramp of the first shuttle to land, one of them marched directly up to Chuck and saluted in stiff, mechanical fashion. Bemused, Chuck returned it.

“Sir,” the Ranger had said, pushing back his visor to reveal a face that looked younger than mine, “Captain Darabont reports. We have First and Second Platoons of Bravo Company getting ready to land. Where do you want us and our gear?”

I suppose one of the advantages of the powered armor was that they could carry all their luggage right off the bird without waiting for a cargo crew. Duffle bags hung off everyone’s shoulders, but the impressive part was the ammo crate each of them carried one-handed as they filed down the ramp. If I remembered right, the ammo and battery packs for their coilguns weighed a lot, and each of those crates had to be at least a hundred pounds.

“Fellicia,” Chuck said, nodding to the Copperell girl, “would you mind escorting Captain Darabont to the quarters for the Rangers?”

“Of course,” she said, smiling at Chuck pleasantly. My eyes narrowed as I watched her lead the Ranger officer out of the hangar bay.

“You two have been spending a lot of time together lately, haven’t you?” I asked him, and Chuck shrugged in response.

“Fellicia wanted to learn some BJJ moves after we sparred the first time. I’ve been teaching her to shoot in the range, too.”

“She’s been smiling a lot more,” Gib observed, the sly glint in his eye telling me he’d caught on to the joke. “You have, too, for that matter. Funny coincidence, that.”

“I don’t know what the hell you two are getting at,” Chuck said, but the tinge of red at his ears betrayed him.

“Hey, who are either of us to criticize?” Gib asked, putting a hand to his own chest. “I mean, she’s pretty hot, for a Copperell. I wouldn’t fault your taste, though she might be a little young for you.”

“Probably more mature than he is, though,” I observed, making a point to ignore the metaphorical steam coming out of Chuck’s ears. “After all, she’s been taking care of herself since she was a kid, while Chuck here is an Army brat with a general for a father who’s lived in Virginia his whole life.”

“Oh, you two are just complete riots,” Chuck grumbled, arms crossed. “You think we could get back to some serious planning here? I’d like to know why we’re bothering to go to Copperell anyway. Why do we need some ancient Anguilar legend when we have Lenny here? Couldn’t he just tell us if the Zha’-Rath have any weaknesses?”

“You don’t think I’ve already asked him that?” I replied, snorting a humorless laugh. “He doesn’t remember, or so he claims. He also told me that if they did have any glaring weakness, he wouldn’t know about it anyway, because it wasn’t something the Swarm would let get out even to their own people. Plus, he’d never been part of a losing battle.”

“And you believe him?” Chuck wondered. “After finding out what he really is?”

Answering that was a problem because no, I really didn’t. I found it hard to accept anything he’d told us as true at this point, and not merely because I didn’t trust him. He’d admitted his memories could be tampered with, destroyed. We only had his word about his past, and he only had the word of whoever or whatever had programmed his memory core…who he’d already admitted had been his enemies, the people whose world he’d basically destroyed.

But I couldn’t say any of that because Lenny wasn’t just on this ship, he was this ship. Which meant he could hear every word we said.

“I believe he believes it,” I said, which was as much as I felt comfortable with. “But like I said, his memories aren’t complete. And even if he did think he remembered a weakness, that was a million years ago, literally. We can’t just count on them not changing at all in a million years. Hell, a million years ago, humans didn’t even exist as a species.”

“Why couldn’t the Anguilar just tell us the information in the same message they sent telling us they found it?” Giblet asked, speaking up as more of the shuttles entered the bay and maneuvering jets hissed in belabored frustration to bring them to a soft landing.

BANG!

Well, soft-ish.

“They didn’t say,” I confessed, “so I’d just be guessing. But I have to think it has to do with the Zha’-Rath and their ability to invade people’s heads.” I motioned expansively. “You saw what happened with that kid. They didn’t just send a message through him, they were controlling his mind.”

“And ours,” Chuck added. “If Lenny hadn’t…put an end to things, I was about to kill Gib.”

“You were about to try,” Gib scoffed.

“Hey, you had a pretty nasty cut on your head and a concussion from me just trying.”

“I was taking it easy on you,” Gib insisted, waving the idea away. “I didn’t want to kill you or anything. Charlie would have been upset.”

“Anyway,” I interrupted, glaring the two of them to silence, “if the Zha’-Rath cannot only control people like that but turn them into some kind of”—I groped helplessly for the right word—“relay station for their mental powers, it might not be safe transmitting secrets out in the open.”

“You keep calling it mental powers or whatever,” Chuck said, sobering from his earlier banter with Gib. “But to me, it looks like straight-up possession. I never believed in that shit myself—I mean, we’re Lutherans, for God’s sake. We don’t even talk about that shit. But Mom’s family was Charismatic, and they sure as hell believed it, which meant every time I went to Grandma’s house, I got a full helping of it. Always thought it was loony, but this isn’t natural, Charlie. This isn’t technology, or at least not any kind I’ve ever heard of. It’s supernatural.”

My rational mind rebelled at the notion, but even as I rejected it automatically, a shudder went up my back. I hadn’t been all that religious, and neither had my parents. I’d gone to church with my grandparents and dutifully sang hymns and prayed, but I hadn’t really thought about the details, and stuff like possession had always seemed like old superstition to me.

“What’s supernatural,” I asked, unwilling to cede this battle, not against Chuck but against my own atavistic fear, “except something natural we don’t understand yet?”

“We don’t even know how they destroyed the colonies yet,” he pointed out. “For all we know, it could be hellfire and brimstone.”

“I want to see them,” Giblet said, jaw set in stubborn fearlessness. “The bastards didn’t invade my brain, and I want to look one of them in the eye and tell them that their magic tricks aren’t going to work on a Varnell.”

That was something else Lenny hadn’t been able to tell me—what the hell the Zha’-Rath even looked like. I kept filling in the details with monsters from old movies, HR Giger paintings, and the covers from HP Lovecraft novels, but I had a hunch the truth was much worse.

“You know what, Gib,” I told him, watching the last of the shuttles pass through the field. “I have a feeling you’re gonna get your chance.”
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A humanoid silhouette snapped backward in a shower of sparks, and I shifted to the next, doing it just as I’d been instructed by Laranna, Chuck, and other teachers over the last couple years. Both eyes open, smooth over fast, the red aiming reticle floating lazily across the six feet between the targets until it centered on the chest. My finger touched the trigger reflexively, and another burst flashed across the dim lighting of the ship’s range, smoke curling away as another target went down.

The flare of Laranna’s gun in the lane to my left threatened to distract me, but not as much as a real gunfight would have. It wasn’t a race, wasn’t a competition. I kept telling myself that, but I wasn’t sure if Laranna felt the same way. It seemed to me that all the Strada considered everything a contest, and I was certain that if she finished her string before me, she’d gloat. I, of course, was above such things. Mostly.

“Ha!” I snapped as the last of the man shapes fell a half-second before hers, my hands working on instinct without thought to reload from the pouch at my belt.

“I had an itch,” Laranna complained as she reholstered her weapon, her half-grin telling me she was kidding. Strada also didn’t make excuses. I safed mine and did the same, then leaned over the railing between us to kiss her.

“You know I’ll scratch whatever itch you have.”

Laranna laughed, her arms slipping around my neck as we gave the kiss more serious attention.

“There’s one thing I love about hyperspace,” I confessed.

“The opportunity to train,” she suggested, raising an eyebrow.

“Okay, two things. Let’s go to our cabin.”

“Excuse me.” I snapped around at the voice, not reaching for my pistol but only by sheer effort of will.

It was Fellicia, looking embarrassed to have interrupted us.

“Did you want to use the range?” I asked her, not self-conscious at all about being caught by someone. That was another aspect of Strada culture that had rubbed off on me, a lack of concern about others seeing public displays of affection. At least I was better at it than I used to be.

“I do,” Fellicia admitted, patting the handgun holstered at her side as she stepped up between us and leaned on the divider. “But I also wanted to talk to you. To both of you.”

“That sounds ominous,” Laranna said, eyeing me sidelong. “What is it? Did you come to get our blessing?”

“Blessing for what?” Fellicia asked, frowning in confusion, and it was all I could do to keep from busting out laughing. Gib and I still hadn’t let up on Chuck the entire flight.

“Never mind,” I told her, aiming a quelling glance at Laranna. “What is it?”

“When you go down to Copperell,” she said, “I want to go with you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I replied without hesitation. “They made it pretty clear down there that you weren’t welcome, and one way or another, you had to leave and not come back.”

“Why would you want to risk it?” Laranna asked, more diplomatic than me. Which was usual now but hadn’t been once upon a time. “What’s left down there for you?”

“I know the planet,” Fellicia said, unfazed by the discouragement. “I know the city, and I still have contacts. You could use me if things go badly with them.”

“If you do come,” I pointed out, “things are more likely to go bad. You know that, right? How the hell do you think we could even get you off the shuttle?”

While we’d been speaking, Chuck had walked in, also wearing a gunbelt, and I sensed he’d been the one who Fellicia had come to shoot with. He stayed near the back of the range, watching and saying nothing, which wasn’t like him.

“I could wear a helmet,” Fellicia suggested. “Battle armor. I could go in as one of your bodyguard or escort, or whatever.”

“You know,” Chuck said, finally stepping forward to enter the conversation, “we have a couple extra Onyx suits the Rangers brought with us. If she was inside one of those, they’d never even know she was a female, much less who she was.” He smiled thinly. “They even have a water supply and a catheter so you don’t have to get out of them to go potty.”

“She doesn’t have any training in the suits,” I objected. “Those things are complicated.”

“We’ve got a few days yet,” Chuck said with a shrug. “I could teach her. I know Darabont would loan me one of his instructors to help.”

“We were going to take Gib and Shindo along,” Laranna mused. “We probably have room for a couple suits in the lander.”

Sighing, I scowled at Chuck.

“If she goes, so do you,” I told him. “You’ll be responsible for her, and dammit, Chuck, I’m only doing this because I trust you with my life. You understand me? If anything goes wrong, I’m gonna tell your dad.”

And maybe I had become something of a politician because I didn’t come out and say you better not be doing this just because you have the hots for this girl. But maybe I didn’t need to.

“You know I would never do anything that would put us in danger, man,” Chuck said, sounding remarkably like his father back in college when he used to assure me that there would be lots of good-looking women at the party he was dragging me to. He’d mostly been wrong about that, but I’d never thought he was lying.

Laranna and I exchanged a look, and she nodded.

“Okay. Fellicia, I’ll be straight with you. I like you and I think you’re potentially a valuable asset to our team, but I don’t know you well enough to trust you yet. So I’m trusting my friend because he does trust you. If you do something stupid, you’re not just letting me down, you’re letting Chuck down. You understand what I’m saying?” And God, but that sounded way too much like my father. Or Colonel Danberg. Why was that happening so much as I crawled closer to thirty?

“Yes, I understand,” Fellicia said, and I channeled Danberg one more time because it felt like the opportune time to do so.

“Yes, what?” I said, cocking an eyebrow at her.

Resentment flared behind her fiery eyes, and I thought she might snap back at me, which was the point of this test. But she let her breath out slowly and evenly and nodded.

“Yes, sir.”

And she passed. I didn’t smile, but only because it would have seemed patronizing and full of myself.

“Then go get fitted for an Onyx suit,” I told her. “We have three and a half days to Copperell, and I want you training in that suit ten hours a day minimum until we get there. When you step off that damned shuttle, you’d better look like you’ve been wearing it as long as those Rangers.”

“She will,” Chuck promised. He waved to Fellicia to follow him, and just before they went out of sight, she grabbed his hand and he squeezed it tight.

“Oh, boy,” I murmured. “Chuck doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into.”

“You’re just jealous,” Laranna accused, bumping her shoulder against mine. “You had a Copperell lover for a few weeks, and you still want me to go back to being a platinum blonde.”

“You?” I protested, running a hand through my hair. “I was more thinking about me…”
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Floating in the outer system, millions of miles from Copperell with five American cruisers at our side, I reflected that a year ago, this might have been the start of a costly invasion. That had been the plan. We’d all known it would have killed thousands of our own people, probably tens of thousands of civilians on the planet, and yet we hadn’t thought there was another choice. Until Von-To had given us one.

He was out there on one of those tiny points of light, indistinguishable from the millions of stars surrounding it unless I cheated and checked the sensor display off to the right of the optical view.

“Why aren’t we taking the Vanguards?” Gib asked. “I recall last time, you were pretty damned happy you had a fighter with you.”

Laranna was busy getting the shuttle ready, Fellicia and Chuck were getting their armor set up, and Shindo was…well, he was doing whatever the hell he did when he wasn’t doing his job or eating because I couldn’t recall seeing him do anything else the whole time he’d been with us. He might be eating, for that matter, because he was always eating. I suppose that was a grazer thing. Darabont and his Rangers were prepping just in case we needed them, though I certainly hoped we didn’t.

Which left me on the bridge with Lenny and Gib and the bridge crew that happened to be on shift at whatever hour this was. I’d given up trying to keep track of the ship’s clock a long time ago.

“Because they’re nominally our allies now,” I answered the question, stifling an impulse to snap that he was smart enough to already know this. “And mostly because the idea is to not attract attention this time. Last visit, we were trying to remind them all that they lost the war and they needed to enforce the peace. We’re here to ask them for help and hopefully keep it as much of a secret as we can.”

“You really think there’s a chance this…” Gib checked himself, chewing up the words he’d been about to blurt out and swallowing them. “You think there’s a chance what we’re here to talk about could get out? It feels a little too paranoid.”

“Hell, I don’t know,” I admitted. “But after what happened, do you really think it’s possible to be too paranoid?”

“Yeah, you got me there.”

“Lenny, are we picking up anything fishy in-system?” I asked.

I didn’t look at him for the same reason that I hadn’t spoken to him alone since he’d killed Kalo. I didn’t trust him, and if I’d learned how to be civil to humanoids, I didn’t trust in my journey from college kid to adventurer to military commander to, God help me, politician, I still hadn’t managed to master that art when it came to AI robots. Particularly not AI robots who had originally been genocidal bug monsters.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Lenny reported, and if he noticed my standoffishness, he didn’t comment or take offense. I wondered if he could. Take offense, that is. It wasn’t just a human thing, I’d discovered, but it was a humanoid thing. “Seven of their cruisers are on patrol at the edge of the system, however, and if we stay here, they’ll detect us within two to three hours. My recommendation would be for the American cruisers to jump outward again to the very edge of the cometary halo in the echo of our jump flare. That far out, they likely won’t be discovered yet will still be able to receive calls for aid.”

“What about the Liberator?” I asked him. “I’m not entirely comfortable with the ship sitting in orbit. At least I’m sure the Anguilar won’t be comfortable with it. I think you need to jump in, drop us off, and then hop back out to the system’s asteroid belt.”

“You left the Anguilar on bad terms, did you not? As Giblet pointed out, you were forced to use the Vanguard’s particle cannon to prevent their soldiers from slaughtering Copperell civilians. Your return will cause hard feelings whether or not the Liberator is in orbit or ten light-years away.”

Now I did look at the robot, though of course it didn’t matter to him since the eyes in that silvery face weren’t what he actually used to see. Instead, his eyes were all around me, set in the walls, the ceiling. The face was a fiction meant to make humanoids more comfortable around him. Everything about him seemed to be a fiction.

“Maybe,” I acknowledged. “But it’s my decision to make. It still is my decision to make, isn’t it?”

A challenge might not have been the smartest thing, given that Lenny’s entire frame of reference and self-image had just changed completely, but I had to know where I stood.

“You’re the commander, Charlie,” he assured me, no doubt or hesitation in that soothing baritone. “Nothing has changed.”

I nodded, though not because I agreed.

“Gib, round up Chuck, Fellicia, and Shindo and get them aboard the shuttle. I’ll be down to the hangar bay as soon as we jump.”

Gib grumbled something incomprehensible, probably his old complaint about why I always insisted on sending him running off with messages when we all had commlinks. I’m old-fashioned. Sue me.

“I will have your orders passed along to the captains of the American cruisers,” Lenny volunteered.

He paused, false eyes still fixed on me as if he were at a loss for his next words. Calculated? No, I didn’t think it was. Once I’d gotten used to his mannerisms, it hadn’t been too hard to figure out when Lenny was faking human conversation patterns. This time, I thought he’d hesitated because, for once, he’d run into a situation he hadn’t anticipated.

“Charlie…you do know that nothing has changed, don’t you? What we discussed before…those things occurred so long ago, they may as well have happened to another person. You’re not the same individual you were as a child, are you? And that has only been ten or fifteen years. My own development has stretched hundreds of thousands, more than a million. I am the same being you knew a week ago, the same one who recruited you to lead us.”

"I believe you are,” I said.

The problem was, I wasn’t at all sure I’d ever known who that being really was.
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“It’s quiet down there,” I said, resisting an urge to press my nose against the cockpit windshield like a kid on a car ride, instead checking the viewscreen for the lander’s belly cameras.

“A little too quiet,” Chuck added inevitably, and I groaned at the ancient joke.

He wasn’t wrong, though. The first time I’d seen the city, it had been an anthill of activity, elevated trains winding their way between the massive towers while others made their way underground to the slums where the Copperell workers lived. Flyers had buzzed around the tops of the buildings, like Wall Street CEOs hopping from one skyscraper to another, although the context had cast it all in a more sinister light, 1939 Berlin in Last Crusade.

The last time we’d visited, the energy had been different, tension replete in the division between the Copperell neighborhoods and the Anguilar fortresses, but people had still gone on with their lives. Copperell had to eat, which meant cargo trains and trucks coming in from the farms outside the city and being unloaded into warehouses, then transported to processing plants and from there to the shops. There’d been Copperell women and children pushing carts through the streets, loaded down with food containers on both visits, and if anything, there’d perhaps been more of a spring in their step last time with the knowledge that there had at least been a way out.

Not this time. There was no movement at all, not a flyer in the sky, not a train moving, no one on the street.

“The ships were gone from orbit,” Laranna suggested from the center seat between Gib and me. “The ones headed to Waypoint. Maybe more of the Copperell left than we thought?”

“No,” Fellicia declared from behind us, where the Onyx suits were anchored to the deck with heavy-duty brackets the hangar crew had rigged up. “The Anguilar told us those ships couldn’t hold more than ten thousand people each. They only allocated five transports, and there’s no way they could have come back for a second trip yet. There are over a million Copperell in this city.”

“Maybe that means there’s been more trouble,” Gib said, guiding the shuttle toward the landing platform on the side of the tower. “If there’ve been more riots, maybe the Anguilar have restricted the Copperell to their homes or something.”

Or they’d slaughtered them all once we’d left. It would have been a risk since we’d already warned them that it would be a violation of the peace agreement, but I wouldn’t have put it past them to do it anyway and dare us to go back to war with them to avenge a bunch of Copperell workers. Then again, if they’d done something that egregious, would Von-To have invited us back here in person to see the evidence?

Stop borrowing trouble. You’ll find out soon enough.

The advice was from myself to myself, but the voice was Poppa Chuck’s, an echo of what he used to tell me when I started worrying about something I couldn’t control. It was sound counsel, but it wasn’t me I worried about, it was Fellicia. I believed she’d meant it when she promised that she wouldn’t start trouble, but if we’d returned to the aftermath of an atrocity, I didn’t know if she’d be able to control herself.

The landing gear sank into their hydraulic housings, the jolt shaking me out of my reverie and bringing me back to the present.

“Everyone just stay quiet and let Laranna and me do the talking,” I warned, thinking of Fellicia but aiming the words at Giblet. Chuck would be too worried about Fellicia to say anything, and Shindo…well, if he hadn’t been nearly seven feet tall and over 300 pounds, I could have forgotten he was in the shuttle at all. Maybe not, though, since he gave the entire passenger compartment a barnyard smell.

The entire lander shuddered with the shifting weight as the Onyx suits and the Gan-Shi clambered out of the rear seats and preceded us down the steps of the bird, then formed a wall in front of Gib, Laranna, and me. The half-dozen Anguilar soldiers lined up on either side of the tower entrance shifted slightly at the advance of our massive bodyguards but retained enough self-control to keep their rifle muzzles pointed safely at the floor. Lucky for them.

Putting a hand on Shindo’s shoulder, I gently urged him to the side so the three of us could pass through the line and meet the Anguilar official waiting for us. Who was not, to my surprise and consternation, either Danaan or Von-To.

I didn’t recognize the guy, not that I would have. I could barely tell any of them apart, though this one seemed older than most of the others I’d met, past the age when most Anguilar males bowed out of the military and politics. Given that their lifespan extended well beyond our own, that had to make him over a century old. Not old enough for senescence, but there was a discernible narrowing of his face and neck, and his feathery hair had gone nearly snow-white.

“Commander Travers,” the older man said with a polite nod, “I’m Palas-Fan, aide to the Emperor Von-To. He sends his apologies for being unable to come meet you in person, but he hopes that you will accept his hospitality for a few minutes until he can meet you in the Imperial dining hall.”

It took serious effort to keep the frustration off my face. I suck at playing poker.

“Yeah, of course,” I told Palas-Fan, then nodded at Gib. “Seal it up.”

Maybe having Giblet close and lock the door to the lander was an insult, but then, so was Von-To sending some flunky to meet us instead of coming himself. Palas-Fan must have been better at poker than I was because his expression remained just as ingratiatingly pleasant as he waited for us to follow. He didn’t even mention our bodyguards, though I did catch him sneaking a couple backward glances at Shindo.

“I noticed during our flight in,” Laranna said slowly as if choosing each word carefully, “that there didn’t seem to be any civilians in the streets of the city. Has something happened?”

Palas-Fan smiled wanly as if she’d asked him about uncompleted roadwork.

“Yes, well, you must understand, after the last incident with the Copperell workers, everyone was nervous about future confrontations. It was decided that things might be less tense if the…local population were to be shifted outward into housing made vacant by the Copperell who’d chosen to leave.”

I couldn’t contain a snort of amusement at the weasel words. I’d gotten a taste of them in ROTC and become almost inured to them since my exposure to the Pentagon and the federal government. The passive voice was what George called it. It was decided, which left conveniently absent the question of exactly who had decided it.

“I didn’t notice any trains or cargo trucks coming in from the farms, either,” I put in, hoping at least to make the functionary less comfortable even if he didn’t tell us the truth.

“There’ve been some…complications in regard to achieving an arrangement with the farm workers. A few days ago, they ceased depositing crops in the loading docks until we accede to their demands for remuneration. But it isn’t so simple, as most of what they’re asking for are items made by other Copperell and thus also the point of ongoing negotiations.” He chuckled at the absurdity. “Fortunately, we have quite the store of food saved up, with extra now that so many of the Copperell had left. Hopefully, we’ll straighten things out before we run low.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re so upbeat about it,” Gib commented dryly.

The lack of a crowd below wasn’t the only difference. When we’d last visited, there’d been Copperell servants scattered throughout the tower, but walking probably half a mile through the hallways of the tower, I saw not a one. And not that many Anguilar for that matter. The doors to offices and control rooms were shut, no military officers or technicians pacing from one duty station to another to repair or replace or report.

There were other soldiers. A couple at every intersection, motionless in their armor, statues, a terracotta army left in some emperor’s tomb, rifles in hand, prepared to do battle with ghosts. I wasn’t the only one who noticed, but no one else brought it up, perhaps sensing just as I did that something was off.

Several possibilities came to mind, but the likeliest was an attempted coup. Someone hadn’t liked the whole dual-rule thing, and the shit had hit the fan while we were gone. I hadn’t noticed any females around, and the fact we were about to see Von-To and not Danaan could mean bad things. Suddenly, I was very happy the Liberator had jumped back out of range of all those Anguilar cruisers arrayed in trans-lunar space. I wished I was on her, but that was another story.

“Here we are,” Palas-Fan said, gesturing to a door on the right, then he smiled apologetically. “I’m afraid your friends in armor will have to remain outside, though. Emperor Von-To doesn’t allow any soldiers in his private rooms, not even his own.”

“That’s okay,” I said, nodding to Chuck. “You guys stand at the door.”

Palas-Fan reached for the door handle, then looked back at Shindo, who still crowded right behind Giblet.

“The Gan-Shi as well.”

“I’m not wearing armor,” Shindo pointed out, practically a soliloquy for the big guy.

“Yes, but you don’t need any, do you?” Palas-Fan pointed out.

“Wait out here,” I told Shindo. He grunted and crossed his arms but stepped back to the side.

Finally satisfied, the elder functionary pushed the door open and waved us inside.

An NFL football team could have dined comfortably in the huge chamber beyond that door, but only one person waited for us. Von-To sat on the other side of an oval table twenty yards across, sprawled across the largest, most comfortable-looking chair in the room, almost a love seat with crimson cushions. A spread of food stretched across several serving trays in front of him, though I couldn’t tell if he’d touched any of it.

“Ah, my old friends returned again,” Von-To said, his voice drowsy, the words slurred. “Please, come. Sit down.”

The door slammed shut behind us, and I looked back. Palas-Fan hadn’t joined us. Not that I’d grown fond of the guy or anything, but it seemed odd that he’d shut us in here alone with his emperor. I pulled out a much smaller and plainer chair than Von-To’s and offered it to Laranna. She sat, though not without the subtle smirk someone else might not have noticed. She considered my late-80’s Earth-style chivalry silly, and so had Dani, but I couldn’t shake the habit and didn’t want to.

“What?” Gib muttered. “You’re not going to pull one out for me, too?”

Ignoring the barb, I sat, keeping my feet flat on the floor just in case I had to jump up quickly, and peered into the dimmer lighting on the other side of the table. Von-To’s flesh stretched across his cheekbones like the dried-out skin of a mummy, and his eyes looked as if they’d sunk into his skull since the last time I’d seen him. Glassy, dark, unfocused.

“What the hell?” Laranna hissed.

“I trust your journey was a pleasant one,” Von-To said, picking up a goblet and toasting us, then taking a long swig.

There was a scene from the movie Airplane that had made me laugh my ass off when I was a teenager. The main character supposedly had a drinking problem, which meant in the movie that every time he tried to drink out of a cup, he’d spill half of it over his face and shirt. Von-To had a drinking problem. The pale red liquid poured down his chin, dribbling onto his royal robes, yet he paid it no attention, setting the glass down and again, not caring when it toppled over and lapped across the table before finding a gap to drain out.

Ghostly insects crawled up my back, and if I hadn’t been through all the weird crap of the last three years, I would have run out of the room. But rule number one was always to control the situation.

“Where’s Danaan?” I asked, ignoring the pleasantries. “I figured she’d want to be here.”

“Oh, she badly wanted to be,” he agreed, waving a hand negligently. “But you know, we all have our strengths and weaknesses, and in this case, Danaan’s strength was her weakness. She just lacked a certain…mental pliability.”

“Oh, damn,” Giblet moaned. He’d figured it out before me, though I’d been toppling over the edge toward the same conclusion.

“We thought,” Von-To went on, waving his fingers in front of his face as if he wasn’t used to having them, “that we might be rid of you after we sent our messenger, but well, I suppose things didn’t turn out as we planned, since here you are.”

“Oh,” I said, the breath going out of me as everything became very clear.

Gunfire erupted outside the doors, and I leapt up, hands clenching into fists.

No, I didn’t. I wanted to. I meant to. But in an all-too-familiar sensation, my body wouldn’t obey the orders of my brain. We were too late.
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“I must admit,” Von-To said, rising from his chair and walking around the table toward us, “it’s been a while since we’ve encountered any collection of species who have given us this much trouble. We’re selective, you see, and…”

Giblet leapt out of his chair and punched Von-To across the face.

I don’t know who was more surprised, Von-To or me, but I do know who hurt more. The Anguilar’s head snapped around, then he collapsed backward and fell heavily to the floor.

“Get the hell up, you two!” Gib yelled, pouncing atop the emperor and putting him into a chokehold. Gib had already been an experienced fighter when I’d met him, but I’d been the one to teach him about the chokehold. It wasn’t that the move was difficult to learn but more that he’d never considered a technique that could disable an enemy without killing them. “I’d rather not have to carry both of your worthless asses!”

Varnell mojo resonated inside my head, and suddenly I could get the hell up, as if the very timbre of his voice had removed a weight from my chest.

“They got here before us,” Laranna snapped, angry at something, either the Zha’-Rath or the Anguilar or maybe just fate. “How the hell did they get here before us?”

I couldn’t answer the question so I just grabbed the unconscious Von-To and ripped off the sleeve of his robe and handed it to Gib.

“Tie him up and bring him with us.”

“What?” he blurted, staring at the strip of fabric like I’d handed him a steaming turd. “Why?”

I didn’t have time to answer because I knew Laranna was heading for the door, and I wasn’t about to let her do it alone. Her shoulder banged against it and she yanked at the handle, but it didn’t budge, so I grabbed it next to her and put my weight into it. Nothing. On the other side, the snap-crack of pulse gun fire still echoed dully, muffled by the thick metal.

“The bastards locked us in,” she growled,

None of the three of us were armed, since we hadn’t figured Von-To or Danaan would let us carry into a private meeting with them, and now I regretted it, since the Zha’-Rath controlling Von-To probably wouldn’t have cared. But I did still have my commlink, and I clawed at it, tapping the control for Chuck and Fellicia’s frequency.

“This is Charlie,” I said, speaking loudly and emphasizing every word in order to be heard over the clamor outside the door. “We’re locked in here. We need you to open this door.”

No response, and I ground my teeth, feeling helpless with my friends on the other side of that door getting shot at while I was trapped in here. I looked around the dining room, searching for another way out, but saw nothing other than Giblet tying Von-To’s hands behind his back. The Anguilar started to come to, groaning softly, and Gib scowled, then chopped him across the carotid. The Anguilar’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped again. Gib sniffed and went back to tying the knot as tight as it could get.

“Chuck,” I yelled into the commlink. “Come on, man! Do you copy?”

The door exploded.

I’m not exaggerating when I say that I’ve lost count of how many times I’d come within a hair’s breadth of dying, and I’m sure most of them were more dramatic, maybe even apocalyptic, but the abruptness of this one, the lack of warning, scared the crap out of me.

The blast went between Laranna and me, missing both of us by mere inches, shards of red-hot metal brushing so close that I felt the hot wind against my face and tumbled backward. The whole door hadn’t exploded, though that had been the first impression I’d had, but the locking mechanism had blown off of it and clattered to the floor, still smoking. The door swung violently inward, crashing against the wall behind it, and two suits of Onyx armor stomped through.

Relief warred with anger, and I let anger win for just a second, cursing loudly.

“Dammit, Chuck, you almost killed us! How about a little warning next time?”

I expected an embarrassed apology but would have settled for a defiant declaration that I was a whiner and should try thanking him. What I got was the muzzle of a coilgun pointed at my face.

“Giblet,” I snapped, “use your mojo on them!”

I didn’t think the tactic through, and in retrospect, I didn’t have much to go on other than the fact that I’d been able to move right after Gib had told me to. But he’d also knocked Von-To silly at the same time, which might have been what broke the spell, and if I was wrong, we’d all be dead in seconds and there wasn’t a damned thing we could do about it.

“Chuck, Fellicia,” Giblet said, speaking so quickly that I worried he might not be able to pull it off, “snap out of it! We’re not your enemies!”

Neither muzzle dropped immediately, but no triggers were pulled, both of them frozen in place like their suit servomotors had malfunctioned. I needed to think, but I couldn’t seem to manage it with that yawning coilgun barrel only a few inches from my face. So focused was I on the muzzle that I barely noticed Shindo storming into the room, charred and blistered from near-misses on his chest and shoulders, snorting hard out of his oversized nostrils as he advanced, fists clenched.

“Shindo,” Gib said desperately, “wait up. We’re all friends here, right?”

The Gan-Shi stalked up to Fellicia, who held a gun on Laranna, and pushed her backward. The Onyx armor weighed at least a couple hundred pounds by itself, but the suit and the Copperell inside it launched six feet across the room with that effortless shove, and Shindo turned to stare hard at Chuck.

“If we’re friends,” the Gan-Shi rumbled deep in his chest, “then why are you pointing guns at Charlie and Laranna?”

Chuck slowly lowered his rifle and stepped back, then slapped the visor of his helmet upward, his expression puzzled and groggy, as if he’d just woken up.

“What the hell was I doing?” he wondered.

“Never mind,” I told him, scrambling to my feet. “We have to get the hell out of here. Fellicia, are you all right?”

The Copperell girl rolled onto her side like an overturned turtle trying to right itself, then pushed her visor away from her face. A thin sheen of sweat covered her skin as if she’d been running a mile sprint, but she nodded.

“They had control of me before Gib spoke to us. And even then, it wasn’t completely gone until Shindo hit me.”

Before I could speak again, a pair of armored Anguilar soldiers charged the doorway, spraying wildly with their pulse rifles, and I threw myself on top of Laranna, shielding her from the storm of crimson energy. But the fusillade was cut short, the crack-snap-sizzle of the pulse rounds interrupted by a much less familiar report. No threads of energy here, no static shock and thermal blooming, just a faint, blurred line between Chuck’s coilgun muzzle and the Anguilar as tungsten slugs tore through their armor like it wasn’t there. Both of the Anguilar slumped forward and crashed to the floor, marionettes with their strings cut.

“This sucks,” I murmured, crawling forward to grab their weapons, passing one of the rifles back to Laranna before I retrieved spare ammo drums to reload the partially spent ones. And I didn’t just mean the part about the Zha’-Rath controlling the Anguilar. These people were nominally our friends now, and we were still killing them. “We need a way out of here.”

“I think I can remember the way back to the shuttle,” Laranna offered.

“All right. Chuck and Fellicia, you’re point. Shindo, grab Von-To and carry him with us. Gib, prime his pump.”

“Hey, dumbass!” Gib said, leaning over the new emperor and slapping his face to get his attention. “Stop being a tool and start using your own brain, as worthless as it might be.”

Von-To only groaned in response, his eyes squeezed shut, and I supposed that either meant he was fighting the control or had a concussion. Either one would work. The moan grew louder when Shindo manhandled Von-To off the floor and threw the would-be emperor over his shoulder.

“All right,” I said, nodding to Chuck. “Take us out. We have to get back to the lander.”
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“Well, we’re not getting back to the lander!” Chuck yelled over the thunderstorm of pulse fire crackling off the metal walls at the intersection as he ducked back behind cover. “There’s like thirty or forty troops down there!”

I should have figured. We hadn’t encountered anyone along the way back to the landing platform, not even an imperial bureaucrat rushing us with a sharpened pen. And given that the Zha’-Rath obviously knew we were here and knew the initial attack hadn’t worked, they had to be setting up an ambush. The only surprise was that they’d let us get this close.

The shuttle was less than a hundred yards away, around this corner.

“The rest of you could lay down covering fire,” Chuck suggested, though without much conviction, “and Fellicia and I could charge them. The armor might protect us long enough for Gib to get within range to break them out of their hypnosis.”

“That’s suicide,” Laranna snapped. “Even in the armor, you two wouldn’t last ten seconds.”

A shower of sparks from an impact on the opposite wall forced her to duck down and cover her face, as if reinforcing the point.

“You got any better ideas?” Chuck asked, then rolled clear of the corner of the intersection and laid down a long burst of coilgun fire before rushing back to cover again and continuing as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Because I’m all ears.”

Which was a good point.

“I know the palace,” Fellicia put in, kneeling at the center of our formation. “I think I know a back way to get us to the street. But there’s no other way to reach the landing platform.”

“What good is it going to do wandering around in the streets?” Gib demanded. “Why aren’t we radioing the Liberator to come haul our asses out of here? We still have Vanguards on board, and Lenny could call in the Earth cruisers for support.”

“Who do you think controls all those Anguilar cruisers sitting there just past this planet’s moon?” I ground out, angry not at the question but at the fact that he should have been able to figure this out himself. “The Liberator can’t take on that many cruisers by herself, and if the Zha’-Rath can control the Anguilar, they can damn sure control the Allied troops on the cruisers, so we can’t even risk calling them in for help.”

Another long burst, and this time it was Fellicia and Laranna who fired back, keeping the soldiers from charging us. Though, I thought with a flash of revelation, perhaps that wasn’t going to work. Returning fire to keep the enemy’s heads down only worked if the enemy cared about keeping their heads. If the Zha’-Rath controlled every one of those troops, it was only a matter of time before they executed their own suicide charge.

Sucking in a deep breath, I rose to my feet, about to order the rush on the shuttle despite the empty certainty in my gut that we wouldn’t live through it. I forgot one thing. This was an ambush, and even if an alien insect mind-controlling a bunch of Anguilar had pulled it off, all ambushes had one characteristic in common—they came from two sides.

The first hint I had of how badly I’d screwed up was when Shindo yanked me off my feet by the back of my jacket hard enough that I could have sued him for whiplash if I had the number handy for one of those shady ambulance chasers who used to advertise on the benches at bus stops. Flares of red floated across my vision, but they weren’t from the trauma of being pulled down—they were pulse blasts going over my head.

“Behind us!” Shindo bellowed, loud enough to overwhelm even the cacophony of gunfire. He’d retrieved a rifle from one of the fallen Anguilar outside the dining room, and he fired it one-handed like an oversized pistol.

Luckily, I’d been able to hold onto my own weapon and had fallen with its barrel facing the squad of Anguilar rushing up the corridor from behind us. I didn’t know where they’d been hiding or what course they’d taken, but they were less than fifty yards behind us, and I didn’t even have to aim. Armored soldiers fell as Laranna and Gib joined the fight, the pincer movement thwarted, but the other half of this ambush would take advantage of our distraction to advance, and now we didn’t have any choice.

“Forward!” I yelled, pushing at Gib. “Chuck, Fellicia, get across the hall and go!”

The white-hot fury of a star brushed against my left shoulder, and I bit back a scream, only able to tamp down the reflexive panic because I’d been shot before and knew this one wasn’t debilitating, much less fatal. In fact, the pain helped focus the chaos. Every scalar pulse slowed down to the speed of a car on the freeway, every one of the Anguilar soldiers running slow-motion like the Six Million Dollar Man, though without the bionic sound effect.

Chuck, a Ranger, didn’t question my order and sprang into a lumbering run, and Fellicia, who apparently had imprinted on him like a baby chick, didn’t hesitate to follow him. Shindo went next, still carrying Von-To across his back, maybe counting on the Anguilar’s body to shield him from incoming fire. Then Gib and Laranna and me, all three of us still shooting back at the remaining soldiers while Chuck, Fellicia, and Shindo laid down suppressive fire to the left, toward the shuttle.

Anguilar pawns tumbled forward head over heels, smoke pouring out of the rents burned through their armor, yet still the soldiers pushed on, not worried about their deaths because the aliens controlling them weren’t. But there was something even mind-controlling aliens couldn’t manage—making the Anguilar better shots. We’d speculated why the quality of the native Anguilar soldiers was inferior to the subject peoples they recruited, and it came down to a simple answer, personified by Von-To. Every Anguilar believed they deserved better, that they’d be a general if their bloodline just had the right political connections. Chuck told me it reminded him of Saudi Army officers he’d trained with. Most of them were part of the royal family but not an important enough part to have a real key position, and they resented being forced to train and fight among the lesser enlisted.

The Anguilar inside that battle armor might not be thinking about entitlement at the moment, but they sure had when they should have been practicing tactical drills and basic rifle marksmanship. Still, there were a lot of them, and thank God for Chuck and Fellicia because those massive armored exoskeletons made great targets. Hit after hit sparked off them, unable to penetrate the heavy plates protecting their shoulders and back, and if a hit to the head would have ended them, the smoke pouring off the impacts to their armor hid those from sight.

And unlike the Anguilar, they could shoot. I’d trained a little in the Onyx, and each suit had the same sort of targeting system as an M1 tank, able to lock on even at full speed, the gimbal mount for their weapons holding them in place. All they had to do was pull the trigger, and that certainly was no problem for them. Bulky ammo drums that neither of them could have lifted without the augmentation of the armor fed the coilguns tungsten darts, each less than twenty-two caliber but spraying out in ten-round volleys at thousands of feet per second.

It was a wall of hypersonic metal, an Anthrax concert in humanoid form, and it was just enough to get the six of us—seven including the unconscious Von-To—across that intersection without any serious hits, even if my left arm felt like someone had held a blowtorch to it. We didn’t stop running, of course, because those Anguilar weren’t going to stop. But I had a decision to make.

“Fellicia!” I yelled, sprinting up beside her. “You said you know a way out. Take us to the street, fast as possible.”

Movement, I’d been told by Sgt. Redd many years ago, was life. What the hell we’d do once we got there, I had no freaking idea.
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“I think we lost them,” Gib said, hanging back at the last corner while the rest of us headed deeper into the bowels of the dimly lit chamber. “If they’re still there, they aren’t showing their faces.”

“It’s this way,” Fellicia said, waving us back through double rows of cabinets that seemed to stretch on for hundreds of yards.

“Where the hell are we?” Chuck wondered, scanning the room slowly, his coilgun tracking along with his eyes.

“It’s the janitorial center for the top twenty floors of the tower,” Fellicia explained. She’d pushed up her visor, and from the rasp of her breath, I got the impression she found the enclosed helmet stifling. I sympathized, though I would rather she’d kept the faceplate down so she could keep her targeting and enhanced optics ready. “One of the families I stayed with…the older daughter worked in the tower, and she took me with her sometimes, when she could get away with it. I used to explore the work areas while she cleaned the Anguilar offices. No one cared…except the one time. The time I found the way out and wound up down on the street with no way to get home and no way to contact Nasha.”

Plastic carts blocked our path at random angles as if they’d been abandoned, the workers walking out in the middle of the day, leaving totes filled with garbage and office refuse still packed to overflowing sitting in the middle of the room. Days ago, by the smell. Fellicia pushed them aside with a sweep of her coilgun emitter and led us through another set of doors into a pitch-black chamber.

“I got it,” Chuck announced, and the lamp affixed to the side of his helmet flickered to life, absurdly bright for such a small diameter. Earth technology, I knew, like most of the suit except the superconductive wiring and the battery for the exoskeleton. That was all we’d needed, since DARPA had been working on the Onyx for nearly twenty years and only lacked a power source.

Light flooded the small room, revealing a metal-framed chute jutting out from the far wall, sealed with double doors, a few more garbage carts strewn around it.

“Oh,” I moaned, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

Fellicia yanked the heavy coverings open as if they weighed nothing, and Gib leaned over, taking a long look inside. When he stood straight again, disbelief twisted his expression into a scowl.

“This is your way out?” Gib demanded, motioning at the bottomless darkness of the chute. “Are you nuts? Do you know how high up we are?”

“It’s not straight down,” she said, shrugging as if it was of no importance. “I survived it at ten years old.” She looked him up and down, as obviously judging as the sorority girls I’d met at a few of those parties George had dragged me to back in college. “Are you too…chicken?”

Giblet snarled and was about to say something I’m sure some of us would regret when Chuck interrupted.

“It’s one thing for a ten-year-old girl to fit through this thing,” he pointed out. “But these suits are pretty bulky, not to mention Shindo here.” Chuck jerked a thumb backward at the Gan-Shi. Von-To chose that moment to stir, jerking against his bonds. “If he gets stuck in there, it’d take heavy machinery to get him out.”

Fellicia shrugged, the suit translating the motion into more of a motion of her arms than her shoulders, which didn’t move that way.

“There seemed to be plenty of room to me at the time,” she said. “Though I was quite young, and that was fifteen years ago.”

“Oh, great,” I sighed.

“What am I doing here?” Von-To asked, far too loudly, thrashing around on Shindo’s shoulder. “Argh, why does my head hurt so bad? Put me down, you oaf! I’m the Emperor!”

Shindo agreeably set the Anguilar on his feet, then clamped a hand over his mouth.

“Keep yelling,” the Gan-Shi warned, his fingers tightening, “and I’ll rip your head right off your skinny little neck. Understand?” Von-To nodded desperately against the fingers wrapped around his mouth, and Shindo let loose his grip.

“Where am I?” Von-To asked, softer this time. “What the hell is happening? Why are my hands tied?” His tone went up an octave with the last question, and Shindo raised his hand threateningly, enough of a warning that the Anguilar’s mouth snapped shut.

“You don’t remember the Zha’-Rath getting here?” I asked him, and Von-To’s eyes went wide as saucers.

“The Zha’-Rath? Here?” He looked desperately around as if they were in the room with us. “How? Why? Why would they chase us all the way to this galaxy?”

“They weren’t chasing you,” I told him, then rolled my eyes and motioned for him to turn around.

The knot wasn’t about to come undone, particularly in the shadows of the garbage chute chamber, so I pulled out my Bucklite lockblade—or the copy I’d had Lenny make for me—and sliced through the tough material of Von-To’s shirt-sleeve bindings. He staggered and rubbed at his wrists for a moment before deciding that his hands were better put to use massaging his temples.

“Oh, gods of the sky, my head hurts so badly. Did someone hit me?”

“Do you remember calling me?” I asked him, putting off answering that question for the moment. “Telling me to come here because you’d found something out about the Zha’-Rath? Something from your records?”

“I never called you,” he insisted. “Why would I have asked you to come here? I remember finding the information, and I was in the middle of recording a message to you, but I was just going to tell you what I’d found. And then…” Von-To frowned. “And then I was here.”

“But you did find something out about the Zha’-Rath?” Laranna demanded urgently. “Something we can use?”

“Well, of course, I said I would…”

“What is it, you overstuffed scavenger?” she snapped, out of patience with the self-appointed emperor.

“It’s very simple,” he began, gesticulating like a professor in one of the science classes I’d barely passed.

How simple it was, we weren’t going to find out. The only warning was a clip-clop tapping from outside the garbage disposal room, like a troop of tap-dancers from a circa-1940s Gene Kelly movie were trying to sneak up on us. There was no doubt what it was, the tromp of armored Anguilar soldiers. They’d found us.

And here we were, trapped inside a tiny room with no cover and only two choices. Charge out and fight and then do whatever because I had no plan beyond that. Or...

“The chute. Shindo, go!”

The Gan-Shi might have been sulky, silent, and unsociable, but he was also loyal and, most of all, predictable, something I’d come to appreciate. This time, though, he took me by surprise, grabbing Von-To by the collar and throwing the Anguilar ahead of him down the chute.

“What are you…” Von-To’s plaintive objection terminated in a squawk when Shindo pushed him into the chute and expanded into a terrified scream as we watched, open-mouthed. Before the scream faded away, before I had the chance to ask him why he’d done that, Shindo did something else surprising—he smiled broadly and jumped after the Anguilar.

Gib tried to follow, but I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“Fellicia, you’re next!” At Gib’s questioning look, I devoted the time it took the Copperell woman to climb over the edge of the chute to explain. “If Shindo gets stuck, she’ll knock him loose. Chuck, go.”

And that was on the theory that I didn’t want Chuck falling right on top of the rest of us. The problem with this theory popped its head around the edge of the doorway, face concealed by the visor of a battle helmet. Thank God Laranna had been paying attention while the rest of us were thinking about who went down the chute because she blew a hole through that visor with her pulse rifle, and the armored Anguilar attached to the helmet slumped in the doorway.

Gib started to raise his own rifle, but I pushed him over the edge instead, then grabbed Laranna by the back of her jacket and pulled her close to me, my arm around her waist while I tucked my rifle against my hip. Together, we backed toward the chute, pouring scalar pulses into the doorway, cutting down one Anguilar soldier after another as they tried to squeeze through the doorway.

Between our shots flashing through the door and theirs smacking the walls or splashing off the floor, the entire room flooded with dark, acrid smoke, but I didn’t plan on sticking around long enough to worry about breathing it. The edge of the chute hit the back of my legs, and we both tipped backward over the edge.

I’ve never been a huge fan of water parks. There were plenty of them around near where I’d gone to college in west central Florida, and George had loved those damned places, which meant I’d been to every single one of them during the four years we’d been in college. I think my least favorite part about the water parks had been the tube slides where you crossed your arms over your chest and just dropped straight down into a twisting, water-filled personal rollercoaster that took you, eventually, after a stomach-churning fall, into a nice, warm pool.

This was all the worst parts of one of those rides except without the guarantee of a soft landing. Hell, I wished it had been a water park, because at least then, Laranna would have been in a bikini, and I would have had something to distract me from the fall.

Fellicia had insisted it wasn’t a straight fall the whole way down, but you couldn’t have proven it by me because my stomach was still somewhere up in the room with the garbage dump. But the drop wasn’t the worst part—that was the darkness. The pastor in Poppa Chuck’s church had loved to talk about hell, and he’d emphasized more than once that it wasn’t actually flames and demons poking you with pitchforks, it was a place of outer darkness where you were eternally alone, eternally separated from God.

I wasn’t alone, and I hadn’t let go of Laranna, but that was the only consolation during the interminable seconds of the fall. If Fellicia had been wrong, we’d both wind up broken and dying at the bottom of this chute, and I’d begun to think that was the likeliest scenario when my butt finally touched metal and the straight drop turned into a slant.

A laugh of pure relief rippled through me, then died in a pained grunt when the slant turned into a switchback curve, smashing my injured shoulder against a hard, metal wall before I bounced off and descended in an opposite angle.

And again.

And again.

“Dammit!” I tried to yell the curse, but it came out a hoarse croak because I lacked the breath to shout.

The chute went back and forth like the road down a mountain, and I lost count of how many times I bounced off one wall after another, but the good news was, it did slow us down. That, and the fact that we hadn’t run into the back of the people who’d gone ahead of us, which at least meant that the nightmare scenario of being trapped inside a narrow, metal chute with no way out wasn’t going to happen.

My next nightmare involved the tumble down the chute terminating in an iron maiden of sharp glass and metal, maybe not fatal but certainly not pleasant. Not as bad of a nightmare as the last one, and I recalled my first jump at Airborne School, where the worst scenario had been the chute not opening, while the second worst, once the canopy had expanded, was landing badly and breaking my leg, not as bad but enough to keep me alert.

The thump of our bodies against the thin metal of the chute was the steel drum in some Jamaican beach band, drowning out everything below us until the very last second, when a distant yelp reached my ears. Not a scream. That was promising.

We emerged from the end of the chute like a litter of newborn kittens emerging from the birth canal, one last drop that seemed to go on forever but couldn’t have been more than six feet. I somehow retained the presence of mind to let go of both Laranna and my rifle before I hit, hoping neither one would wind up hurting anyone else.

Then I stopped thinking about anyone else hurting and concentrated solely on my own hurting. What was the old saying? It’s not the fall that’ll kill you, it’s the sudden stop. No way to handle this fall well, no way to slap out and spread the impact. I hit on my left shoulder, already burned by the graze from the scalar pulse, and the sudden spear of sharp pain distracted me from the much greater baseball-bat impact of dull agony spread from head to toe.

I’d landed on something hard and fairly flat but not the ground. I couldn’t see what it was until the stars cleared away from my vision, and when they did, I found myself staring into Chuck’s eyes. He lay flat on his back atop a huge pile of plastic garbage bags in a huge, metal bin packed full of them, and somehow, among all those soft bags, I’d landed on his armored chest plate.

“Are you okay, Charlie?” he asked through his open visor.

“Ow,” I replied, unable to move. But we didn’t have the luxury of wallowing in our misery or in this garbage, and I forced myself to roll off of Chuck toward the nearest edge of the bin. I found my rifle the hard way, by the butt stock jabbing me in the groin, and I didn’t even have the breath to curse.

Forcing my brain to focus was nearly as difficult as doing the same thing for my eyes. No one looked dead, and there were no arms or legs twisted in unnatural positions. Von-To groaned like a dying man and cradled his head, but I wrote that off to his general whininess, while Gib tried to extricate himself from a particularly deep and soft section of trash like he was stuck in quicksand. Fellicia gripped the forward edge of the bin with her servo-assisted gauntlet and pulled herself over the edge, but of Shindo, I saw nothing.

Hoping he hadn’t bounced out of the bin and broken his neck, I swung a leg over the side and felt around blindly for a foothold but found nothing. Sighing, I put my other leg down and started to lower myself. The last thing I wanted was another fall, but I also didn’t want to wait around for the zombie Anguilar to find us. I kicked my feet again, hoping…and something grabbed me around the calf.

“The hell!” I exclaimed, trying to grab the rifle from where it was slung across my back, but another hand gripped my hip, tightening with more force than any Anguilar could.

“Relax,” Shindo told me. “Let go.”

Use the force. No, he hadn’t said it, but he could have if he had anything approaching a sense of humor or a knowledge of classic movies. Dani had told me how sad it was that they’d never made any more Star Wars movies after the original three.

I let loose of the bin, and Shindo lowered me gently to the ground. He looked like I felt, a couple nasty burns on his chest and arms and stray bits of food and paper hanging off the hair of his back.

“You good?” I asked him.

“I will survive, Charlie,” he assured me. I didn’t bother asking him if at first he was afraid, he was petrified because the joke would have been lost on him. “But I feel we need to move.”

Taking a moment to look where we’d wound up, I decided I agreed with him. The garbage chute emerged from an overhang in the massive, cyclopean tower’s base, at least three times as wide as the top where we’d been. The shelf-like landing platform that still held our shuttle wasn’t visible from down here, and there was absolutely no chance of getting back to it now.

On the bright side, the nook where the bin sat was sheltered and hidden, unlikely to be spotted by troops patrolling the street. But that was the bad part, the reason we needed to get moving. There was only one way out of this recessed niche in the wall, and it would take us straight across the main square, right in front of the main gate where Fellicia had led her ill-advised revolt.

She fell off the front end of the garbage bin in a crash of metal, and I winced. That was why training for a few days in Onyx armor didn’t make someone an expert at it.

“Sorry,” she said with pained sincerity, and I didn’t bother chewing her out.

“Everybody get down here,” I hissed up at the others, though Gib was already leaping off the edge of the bin wall. He landed with the agility matching his genetic line and swung his rifle up to his shoulder, taking up a guard position.

“Where the hell are we going?” Von-To demanded, then cursed when Chuck grabbed him around the waist and jumped.

Chuck’s Onyx suit hit the pavement in what I’d heard called a superhero landing, the epic pose spoiled only slightly by the loudly bitching Anguilar tucked under his arm.

“Why do people keep throwing me off things?” Von-To screeched. “I’m the Emperor, damn it!”

Laranna descended last, showing off because she could, turning the leap into a front flip and a somersault.

“Fellicia,” I said, “please tell me you know somewhere we can lay low for a while.”

“I stayed alive for ten years laying low,” she promised, waving for us to follow. “It doesn’t matter who is controlling the Anguilar…they’ll never catch me.”


24


[image: ]


“I have to get out of this damned suit,” Chuck said, yanking at the quick-release for his helmet’s gasket and pulling it off with a sigh of relief.

Another look out into the darkening streets convinced me there weren’t hordes of possessed Anguilar ready to pour out of every alley and doorway and eat our brains, and I gently shut the cracked and splintering wood door. We’d ducked into one of a line of a hundred or so row houses that stretched on for miles, each of them built in the same cookie-cutter pattern, a shotgun design from what might have been a kitchen if the house still had any furniture or appliances, all the way up to the front door. The layout had made it easy to clear and easy to defend.

“Yeah, go ahead,” I told him. I would like to have both of them stay armored up, but I’d tried the suit on, and I knew how uncomfortable it could be after a few hours. “Both of you get out of your armor and try to get some rest.” I looked up and down the house. “Gib, Shindo, you guys keep watch on the doors while the two of them are down, okay?”

“I need a freaking rest, too,” Gib said, but hefted his rifle and took up a position by the front door. Shindo probably needed some time to recover as well, but he went to his post without a complaint.

I would have taken his spot myself and let the Gan-Shi nurse his wounds, but I had some questions I wanted answered first. Von-To squatted at the center of the bare, cement floor, barely letting his ass touch the ground as if he thought the place awash in germs. He hugged his arms to himself, shivering possibly at the damp chill in the air or possibly from fear and exhaustion, his face gaunt and drawn, though his eyes weren’t as clouded as they had been when he was under Zha’-Rath rule.

“Von-To,” I said, taking a knee across from him, then resting my rifle butt against the floor and leaning on it, “I need you to try to remember everything you can about what happened after you called us. We have to know.”

Von-To’s eyes closed, his brow furling in concentration.

“I recall I started to record the report…and then there was an alert from our lunar defense base. They said there were unidentified ships dropping out of hyperspace at minimum jump distance.” His eyes opened, and he shook his head. “That’s the last thing. After that, it’s all foggy.”

“I know.”

I didn’t recall moving, didn’t make any conscious decision to shoulder-roll forward and bring up my rifle, but there I was, pointing my gun at…

…a little girl.

There was a hole in the corner of the living room wall, the particle-board type of material splintered and shattered, whether it was from before or after the place had been evacuated. I hadn’t given it much of a look when we’d checked out the house because it was way too small for an adult humanoid.

The Copperell girl crouched in the hole couldn’t have been any older than ten, her hair so painfully blonde that it seemed to glow with its own inner light. Her clothes were ragged, covered in dirt that matched the streaks across her face, her feet bare, and she might have been some feral animal like the bat boy I’d seen in so many tabloid headlines back in the day. Except she’d already spoken, and I didn’t think bat boy knew how to talk—he just squeaked or something.

Lowering my rifle, I raised a hand to make sure the others did the same, though I didn’t take my eyes off the girl. If she’d been startled by my sudden move, she didn’t show it, hadn’t stirred from the gap in the wallboards. That might have been because that hole was her safest way out of the room if she needed it.

“Hi,” I said, offering my best smile, though I couldn’t swear how good that was at the moment. “I’m Charlie. What’s your name?”

“Selenne?” Fellicia said, rushing forward. She’d already taken off her armor, and without it, she was nearly slender enough to fit into that hole with the little girl. “Why are you still here?”

“Fellicia!” The little girl—Selenne, apparently—leapt into Fellicia’s arms and hugged her tight, not letting go for several seconds. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

“You two know each other?” Gib asked dryly.

“Selenne and I stayed in the same shelters, sometimes,” Fellicia explained, still hugging the little girl against her shoulder. “But she was supposed to be going with Grantham and Vella and their family to Waypoint! Why weren’t you on that ship, sweetheart?”

Selenne frowned, staring at the floor with a mixture of anger and shame.

“I was going to. But then Allana, their daughter…she told me that they were only bringing me along so I could work on their farm for them when we got there. That they didn’t care about me, and if I wanted to eat, I’d have to be their servant.”

“Oh, honey,” Fellicia said, shaking her head. “You know that’s not true. You should have asked Vella, she’d have told you that isn’t true.”

“But Allana kept saying it,” the little girl insisted, sniffling. “She said my mommy and daddy should have stayed here and protected me instead of going off to fight with your mother.”

“Maybe she’s right about that,” Fellicia reflected not without a little bitterness in her tone. “Grenalane certainly never put the lives of her friends and family above the cause.”

My breath caught in my throat, and cold tendrils went up my back at the mention of the name.

“Your mother…” I swallowed hard, unable to finish the sentence. Fellicia regarded me coolly. She’d known. She’d known the whole time.

“Yes, Grenalane was my mother. And no, I don’t blame you for what happened to her. The choice was hers, and she’d made it a long time ago.”

Laranna glanced at me curiously. I’d told her the story of the infiltration operation here, when Val and I had been aided by Brandy’s intelligence contact, Grenalane, and how she’d sacrificed her life to allow us to escape, but I don’t think she remembered the Copperell woman’s name. I shook my head. It could wait.

“The ships left a while ago,” Selenne went on, probably not understanding the exchange between Fellicia and me, “but I didn’t want to go with Allana and her family. I didn’t want to be their servant. My mommy always told me I was never going to be anyone’s servant. So I hid here, in the walls, until after the last shuttles took off.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Fellicia moaned. “This is not a good place to be.”

“When was this ever a good place to be?” Selenne asked, the bleak expression on her face beyond her years.

“Selenne,” I said, trying to slug my brain back into the moment, pushing down the revelation about Fellicia’s mother, “what did you see? When the strangers came?”

“It was just after the ships with my people left,” the little girl related, the grief and angst of her personal story fading as she drew on the memory. “I came out once I was sure they were gone, and I was looking at the sky because I was wondering if they’d come back for me. But then, a bunch of fighters took off from the spaceport. Like, a lot of fighters, more than I could count.”

“Wait,” Von-To said, snapping his fingers, “I do remember that. I remember after I got the warning about the ships jumping in, I ordered the fighters launched and the cruisers to intercept. Then I called Danaan and”—he shrugged—“consulted with her.”

“Let me guess,” Laranna interjected, “she was pissed that you didn’t consult with her first before ordering the launch.”

“It was ridiculous,” he insisted. “This was an emergency, there was no time for a debate. It wasn’t my fault that the duty officer called me first. They’re not used to having females in positions of power yet, and I can’t change that in a day. That’s what I told her…” Von-To frowned. “Then…we were watching the feed from the cruisers and the defense satellites, and we saw the ships. They were different than anything I’d ever seen before. They had no reaction drives that I could see, and they were huge, even though there were only four of them.”

“Yeah, we’ve seen them,” I told him. “Those are the Zha’-Rath ships that attacked Fillios. Presumably New Vanadzor as well, because they’re gone, too.”

“The cruisers were close,” Von-To went on, though his eyes took on a haunted look at the news that another world had fallen. “Nearly in firing range, and Danaan insisted that we try to communicate with the ships first.” He sighed. “Not that it would have made a difference. Once the ships were within firing range, we lost communications with them. They were still there, the lunar base had them on video, but they wouldn’t talk to us. The cruisers took up station keeping and just…sat there while the strange ships kept getting closer.”

“Let me guess,” Gib said, “the lunar base went down next.”

“Quite. We switched to the feed from the orbital platforms just in time to watch some kind of shuttle launch from the main ships. Danaan ordered the fighters to intercept, but they had already turned around and headed back to the spaceport. After that…” Von-To shook his head. “Everything goes black. There’s nothing else there until I woke up in the imperial dining room with Giblet hitting me in the face.”

He rubbed at his jaw, as if mentioning the assault had caused the pain to flare up again.

“I saw the fighters come back,” Selenne confirmed. “It was funny, they just landed again, and no one got out of them. There were other ships in the air over the spaceport when I started watching, but they all landed and just waited there.” She squirmed out of Fellicia’s arms, as if she’d had the sudden thought that being held like that made her look too much like a baby in front of strangers, and stood up straight. “I watched for a little bit more and saw the other ships come down. They looked weird, like glowing balls of gold. They made me feel…strange. Frightened. I hid in the walls, in the little cubby where I’d been sleeping, and didn’t come out again until I heard people walking outside. I went to look, and there were these…things out in the street.” She shook her head. “I didn’t see them very clear, but they didn’t walk like a person. Not like us or you or even the Anguilar. I followed them for a while, saw them heading for the warehouses where they’d sort the food before the shipments stopped coming in from the farms. They frightened me, too, and I haven’t gone out in the street again since. That was just before you got here.”

“Why didn’t they just take this colony out the way they did the others?” Giblet wondered. “Why bother with the whole charade?”

“Because they got their hands on Von-To here,” I guessed. “Because they found out he was about to call us, and after what happened to Kalos, they wanted us. And we flew right into their trap. If they could have pulled it off, if they could have taken control of us all, they’d have a direct line to Earth, a way to get rid of all the space defenses.” I nodded toward Gib. “And they would have, except for you. Whatever your mojo does to a humanoid brain, it’s something they can’t deal with.”

“Is that the secret you were going to tell us?” Laranna asked Von-To. “That the Varnell can counteract the Zha’-Rath mind control?”

“Of course not,” Von-To scoffed. “Everything we knew about the Zha’-Rath, we learned in our home galaxy. There were no Varnell there.”

Laranna’s expression clouded over like lightning was about to strike, but it was a fair point, and I rushed in to forestall the budding argument.

“We’re here, and we can’t contact our people until we have some way to fight these guys, so whatever you know, tell us now.”

The Anguilar sighed and gave up on keeping his robes clean, plopping to the floor on his butt.

“I found images taken by our scholars of an engraving.” He shrugged. “A work of art, I suppose, but it was meant as a warning left by a female. No one recorded her name because once the engraving was discovered, it was destroyed. Apparently, it was considered blasphemous, treasonous, a reminder of our greatest defeat. But a trial was required, and evidence was needed…pictures taken. Some of them survived, buried under layers of data thousands of years old.”

Giblet rolled his eyes and made a get-on-with-it gesture.

“And?”

“The mind-control ability of the Zha’-Rath is limited in range. We saw that by what happened with our ships. They were within a few hundred miles when we lost communications. And it seems to be stronger out in space, which led my ancestors to believe that there was some technological enhancement involved. Perhaps their ships are equipped with some means of amplifying the effect. On a planet, controlling more than just a few individuals requires a large group of the Zha’-Rath acting in concert, and it takes isolation and concentration—special Zha’-Rath. We don’t know what they call themselves, but the engraving called them the Masters. They’re always guarded by warrior drones, but if you can attack them physically somehow, disrupt their concentration, then their influence fades.”

“You said you saw a bunch of them heading for the food warehouses,” I said to Selenne. “I bet that’s where they’re hiding out.”

“The engraving also said,” Von-To expounded, “that without their ships, on a planet, that being deep underground is enough to shield you from their influence.” He spread his hands. “That’s all. That’s all that was useful.” He snorted. “There was also a lot of bloviating about how the females weren’t taken seriously or treated with respect. I suppose she wasn’t wrong about that.”

I nodded slowly, a lot of things coming together.

“And the engraving didn’t mention any other weapons? Anything that could destroy planets, glass over continents?”

“No,” Von-To told me. “In fact, it said that other than their strange ships and the mind-control, they didn’t seem to be that advanced. All their conquests were from turning our own ships against us.”

“It’s been thousands of years,” Chuck pointed out. It felt weird him standing there with his armor upright behind him, like its spirit guarded him. He’d somehow managed to stuff a 9 mm somewhere under the armor and held it at his side as he leaned back against the far wall. “They might have developed something new.”

“I don’t think so. The engineers said the subatomic signature from Fillios matched the zero-point energy from power cells. No one could figure it out because the only way to overload one would be to do it manually, which would kill whoever set that energy loose.”

“I see where you’re going here,” Gib said, pointing a finger at me. “The Zha’-Rath are using their own power cells against them. They’re mind…” He glanced at the child and visibly amended what he was about to say. “They’re mind-screwing the engineers who run the power cells in the planetary energy centers in every city, forcing them to overload the units.”

I nodded, and Von-To’s face went pale.

“Where would they have to go to get control of the power cells?” I asked him.

“The main tower,” he told me, the words numb, like he was more of an automaton than Lenny ever had been. “Deep down in the sub level.” The light came back on behind his eyes, and the hope back into his voice. “Maybe deep enough that they can’t control the crews down there yet.”

“We have to contact the Liberator,” Laranna declared. “They’re far enough away from the Anguilar fleet, but those Zha’-Rath ships still have to be out there—and close enough to still be controlling the Anguilar cruisers. We have to warn Lenny.”

“Not with our commlinks,” Gib snorted. “They’d only reach that far out by hooking up to the Anguilar comm network, and that would tell them exactly where we are.”

“The closest secure communications network,” Von-To put in, “is at the top of the tower.”

“We’re going to have to split our forces,” I said. “We have to take out those Masters, but we also need the comms.”

“Whoever goes after the Zha’-Rath,” Laranna pointed out, “is screwed. Those Masters are powerful enough to take over most of a city. It’ll be hard distracting them if we’re all brainless slaves.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “But lucky for us, we have a secret weapon.”

Giblet scowled.

“You know, Travers, if you’re gonna look at me like that, you’re gonna have to take me out to dinner and a show first.”
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“I don’t like taking the girl along,” Giblet murmured from beside my shoulder.

“Neither do I.” Selenne was twenty yards ahead of us, creeping along a cracked, crumbling wall, buried in shadows, probably far enough away that she couldn’t hear us. Hell, I wasn’t sure how she could even see her way forward in the unlit streets because I could barely see her. “But she’s been here longer than us, and she’s the only one who can find this place in the dark.”

And God knows, she was stealthier than Fellicia and Chuck. The Onyx suits were built for durability and firepower, not silence, and even if we had the Rangers who’d been training in the things for months now, there would have been nothing they could do about the whine of the servomotors. They sounded like the robot from Lost in Space or Forbidden Planet, and if there was anything with ears within a hundred yards, they were going to hear it.

The noise worried me, the darkness worried me, but more than anything else, Laranna worried me. Shindo too, of course, but I wasn’t married to him. I didn’t like that we were separated, especially didn’t like that I’d been the one to order it. I could have sent Chuck with them, but the fact was, one Ranger in an Onyx suit wasn’t going to be enough to get them through hundreds or possibly thousands of Anguilar soldiers. The only thing that would help them was getting rid of the force that had turned all those soldiers into zombies.

I thought we’d passed out of the residential rowhouses and into the warehouse district, though that was mostly based on the lack of windows and the change of the texture of the walls from a sort of clay-based stucco to sheet metal. There was still no light to prove it, and I idly wondered if the lack of streetlights was because this part of the city had been evacuated or if the Copperell just didn’t go out at night this close to the Anguilar headquarters. Or it could have been that the Anguilar didn’t want them going out at night.

Whatever the reason, it was damned inconvenient for us, and maybe for the Zha’-Rath, too, depending on how well their night vision worked. Just keeping the good thought, anyway. At least I thought my eyes were adjusting to the night. I could see Gib easy enough, and the wall, and if I squinted really hard and followed the noise, I could just make out Fellicia twenty yards behind me. She and Chuck didn’t have that problem, of course, since they had the latest in handy-dandy infrared and thermal, and all of it pasted together by computers that were as much science fiction to my 1980s-bound self that they might as well have been aliens with hyperdrive starships and blasters. By all rights, they should be up front, and I would have put them there if it hadn’t been for the noise.

And I wished I had a set of those optics right now, particularly when I nearly went head over heels to keep from running over Selenne. She stopped me with a hand on my arm and shushed me, then leaned closer to whisper.

“They’re just up ahead. You can see the light from inside the warehouse over there.”

She pointed, and I couldn’t really see her finger, but I did spot the gleam of light. Barely. If I’d been looking from above—say, from the tower—I’d never have spotted it, and surrounded on all sides by buildings as it was, I might not have seen it from the street even with the Onyx night vision. Just a slit of light under one of the heavy, metal curtain doors that would slide up into its rollers to admit cargo trucks full of packaged and processed food.

“Stay here,” I told her, then carefully felt my way along the wall back to Chuck and Fellicia.

Chuck had his visor up because we couldn’t risk the commlinks. We were risking enough as it was. I didn’t want to believe these things could actually read our minds, and we were acting as if they couldn’t because…well, if they could, this was all over before it began.

“You see anything in that direction?” I asked him, pointing toward the sliver of light along the loading door.

He didn’t answer immediately, instead slapping down his faceplate and scanning his helmet slowly left to right. Tilting the visor up again, he shook his head.

“No movement. Nothing on thermal, though I have no idea if these things even show up on thermal.”

“Okay. Remember the plan. You two wait here for my signal.”

“Yeah, that’s the part I don’t like,” he admitted. “What if they don’t buy it?”

“Then my signal’s gonna come sooner than later,” I said, laughing softly even though there wasn’t a damned thing funny about it. “Look, brother, you’re the cavalry. If you want my scalp staying on my skull, you’d better come riding over that hill when I need you.”

Chuck sighed.

“When this is all over, we’re going to have to have a long talk about the problematic nature of the old westerns when it comes to Native Americans.”

I smacked him in the side of the helmet.

“Hey. I’m from 1987, not 1957. Just make sure you’re not late.”

“You know I got your back, Charlie,” he said.

Fellicia didn’t speak as I passed her, her visor shut. Would she have my back? If she did, it would probably be for Chuck’s sake.

I put a hand on Gib’s shoulder, another on Selenne’s.

“We’re going in. Remember what I said. Let me do the talking. No sudden moves, and don’t act as if anything surprises you.” I knelt beside Selenne. “You don’t have to go in. You can go back and wait if you want. I can use my commlink to signal Chuck.”

“No,” she insisted. “Fellicia needs me, and so do you. I know these warehouses, and I know where the hiding places are. I’ll be fine.”

Yeah, but she was like a ten or twelve-year-old kid, and I wasn’t fine with it. But there weren’t a lot of other choices. Leaving her out here alone might be as dangerous as bringing her into the devil’s den.

“All right. Take us inside.”

I straightened up, then grabbed at my head, a sun-bright flare of pain stabbing through the center of my brain. I should have been moving, but I couldn’t. Couldn’t take a step, seized by the conviction that something was wrong.

This was wrong. I was wrong. I shouldn’t be doing this. The Zha’-Rath had come here in peace. It was our fault for sheltering their enemies, for misunderstanding what they’d tried to tell us. All this violence and death was unnecessary if we’d just listen to them. They were ancient, wise, better than us. Our mistake had been listening to Lenny. He’d never been our friend, had never been honest with us.

What we needed to do was surrender. I should just march right into the building and tell the Masters exactly what we were doing and beg for their forgiveness…

“Charlie.” The voice cut through the tumult of thoughts bombarding me, Moses parting the Red Sea, but when those waves moved aside, it wasn’t a Bronze-Age Hebrew, it was a Varnell. “Charlie, you don’t hear them. They can’t control you. You don’t hear them, you only hear me. You’re my best friend, the only man I know who always does the right thing no matter what it costs. That’s why I know you’re going to do the right thing now. Can you hear me, Charlie?”

“I hear you,” I told him, taking his hand and letting him pull me to my feet. A thought struck me, and I looked around for Selenne. “The girl.”

She was still there, staring at me like I had at the dirty, ragged men wandering the streets of DC, talking to themselves and swinging their fists at phantom enemies.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Gib asked her. “You’re not hearing any voices, are you?”

“I’ve been hearing them the whole time,” she said, shrugging as if it was no big deal. “They say stupid things that don’t make any sense.”

“That’s good. That’s really good, sweetie.” Gib was taking no chances, the mojo still vibrating in his words. “The voice is trying to lie to you. You don’t need to listen to it.”

“Whatever.” Selenne dismissed the concern and the attempt at influencing her with a wave. “Can we get inside before one of those weird things finds us out here?”

“I guess she told us,” I said to Gib, snorting a laugh. I’d dropped my rifle on the ground during my spasm, and I picked it up, careful to sling it across my back where it wouldn’t be considered a threat.

Not needing any more of an invitation, Selenne led us around the side of the building, not directly at the line of light but off to the right, to a side entrance. The door was more like Copperell construction—which is to say, very similar to how a human would build it—rather than the open entrance with a long hallway the Anguilar preferred. Set flat in the wall, it had a very familiar door handle but no window, and the seal was tight enough that no light leaked through.

Zha’-Rath warrior drones crouched in the shadows beside it.

I’d formed an image of the things in my head, an amalgamation of every alien in every movie I’d seen or book I’d read, but it wasn’t enough, wasn’t nearly adequate to describe the things. Every movie I’d watched, every book I’d read had been written and conceived from the mind of a human who had evolved from mammals on Earth. Even the aliens I’d met here in this galaxy had mostly been humanoids genetically engineered from Earth life, too similar to really be alien. The Anguilar were the same way, and I had a suspicion that somehow, we were related to them, as well, somewhere back in the distant eons.

The Zha’-Rath were not humanoid, hadn’t evolved from any mammal nor any other creature that had ever seen the surface of the Earth. I suppose if they resembled anything in my experience, it was a sort of cross between a spider, a scorpion, a praying mantis, a locust, and a rhinoceros beetle. Way too many things that didn’t seem to belong together, and if I didn’t see any obvious technological weapons, they probably didn’t need any. Razor-sharp chitin gleamed at every limb, enough of them that it was hard to decide which would be the one to kill me.

Absurdly, the reason I hadn’t spotted the things sooner was their sheer size. My mind had been trained to scan for enemies the general size or shape of a human, more or less, not scuttling, multi-legged creatures with too many body segments as big as a draft horse. They loomed over the door, pressed up against the warehouse walls, clinging to them like spiders—they had the mass of draft horses, but not the distribution of it. Maybe a better description would have been a worm-beetle-mantis-spider that could stretch out to over nine feet long or clench its torso segments into something about the height of a man but twice as broad across.

One motion, one swipe of those razor-edged pincers, and I’d be dead. I’d never even know it. I kept my expression impassive, as if I was heading to lunch in the mess hall of the Liberator, my biggest concern whether the cooks would remember to program the Pad Thai for the correct level of spice, and walked right up to the door.

Death wasn’t hard to confront, not anymore, not after everything that had happened, but the thought of leading Gib and that little girl to the same fate was too much to bear, and I put the possibility out of my mind lest it show on my face. I’d become an expert at pushing forward despite the roiling fear welling up from my gut all the way into my throat, and this time I focused my gaze squarely on the door handle and ignored the monsters lurking beside it.

A low rumble that might have been a snake’s rattle mixed with the warning growl of a lion vibrated through the metal of the door handle, and my fingers hesitated for the barest of seconds before I gripped it like the only life raft on the Titanic and pushed. It would have been so damned awkward if it had been locked, but it opened with a squeal of complaint at years of neglect.

With the image I’d built up in my head, I expected to step into hell, utter darkness and suffering, but it was actually light. Not daylight bright or the harsh overheads of a starship bridge but enough to see. I kind of wished there hadn’t been. The warrior drones were bad enough half-concealed by the shadows. In the glow of what looked like an alien-tech version of security lights, the massive creatures were unbearably visible.

Cargo crates stacked one atop the other formed row after row with enough space between to drive the equivalent of a forklift, and in each of the rows, one of the monsters lurked. It would have been bad enough if they’d all been curled up the same way, a gargantuan pill bug twisted like a rattler about to strike. That way, they would have seemed like robots, lacking a mind of their own, unlikely to take the initiative and devour the hapless humanoids who’d had the temerity to intrude on their territory.

Instead, each writhed in constant motion, curling and uncurling, bunched up and stretched out and everything between. A few crawled up the sides of the cargo crates or balanced atop the stack, watching us from above, ready to pounce. Not a hive but a pack, or a pride. And any one of them could decide that we were a threat and attack us, triggering a rush from the rest.

Ignoring them was one of the toughest things I’d ever done, because all they could do was kill us. The ones at the center of the warehouse space, gathered like a church choir in an open area surrounded by the cargo jacks that were sort of the galactic equivalent of a forklift, could do a hell of a lot worse. Overhead lights shone down on them, producing the sliver of illumination we’d spotted from outside, and if the warrior drones were something out of a nightmare, the Masters were from a bad acid trip.

They might have been from an entirely different species than the warriors—hell, they could have come from a different evolutionary line than the mantis-beetle-spiders. Less than six feet tall, skinny and spindly and nearly emaciated except for the heads. They kept their brains in their skulls like us, that much was clear by the size of their craniums, distended and swollen, their eyes black marbles inset below the massive brows supporting those foreheads.

Their arms and legs were tiny by comparison, evolutionary afterthoughts, their mouths shortened beaks that could never have torn apart meat or crushed vegetable matter. These were creatures designed to be fed, to be served. They were well named.

Ten of them stood nearly motionless in the room, but at our approach, they all turned as one, those beady doll’s eyes focused as one on the three of us. When they spoke, the words didn’t come through those beaks. They couldn’t have. These creatures had never evolved to speak anything similar to a humanoid language, and if they’d tried to communicate with us verbally, even the translation goo couldn’t have managed to make them understandable.

Their words echoed inside my head, and I knew from instinct—or maybe because they told me—that what I heard was my brain’s interpretation of their projected thoughts, the closest approximation of what they meant.

“Why are you here? You were not called.”

“We serve you,” I told him, keeping my tone casual, as if this was one of the most natural things in the world. “When you told us to surrender, we came here, to you.”

Please believe it, please believe it, please believe it…

One of the Masters stepped forward from the group, shuffling in labored steps as if even walking was a chore that he would rather have had someone else do for him. I say “he” as if I could determine the thing’s sex, but there were no obvious cues for that, and it was much more likely that the things didn’t reproduce like any being we’d encountered.

He sure didn’t smell like anything I’d encountered. Moth balls. That’s what they smelled like. Moth balls. My grandmother had put them in the cellar to keep out mice, and I’d always hated going down there because of that stench. The Master stopped less than an arm’s length from me, and something squirmed inside that distended forehead, like worms crawling beneath the skin.

“You,” the Master told me with the certainty of the grave, “are lying.”
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Gib shifted his weight, a sure sign he was about to try to unsling his rifle and die fighting, but I held up a hand to stop him. The Master could have just ordered us ripped to pieces by the warriors, but he hadn’t. Nothing moved, no sound other than our own breathing and that low rumble.

“How?” the Master demanded, not with any sign of anger but more awesome wonder, a scientist discovering a new species. “How are you not under our control?”

Okay, that was the best news I’d heard in months, since the end of the war. They couldn’t read our minds, or he’d already have known. They could somehow project their thoughts, but obviously, we couldn’t project ours to them. Which meant I could lie.

Not that I liked the idea. Lying was a downward spiral, a crutch that you could learn to depend on too much, and I didn’t care for how it made me feel even when I lied to enemies. It didn’t bother me this time. Maybe because it was really freaking hard to think of these creatures as people.

“Some of us are immune. We don’t know why…but it seems to be pretty common in this galaxy.” I spread my hands. “Maybe these Anguilar are easy to control, but they’re not from here, you know. This isn’t the right galaxy for you guys to set up your brood clutch. Maybe you should just pack up shop and head for the next one over. One of the Magellanic Clouds, or Andromeda. I hear Andromeda’s nice this time of year.”

“Charlie…” Giblet ground out quietly.

Okay, maybe it was getting bad if a Varnell had to tell me I was pushing things too far.

“Amazing.” That beak mouth couldn’t smile, and those beady eyes showed no hint of emotion, but the laugh was in the voice, which meant my brain was interpreting the projected thoughts as amused. “We have encountered so many individuals of so many species in our travels, yet not one that showed no fear in the presence of our warriors.”

“Oh, I’ve got plenty of fear,” I assured him, backing up to demonstrate. Selenne hid behind my leg, not from any plan of ours, just because the whole thing was scary as hell, and I motioned with a hand behind my back for her to keep retreating. “Trust me, when I see those killer bug things, all I want to do is run the hell away from here as fast as I can. But it’s important that I get the chance to talk to you, because I’m probably the only one who can tell you what you want to know.”

“Is that so, human?” I sensed him addressing me by my species was meant as a veiled threat, that he knew where I was from and knew how to get there. “And what is it that you think we need to know that only you can tell us?”

“Where the Heretics are, of course.”

Now, for the first time since we’d walked in, I was unable to hide the fear. The Master in front of me surged forward, and so did the other nine, encircling Giblet and me…and every single one of the dozen warrior drones did the same. Selenne squeaked like a mouse and scuttled away like one just as fast, gone from sight.

“How?” The Master raised a pitifully weak finger at me, which would have been laughable if it hadn’t been for the serrated claws of every one of the warriors pointing my way as well. “How do you know of the Heretics?”

I so badly wanted to grab my rifle and blast all of them right through their oversized skulls, but as fast as those warrior bugs had moved, I knew I wouldn’t even get the weapon off my shoulder before they were all over me. Panic wouldn’t help, and I worked hard at controlling my breath, bringing down the pounding snare drum beat of my heart. And hoped Gib could do the same.

“You told us about the Heretics,” I reminded the Master. “When you sent that poor little kid from New Vanadzor. You must have meant him as a messenger because he didn’t accomplish anything else before we had to kill him.” I did my best to scowl at the alien without my lip quivering in terror. It wasn’t easy. “That wasn’t nice. We humans tend to take things like that personally.”

“Tell me quickly, human,” the Master said, showing no sign whatsoever of being intimidated by my displeasure, “what you know of the Heretics, before I have you torn apart slowly. Your kind makes a quite annoying screeching noise when in pain, but I wager it will be easier for me to endure than it will for you.”

I swallowed hard and had the stray thought that maybe the fear wasn’t just from the obvious, the threat of imminent death. Maybe they were working on me again with that thought projection. I glanced at Giblet, hoping the message I sent him with my expression wouldn’t be obvious to the Zha’-Rath.

“Calm, Charlie,” he said, catching the look. “They’re trying to intimidate you.”

Yes, they were, and it was working. But my breathing and heart rate slowed with his words.

“The Heretics are just one heretic now. One sentient computer with multiple copies. We call him Lenny, but I’m not sure he has a name for himself.”

It was a huge gamble telling him the truth about Lenny, but every good lie had to have a kernel of truth at its center, and I intended to tell him a huge whopper of a lie. There was a very good chance that this next part wasn’t going to work, that we’d all die on this world, and if that happened, I needed something productive to come out of it.

If my assertion that I’d known where the Heretic was had brought an aggressive reaction, the details I’d just shared had the opposite effect. The Master backed away a step, and all the warrior bugs relaxed from their attack posture, as if they shared their brain bug’s shock.

“You do know of the Heretic. Only one now…is he all that’s survived?”

“It’s complicated,” I told him. “However many there were before, they’ve merged into one personality, sharing the same memories. But there’s more than one copy. There are thousands, scattered over half a dozen galaxies. I mean, it’s been a million years, give or take, right? You may not be aware of how long that is since you’ve spent so much time between galaxies, presumably doing”—I shrugged—“buggy things. But it’s plenty of time for a being who can copy himself as easy as backing up a hard drive to leave little Lennys all over the universe.”

And that was the Hail Mary pass, of course. If I could convince these things that their revenge was impossible and that trying to set up their base here was too risky, maybe they’d just leave. I mean, sure, nothing was ever that simple, but if I didn’t try, there’d be all sorts of people in the peanut gallery asking why I hadn’t given it a shot. If nothing else, it killed time that deserved to die.

If it was hard to read the expression of an Anguilar, trying to figure out what the Zha’-Rath Master was thinking in that moment was impossible. He said nothing, just swayed slightly as if the effort of considering what I’d said took too much energy for his puny legs to hold him steady. Something crackled in the air, not a physical sensation nor a mental one but more what I had to call spiritual, as if whatever the Zha’-Rath used to communicate wasn’t strictly grounded in physics, was outside the natural. They were talking, the group of Masters here and maybe the others back on their ships, wherever those were hiding.

I didn’t know what they said to each other, but it was easy to tell when they were done. The Master who’d been doing the talking steadied on those spindly legs and confronted me, while simultaneously the warrior drones closed in again.

“I don’t believe you. You may only be repeating a lie told to you by the Heretic, or you may be lying of your own volition, but your words are false. The Heretics valued their individual identities too much to be part of the Swarm, which means that they would never give up their unique identities to become part of a larger whole again. Their selfishness defined their heresy, and your naïve assumption that raw time would change that only makes your lie that much more obvious. And now that you’ve demonstrated your dishonesty, your utility to us ends.”

Warrior drones uncurled from their resting position, their torso segments shaking out in a motion that reminded me of a wet bird shaking moisture off its wings in preparation to launch, and I murmured something halfway between a curse and a prayer, finally reaching for my rifle. No more stalling, time to die.

The rumble of motors barely penetrated the roaring of adrenaline in my ears, and it took another full second before I realized that the curtain doors were raising. The Zha’-Rath caught on a half-second before me, the warrior drones skittering away from us, heading for the opening doors.

I got my rifle off my back, and Gib was a hair faster than me, maybe because he was unaffected by the mental projections, but we both had the same idea. The warrior drones were huge and bristling with razor-sharp edges, and shooting them in the back seemed like a great idea. Twin flares of red converged onto the same target, striking at the uppermost body segment of the drone in flashes of sparks. The drone spun into the stream of energy, and I shifted to what could jokingly be called its face, the center of the deadly mandibles, just below the bulging eyes of a housefly.

One long burst after another for what felt like ten seconds but couldn’t have been more than a two-count, and the thing’s head blew apart in a steam explosion that showered black ichor across the floor. The thing toppled, the strength going out of it one segment at a time, like a worm on a fishhook. Our attack hadn’t gone unnoticed, and two more of the warrior bugs stopped in their rush toward the opening freight doors.

My teeth clenched at the knowledge that our ammo drums had to be close to empty, and there was no way we could take down even one more of the things, but above the skittering of their multiple legs on the cement floor, above the clanking, scraping motos of the doors, above the staccato rumble of the warrior drones, a high-pitched snap-buzz-crack provided the punctuation for the action. No red flashes, no science-fiction sparks flying off armor. Somehow, western technology had taken the miracles of the stars and transformed them into something at once less marvelous and eye-popping and much more practical. And deadly.

Coilguns were weapons I’d read speculative articles about in Aviation Week and Space Technology magazine in the college library back in the 1980s, but they’d had always been decades away, waiting on the right power source, the someday-my-prince-will-come possibility of high-temperature superconductors. Their prince had come in the form of Peboktan and Copperell engineers and Creator technology…and desperation on the part of the resistance.

Whether giving star drives and advanced weapons to the American government was a good idea was hotly debated on Earth, but at the moment, all such doubts vanished in a deadly hail of hypersonic slugs. The warrior bugs were as tough as M1 tanks, their armor reminding me of the tiles on the old space shuttles, but the hail of hypersonic darts cut through it in sprays of spalled chitin and one of them after another dropped. They kept coming, as if none could believe that these puny humanoids could actually kill them, and each spun away or collapsed in a pool of its own arcane black blood.

The last two, the ones who’d been distracted by Giblet and me, abandoned us for the greater threat and charged in, using the writhing bodies of their dying brothers as cover. And unfortunately for us, Chuck and Fellicia had just run dry of ammo. How did I know that? Because they’d stopped shooting, and the only way they would have stopped shooting with a pair of ravening monster bugs rushing at them was if they were out of ammo.

I took a step toward them, trying to target the monsters, but they were in the line of fire, and all we could do was watch. Well, not all we could do. The Masters had finally begun to comprehend just how much trouble they were in and decided it was time to get their skinny little asses out of here.

That by itself was worth the price of admission because they looked ridiculous waddling away on their spindly little legs, and not one of them carried a weapon because they were overconfident in the mental abilities that had never failed them before. But we couldn’t let them get away because if they regrouped, they’d be able to call in Anguilar troops to overwhelm us, and the whole point of this was to free the locals of their influence.

“You can’t do this,” one of them squawked just before I slammed the butt of my rifle into his forehead.

I guess I expected the same reaction I would have gotten from a humanoid, a solid thump and a headache. I did not expect his head to cave in, and to be fair, neither did he. The Master folded like one of those waving inflatable arm flailing tube men in front of tire places back home if someone had cut off the air. I stared at him in horror for a moment, not so much that I’d killed him since he was a mass murderer responsible for the deaths of entire planets, but that I hadn’t intended it. Gib didn’t hesitate, though, swinging his own rifle like a baseball bat, taking out three of them in one, long lope and driving the rest back.

Not too far back, because battle had been joined, and no one wanted to wander into the middle of it. The warrior drones moved so fast I could barely follow their strikes with the naked eye, but the Onyx suits were more agile than I’d imagined from their lumbering gate, and while the Ranger company armorer and DARPA might have shit a brick at the idea, those empty coilguns made pretty good clubs. Metal crunched against hard chitin, and rear legs skittered against concrete as the combatants circled and struck at each other.

The equivalent of a heavyweight boxing match—or maybe one of those MMA fights Chuck liked to watch—unfolded in a matter of seconds. Unlike an MMA fight, this was an audience participation type of event, and when Fellicia and the warrior bug she sparred with spun and spiraled into our position, Gib and I dove for cover.

Two of the Masters weren’t so quick or so lucky, and their own warrior crushed them beneath its bulk, their screams silent and psychic and ringing inside my brain. The fight froze for a moment, a single frame of film projected as clearly as if a ringside photographer had set off one of those old-timey flashbulbs, the warrior tossing Fellicia aside with a backward swing of his claw, sending her smashing against a wall to slide to the floor.

I shouldered my rifle, but the monster moved faster than I could follow with my sights, scooping up the last remaining Master and shielding the alien with his armored back as he raced through the open freight doors and into the night. Following him out into the darkness, my sights fell onto the other warrior bug just as Chuck spun it around with a butt stroke to the side, exposing its face to my rifle.

Not too many rounds left, but I expended them all in a long burst into one of those housefly eyes, and it exploded quite satisfyingly. I wasn’t sure if the thing felt pain, but losing the eye was surely a distraction, and Chuck took advantage of it, bringing his coilgun down in a servo-assisted swing that broke the upper shoulder of the monster’s main manipulator arm with a crack like a wrecking ball smacking into a building.

Gib didn’t need an invitation to contribute, rushing in on the side where the creature was disarmed and jabbing the muzzle of his pulse rifle under those clacking mandibles before holding the trigger down. Flares of red sparks flew and the warrior bug thrashed violently enough to send Gib flying, the empty rifle clattering to the ground as he rolled across the floor.

The monster swayed for a moment, as if the last few neural connections it had tried to convince that massive body to stay upright, but finally, it gave up the ghost and plopped down to the floor.

“You’ve wasted your time and effort, human.”

The voice of the remaining Master sounded as if he were standing right next to my shoulder, and I glanced around reflexively, even though I knew he’d projected his thoughts from out there, wherever he’d run off to.

“You think you can save this world, but even if you were able to overcome the troops I’ve already called in from orbit and stop me from reaching the power core, we still control the Anguilar ships in orbit. They’ll wait until you think you’ve won and then they’ll bombard this world from space with every weapon they have. It won’t be as quick, or as pretty, but this world will die for your impudence, and you’ll die with it.”

“Go to hell,” I snapped at the disembodied voice, and Chuck looked over at me in confusion from where he helped Fellicia back to her feet.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, looking from her to Giblet, who still sat on his haunches, rubbing at a tear in his uniform sleeve where the bug had cut him. “Selenne?”

The little girl peeked out from behind a row of cargo crates, her eyes wide.

“I’m all right,” she informed me.

“I am ready for a nap,” Gib informed me, pulling himself up on a forklift. “And a week in a medical pod.”

“It’s gonna have to wait,” I told him. The rifle was empty, and I tossed it to the floor, wishing for a reload. “Selenne, can you get back to the building where you were hiding without us?”

“Sure I can,” she insisted, defiant. “I’ve lived here all my life.”

Oxygen was too valuable at the moment for me to bother with a snort of laughter at her vast life experiences.

“Then do it. The rest of us have to get into the tower. Laranna and Shindo are going to need our help.” And Von-To, I supposed, since he was along for the ride, but he wasn’t worth mentioning.
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The glow of dawn glinted in the eastern sky, offering false hope.

The streets had been empty in a sort of post-apocalyptic, Night of the Comet sort of way when we’d arrived but now individuals straggled out from buildings at ground level, Anguilar and Copperell both, staggering and dazed as if they’d just awoken from a sound sleep. Too groggy to get out of our way, and I cursed under my breath as I dodged an Anguilar female dragging her young son along with dogged determination despite his stubborn refusal to budge.

I felt naked as the day I was born running through those streets in the open without so much as a pocket knife, and I wondered if I should have kept the pulse rifle for use as a club if nothing else. But at least it left my hands free to use the commlink.

“Laranna, this is Charlie. Do you copy?”

The words came raspy, breathless, one adrenaline rush after another pounding ruthlessly at my mind and body, leaving me with utter exhaustion that might once have left me helpless, unable to do anything but curl into a fetal position. That was before I’d gone through all this a couple dozen times and come to realize that when you reach what feels like the limits of your endurance, there’s always more in the tank. It was a lesson I’d first learned running cross country, but no one had been shooting at me while I ran back in high school.

No reply. I tried again and still got nothing.

“She’s too deep inside for the comms to work without using their network,” Gib reasoned, sounding nowhere near as winded or stressed as I was. “They’re fine.”

“You think you can find the comm center once we get inside?” I asked him. “Someone has to warn the Liberator.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Charlie,” Chuck told me, catching up easily with the long, loping stride of his exoskeletal muscles and really making me wish I’d checked out an Onyx suit for myself before we left the ship. “Gib is the only weapon we have against those brain bugs.”

“Which means he’s the only one who can get through to the comm center himself,” I shot back. “There’s no other choice.”

Screams interrupted our conversation, and I skidded to a halt, leaving Chuck and Fellicia to bleed off their momentum ten feet past Gib and me. The cries came from west of the tower, back into the part of the abandoned Copperell district ruined by fire during the riots. Not entirely abandoned despite what Von-To had told us, though that was more likely attributable to Zha’-Rath mind control than his own innate dishonesty.

Women and children. It was always women and children here, of course, with the rare exception of the occasional elderly male who’d managed to survive the mines or the farms, disabled by some horrible accident, and most of them couldn’t have run as fast as these people. Whatever mental haze had been left over from the mass influence of the Masters had given way to utter terror and the peering into the dim shadows opposite the burgeoning dawn, I understood.

Monsters. Zha’-Rath warrior drones, dozens of them, galloped across the pavement, and if the Copperell civilians ran like they were demons from hell intent on devouring their souls, I knew the truth. They were after us.

“Oh, that’s distressing,” Giblet muttered. “I hope you have a plan.”

“I do,” I assured him. “Run like hell!”

And I took off, just to show him I was a lead-by-example kind of officer.

“Running’s not a plan, Travers!” Gib chided me as he caught up, Chuck and Fellicia falling into a long-legged stride behind us. “Running’s what you do once a plan fails!”

“I should never have let you watch that movie,” I said, hissing the words through clenched teeth, the majority of my breath devoted to a dead sprint.

There were no guards manning the guns at the front gate of the tower, which I suppose was a mixed blessing since the odds were even whether they’d shoot the bugs or us. The gate was wide open as well, and I paused as we passed through it, catching myself on one of the gate poles for a sudden halt. It only took two seconds to find the control I’d identified last time, and I punched the button to close the gate before running after the rest of them.

Unlike the warehouse doors, these motors were well-maintained and regularly lubricated, and I risked a backward glance to make sure they’d actually started closing before giving one last burst of speed to catch up to the others.

“Hold up!” I told them, grabbing Chuck by the arm in more of a symbolic gesture since there was no way I could stop the Onyx suit. “Wait!”

“What the hell for?” Gib demanded, pointing back the way we’d come. “Those things’ll be at the gate in a couple seconds!”

“Yeah, and that’s the emergency stairwell,” I agreed, pointing at the opening just ahead on our right, surrounded by warnings that anyone using the stairs in anything except an emergency would be punished severely. “And if we get there before they can see us, they won’t know which way we went.”

“Isn’t that the idea?” he asked, waving his hands theatrically. “Why the hell would we want them to know which way we’re going?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “The idea is to take them out.”

“With what?” Another broad gesture to demonstrate his empty hands. “In case you haven’t noticed, we only have two weapons that we can use against them at the moment—jack and shit, and Jack just left town!”

A crash brought our attention back through the doors to the main gate, where a half a dozen of the warrior bugs attacked the tall metal bars, ripping at them with mandibles and pincers. Metal ripped with nerve-shattering screams of protest, pulled apart with ferocity and power that would have torn through a main battle tank, and the things were through in seconds.

“That’s not your problem,” I told him, motioning to the stairwell. “You’re heading up to the comm center, and we’re going down.” I pushed him ahead of me and motioned up the stairs until he reluctantly started his climb.

“We have,” I suggested to Giblet as I led Chuck and Fellicia in the opposite direction, “all the way to sub level 24 to figure that out.”
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Stairs. Why did it always have to be stairs?

At least this time we were going downhill, which was a distinct improvement over the last time I’d been forced to hide from the Anguilar in the back stairs of a huge facility. That one hadn’t gone so well, resulting in the total destruction of Wraith Anchorage and the displacement of the entire Gan-Shi people, so I hoped this time wouldn’t be as expensive.

The thing about going downstairs instead of upstairs was that it really jammed my big toes into the front of my boots and did equally nasty things to my calves, and by the time we’d hit about ten stories going down, I was almost ready to throw in the towel, turn back around and make a barehanded run at the pursuing Zha’-Rath killer bugs on the theory that at least I wouldn’t have to run anymore.

Almost.

The distant clack-clack-clack of their thick-taloned feet on the stairs and the rattlesnake-lion rumble of their combined breathing managed to convince me that discretion was the better part of valor and less likely to get me torn to pieces like the front gate. It probably wouldn’t have been so bad if Chuck and Fellicia had been behind me, a metal barrier to the oncoming horde, but damn this whole command thing anyway, I’d been forced to put them up front since they were slower than me.

Or at least I thought they’d be slower.

“Is this as fast as you can go?” I ground out, one hand on Chuck’s shoulder to keep an index on his location and to keep me from bouncing off him in my rush to get downstairs.

“Oh, hell no,” Chuck said offhandedly, as if our lives and the entire planet weren’t on the line. “But it’s as fast as she can go since she has about three days’ worth of training in this thing.”

“Don’t wait for me, old man,” Fellicia snapped, and I snorted an involuntary laugh at anyone calling Chuck an old man, since he wasn’t even thirty yet. “You lead, and I’ll follow just as fast.”

I suppose if I wanted to get a Ranger to do something they weren’t especially keen on doing, telling them to lead the way was the best strategy to achieve that goal.

“All right,” he told her, “let’s see what you got, Copperell girl.”

Chuck slapped down his visor and jumped.

I hadn’t thought about it, but the armor wasn’t just good for shielding the wearer from pulse blasts, they were also pretty effective at cushioning physical blows. Chuck sailed down an entire flight of stairs in one bound and took the impact on the shoulder pauldron of his suit, the metal ringing like a handbell against the metal interior walls of the tower. A half a turn, and he did it again, and to her credit, Fellicia didn’t hesitate. Chuck was still in the air when she slammed into that same wall, then staggered slightly as she bounced off.

Which was all damned impressive, but it also left me by myself a good thirty yards behind them on the stairs. I’d been the one to complain, and I would have to be the one who tried to keep up. The only problem was, I didn’t have any armor, but I did still have a nasty burn on my left shoulder, and I wouldn’t be using it as a point of contact.

Also lacking the servomotors, I had to take each flight in two jumps instead of a single bound, then absorb the impact on my very much flesh and blood right shoulder. And neck, and back, and it was no damned fun at all. I punctuated each hit with an epithet I couldn’t have repeated if Selenne had come along, and it didn’t take more than three stories before my right shoulder hurt even worse than my left. But at least we were staying ahead of the Zha’-Rath. Barely.

At least we were until a platoon of Anguilar soldiers in full armor emerged from the level below Chuck and Fellicia and opened fire on us. Things slipped into slow motion, every motion, every action preternaturally clear. Chuck threw himself forward into the first rank of the Anguilar, taking down three of them in a body block that probably broke bones even through their armor, but that left him wide open to the weapons of the next rank coming through the entrance to that floor.

Fellicia put herself between him and the Anguilar troops and a half a dozen pulse rifle blasts lashed at her armor, sending her jerking spastically as she tumbled to the side, her armor charred and blackened across the chest and shoulders. Chuck scrambled to his feet, and I jumped down the steps, trying to get there before they could fire again and realizing it would be too late. Even if we managed to take these guys down and get Fellicia out of there, the bugs would be on us in seconds, and that would be that.

“Hey, you Anguilar dumbasses!”

I’d known that Gib’s Varnell mojo could work on radio, but it had never occurred to me that he could use the tower’s PA speaker system. But the moment his vibrato tones disrupted the air inside that stairwell, the Anguilar froze in place, every one of them looking up at the speakers.

“Why the hell are you doing what these bugs tell you? Aren’t they the ones who chased you out of your own galaxy and tried to wipe out your entire species? If it was me, I’d be shooting at those assholes. Wouldn’t you?”

Short but sweet, and totally effective. The Anguilar still on their feet shifted their aim toward the incoming bugs and opened fire in concert, as if still mesmerized, just trading one master for another. Maybe I should have felt bad about that since it meant the Anguilar would be throwing themselves into the path of the bugs, but guilt was a luxury I didn’t have time for. Not with Fellicia laid out motionless and the bugs racing us to the power cells. If they got there first…

“Grab her!” I told Chuck. He’d rolled Fellicia over, pushed up his visor, and stared down at her in disbelief. “Hurry, dammit! Bring her along!”

The words snapped him out of it, his eyes focusing again, and he yanked Fellicia up by the casualty handle on the back of her armor, then threw her over his shoulder with a whine of protest from his exoskeleton’s servomotors. I scooped up a pair of fallen pulse rifles and handed off one to Chuck on the run, leaving the firefight behind us.

Turning away from the battle felt wrong, not just abandoning the Anguilar but the idea of exposing my back to the ravening monsters and counting on soldiers I didn’t respect. An itching between my shoulder blades was a physical manifestation of the imaginary bullseye I pictured drawn on my back, and I pushed it away for as long as I was able, trailing Chuck down the stairs. Only three more floors.

And then what? I was counting on Laranna and Shindo to harden the power storage level against attack, enough for the two of us to make a stand against these things, but the other, very real possibility was that they’d have secured it so well that we couldn’t even get in. Two rifles, fully loaded. We’d get three, maybe four of them before the rest overwhelmed us, but that would be enough to make sure the warrior drones couldn’t take out all opposition and leave the power cells open to sabotage. We’d save Copperell, which was more important than saving ourselves.

Or at least that was what I told myself when we reached the power storage level and found the door closed and locked.

Chuck slammed his shoulder against it, grunting at the ringing impact, but all he accomplished was letting Fellicia slip off his back. One last try, both of us on the handle, and the door remained closed.

Chuck opened his visor and met my eyes with a look of hopeless resolve.

“Backs against the door,” I told him, bringing the rifle up to my shoulder. “As many of them as we can get.”

Chuck nodded and took a moment to prop Fellicia up behind him in the corner of the doorway before joining me.

“You must be related to Davy Crockett, Charlie,” he told me, leaving his visor up, which made sense—his targeting optics weren’t connected to the Anguilar weapon, so he’d have to use the sights built into the rifle.

“Davy Crockett?” I repeated, frowning, not taking my eye away from the sights.

The click-clack of the bugs on the steps grew louder with each second, and the first of those nightmare faces peeked down around the corner of the landing. Chuck and I opened fire together, blasting through the carapace and sending the thing collapsing down to our feet, thrashing in death.

The rattlesnake-lion rumbling increased in volume, and the bugs, I sensed, were ready to charge us as one.

“You’re all about these damned heroic last stands.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I rested my finger on the trigger guard and my back on the door and waited to sell my life as dearly as possible.

The door disappeared, and, lacking its support, I toppled until unseen hands grabbed me and yanked me backward.

I thrashed desperately against their grasp and tried to force my rifle back over my head to kill whatever had seized me. A green-tinted hand caught the barrel, and Laranna’s face glared down at me.

“If you shoot me,” she said, “I’m going to have to ask for a divorce.”


28


[image: ]


Anguilar soldiers surged past us, crammed shoulder to shoulder into the corridor on this side of the stairwell, while off to the side, Chuck and Shindo dragged a still-motionless Fellicia out of the line of fire.

I wanted to ask how Laranna had managed this, but more than that, I wanted to be part of what might not turn out to be a last stand after all. Laranna offered me a hand and pulled me to my feet, but before either of us could take up positions, the bugs arrived on the landing. No one had to tell the Anguilar to fire, and the real miracle was that they’d managed to keep their fingers off the triggers until the enemy appeared.

I’d rarely seen so many riflemen crammed into so small a space, and when all those rifles discharged at once, the heat and the static charge staggered me back a pace with the feeling of thousands of sparks striking me everywhere at once. A wall of crimson fire ripped into the bugs, and some tried to wade through it, losing pounds of mass with every passing second, thunderclaps echoing off the corridor walls at the continuous deluge of scalar energy.

Nothing could have made it through that onslaught, but something went over it. Hyperfocused on the horrific threat straight ahead of them, the Anguilar soldiers forgot to look up, and I have to confess I almost did the same. The only thing that saved me was the hand I’d thrown across my face to protect my eyes from the heat and the flare of blinding scalar pulse fire. Above it, I spotted the warrior bug skittering across the ceiling thirty feet overhead, just before it dropped into the midst of the Anguilar soldiers.

I jumped back, pushing Laranna with me, and the drone’s scorpion-like tail passed by my face close enough for the wind of its motion to tease at my hair as the two of us tumbled to the floor. The Anguilar soldiers weren’t as lucky, half a dozen of them flying away in bits and pieces from the vicious swipes of the bug’s serrated pincers, the rest turning, still firing out of control.

Pulse fire streaked less than a foot over our heads, the odds running about sixty-forty whether we’d be killed first by the bug or the Anguilar. Those odds were much worse for the Anguilar unfortunate enough to wind up behind the warrior drone. They discovered Murphy’s second law of combat the hard way, that incoming fire always has the right of way, and its corollary, that friendly fire isn’t.

They were all going to die, and there was nothing I could do about it until Chuck and Shindo got involved. They didn’t go after the monster because that would have just put the both of them in the line of fire. Instead, they body-slammed the Anguilar.

Not all of them, because even as big and heavy as a Gan-Shi and an Onyx armored exoskeleton were, the laws of physics still applied to them, but each took down three or four with their sheer weight and swiped at the legs of others near them, taking them off their feet. It was enough to let Laranna and me jump to our feet without fear of taking blue-on-blue fire, though it did nothing to stop the Zha’-Rath warrior drone from finishing us off.

We’d have to do that ourselves.

Shoot, move, and communicate, that was what every infantry trainer I’d ever heard stressed over and over, Laranna most of all. Or at least, I’d listened to her more than the others because I got to sleep with her, which also meant we communicated very well. I went clockwise, and she headed the opposite direction, but not all the way around because that would have put us in the proverbial circular firing squad, and we both stopped a few degrees short of ninety and opened up.

Twin streams of energy sought out the same target, eating away at the armor around the monster’s head, bursting one of those bulbous eyes and forcing it to choose one of us to attack. It chose Laranna, which I suppose was a little insulting, but was also better for us because she was definitely the more agile of the two of us. Laranna flipped backward out of the range of the swipe of the thing’s claws, and I rushed into the creature’s blindside, finger still pressed down on the trigger.

The round counter inside my rifle’s optical sight dove downward faster than the Dow Jones average during a recession, and unlike the stock market, this number was going to hit zero. Barely a full second, but enough for the Zha’-Rath to change its mind and swing back toward me. My dodge wasn’t quite as artful as Laranna’s, more of a sprawl, but it didn’t need to be since the drone could only see out of one of its eyes. The scorpion tail swung over my head, and while I was down, Laranna was up and firing.

Sharp-taloned feet stomped fitfully way too close to me, and I scrambled back and got clear just as Laranna delivered the coup de grace round, and the monstrosity finally collapsed in on itself, falling at my feet.
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I stared at the thing in disbelief, as if we’d just toppled a mountain, unable to speak.

Silence for a long moment, broken only by the crackling of seared surfaces, artificial and biological and faint moans through Anguilar helmets. Chuck broke that silence in the classic way only an Army Ranger could, with the f-word, repeated over and over with the fervent intensity of someone who’s rightly expected to die and then survived once too often.

He went to check on Fellicia, and the Anguilar looked to their own wounded and dead, and there were at least ten or twelve of those. As for me, I first looked to Shindo, who didn’t seem to have suffered any further wounds than the many he’d already carried, and then Laranna.

“How were you guys already watching that door?” I asked her, taking her hand, half because I was so glad to see her again and half to support myself because every burn, every bump, every cut was now hitting me like a wave of pain.

“Gib,” she explained, pointing upward.

“There’re security monitors up here in the comm section,” Gib informed me, his voice blaring over the speakers from one end of the hall to the other. “I could see every stupid move you guys were making. Speaking of stupid moves, the Zha’-Rath ships have come out of hiding—they were hiding behind one of the Anguilar lunar orbit mineral processing plants. They’re heading for orbit, and so are the Anguilar cruisers. We’ve got about an hour before they’re in position to bombard this whole place from orbit. Now for the stupid part…Lenny is coming in to try to stop them, all by himself.”

While he’d talked, Von-To had emerged from one of the doorways on this side of the corridor, where he’d—probably wisely—decided to sit out the battle. He stared up at the disembodied voice with a look of utter panic, then looked to me.

“What are you going to do?”

“Can you reach the Anguilar fleet, Gib?” I asked. If he could, maybe he could free them of the Zha’-Rath mental influence.

“Nope. Bastards thought of that and turned off the cruisers’ comm channels.”

“Dammit,” I murmured. “Get the elevators working,” I told him, “and meet us at the shuttle.”

Laranna frowned an unspoken question.

“We’ve got an hour,” I told her, “and we can’t beat them with just the Liberator. We can’t count on the American cruisers until we make sure the Zha’-Rath are too distracted to take control of them. We have to get up there and launch in the Vanguards.”

“What should we do down here?” Von-To asked, hands spread helplessly. “What if there are more of the Zha’-Rath still here, trying to control us?”

“You know,” I said, starting to get really irritated with the Anguilar, “for an emperor, you sure sound like a whiny little girl.” He wore a pistol in a chest holster, and I yanked it out and pressed it into his hand. “Lock yourselves in here and seal off the stairs as far up as you can. If you see anything that looks like a bug, shoot it.”

I mean, did I have to think of everything?

“Chuck, is she going to be okay?” I asked. He had Fellicia partway out of her armor, and I could tell from the blackened, ragged burns in her utility fatigues that she’d taken multiple hits. Her eyes were closed, her breathing irregular, and I wasn’t any sort of doctor, but it didn’t look good to me.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, eyes filled with agony. “I need to get her to a medic.” Which would mean an auto-doc or at least a med bay here. I turned and stabbed a finger at Von-To.

“Where can she get medical treatment the quickest?” I demanded. He started to gabble directions I’d never remember, and I waved it off. “Never mind. You take them there now. Shindo, go with them and get yourself patched up. Don’t want an argument, just do it.”

At least that would give Von-To something else to think about. Without waiting for a response, I ran for the elevator banks, with Laranna close behind, high-stepping through the remains of the Zha’-Rath warriors. Whatever oily, brown-black sludge they used for blood stuck to the soles of my boots, tacky and squelching and utterly disgusting, though not as disgusting as the dismembered Anguilar soldiers. Thank God they’d been tossed across the hallway by the thrashing of the Zha’-Rath, or I’d have had to step through their blood as well, and I don’t know if I could have kept my shit together.

I definitely couldn’t have managed climbing back up those stairs and had to lean against the control panel while we waited for the car to arrive.

“I’m getting too old for this shit,” I lamented, and drew the skeptical eye-roll I expected from Laranna.

“Yes,” she said dryly. “In a few years, you’ll be thirty and ready for retirement.”

“I could retire now,” I told her earnestly.

The car arrived, though without the distinct ding an Earth elevator would have been accompanied by, and the doors closed behind us fast enough to remove limbs.

“We’re going head-to-head with those enemy ships in just our Vanguards?” Laranna asked me. “You know they’re going to try to hypnotize us again.”

“I know,” I agreed. “That’s why Gib is coming with us.”

“Good,” she said. “Then all we have to do is face down four ships the size of a city in nothing but our fighters. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“If we die,” I said, “I want you to know that your gift for understatement is what I love most about you.”

“Really?” she asked.

“No.”

She sighed in exasperation and slapped me on the shoulder. Honesty was always my greatest weakness.
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“Oh, I don’t like the looks of this at all.”

I frowned at Gib’s declaration, and the expression deepened as I glanced at the empty seat where my gunner should be. I didn’t like that, but there’d been no choice. We had enough variables without exposing three untested gunners to the influence of the Zha’-Rath, and pulse turrets probably wouldn’t do a damn thing to the massive…shapes.

It was hard to put a name to them. Not oval, not round, but not exactly an octagon or a hexagon. Maybe a cluster. That was what they looked like, an aggregate of loose bits of flotsam that had somehow pulled together from mutual gravitational pull, though not into the natural sphere of even the larger asteroids. Instead, these ships were vaguely the shape of giant pine cones, though without the directionality. They moved through space without any hint of a reaction drive, and though I’d seen a lot of weird stuff since I’d woken up from stasis, even Lenny hadn’t been able to move through regular space without throwing something out the back of the ship, even if that something was just energy.

Four of them braked nearly to a halt between Copperell’s dark-faced moon and the surface, moving with the grace of a dance troupe despite each massing more than a good-sized asteroid, though their presence wasn’t the threat that worried me. The Anguilar fleet had followed them in and set up over the northern continent, glittering jewels on the optical cameras, less angelic on tactical, where they rated crimson halos. Demons with their weapons trained on hell itself, and if there hadn’t been a shitload of Copperell civilians down there, I wouldn’t have been so desperate to stop them.

“The Anguilar ships are nearly in firing position, Charlie,” Lenny said, his voice surprisingly mild in the cockpit speakers, yet still echoing in the emptiness. “I estimate they’ll begin bombardment in less than ten minutes.”

I wasn’t sure how he’d come up with the number, but I didn’t doubt it. And we had very little time to do anything about it. By the time we’d reached the Liberator, the Zha’-Rath ships had already reached stable orbit, and if they hadn’t opened up on Copperell, it wasn’t for lack of opportunity.

“They’re taking their time,” Laranna declared, echoing my thoughts from her position off my fighter’s left shoulder. “Taunting us.”

“Because they know there’s nothing we can do about it,” Giblet agreed from my right. “What the hell good are even Vanguards against those flying mountains?”

“No choice,” I told him, reaching over to the gunner’s station to tap each of the Zha’-Rath ships. “I designate targets Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta. Lenny, you lead the way against Alpha, I’ll take Bravo, Laranna on Charlie and Gib, you’re going after Delta.”

Very matter-of-fact, almost casual, like we were on a normal training exercise, even though fear crackled like static shock at every nerve ending and neuron. The cockpit felt like home, like I’d grown up in it, and in a way, I had. The procedures were always the same no matter the enemy, and there was a certain comfort to that.

The Liberator moved ahead of us with a fiery burst of her subspace engines, not bothering to turn 180 degrees for a braking maneuver. I knew what Lenny had planned because I’d seen his crew perform the procedure before, though he might be commanding personally now, since his programming had freed him to fight the Zha’-Rath—and it was safer doing it himself rather than taking the chance that the bugs might take over the minds of the crew. Boost right through the target, firing at her as the guns came to bear, saving the deceleration burn for once the Liberator was past the enemy ship. The inertial dampeners would let her brake much more abruptly than Newton’s laws would have allowed, setting the Liberator in position for follow-up shots.

We’d all do the same thing, most likely, though I left that to Laranna and Gib in this case because I trusted them. There was something reassuring about having the vast bulk and superior shielding and weaponry of the Liberator clearing a path for us, even if it was just that she made a much bigger and more attractive target than the Vanguards. Nothing fired at her this time, though, not until she was well within range of her particle cannons.

Multiple beams of raw energy sought out the nearest of the Zha’-Rath cluster ships and struck it without any hint of the glowing halo of defense shields. Instead, each of the granular bits that made up that aggregate lit up red like a Christmas decoration, brighter with each passing moment as more and more energy left the Liberator and transferred itself to the Zha’-Rath ship. But the influx of energy didn’t destroy it, although that was what I thought at first.

As if the energy had built up to a critical level, the red glow grew so intense that the optical cameras flickered and wavered with light that would have burned out the retinae of anyone looking at it with the naked eye. And it burst, not like a power cell shedding its energy when the containment field fell, but like a supernova, spraying raw power in a sphere of red all around the ship.

When the edges of that burst struck the Liberator, her shields reacted as I’d assumed the Zha’-Rath would, forming a hemisphere of white fire as the gravito-inertial field tried to shed excess energy by converting it from thermal and electromagnetic radiation into kinetic energy. The Liberator pitched and tumbled with the sudden influx of unwanted momentum, spinning away from the waves of power, intact but still aflame with the expanding excess energy, and I knew we had to change our plans.

“Gib, Laranna, form on me. We’re all going after Alpha, and we’re going to concentrate fire on one spot, then break and scatter and move on to the next target.”

“Copy,” Laranna said, not even commenting on what we’d seen.

Neither was I, of course, because I had no way of explaining it and didn’t have the luxury of speculating. They had defenses better than ours, though their offensive capabilities were as yet unknown. If I’d had time to guess, I would have bet that they didn’t have much in the way of offensive weaponry because they didn’t need it. Any system that had a space fleet would be susceptible to the mental commands of the Zha’-Rath.

Which meant that my new strategy would likely be fruitless, but I couldn’t just assume I was right. I had to prove it. The red line in the tactical feed that signified effective range of the fighter’s particle cannon overlapped the ship Lenny had already hit, and I touched the trigger of the fighter’s single particle cannon. Normally, I would have targeted something specific, like a weapons turret or maneuvering thruster bank, but we had no way of knowing what propelled these ships and every part of them looked like every other part, so I picked at random, and Gib and Laranna honored my decision by triggering their own weapons simultaneously.

Crackling white shafts of power touched the same area less than fifty yards across, focusing enough energy to vaporize the hull of a cruiser, to rip through one and blast out the other side. I’d seen it before—hell, I’d done it more times than I could count. But the diamond-shaped facets of the ship absorbed the energy, though they crackled a brighter, angrier red than the first time. Maybe there was a practical limit to how much the things could take in before they couldn’t redirect it anymore, like a rubber band losing its elasticity.

Maybe. And maybe Giblet would sprout wings to go along with his feathers and fly without a fighter plane.

I don’t know where the instinct came from, perhaps just having seen the same thing happen to the Liberator and having subconsciously timed it, but I knew better than to question my gut on such matters.

“Break wide!” I barked, yanking the wheel to the left while stamping the pedal on that side as well.

The Vanguard’s gimbal-mounted drives swung in accordance with my wishes, and acceleration battled momentum as well as my inertial dampeners for supremacy, finally banking the fighter to my left, away from the gleaming red crystals of the cluster. Just in time. The glow exploded outward, and the very edge of the concussion shook the fuselage of the fighter like a bone in a dog’s teeth. The drive gimbals swung back and forth in brief bursts, and I brought the ship back under control.

The four Zha’-Rath vessels still sat there as if nothing at all had happened, but not those Anguilar cruisers. They maneuvered smartly into place, as if they wanted to be sure that they were in exactly the right place to wreak the maximum devastation on their own cities, their own people.

And there was only one way to stop them. It would mean declaring war on the Anguilar again because they’d never accept that there’d been no choice other than to attack their fleet, the only ships left to them, their only bargaining chip. They’d blame us—blame me, and even though Von-To and Danaan would try to stop them, they’d take it out on the Copperell. We’d have to fight them on the ground, and tens of thousands of innocent people would die.

The thoughts took less than a second to bounce from one side of my brain to the other, the briefest of hesitations, yet it was enough.

“Charlie,” Lenny said, and as he spoke, I noticed the Liberator changing course, diving for a lower orbit, “I can’t allow the innocent people on Copperell to be harmed by an evil I brought into this galaxy. I’ve ordered the crew to evacuate to the planet, and I’m going to put myself between the cruisers and the Anguilar fleet.”

“What the hell are you talking about, junkpile?” Gib spluttered. “If you want to stop them, open fire on the assholes! I know we’re outnumbered, but we can take out enough of them…”

“I can’t harm sentients,” Lenny reminded him gently, almost fondly. “Not even the Anguilar. I can only act directly against the Zha’-Rath.”

“Don’t do it, Lenny,” I said, and I would have made it an order if I’d still been sure he’d obey it. “All you’ll be accomplishing is delaying the inevitable. If we can’t take down any of those Zha’-Rath ships, then we can’t call in the American cruisers, which means Copperell is doomed, and we may as well abandon it.”

I didn’t know—still don’t know—what I asked of him, what I had planned. I want to believe it wasn’t what actually happened, that the possibility hadn’t crossed my mind. I want to believe that, but I’ll never be sure.

“You’re correct, of course,” Lenny told me.

A transmission notification blinked for attention on the main board, and I awarded it a brief glance, saw that it was a data burst.

“I’ve transferred to your fighter all the songs, books, and movies you had stored on the Liberator, Charlie.”

“Why would you do that, Lenny?” I asked, a sinking feeling down in my gut telling me that I already knew the answer to that question.

“The particle cannons are useless against the Zha’-Rath ships,” he said as if it was a stupid question that should be obvious. “The hyperdrive won’t operate inside a gravity well…which means this ship only has one thing that could be effective against the enemy. The same thing that the Zha’-Rath has used to sterilize so many planets already.”

“The power cells,” I realized.

The power cells we’d risked our lives to beg, borrow, or steal, that had turned the Liberator from a derelict to a trading vessel to a warship. That had turned it into our home.

“There’ll be only two of me now, Charlie.” The Liberator turned slowly, ponderously away from the Anguilar, pitching her nose upward and aiming straight at the closest of the Zha’-Rath ships. “Use what’s left of me wisely.”

There was nothing slow or lumbering about the Liberator’s surge forward. She was a world-class sprinter, gunning it hard off the chocks, ready to set a record. Strewn behind her like flotsam were shuttles, Vanguard and Starblade fighters, and escape pods, tumbling out of the hangar bay like a poorly secured load flying off a pickup truck on the interstate. Their drives flared as each of the lifeboats clambered away from the Liberator in a desperate bid to avoid her fate.

As large as Lenny’s ship was, the Zha’-Rath still dwarfed her, and when the Liberator struck the honeycomb aggregate shape, what should have happened was that she should have folded in on herself, collapsed into an accordion of scrap metal against the anvil of the gigantic bug vessel. That wasn’t what happened.

Somewhere deep inside the Liberator, Lenny overrode the safeties of the half-dozen power cells at the center of the engineering section, the heart of the ship, the holy of holies from which all blessings flowed. A technology so advanced, almost no one in this galaxy could make them anymore, and in the blink of an eye, six of them destroyed themselves in a catastrophic release of energy funneled through from another reality into ours with some arcane bending of the laws of physics that no one other than Lenny could ever have explained to me.

The Liberator, the Creator vessel, the former Anguilar Zoo Ship, the closest thing I’d had to a home these last three years ceased to exist in a flash as bright as the death of a star.
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Thousands of miles away, all I could do was watch wide-eyed, mouth open as the Zha’-Rath ship disappeared in the expanding sphere of energy for a moment before it shrank again. The glow reddened, sucked into thousands or tens of thousands of fiercely burning crimson fires, and for a moment, I thought the energy-absorbing nodes might actually be able to handle even the incredible burst of extradimensional power…until those fiery jewels burst and the entire ship imploded.

The implosion was as temporary as the period of homeostasis, and the explosion out of that miniature black hole sent waves of radiation in every direction. Including mine. The Vanguard’s shields lit up in a Christmas-ornament sphere of pure white, blocking out everything—optical, thermal, even the gravitational sensors attached to the hyperdrive. I gritted my teeth and held onto the steering yoke with all my might, braced for what I knew was coming.

Radiation that intense hitting the Vanguard would do one of two things. If it was too powerful, the shields would collapse, and I’d be cooked like a frozen dinner in a microwave oven. If it wasn’t quite powerful enough, though, the radiation and the shield would conspire to kill me in a slower, much more violent manner by converting that radiation into a physical assault, kinetic energy that threatened to rip the fighter to pieces.

My helmet smacked against the cushioned headrests, a flare of pain in my neck the rewards of a strained muscle as I tensed against the thrashing. Metal groaned in protest, and warning lights flashed yellow in the darkness of the cockpit where I clenched my shoulders and waited in isolation for interminable seconds until…

It faded. The shaking settled into a cork-in-the-water bobbing and then disappeared, along with the sphere of blinding white, leaving me with a totally different image than I’d seen a few seconds ago. The Liberator was gone, but I’d known that. The Zha’-Rath ship she’d rammed had disappeared as well, which I’d also figured…or, at least, hoped. But the effects of the blast had traveled farther than I’d imagined, and the other three aggregate pine cone mountains had drifted out of their original formation, not quite out of control or derelict but clearly feeling the pain.

Gib and Laranna both had been safely behind me and the pinpoint flash of their drives as they stabilized their orbits told me they, too, had been spared the worst of the blast. I wanted to know a lot of things—if anyone hadn’t been able to evacuate the Liberator in time, if Fellicia had gotten treatment back on the planet, if these were the only Zha’-Rath ships in the system. But the other change drove all those concerns away.

The Anguilar cruisers had broken formation and were turning back toward us. They wouldn’t know exactly what had happened, would have come out of the trance confused and uncertain, but the fact that they were out of the trance meant one thing.

I could call in the cavalry.

“All Allied vessels,” I shouted, jamming down the transmission key, “jump to minimum safe distance now and target the alien ships with everything you have!”

If their defenses had been weakened by the explosion, there was just a chance we could take them out now, and that would be that, the entire threat neutralized.

“Holy shit,” Gib murmured, forgetting all about comm discipline…as if he’d ever cared. “He did it. That rust bucket actually did it.”

“Let’s take them,” Laranna urged, spinning her fighter in a fluid motion, thanks to the agile, gimbal-mounted drives. “Let’s hit target Bravo and see if they’re vulnerable!”

It wasn’t a bad idea, and even though I hadn’t thought of it first, I didn’t hold that against it.

“Follow me in,” I told them, shoving the throttle open.

The Vanguard had seemed useless against the Zha’-Rath before, but now the fighter surged beneath me like an untamed stallion, just enough acceleration leaking through the inertial dampeners to make it feel real. Just the way I liked it.

The Vanguard is useless. You can’t fight the Zha’-Rath. No one can…

“Gib,” I said, before the voices inside my head could silence me.

“Ignore them, Charlie,” he adjured me. “You too, Laranna. They’re not your Masters, they’re your targets.”

Baring my teeth, I pulled the trigger. Particle blasts flashed out across the hundreds of miles, striking target Bravo, mine as well as Laranna’s and Gib’s, collimated to the same spot on the hull. Ruby-red particles of alien glass glowered back, growing with intensity every time we fired, and something in my gut just knew they couldn’t keep it up much longer.

“Break off!” I snapped, and less than a second after I gave the order, the backlash burst out from the…crystals? Whatever they were.

This time, though, it didn’t travel as far, didn’t reach us from just a few hundred miles away, the concussion waves fading to nothing, and I snarled in certainty. Just had to give Bravo a little more attention, and he’d come apart at the seams. They all would.

The cruisers provided exactly the sort of attention I’d been looking for, multiple sensor signatures appearing from the nothingness, dropping out of hyperspace just past lunar orbit and immediately racing inward, the anvil to our hammer. In a minute, they’d be in range, and we could end this. There was no way the Zha’-Rath could get past them to minimum safe jump distance without going under the guns of the American ships.

The Zha’-Rath didn’t turn. They didn’t need to since their ships had no reaction engines. They simply lurched away from our Vanguards and threw themselves into a futile sprint straight toward the American ships. There was nothing funny about it, but a chuckle burbled up on its own from my chest. The Zha’-Rath were desperate, maybe thinking they could make a run right past the cruisers and get out of their firing arc before whatever those crystals were overloaded from the massed particle cannons. But that would put them in firing range and targeting arc for all six of the cruisers for at least a minute, and there wasn’t a damned thing they could do about it because even with whatever reactionless, rocketless drive they used, they couldn’t overcome what I’d been told was a hard and fast physical law that nothing could go faster than the speed of light in a vacuum, that the mass buildup from relativistic effects would limit how quickly they could accelerate.

Well, it might have been a hard and fast physical law, but like Bugs Bunny, it seemed that the Zha’-Rath had never studied law. They accelerated and didn’t stop accelerating, an elongated streak of light stretching back from each of the three ships as they disappeared into the distance on optical but not on the gravitational sensors. They told the story I wouldn’t have otherwise believed.

The three ships were still here, still shared the dimension with us, but faster than any other instruments could follow. Faster than light.

“Son of a bitch,” I murmured.

“That’s impossible,” Gib declared. “I mean it, Charlie. That’s just freaking impossible.”

“I have a feeling,” I told him, “that we’re going to be saying that a lot.”

“Commander Travers?” The voice was Anguilar, and before I glanced at the comm board, I knew the call came from the fleet. “This is Captain Yew-Tam of the Anguilar fleet. Sir…” There was respect in the word and also confusion. “Do you have any idea how we ended up here?”

“It’s up for debate, Captain, but there’s a good chance that God hates us.”

Okay, it wasn’t the answer he wanted. But at this point, it was all I had.
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“I can’t thank you enough,” Danaan said.

She wasn’t quite recovered from her captivity, either mentally or physically, the former evident in the remnants of the glaze still in her eyes, the hesitation in her tone as if she wasn’t yet sure of her own thoughts or judgment. The physical effects stood out more plainly but were also more transitory. Dark circles under her eyes, the bruise on her face where she’d been struck by a male implanted by the Zha’-Rath with the idea that her claim to the throne made her an enemy of the empire.

Or well, maybe that idea had come naturally and hadn’t required that much nudging.

“Yes, quite,” Von-To agreed, though not with the same sort of heartfelt gratitude as his co-ruler. “I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

The two of them made an odd couple in what I thought of as the imperial throne room. Not that the Anguilar emperors actually sat on thrones, and this was more of an audience chamber for meeting with VIPs, but a lifetime of reading about the Japanese and Chinese and the Egyptian dynasties had left me with unshakable preconceptions.

At least the three of us were alone in the meeting room, and we all had comfortable chairs, which was an improvement over how these things usually went down. The chamber was about the size of a courtroom and, given that the platform where Danaan and Von-To sat was raised above the rest of the room, with my row of chairs looking at them as if they were judges in a trial, maybe that wasn’t an inapt comparison. It all offended my egalitarian impulses, but if the autocratic undertones of the whole thing bothered either of them, they were good at hiding it.

“I think it was pretty obvious what the Zha’-Rath had in mind for you,” I said.

“The same thing they did to Fillios and New Vanadzor. If we hadn’t come when we did, they’d have likely wiped out all life on this world.”

“You must know that there’s some sentiment in the Council,” Danaan confessed, glancing downward in what might have been guilt or shame, “to run. Despite the fact that we no longer have the Redoubt, they feel that we can’t survive in a galaxy where the Zha’-Rath have taken hold.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Von-To added, snorting in derision. “Every ship we have left wouldn’t hold a tenth of our population, and none are built for the trek to another galaxy. Those who did try would die of starvation long before they reached their destination. And that’s if they didn’t simply go mad from the isolation. We have to face the threat here, from a place of strength.”

“If we can indeed be thought to possess such a place to stand.” As if demonstrating her words, Danaan rose from her chair, paced down the steps from her platform, and stopped in front of my chair, hands clasped behind her back. “Charlie, you’ve lost one of your greatest weapons in an effort that only destroyed one of their ships.”

I’d also lost everything I owned, technically. Not that it was such a huge collection. A ceremonial dagger that Wulf had gifted me, the hand-carved training staff Laranna had made for me herself. And of course, all my clothes, though technically, one of the other Liberators could duplicate those for me.

It was easy to be blasé about the personal loss because, of course, Lenny wasn’t actually gone. In fact, one of the remaining two Liberator ships was on her way here to pick up the crew, the shuttles, the fighters. And us. We could have hitched a ride with the American cruisers, of course, but they were heading straight back to Earth to report what had happened, and I didn’t particularly want to be the one to break it to President Louis that not only was the threat not taken care of, but it was also so much worse than we’d thought.

“That’s a point,” Von-To acknowledged, smoothing down the cowlick of feathery hair at the back of his skull like it was a nervous tic. “I’m not sure if we have the forces to even take on the three Zha’-Rath ships that were left. And that’s not even considering if there are more of them who’ve come to this galaxy. What can be done against an enemy who can control you with a thought? Who can violate the laws of reality? Now that one of your Liberator ships is gone, and our forces have been attenuated by the war, we’re left defenseless.”

“Not entirely,” I said, an idea forming as I spoke, along with a paranoid conviction that maybe I shouldn’t share it with people who had so recently been my enemies. “They have weaknesses. Their ships are faster and tougher than ours, but they don’t seem to use offensive weapons. They count on whatever those crystals are that their ships are built out of and their mental powers to project force.”

“According to you,” Danaan retorted, her nostrils flaring as if my optimism annoyed her, “that strategy has worked for them for over a million years and multiple galaxies. What makes you think you can change that?”

I almost told her the whole truth, but that Spidey sense tingled again, warning me that you could always tell someone a secret, but you could never un-tell them one. Instead, I decided to go with something less specific, though perhaps also more effective since there was always the chance that they wouldn’t like my plan.

“Before I came along,” I reminded her, “the Anguilar had never been defeated in this galaxy. Before I came along, no one had been able to bring together the former worlds of the Kamerian Alliance. Before I came along, no one had been able to strike against the Anguilar Redoubt.” I laid a hand on my chest. “That’s not because there’s anything special about me, it’s because I’m an outsider, and all those things that people out here were sure you couldn’t do—well, I was too ignorant to know they couldn’t be done, so I just went ahead and did them.”

“And that’s your whole plan?” Von-To asked. “You’re just going to go ahead and do it?” He shook his head. “I don’t find that comforting.”

“Well, find some comfort in this,” I told him, standing to look both of them in the eye at the same level. “They’ve never been beat before, not by any other species, but they have now. They’re going to change their tactics and approach us very cautiously. Which probably means we have more time to get ready for them.”

Both of them nodded, apparently satisfied with my logic. I hadn’t told them the rest. It was the old good news-bad news joke, of course. Yes, the Zha’-Rath would probably take their time before making another move.

But that also meant when they did move, they’d try their best to wipe all of us out.


31


[image: ]


“How’s she doing?” I whispered to Laranna, staying in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt.

Fellicia had spent two full days in the Anguilar auto-doc, and thank God the Empire had so many Copperell serving under them that they’d at least programmed their physiology into the machines. I’d still been stuck holding Von-To and Danaan’s hands, trying to convince them to keep the fleet we’d saved out on patrol to guard against the Zha’-Rath instead of pulling in their horns and turtling up, when the word had come that Fellicia was awake.

Excusing myself from the co-emperors hadn’t been as quick or easy as I’d hoped, and neither had made the trip down from the apex of the tower. The Anguilar still didn’t know what to make of us, particularly of me, but one after another kept stopping me in the corridor to offer a low bow of gratitude, and in the interest of mutual military assistance, I was obligated to politely return them. By the time I’d reached the medical center, Laranna, Selenne, Giblet, and—most importantly—Chuck were already there.

I’d started to head straight into the recovery room, but Laranna had grabbed my arm and shot me a look of exasperation, gesturing at everyone else waiting at the open doorway. Gib had rolled his eyes, and even Selenne had glared at me.

“Sorry,” I hissed.

Inside the recovery room, Chuck sat on the edge of Fellicia’s bed, fidgeting as if being there without his armor had left him feeling too vulnerable. Or maybe it was Fellicia who’d left him feeling vulnerable. His fingers were intertwined with hers, the smile on her face showing none of the agony I’d seen on her face when she was taken out of her armor after the battle.

“She seems to be doing fine,” Laranna added, patting my shoulder indulgently, like I was a wayward child. And maybe when it came to matters of the heart, I was. “Come on,” she urged not just me but the others, tugging on my arm, “let’s give them some privacy.”

“Are they gonna kiss?” Selenne asked a little too loudly, and I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure Chuck and Fellicia hadn’t heard the girl.

If they had, it didn’t deter them, and my eyebrows shot up.

“Yeah, I think that’s a safe bet.”

“Eww!” Selenne’s nose wrinkled. “That’s gross!”

Laranna hurried her along until we were back in the reception area of the tower’s medical wing. It was busy mostly because of us, and guilt gnawed at my stomach with the sight of the wounded being tended to by their doctors. I mean, I knew it was better than allowing the entire planet to be reduced to a glassed-over parking lot, but the Anguilar soldiers we’d wounded and the families of the ones we’d killed probably had a different perspective. Or maybe not. If Von-To was any indication, family ties weren’t as emotional among the Anguilar as they were for us.

“Honey,” Laranna said, pausing to kneel beside Selenne, “we’re going to be leaving here soon, and we need to know where you’d like us to take you. We can stop by Waypoint if you want, drop you with these friends of Fellicia you were telling us about. I’m sure they’d give you a good home.”

“No,” Selenne insisted, arms folded, bottom lip stuck out in the very image of stubbornness. “I’m not going to live with them. I don’t want to be their servant.”

Laranna sighed, closing her eyes for a moment as if searching within herself for patience.

“Well, we can’t leave you here, sweetheart. It’s not safe for you to be alone in the city, and we don’t know anyone else.”

“Then take me with you,” Selenne insisted, again too loud. Wounded Anguilar stared at her and us, and I made a move-on gesture to get everyone walking again.

“I want to go with you,” the little girl said again when we were in the hallway. “I won’t stay here.”

“There are still the Copperell families working on the reactors and the fabricators back in the States,” I suggested. “I bet we could find one of them who would be willing to take care of her.” Then I looked down to meet Selenne’s eyes, not wanting to talk about her while she was standing right next to us. “It would mean living on Earth,” I explained, “in a place that gets pretty cold in the winter. But you’d be among other Copperell.”

“I don’t want to live with anyone else. I want to stay with you. You, Charlie, and you, Laranna. You trusted me, and you let me help you. I don’t want to go live with some other people who I don’t know and don’t trust.”

It was my turn to sigh and close my eyes, even if it meant almost running into an oncoming file clerk. This little girl was starting to bug me nearly as much as Von-To, though without the whole I’m-willing-to-kill-my-own-people-to-get-myself-ahead vibe.

“We can’t keep you with us,” I told her, trying to sound firm but not cruel, that combination my father had always sought for but never quite found. “We do this shi…” I winced. “We do this stuff all the time. I can’t count how many certain-death moments I’ve run headlong into since I started hanging out with these guys. It’s no place for a girl your age.” I threw my hands up. “Hell, the ship we came in here on just got blown up!”

I expected Laranna to be just as frustrated as I was, but her expression was thoughtful instead, a finger laid aside her chin.

“What about,” she suggested quietly, “Brandy and Val?”

I nodded immediately.

“That’s a great idea,” I agreed.

“Honey,” Laranna said, “we have some good friends who live on a world called Sanctuary. It’s where we’re going to build a home once”—she shrugged—“once all this is over. Brandy and Val are very close to us, and they have a teenaged son named Maxx and a little baby girl named Dani.” Laranna put an arm around Selenne and leaned over as if she was whispering a secret. “Maxx is too old to be looking after a baby—he has boy stuff to do. But little Dani needs a big sister to look out for her. Do you think you could help Brandy out and keep an eye on Dani until we get back?”

Selenne said nothing for a few seconds, her eyes narrow with suspicion.

“What sort of place is Sanctuary?” she asked.

Ah, hell, I wish I knew. We’d left a bunch of Krin and Copperell enlisted and NCOs stranded there from the crews of the Anguilar cruisers we’d captured, but those were on a different continent than where Brandy and Val were taking their settlers.

“It’s a beautiful place,” I assured her. “Mountains and forests and streams, open fields, and birds flying overhead. It’s where I want to spend the rest of my life.” If the damned universe would ever let me have a break. But I didn’t think that would be helpful so I kept a smile painted on instead. “Brandy is a Copperell, and she’s a really smart lady. She used to be the chief spy for the resistance back when we were fighting the Anguilar. And Val is a human, like me, from Earth.”

Well, not exactly like me since he had a bunch of artificial parts now, but at least he looked like he used to, now. And hopefully acted the way he used to.

“And they won’t make me work in the fields or be their servant?” Selenne asked, still obviously a little doubtful but perhaps warming up to the idea. “I don’t mind helping with their little girl, but I don’t want to work in the fields.”

I figured she kept insisting on that because all the Copperell men she’d known who’d gone to work in the fields had never come back. I stood in front of her, taking her hands, ignoring the Anguilar coursing around us as we stood in the center of the corridor.

“I promise, you’ll never have to work in the fields unless you decide you want to. There are plenty of grown-ups to work in the fields. You can pick flowers and play with your dog and…just be a little girl. With no monsters and no Anguilar and no sleeping in abandoned buildings. And when we finish this, we’ll come to live there, and if you still want to, you can live with us.”

Selenne was a grimly pragmatic little girl, and I expected a solemn handshake, perhaps. She surprised me by throwing her arms around my neck and squeezing me hard, sobbing. I awkwardly hugged her back, having no experience at all with kids.

“D’you promise?” she asked so softly I could barely make it out over the crying. “You have to promise.”

Laranna knelt down and hugged us both, and I could have sworn she was crying. I think I might have been crying too, though I couldn’t say why.

“I promise,” I told her. “I promise you can live with us.”

I hoped I wasn’t lying to her. Not that I wouldn’t let her live with us…I just hoped we’d still be around for it.
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“She’s a cute kid,” Giblet said.

I looked away from the incoming shuttles, glancing over at him. Giblet hadn’t said a word during our whole interaction with Selenne, not after Laranna had taken her off to get some food, not even after I’d gotten the call that the Liberator 2 had arrived. Well, I guess that she was just the Liberator, now. Maybe. I still hadn’t decided on that. Part of me couldn’t accept that this other Lenny was still Lenny, nor that this ship was interchangeable with the one we’d lost, even if we had the entire original crew.

I’d left Chuck with Fellicia and Laranna with Selenne and taken Gib to the spaceport. Not that I needed him to coordinate the pickup. It was pretty straightforward. The crew who’d evacuated the Liberator in fighters or landers would take those up to the other ship while shuttles from the Two would pick up the ones who’d been forced into escape pods. But I needed Gib alone and away from the prying eyes and ears of Von-To and his cronies—maybe Danaan, too, but I didn’t know her well enough to be that suspicious of her motives yet.

He hadn’t questioned the decision, hadn’t said anything at all the entire time we’d stood waiting out in the early morning chill here under a tram stop on the spaceport landing field, which was unlike him. And this hadn’t been the topic I’d expected him to bring up to break the silence.

“Selenne?” I asked, frowning. It had, after all, been hours since we’d left the tower and the girl behind, and I’d had other things on my mind.

Gib snorted a laugh.

“No, I meant Chuck,” he scoffed. “Yeah, Selenne. She’s tough.” He shrugged. “Reminds me of myself when I was her age.”

I didn’t reply immediately, surprised. Gib never talked about his childhood. Never brought it up, which made me feel like not bringing it up, either.

“My parents were killed by bounty hunters when I was eight,” he said as if it was the most natural thing in the world, like me telling friends about a childhood trip to Disney World. “I wound up hiding out with smugglers in the asteroid belt until I hitched a ride onto one of the pirate planets at about twelve.” Gib chuckled. “It was easy once I figured out how to use it…you know, what you insist on calling my mojo. We can’t really use it until we hit puberty. Which I suppose is nature’s way of ensuring the continuation of the species since having little kids be able to get whatever they want would pretty much be suicide.”

“How many Varnell do you think are still out there?” I asked him, raising my voice to be heard over the whine of the shuttles landing. Gathered around the concrete landing pads, crew members from the Liberator hustled forward in groups of a couple dozen, ready to be off this planet. I was, too, I suppose.

“No one knows for sure,” Gib answered. “We don’t like to advertise our presence, of course, not with the Anguilar trying to kill all of us off, and everyone else treating us like we’re all con artists.” Gib laughed. “Which, to be fair, most of us are,”

“If you had to guess,” I insisted. He frowned, eyeing me suspiciously.

“A few tens of thousands at the most. Fewer all the time. A lot of us are loners and never even wind up running into another Varnell, much less breeding with one.”

And here was the part I hadn’t wanted Von-To to hear, the part that I was sure Gib wasn’t going to like.

“Do you think you can find them?”

Giblet’s reaction was something between a sharp laugh and a scowl of disbelief, like he couldn’t decide which was appropriate and tried to do both.

“What? Why the hell would I want to find them? These are my people, and I love them, sort of, but the God’s honest truth is, if someone tells you that you’re a thieving crook and a con man long enough, you start to believe it yourself. Almost every other Varnell I’ve ever run into has turned into a huge piece of crap, getting by on the mojo and moving to the next settlement or planet or system when things get too hot. That’s what I was when Lenny yanked me out of a jail cell on Provost—waiting for the locals to finish my show trial, take me out into the woods, and put a pulse round through the back of my head.” Curved, metal poles supported the tram stop’s awning, and Gib leaned against one of them as if the confession had left him drained. “And again, being honest, I probably deserved it.”

“I understand,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder, “but we need them. They’re the only way we can beat the Zha’-Rath.”

“What?” He gaped at me. “Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack. Think about what happened here, Gib. Think about what would have happened if you hadn’t been here to free us from the brain games those Masters were playing with us. We’d all have been dead or zombies obeying the Zha’-Rath. They’d probably already be on Earth, setting up one of their brood clutches and using humans as aphids to their parasitic wasps. The only reason that didn’t happen was because of you. But you can’t be everywhere. We need Varnell on every ship, on every world, ready to counter the Zha’-Rath Masters.”

“It’ll never work!” he insisted, sounding almost outraged at the very suggestion. “Why the hell would Varnell, who’ve spent their entire lives, their parents’ and grandparents’ lives, being persecuted, hunted down, murdered, or imprisoned just for who and what they are, want to do anything for the straights?” At my blank look, he expounded. “People who aren’t criminals, who think they’re better than us.” He motioned to himself. “I mean, I had to learn the hard way that I could have friends, that there were people worth fighting for. That took months, almost a year of being forced into life-or-death situations with you and Laranna and Brazzo. There’s no way you’re going to talk a bunch of Varnell con artists who’ve been lying and scrounging and scraping for survival their whole lives to suddenly become”—he spluttered, searching for a word—“patriots.”

“No, there’s no way I’m going to be able to do that,” I agreed. “That’s why you’re going to be doing it. Starting just as soon as I can get you some clothes fabricated on the Liberator. We’ll load up one of our transports with food and supplies, as much as we can spare in tradenotes, and you’ll start recruiting.”

“That’s no good,” he said immediately, shaking his head. I waited, knowing he’d explain after he let me hang for a couple seconds to build the drama. “We’re talking Varnell here, Charlie. They’re expecting a con, an angle, expecting people to try to swindle them the way we swindle the straights. I come there with a single transport and nothing but my own natural charm, which won’t do a damned thing to impress them, they’ll laugh in my face.”

“What do you need, then?”

Gib didn’t answer, pacing out from under the awning, pulling up the collar of his jacket against the chill breeze of the morning. He stared up at the line of shuttles still descending, as if he could see past the overcast sky to the Liberator in orbit. When he turned back to me, inspiration lit up behind his eyes.

“You,” he said. “I need you there, and maybe Laranna, and definitely a Copperell and, God help me, an Anguilar, too. And I want us to take the Liberator. The only way they’ll buy this is if they see it’s real, and the only way to do that is to show them all the cards we’re holding.”

Shaping a silent whistle, I looked up into that same sky, seeing the ship up there, and imagining what he asked for.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “She’s one of two, now, and that would mean pulling her off the board just when we’re facing an even greater threat than the Anguilar. And pulling me out of the decision loop.”

“If my people are really that important to this fight, then it’s worth it.”

Giblet watched me with cautious eyes, as if challenging me to say no. He was my best friend, someone I’d risked my life for, who’d risked his life for me, but somewhere in that look, I could still see the vulnerable, distrusting fugitive who’d considered being kidnapped by Lenny and spending thirty-five years in a stasis tube to be an escape from the life he’d been living.

“You’re right,” I said, offering him a hand. “It’s worth it.”

Giblet smiled. Not the cynical, sardonic grin I’d grown used to but a genuine smile. I’d turned him into a friend, and I’d have to do the same to the rest of the Varnell, the old-fashioned way. One at a time.


EPILOGUE
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“Greetings, Charlie,” Lenny said, arms spread in welcome as he rolled across the bridge. “The replacement crew members have settled into their quarters, and I’ve already begun the modifications to the interior layout you requested. That’s tying up the fabricators at the moment, though, so it may take another few hours to get to duplicating your lost personal items.”

I didn’t respond, just nodded, unsure of what to say.

Lenny—this version of Lenny—had left the entire crew behind, spread out over a few League cruisers, and flown the new Liberator to meet us empty. I knew that was what had happened because I’d ordered it a couple days ago. But walking through the sterile, featureless ship, devoid of any personality of the former crew, I couldn’t shake the feeling that what had really happened had been closer to the lie I’d told the Zha’-Rath Master, that Lenny had duplicated himself thousands of times over and pieces of him were scattered across the universe, countless scenes like this one playing out in different galaxies.

“I’ll take Selenne to our quarters,” Laranna offered, steering the little girl away from Lenny. Selenne let herself be led off the bridge but couldn’t stop staring wide-eyed at the robot.

“That man is made out of metal,” she said from the hallway, awe in her tone.

Yeah, he is, I silently agreed. I gave a whispered prayer of thanks that Gib had stayed in the hangar bay, busying himself with seeing to the Vanguard fighters and their stowage. The commentary he would have given about that simple statement would have been both hilarious and awkward.

“We have to drop the girl off at Sanctuary before we make our first stop on this mission,” I reminded Lenny.

“As you say,” the robot acceded with a nod.

I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t take their eyes off him. The crew from the old ship had taken up their bridge positions and gotten to work, but every single one of them gave him the side-eye whenever he passed by their stations.

“It’s a tragedy to lose another of the Liberators when we so badly need them,” he added, and somehow, the attempt at mimicking human emotions felt even more affected than usual. “I wish I had access to the logical processes that led that version of me to come to the conclusion that such a tactic was our only option, but we hadn’t synced for some weeks.”

Pausing, I ran back my own memory, wondering just how far back that left us.

“You do understand the nature of the threat, though?” I asked him. “That we’re dealing with the Zha’-Rath?”

“Of course,” Lenny confirmed, putting on his best imitation of a smile. “I have complete access to the Anguilar reports of being driven from their galaxy by the Zha’-Rath and, additionally, your own after-action reviews of the battle here on Copperell. It’s comforting to know that at least, whatever mental powers they may possess, the Zha’-Rath can’t affect me or my quantum core processors on this ship.”

I opened my mouth to object, but it froze that way, my stomach twisting in doubt and disbelief. He couldn’t not know, could he? Weeks, he’d said. But that should still have been enough time for Lenny…Lenny Prime? That should have been enough time for Lenny Prime to have passed on the memory that he’d once been a Zha’-Rath. Unless…he’d decided not to.

“You have no memories from before of the Zha’-Rath?” I asked finally, trying hard not to make it sound like an accusation. “Nothing that could help us?”

“I only wish I did,” Lenny assured me, silver brow furling with an intricate dance of tiny metal plates. “As embarrassing as this may be to admit, I remember very little about my existence before I came to this galaxy. Even with the vast resources of the quantum core, some memories are just…lost.”

“One thing I’ve always been curious about,” I said, circling him as I might an opponent in unarmed combat training, both physically and verbally. “You told me once that back when you were a biological being, you weren’t that different from us. What did you look like back then?”

Lenny chuckled, a purely artificial thing, though behind it, I thought I might have detected a genuine discomfort.

“It’s funny, but after so much time…I don’t remember.”

No, I decided, keeping my face poker-blank, it wasn’t that funny at all.

We were so screwed.
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