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      “Isabelle, stop!” Hayden shouted. “Now!”

      The robot slammed on the vehicle’s brakes, sending it screeching across the broken roadway and throwing its passengers forward. Hayden gripped the sides of the seat, his right hand crushing into the material.

      The large vehicle jolted to a stop.

      “Go outside, keep an eye out for trouble,” he ordered the machine.

      Isabelle climbed out of the driver’s seat and exited onto the street. She looked like a force to be reckoned with in her black bodysuit, cowl, and goggles. Like a superhero from one of the old movies he had seen.

      “Sheriff!” Pyro cried out.

      Hayden rushed to the back of the RV. He found the botter kneeling beside the other mongrel, Gus, who was resting in a plush recliner in the vehicle’s posh living area. Gus was sweating profusely, his face pale and his mechanical arm  shaking against the armrest of the chair.

      “What’s going on?” Hayden asked.

      He could already smell death in the vehicle. Loki’s body was still resting on the bed in the back. They had driven out of the Crosston compound at full speed and kept going for nearly an hour. Isabelle had led them on a route Hayden would never have known existed, across two old bridges that were somehow still intact, and over a pair of rivers to the mainland where she said they could find a road south and start making their way toward Edenrise.

      He hadn’t wanted to stop. Not until he could be sure they were clear of the virus the Liberators had released into the air. He had no idea how far it would travel or how long it would survive. But they had gone a good distance, and now they had a new problem to worry about.

      “I don’t feel so good, Sheriff,” Gus said.

      “It might be the smell,” Pyro suggested. “The people in Crosston died in minutes.”

      “I felt fine before.”

      “Let’s get you some air,” Hayden said. “Can you stand?”

      Gus leaned forward and rose from the recliner. He was a big man, almost as big as Nathan Stacker, and he had to duck his head inside the RV. He took a step forward and stumbled.

      Hayden caught him with the mechanical hand Gus had inherited from his father and that he had loaned Hayden for the fight in Loki’s arena. It was strong enough to easily hold Gus up, and he used it to keep the big man steady while they made their way to the front of the vehicle.

      The panic of the escape hadn’t left Hayden time to think much about what he had witnessed. Every time his mind touched on the scene at the Crosston compound, a deep chill washed across his body. When Nathan had told him the Liberators were testing a virus that killed trife, he had wondered if his instincts about Tinker and his crew had been off. He had heard the man talking on an old radio, carrying on for hours about cleansing the world and the will of the others, whatever that meant. Maybe Tinker was a little crazy, but if he was trying to end the trife for good, then maybe crazy was okay.

      But that momentary dream of an Earth with no trife was shattered within minutes. He didn’t think Nathan knew the truth about the virus. That it wasn’t a targeted strain, but rather an organism that didn’t differentiate between human and trife. In fact, it killed humans faster.

      He helped Gus down the stairs and onto the pavement outside. Isabelle was standing a few meters in front of the vehicle, her head moving back and forth. Satisfied, she started walking to the rear to do the same scan. So much of the landscape around them was heavily urbanized, and this area was no different. There were buildings on both sides of the street, long deserted and likely already scavenged to near emptiness. Rusted old cars sat on both sides of the road, abandoned a long time ago and moved to the sides of the pavement to keep the way clear for active vehicles.

      There were plenty of hiding places. Plenty of dark spaces where someone or something could lay in wait. If Isabelle wasn’t picking up any signs of activity, he wasn’t going to worry about it.

      Gus leaned against the outside of the RV. His breathing was shallow and labored. He glanced at Hayden, a worried expression on his face.

      “I think it got me, Sheriff,” he said. “Fucking bastards.”

      He coughed a couple of times. Then he leaned forward and vomited.

      Hayden put his hand around the man’s shoulders. “Just take it easy. Try to relax and breathe. You could have eaten some bad trife meat, for all we know.”

      Gus smiled at that. “Yeah, could be.”

      “Isabelle!” Hayden shouted.

      The robot returned to him. “Yes, Sheriff?”

      “We need to get rid of Loki’s body. Wrap him in the sheets and bring him out.”

      “Yes, Sheriff.”

      She went back into the RV. Pyro came out. She stood with Gus, looking worried.

      “It’s just as dangerous to get the flu or something out here as it would be to get whatever the Iron General deployed,” Pyro said. “Especially on the road.”

      “Let’s not go there right now,” Hayden said. “We don’t make it serious until it’s serious. Did vomiting help?”

      Gus nodded. “I think so.”

      “Pyro, why don’t you go in the truck and ask Isabelle if Loki had a stash of meds?”

      “Good idea,” Pyro said. She put her human hand on Gus’ shoulder, and then hurried back inside.

      “It’s bad, Sheriff,” Gus said. “And I may be infecting you with it too. And her.”

      “You and Pyro, are you together?” he asked.

      “In my dreams,” he replied. “But we’re close like that, just not sexual, you know? She’s my best friend.”

      “When did you start feeling sick?”

      “Half an hour ago?”

      “I don’t think it’s the trife virus then,” he said. “Have you ever been in a car before?”

      “No. First time.”

      Hayden smiled, flooded with a sudden sense of relief. “You might have motion sickness.”

      “Motion sickness?”

      “Your equilibrium gets thrown off by being in something that’s moving. It’s not dangerous, just uncomfortable. A few minutes outside should help.”

      Pyro returned, carrying an old suitcase. She laid it on the ground in front of them and opened the snaps, revealing all kinds of old medical supplies and medications in both solid and liquid form.

      “I don’t know what any of it is,” she said.

      “Loki probably didn’t either,” Hayden replied. “I don’t think we’ll need it. I think Gus is just sensitive to the motion of the camper.”

      She closed the suitcase and smiled. “That’s good news.”

      Isabelle appeared in the doorway. She hopped to the ground and turned, reaching back and grabbing the sheets she had wrapped Loki in. She pulled his body out and onto the pavement.

      “Ugh,” Gus said at the smell. He headed for the rear of the vehicle, keeping his hand on the side of it for balance. Pyro joined him, rubbing his back as he walked.

      “What do you want to do with it?” Isabelle asked.

      An hour ago, she had nearly killed Hayden to protect the now dead man. Such was the nature of machines like her. Whoever carried the control device had absolute authority. There was no emotion in her voice. No concern over the man she had been serving for the last few years.

      He looked at the buildings around them. One of them had partially collapsed, either due to an explosion or age. It had left a pile of rubble at its corner, and he pointed to it. “Bury him under there. Quickly.”

      She didn’t hesitate or complain. “Yes, Sheriff.” She dragged the body unceremoniously across the broken pavement.

      Hayden felt only the slightest twinge of remorse to treat the man that way. Loki had intended to kill him in his messed up Game, after all. He had planned to keep Hayden against his will, and prevent him from getting back home to his family. He was surprised he felt any remorse at all.

      He watched Isabelle start moving the rubble with her gloved hands, pushing aside to prepare the grave. He looked back to where Gus was now standing without using the RV for balance, the color coming back to his face. He and Pyro were smiling, and by the way they looked at one another he wondered why the two of them were only friends. As if that were any of his business.

      His thoughts turned back to the Liberators. What if Tinker’s virus worked, and it could kill trife as effectively as it killed people? What if he really could end the war against the aliens for good? Logically, he could understand how it might be better for Earth in the long run to wipe the slate clean and start over, especially when Proxima was so resistant to helping them fight back against the creatures.

      Emotionally, there was no way in hell he was going to let Tinker send his poison to the United Western Front to kill his family. Beyond Natalia and Hallia, there was no way he could justify anyone killing so many innocent people for any reason, including that. Maybe life with the trife was hard, but his efforts had proven that it could get easier with the right motivation. The options and opportunities weren’t so black and white.

      Maybe there was a compromise somewhere in between those two perspectives? Maybe if he had a chance to talk to Tinker, they could work together on a more balanced solution?

      There was a part of him that wanted to kill the man for trying so hard to kill him. But what good would that do? He didn’t hate Nathan for choosing to go with the Iron General. Stacker had saved his life, but he also had his own motives.

      The ring. It was easy to forget about now. How important could whatever secrets Nathan’s wife uncovered on Proxima be, when the emergency was here on Earth and much more immediate? Unless it had to do with Tinker’s designs. Was the Trust in on it? Did they know about the virus?  He didn’t think so. The General had killed the Trust soldiers. Would he have done that if they were working on the project together?

      It didn’t matter now. Nathan was with the other side, and probably expected him to be dead. Tinker would help Nathan access the ring. He would learn what his wife had died for, and then…what?

      Hayden couldn’t guess at what Nathan would do next. Would he try to go back to Proxima? Would he join the Liberators? Would he wander off into the sunset? Did it matter what happened to him? The original mission had been to catch a fugitive, but the fugitive was innocent, and whether it was fate or circumstance or a logical, linear progression of events,  he had been exposed to a different plot. A much more dangerous and deadly plot.

      Tinker was doing what he was doing for reasons Hayden couldn’t understand right now, but maybe there was a line of reason buried within them. He had taken an oath when he became a sheriff to serve and protect. He had made the decision to say on Earth with all of its hardship and all of its challenges because of that oath. He wanted to go home. He wanted to hold his child and kiss his wife.

      Instead, he was going to Edenrise, but he decided he wasn’t going to Edenrise to kill Tinker. Not yet. He would try to talk to him first. To explain to him how the UCF was flourishing and expanding without the need to murder thousands of innocents.

      He had to protect everyone who couldn’t protect themselves. That was the promise he had made. The oath he had taken. He knew Natalia would understand that.

      No matter what happened in the end.
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      Nathan leaned against the balcony railing, an easy one hundred meters from the ground below. He looked down on the city of Edenrise, watching the people moving freely through the streets. They went on foot from place to place, from their apartment buildings to shops along the main road of the city, stopping outside to chat with one another for a minute and then moving on to their next task. He knew some of them had been born in Edenrise, but others had come from outside, making the dangerous journey from their original camps in response to Tinker’s broadcasts. He marveled at how quickly they had acclimated, so relaxed and comfortable inside the safety of the invisible walls where the trife couldn’t reach them.

      He shifted his attention, pausing on the colorful flowers that lined the freshly surfaced sidewalks and then returning his gaze to the residents, gathered on a patch of grass right near the waterfront. They rested on the lawn, staring out at the water. There were men, women, and children all gathered there, the children running around together, playing and laughing like they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Because they didn’t.

      Edenrise was the safest place on Earth. It might have been the safest place in the universe. Looking up, Nathan could make out the energy shield that kept the trife out by the way it seemed to slightly blur everything outside its reach. It was a marvel of technology.

      Had Tinker been the one to invent it? Or did he have help from the same beings who had sent the trife in the first place?

      Those were two of the least important questions that were circling around in his mind. He had hundreds more, all of them opened up by the revelation that his wife had never been the person he thought she was. That everything he had done since he found her dead had been predicated on a fucking lie.

      She had counted on him, but not in the way he had thought. From the moment he had discovered the data chip in her ring, he believed she was trying to give him what he needed to take down the Trust. Data that would implicate them and all of their crooked dealings, which he could bring back to Proxima to present as evidence, to both clear his own name and get justice for her murder.

      He had thought maybe it was ledgers of illegal transactions, recordings of calls where members discussed illicit business dealings, or even perhaps a recording of the agreement the Trust had made with Tinker to create a two-way trade agreement with a community on Earth, despite the edict from Proxima Command to keep the truth about the planet a secret.

      He could have accepted any of those things. In fact, he would have welcomed them. He cared more about justice for Niobe than his own freedom.

      But that wasn’t what she had given him. Not even close. She had used him as a fucking messenger, not to reveal the truth of the Trust’s illegal operations, but to bring the data chip back to Earth and deliver it to Tinker. Niobe had never been the girl who randomly fell in love with him because of who he was as an individual. She was a replica of his source’s wife. In some ways, she had been predisposed to loving him. It seemed like a technicality, but it hurt all the same.

      Yet, he would still give anything to see the Stacker who killed her and the person who ordered the hit pay for the deed, even if he had to take care of it himself.

      As he continued to stare out at the city below, he felt like he didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t, or what to believe or not believe. He had nothing to hold onto. He wasn’t a prisoner, but he wasn’t free either. Tinker had ordered James to bring him up to this room with a pair of guards. James had showed him the balcony, and told him to take some time to think. Then his near-twin had left, but the guards had stayed.

      He was supposed to be dead. Tinker had admitted as much. They had tried to kill him when they shot down the Explorer. Then James had been sent into the city to recover the chip and kill him. But James wanted someone who understood him more than he wanted to follow that command. He had been the only replica on Earth before Nathan arrived.

      And now here he was, in large part because the powerful Iron General was lonely.

      Nathan laughed at that idea. He realized he didn’t have to be here. The way out was right in front of him. A single short leap. He wouldn’t survive a fall from this height. James and Tinker had to know that. But they also knew his source better than anyone. They were a family, in a way. A twisted, dysfunctional family made from tech that Nathan was starting to believe should have never been invented. It was unexpected, but a part of him was starting to understand why the humans on Proxima disliked replicas so much.

      The data chip was a key. He never would have guessed. There were so many questions ricocheting through the rest of them because of that truth. The Space Force had found an alien artifact before they ever left Earth. They had managed to get it open, and then they made it disappear, lost and forgotten by the universe.

      Where had the Space Force gotten the key in the first place? What had they found when they opened the artifact? Why had they shut it down, buried it, and then fled the planet?

      Was that even the right order in which the events had occurred?

      It was obvious whatever they had seen had frightened them. If that was the right order, maybe it had been the thing that convinced them to abandon Earth. Was that why they had re-written history? Was that why no civilian on Proxima knew the truth about Earth, and why even the military was supposed to keep a no contact protocol? And how had Tinker come to know about the so-called Others? Where had he learned about the artifact and the key?

      So many questions. No answers. Whatever the history, whatever the catalyst, what Nathan did know was that Tinker had learned about these Others from somewhere. They were the reason he was ready to kill every trife and every human on the planet, save for the people who had heeded his call to come to his city to be saved. Had the Others told him to do it that way? If so, how? Or was he delusional, and turning one small piece of information he had gotten from somewhere into an entire god complex?

      Nathan couldn’t argue with the man’s veracity. Tinker had created the replicas of Mary and James Stacker in Niobe and the General. He had built the spire and the energy field that poured from it.  He had made the virus to kill the trife. He had made James’ powered armor and improved the Liberators’ weaponry. He had also designed the robot, Isabelle, he had come across in Crosston.

      Tinker was a genius. There was no question about that. But were all of his plans inspired by that genius or was there a fair share of madness percolating deeper within? It took a certain kind of person to be okay with taking women prisoner and impregnating them with human-trife hybrids that had zero chance of survival. It took a certain kind of madness to come up with the idea in the first place.

      Nathan sighed, trying to release some of the tension. Right now, he had to make a decision about what he wanted to do. Maybe jumping would be the easiest way to resolve the turbulence in his mind and heart. Maybe he should duck out of the rest of the future, and find out if there was an after for replicas?

      Or maybe he should stay on the path Niobe had set him on. He felt betrayed. He felt used. Damn it, he still loved her. He couldn’t find it in him to not forgive her for all of it. She had done what she was made to do. Was that any different from him being placed into Space Force and run through the academy? Nobody had asked him if that’s what he wanted. It just was. They made him that way, and he wouldn’t have known how to want to change it if he could.

      Now that he did have a choice, what path should he take?

      He had inadvertently delivered the key to Tinker. He had done what Niobe set him up to do. Should he become an observer now? Let Tinker do what he would and remain passive? Should he spend whatever number of days he had left down there on the grass, staring at the ocean and enjoying just being alive?

      Or should he do what James wanted? Tinker could open the artifact as soon as he found it, but he still had to find it. The Space Force had made it disappear, and Tinker didn’t know exactly where yet.

      Now that James’ mission to deal with him and the Spacers who had been sent after him was over, the next mission would begin. Tinker had a few leads on the artifact, but it would be up to James and the Liberators to follow up on them. Meanwhile, Tinker would work on increasing production of the virus and the delivery vehicles that would carry it around the globe. It was a process that would take weeks if not months, but now that he had a one-hundred percent successful sample, time was something he could afford.

      But did he want to participate in finding the artifact? Did he want Tinker to open it when it had scared the hell out of the original Earth military? Tinker seemed to think that when the Others came through, they would be benevolent to Edenrise and the humans who were still alive.

      What if he was wrong?

      He could only imagine helping Tinker open Pandora’s Box, and allowing the aliens who sent the trife to destroy humankind finish the job. All things considered, wasn’t that the more likely scenario?

      He turned away from the railing, looking inward at the apartment Tinker had given him. It was in relatively good shape. It had soft furniture, clean carpets, and a stock of food from the vertical farm across the street. It was larger and nicer than his cube on Proxima. He tried to picture himself living in it.

      For some reason, the concept turned his mind back to Sheriff Hayden Duke. He had been ready to join the Sheriff when James had shown up in Crosston. He had been ready to believe the Liberators were the bad guys. And maybe they were. They had already killed hundreds of innocent people and they were planning to kill thousands more.

      As much as he wanted to be one of the good guys, he just wasn’t sure he wasn’t a bad guy too.
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      It took Isabelle half an hour to finish burying Loki’s body. It took Gus around the same amount of time to recover from his nausea, and prove to himself that he hadn’t contracted the trife virus after all.

      The sun was beginning to drift toward the horizon by the time they got underway again. Isabelle was back behind the wheel, navigating through the remains of civilization with a deftness only a machine could display, somehow managing to pick a path through dilapidated and overgrown streets that kept them on a constant southern heading.

      Two hours and forty kilometers passed. Evening was turning into night, and they found themselves at the outer edge of a moderate-sized town. It was as outwardly abandoned as anywhere else they had been. Large storefronts surrounded the street they were traveling along, while groupings of smaller housing were visible in the distance, though the loss of daylight was making them harder and harder to make out.

      There were more trees here than there had been deeper in the original urban areas, as well as wildflowers and grasses that had taken root in the cracks of the ancient cement roads and sidewalks, creating an interesting blend of wilderness and civilization which reminded Hayden of home.

      “We should stop soon, Sheriff,” Isabelle said. “The sound of the engine will attract the trife.”

      “Agreed,” Hayden replied. “How are our fuel levels?”

      “The Tourmaster was maintained with a full fuel tank. Father always kept it ready to roll in case of an emergency.”

      “It didn’t do him much good, did it?” Gus asked, overhearing her from his seat further back in the RV.

      A human might have been angered or upset by that kind of comment. Isabelle didn’t flinch. “It didn’t,” she agreed. “But it did work out well for you. In any case, the range of the Tourmaster using all of its fuel supply is close to six hundred kilometers. However, with the obstacles we are forced to avoid and the winding routes we will likely be taking, I would put the range toward your target at half that.”

      “Do you know how far it is to Edenrise from here?” Hayden asked.

      “Approximately four hundred miles, in imperial units,” she replied.

      “So we’ll need to refuel at some point?”

      “Pozz, Sheriff.”

      Hayden smirked. He had taught her the word because he didn’t like the way she said “yes.” He looked through the windshield, and then pointed to an old gas station. “Let’s stop in there. We can see if the tanks are empty.”

      “Pozz.”

      Isabelle guided the RV to a stop between the small store and the pumps and turned off the engine. Hayden had forgotten how loud the Tourmaster’s drivetrain was until he couldn’t hear it anymore.

      The world outside was nearly silent, with only the occasional call of birds breaking the general stillness. He made his way to the center of the vehicle, where Gus and Pyro were sitting, riding together on the sofa. Gus had found looking out the window beside the couch helped ease his motion sickness, but he still appeared a bit pale, like he couldn’t shake the effects completely.

      “Izzy, what kind of supplies do we have on this thing?” Hayden asked.

      There was no reply.

      “Isabelle?”

      “Sorry, Sheriff,” the robot said. “I didn’t know you were talking to me.”

      “Right. Izzy is short for Isabelle. Okay?”

      “Pozz.”

      “We already saw the meds. What other supplies do we have?”

      Isabelle walked over to the couch. “Lift your feet, please.”

      Gus and Pyro raised their feet, and she opened a pair of hidden drawers beneath. One contained a number of pistols and small automatic rifles. The other held magazines for the weapons in the first.

      “Ooh,” Gus said, leaning over and looking down. “Not bad.”

      “There are more weapons in the compartments accessible from the outside of the vehicle,” Isabelle said.

      “Loki really didn’t want to get caught unarmed, did he?” Gus said.

      “Like you did?” Pyro replied, joking about the arm she had hastily plugged into his control ring.

      He laughed. “Not exactly. All those guns, and they were useless when he needed them.”

      “The trife caught us unprepared,” Isabelle said. “I killed nine of them, but there were six more I couldn’t get to in time.”

      Her voice was flat when she described how Loki had died. No remorse. No concern. Hayden knew how robots functioned, but she was the first one he had encountered that could talk. Knowing she would react to his death the same way was a little unnerving.

      “Okay, we have plenty of guns,” Hayden said. “We have meds. What about food and water?”

      “The Tourmaster has a fifty gallon water supply. As for nutrients.” She walked to a separate door and pulled it open, revealing a small kitchen inside. She opened one of the cabinets in it to reveal a pantry completely filled with a mix of cans and something in silvery packaging. “Scavenged from the area around Crosston, and as far out as the bridges we passed over.” She picked up one of the silver packages. “Space Force MREs. Meals ready to eat. Dehydrated food. Tear it open, add water. It will survive the apocalypse.”

      “It did survive the apocalypse,” Gus said. “I’ll take one of those.”

      Isabelle glanced at Hayden, waiting for his permission.

      “Go ahead,” he said.

      She opened the package and put it under the sink. A soft hum sounded as the water heater and pump turned on, and then the water went into the package. She handed it to Gus, who put it up to his nose and sniffed before wrinkling his face. He turned the package and pointed at the writing on it.

      “What does this say?” he asked Pyro.

      “Sausage and gravy flavored,” she replied.

      “It smells awful.”

      “I don’t care. Don’t waste it.”

      “Do you want it?”

      She took a sniff. “No.”

      “Gus, you don’t know how to read?” Hayden asked.

      “I’ve been trying to teach him,” Pyro said. “He’s a stubborn lummox.”

      “Lummox?” both Gus and Hayden said.

      “I don’t know,” Pyro said. “My dad used to call people that when he was being rude in a nice way.”  She laughed.

      Gus laughed too. “I don’t know, Sheriff. When I look at the words, they just seem all mixed up. I’ve tried. It’s just hard.”

      “That sounds like dyslexia,” Isabelle said.

      “Dys what?” Gus replied.

      “It’s a cognitive disorder. Difficulty with letters, numbers, and symbols.”

      “She’s saying it isn’t your fault,” Pyro said.

      “A majority of people with dyslexia are highly intelligent,” Isabelle continued.

      Gus laughed. “You hear that, P? My stupidity makes me smart.” He smelled the MRE again. “Are you sure this stuff is edible?”

      “I’m not in a position to make that determination,” Isabelle said.

      “You know what dyslexia is,” Hayden said. “What other kinds of information are you carrying?”

      “My data banks are fully stocked with a number of reference materials. Tinker has an extensive collection of manuals from before the war. Merck, DSM, Chilton. Ask the question, and I will do my best to answer.”

      “You were made by Tinker. Are you carrying anything valuable related to Edenrise and the Liberators?”

      “No, Sheriff. Tinker didn’t upload sensitive information to a robot he intended to trade away. Though I do have access to a map of the east coast as cataloged by the Liberators’ drones. Loki was never interested in it, but perhaps you might be?”

      “How can I look at it?”

      “You would need a means to interface with my neural stem. If you had a terminal, Pyro could probably get access. In any case, I can guide you to Edenrise.”

      “Do you know if what they say about the place is true?” Gus asked. “Is it really protected by a force field?”

      “An energy shield. Yes. Nothing can get past it without Tinker’s permission.”

      “Does he have a starship?” Hayden asked.

      “I don’t know. Although, if the squad of soldiers from the Trust came in a starship and they are all dead, it stands to reason he has one now even if he didn’t before.”

      “Good point. How much charge do you have remaining on your battery?”

      “Sixty percent. At an average use of my power supply, I’ll remain operational for three days, four hours, and sixteen seconds.”

      “Does the RV have enough power to recharge you?”

      “Enough for three days, nine hours, four seconds.”

      “About a week total, give or take?”

      “Pozz. At average usage. If you intend to have further interactions with the Liberators, it will wear down much faster.”

      “I don’t intend to,” Hayden said. “But I don’t have complete control over that.”

      “Don’t worry Sheriff,” Pyro said, kicking her foot against the drawer full of guns. “We’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks. Let’s shut it down for the night. Dark and silent. Isabelle, do you have a low power mode that will let you keep watch?”

      “Of course.”

      “Perfect. Pyro, would you like the bed?”

      “Uh. No thanks. Loki died in there. I’ll keep the sofa. By the way, mongrels go by a call sign, but my real name is Chandra. I thought you might like to know.”

      Hayden smiled. “It’s a beautiful name. I do like knowing it. Thank you, Chandra.” She started to blush, while he turned to Gus. “Your call sign is Gus?”

      Gus nodded. “Yup. It’s a long story, maybe I’ll tell it to you on the road tomorrow. My real name is Paul.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Paul. Do you want the bedroom?”

      “No thanks. I’ll stay out here with P.”

      “There’s a second bed in the sleeper compartment,” Isabelle said. She reached up and unlatched a door on the roof, opening it and pulling down a ladder. “One of you might be more comfortable up there.”

      “Dibs!” Pyro said, smiling.

      “Too slow, Gus,” Hayden said.

      “This time. I’ll take the couch.”

      “This thing is almost better than Crosston,” Pyro said, partially climbing the ladder to see the bed. “Do we have a shower and change of clothes, too?”

      “My clothes should fit you, if you’d like to borrow some,” Isabelle said.

      “Either a floral dress or a bodysuit that leaves nothing to the imagination. Hmmm. I think I’ll pass, but thanks anyway, Izzy.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Isabelle, shut down the lights and power and go into sentry mode,” Hayden said.

      “Pozz,” the robot replied.

      “Good night Isabelle. Chandra. Paul.”

      “Goodnight Sheriff,” Pyro said.

      “Night Sheriff,” Gus said.

      Isabelle was already moving to the front of the RV to turn off the battery and lights and put them in the dark.

      Hayden backed into the large bedroom. He closed the door and looked at the bed. Only a small amount of blood had made it through the sheets and onto the mattress, and it looked like it had already dried. He bent down and pulled off his boots. Then he sat on the side of the bed. He reached down and ran his hand along the silver plastic star Loki had given him as a joke.

      It wasn’t a joke to him. He put his feet on the bed and leaned back. His first thought was of Rhonna. He had left her behind. It wasn’t sitting all that well, especially knowing she was most likely dead. He hadn’t been out here as long as plenty of others, but he had been part of the world long enough to know survival was never guaranteed, no matter how hard anyone tried. He had lost Rhonna but also saved Gus and Pyro. It wasn’t a fair trade; nothing about someone dying was fair. It was the best he could have done.

      He took a few more minutes to at least think of her before letting it go. He didn’t know if there was a God up there to listen, but it seemed right that someone should hold her in their mind and hearts at the end. Then he gave his final thoughts to Natalia and Hallia, imagining being with them, holding them and kissing them goodnight.

      It was a nice image to fall asleep to.
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      Nathan was sitting on the overstuffed sofa when someone knocked on his door. It surprised him that anyone would knock considering there were guards posted outside and he was still a prisoner of sorts. But maybe it was an effort to make him feel at home, and like he had some control.

      He stood up and walked over to the door. He had spent the last three hours thinking about every part of his life from the moment he met Niobe, trying to retrace his memories and catch any instances where she might have given herself away as a replica, or as a spy. The more he thought about her, the more his love for her continued to strengthen, and the more her loss continued to hurt. He realized he didn’t care if everything about her had been a lie. He was certain her love for him had been real. So what if it had been predicated on someone else’s residual memories? Real was real.

      He opened the door. James was standing there, holding what looked like a formal military uniform. The guards were gone.

      “Nathan,” he said. “Can I come in?”

      Nathan nodded and moved aside. “Where are the guards?”

      “We never intended to hold you prisoner, just keep you in one place while you had some time to think. How are you feeling?”

      James sounded sincere. He looked the other man in the eye, and recognized there was an affection there. His replica thought of them as brothers, and maybe they could be? Why should he keep denying the family he could have, especially since he was alone?

      “Better,” he replied. “Everything you and Tinker told me, it really fucked with my head for a while. But you were right. Time to think did me good.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “What’s that?”

      James held up the clothes. It looked cleaned and pressed. “This is your uniform for Tinker’s party, if you plan to go. It’s a replica of an original Space Force formal officer’s uniform. We don’t have the hardware, but we’ll give you something to identify you.”

      “I don’t know if I want to go to a party to celebrate killing thousands of people.”

      “Nathan, there are two ways of looking at what we’re doing here. One way, we’re killing innocent people, and the truth is we are. It’s stupid to deny it. But then we’re only looking at the short term. We’re looking at the now. Think ahead a hundred years. If we finish this, if we kill the trife, every city in the world can look like Edenrise without needing a shield around it. In time, every city on the planet will be whole again. If Tinker is right about the Others, maybe sooner than we think.”

      “Right about the Others? What does that mean? What does he think they’re going to do?”

      “Bring their technology and restore humankind under their supervision. He believes they’re going to rule over us as gods.”

      It sounded ridiculous. “Do you believe that?”

      James hesitated. Then he put his arm around Nathan’s shoulders. “Let’s go outside. You haven’t seen the city at dusk yet.”

      He led Nathan back out to the balcony. The sun was setting in the west, casting the sky in a beautiful red glow. The city was bathed in it, and between that and the lights of the apartments that were slowly coming on, it created a sparkle  he could only marvel at.

      “It’s amazing,” he admitted. He stared at it for a few seconds and then turned back to James. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

      James leaned in close and lowered his voice. “To be honest, I don’t know. Nathan, I need to know if you’re with me or not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s another reason I decided to keep you alive. One I haven’t told anyone else. One I don’t want them to know. But if I tell you, I’m putting tremendous faith and trust in you. If you betray that trust, it will be the end of me. Do you understand?”

      Nathan nodded, and then turned away, looking out over the balcony again. James was telling him he needed to make a decision on his future right now. Once he heard what he had to say, there was no unhearing it.

      “My life on Proxima was kind of shitty, except for Niobe,” Nathan said. “I can accept what she was. I loved her too much not to accept it. But I miss the simplicity of that life. I understood it. I knew how to navigate it, at least until the Trust screwed me over.” He turned back to James. “Nothing here is simple. I told myself I wasn’t going to trust anyone. That I had to look out for myself. Now I’m here, in this place. I don’t have grand designs on saving the world. I don’t want to be in charge of things. It bothers me that you and Tinker are planning to kill people, whether it’s good for the future of the planet or not.

      “At the same time, this isn’t my world, and that isn’t my problem or my business. I thought I would have a chance to take down the Trust, to get back at them for killing Niobe, and then clear my name. To be honest, when you found me in Crosston, I wasn’t fighting Sheriff. I was about to join him. I thought he would be the best person to help me get what I wanted because everything he did was so moral and just.”

      “Just?” James said, eyes narrowing. Nathan could sense the sudden rise in his anger. “He killed a lot of good soldiers.”

      “Because you chased him.”

      James’ jaw clenched. He was silent for a moment. Then he relaxed. “How could you consider trusting a Spacer after what they did to you?”

      “Sheriff wasn’t a Spacer,” Nathan said.

      “What?”

      “He was an Earther.”

      “He came here with the Spacers. You’re telling me Proxima is in contact with other Earthers?” He paused. “But it wasn’t the Trust or they would have known about our plans. Which means Proxima Command is dealing with another community somewhere.”

      “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “I’m glad you told me about it. It may be important.”

      Nathan cringed internally. He hadn’t intended to lead James down that path. He didn’t know how Sheriff Duke knew the Centurions or what the extent of their relationship was, but he could see James was concerned.

      “Important how?” he asked.

      “Maybe it’s nothing. But what if someone comes looking for him? Someone with Centurion technology. Weapons, equipment, ships.”

      “How is that a concern? What if the Trust sends more soldiers? What if Proxima Command sends another team to find out what happened to the one you destroyed?”

      “Do you know how Proxima Command determines whether or not to do anything? They create an action plan, and then they pass if off to what they call the Assurance Department. They run numbers. They determine probabilities. If none of the soldiers come back, they’ll have to decide if it’s worth it to send more.”

      Nathan had never heard of the Assurance Department. Was that really how it worked? “Don’t you think the key is worth sending more soldiers to recover?”

      “The Trust wants to keep it hidden, but it’s a balancing act. If they send too much of a force, then people here will start to realize they’re out there, and their no contact protocol goes to shit. Whether or not that matters all that much, I’m not sure. If they send too small a force, we’ll take them out. In fact, I fully expect at least one more round of troops, but it’ll be at least two weeks before they can determine their original teams aren’t coming back and send a response.” He smiled. “There are benefits to being so far away.”

      “If you can take out an army from Proxima, you can take out an army from Earth.”

      “Depending on how large that army is. Right now, we just don’t know. Like I said, it may be nothing. We’ll worry about that when we have to, but I do appreciate you telling me the truth. I understand better now why you didn’t want Doc to kill him.”

      “Did you only agree to leave him because you knew the virus would do the job for you?”

      James nodded. “To be honest, yes. I know that may seem cold, but I have my orders, and I have my mission, and I’m not letting anyone get in the way of that. Which is also why I want to build a level of trust with you. I may need your help.”

      Nathan wasn’t shocked by the response. He had guessed as much. He respected the sheriff for his perseverance and his moral code. But if Tinker was going to burn the world, he would have burned eventually anyway.

      “That’s what it comes back to, right?” he said. “Am I right to guess that it may come down to a choice between you and Tinker? Because if that’s the case, you need to know: if Tinker told me he could make me a new replica of Niobe, I would do anything he asked.”

      “The replicator is broken. If he made a new Mary Stacker, it would come out as damaged as I did. Would you want that?”

      “No.”

      Nathan was silent for a few seconds, still trying to decide what he wanted to do. He looked back inside, at the posh living room. He wished he could stay here, live a simple life. That had been his mantra, after all. But the wife was gone, and there was nothing simple about any of that.

      “Okay,” he decided. “You can trust me, James. As long as what you say isn’t completely off the wall, I’ll do what I can.”

      James smiled. “Thank you. To answer your earlier question about Tinker and the Others. No, I’m not sure I believe it. But Tinker created me. I’m not able to directly lie to him, and I’m not able to directly betray him. He coded that into my genetics somehow. I decided to keep you alive because I realized if he got the key like he wanted, he would look for the door. And when he finds the door, he’s going to want to open it.”

      “You don’t want him to?” Nathan guessed.

      “I don’t know. Tinker thinks we’ll be rewarded for letting them in. He thinks they’ll be pleased to have followers. But we don’t know anything about them, other than they brought the trife to Earth to destroy our civilization. If it looks like things are going to end badly, I’m not capable of stopping him from opening the door, and I won’t be able to pull the key out and close it. But you are.”

      Nathan considered it. He had his own worries about Tinker’s plan to activate the artifact. He was glad to know James was thinking the same way.

      “Why not take care of it now, then?” Nathan asked. “Why recover the artifact? We know what we’re dealing with here.”

      “When Proxima discovers what we’ve done, they’ll send their ships. They’ll try to take back the planet once it’s safe, after they abandoned it when it wasn’t. Like fucking vultures.”

      Nathan didn’t know what a vulture was, but it sounded derogatory.

      “Tinker’s hoping these Others will protect the planet?”

      “Yes. Especially when we hand it over to them as loyal subjects.”

      “He’s making a lot of assumptions.”

      “Which is why we have to be prepared for the worst. The two of us, we need to be ready if things go wrong. Do you understand?”

      Nathan nodded. “I’m with you, General.”

      “Come to the party. I’ll convince Tinker to show you the sphere.”

      “Sphere?”

      “Everything I just told you stays between us, Nathan. Tinker would kill me if he knew I had any thought of stopping him, even if it was for the sake of what he’s worked so hard to build. You have an hour to get dressed. I’ll be back for you then.”

      Nathan watched James exit the balcony, and make his way back out of the apartment. Then he turned around again to look at the setting sun.

      He wanted to enjoy the peace and calm while it lasted. He had a feeling none of this was going to end well.

      For anyone.
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      Nathan looked at himself in the mirror. He couldn’t believe that after so much time, he was wearing a military dress uniform again.

      The uniform didn’t bear much resemblance to the Centurion version, save for the eagle and star embroidery on the raised collar below his neck. The jacket was black with white piping that ran along the seams and lapels. The buttons were silver, each one featuring the same eagle and star logo, and they ran down the jacket toward a wide white belt with a silver buckle cinched over it. The pants were also black, ordinary compared to the coat, a simple flat-front with a sharp crease in the center. It trailed down to shiny black shoes.

      All of it was sized for James, so it fit him perfectly. He actually thought he looked kind of handsome in it, and he wished Niobe was there to see him. The uniform came with a white cap which had the eagle and star logo on the front above a small black brim. He pulled it on, and then walked out into the living area to wait.

      The knock came a few minutes later. Nathan hadn’t bothered to sit. He walked over to the door and pulled it open, surprised to find James hadn’t come to get him.

      “Colonel Stacker,” the woman said, smiling.

      She was wearing a sparkling silver dress, covered in sequins. It hugged her lithe frame, cut to be classy rather than trashy, keeping her small cleavage to a minimum and baring just enough leg. Her hair was golden, her eyes green, her smile perfect.

      “Who are you?” Nathan asked.

      “My name is Ebion,” she said. “I’ll be your escort to the party. General Stacker sends his regrets that he wasn’t able to come in person, but wanted me to assure you he will meet you there.”

      Nathan stared at her. He hoped James hadn’t said anything about their earlier conversation to Tinker. If he couldn’t lie to his maker, and his maker asked specifically what they had talked about, would he be able to dance around the question?

      “You’re very pretty,” he said awkwardly, trying to offer a compliment.

      “Thank you, Colonel. Are you ready to go?”

      Nathan nodded, stepping out into the hallway with Ebion and closing the door to his apartment. He remembered his manners, crooking his arm and holding it out for her to take.

      She smiled in response, wrapping her pale arm around his. She led him down the corridor toward the lift.

      “You’re very handsome in the Space Force blacks, Colonel,” she said.

      “Thank you. It’s been a long time since I wore a dress uniform.”

      “Oh? How long?”

      “Fifty years, at least.”

      She looked at him. “You don’t look more than thirty-five years old.” She smiled. “I forgot, you’re like General Stacker. He doesn’t age like a typical human either.”

      They reached the lift and stepped in. Ebion tapped the screen to direct it to the top floor.

      “Where is the party being held?” Nathan asked.

      “Tinker’s private penthouse, right upstairs,” she said. “It takes up the entire eightieth floor.”

      “I’m amazed this building survived the war.”

      “Like many of the buildings in Edenrise, it was heavily damaged. But after the spire went up and the shield was activated, workers were able to repair it. It took a long time, but it’s been many years since the war.”

      “Do you know a lot about the history of Edenrise?”

      “I do.”

      “Were you born here?”

      “You could say that. I’ve never been beyond the shield. A lot of the people here haven’t, though Tinker has been bringing in many more survivors over the last few years. Our city has grown from ten thousand to nearly one hundred thousand.”

      “That must be a strain on your resources?”

      “Not really. The farm can produce enough grain, fruits, and vegetables to feed the population.”

      “You don’t eat trife meat?”

      “No. Tinker always says we shouldn’t depend on a food source that won’t be around much longer. The farm grows meat as well, poultry and beef.”

      Nathan imagined the Edenrise farm was the same as the farms on Proxima. Everything was grown in large towers, hung vertically with exposed roots that were sprayed with a fine mist. It hardly used any water. They had grown meat too, produced in large vats in a process he didn’t understand.

      The lift reached the top floor and the doors slid open, leading out into a small atrium. Nathan immediately heard talking and music in the distance, along with the clattering of dishes and glasses. He had a moment of panic at the idea of walking into a crowded room. He had never liked crowds all that much.

      “You’re the guest of honor,” Ebion said. “There’s no need to be shy.”

      “Guest of honor?” Nathan said.

      The atrium had plants and flowers on both sides of a marble walkway that led to a second pair of dark wood doors which were currently closed. Ebion led him to the doors, and they started swinging open at their approach. Nathan’s heart was thumping hard even before he saw the group of people inside, nearly two hundred strong. Men and women looked over, their conversations pausing instantly. Within seconds, the entire room was silent.

      Nathan stood framed in the open doorway, Ebion decorating his arm. He wanted to turn and run. Who were these people? They were mostly older, all finely dressed. Some were wearing uniforms like his, though they were more worn and faded. He saw another woman near the back who resembled Ebion so much he wondered if they were sisters. He didn’t see James or Tinker.

      “To the Liberators.” Tinker’s voice came from everywhere in the room through hidden speakers.

      “To the Liberators,” the crowd said.

      “And to our newest addition. Please welcome former Centurion Space Force Captain Nathan Stacker, husband of my late daughter Niobe and brother of General James Stacker, now serving us as Colonel under James.”

      “To Colonel Stacker,” the crowd said, clapping.

      Nathan’s face flushed. Tinker was drawing him in. Trying to make him feel his importance both to the cause, and to the family. He knew how to grab at his weaknesses.

      A hand fell across Nathan’s shoulder, and he looked to the left. James was there now, having come up behind him. The crowd cheered louder at his appearance.

      “The day of the cleansing is coming, my friends,” Tinker said. “The will of the Others cannot be denied. As I have promised, so it will be done.”

      The crowd found another volume. Someone whistled and whooped.

      “Please. Eat. Drink. Be merry. Soon the trife will be eradicated from this world, and the people of Edenrise shall take their rightful places as sons and daughters to the gods.”

      More cheering. Nathan felt nauseous.

      “Where’s Tinker?” he asked James, raising his voice to be heard over the crowd.

      “He hates large groups of people,” James replied. “But he loves to observe.” He pointed toward the corner, where a camera was visible. There were more cameras positioned around the perimeter.

      “I thought he would be here in person.”

      “No. I’m sure you hate this as much as I do. We won’t stay long.”

      The cheering started to calm. The music began to pick up again.

      “Ebion,” James said. “Get Nathan and me a drink.”

      “Of course, General.”

      “You could be a little kinder,” Nathan said.

      “I can’t hurt her feelings,” he replied. “She doesn’t have any.”

      Nathan remembered Isabelle. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t figured it out. “She’s a robot?”

      He nodded. “Tinker uses them as his personal guards.”

      “How many does he have?”

      James laughed. “I’m not telling.”

      Ebion returned with two glasses and handed them out. Nathan took his and smelled the clear liquid. It had a sweet odor, with a strong hint of alcohol.

      “Thank you,” he said to her.

      “Of course, Colonel.”

      “Who are all these people?” Nathan asked, holding his drink. He had no intention of tasting it. James did the same. It seemed he just wanted them to look like they fit in.

      “The ones in uniform are officers in the Liberators. My subordinates. The northeast base is only one of four along the east coast. We’ve been working the area for a long time. The rest of them are government, mostly. Administrators. They help Tinker run the city. The boring details.” He smiled. “I can introduce you, but I don’t think you’d like any of them. I don’t.”

      “So why are we here?”

      “Tinker likes for me to make an appearance. The people here, they’re used to me coming in, waving, having a quick drink, and then disappearing.” He held out his glass. “To the future.”

      Nathan hesitated a moment, and then clinked it with his. “To the future.”

      They both downed the cocktail in one large swallow. Nathan’s throat burned, but he held it together.

      “Now we can go?” he asked.

      “Ebion, stay here and help entertain the guests,” James said. “Colonel Stacker and I have business.”

      “Of course, General.”

      The robot moved off into the crowd, smiling and greeting the different guests. Nathan noticed none of them were paying much attention to James and him. It was all ridiculous pomp.

      “Come on,” James said. “Tinker’s waiting for us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      James brought Nathan to the ground floor, and then out into the street.

      “Tinker’s not even in the building?” Nathan asked as they crossed a small patch of grass to the street.

      “His research facility is a few blocks over,”  James replied. “We’ll find him there.”

      The traffic in the road was a mixture of  horses, cars, and people riding single-wheeled devices with foot pads on the sides. There wasn’t a lot of vehicular traffic, making it easy to cross the intersections on foot and join the heavier pedestrian traffic on the other side.

      The residents seemed to slow automatically as James approached, recognizing him in his uniform and clearing the way for him. Nathan noticed the people were doing their best not to stare, keeping their heads down and occasionally flicking their eyes toward the pair to get a quick glimpse.

      It made him uncomfortable at first, but as they made their way across Edenrise he began to settle in, his mind turning to the fact that he was outside, in open air, walking in a city on Earth. He looked around, following the tall buildings from the ground up, spotting the drones darting around in the sky and then looking at both the people and the vehicles in the streets again. Some of the residents were dressed in newly woven clothing, others looked like they had only just arrived. They were clean, but their attire was old and worn, faded and full of holes. They had the same expression on their face Nathan pictured he was carrying around. He wondered what it was like for them, to go from the dangers of living outside Edenrise to the safety of living inside.

      Not that being inside was completely safe. Nathan also noticed Edenrise’s version of peace officers walking the streets, dressed in green Space Force jumpsuits and carrying rifles and steel batons. He didn’t witness any trouble, but they wouldn’t have been out there if it never happened.

      Their journey ended ten minutes later, at the front of a small, squat, unmarked building. It was made of brick, stained and ugly, resting only a couple of blocks from the waterfront, where Nathan could see massive, long piers with ancient ships still tethered to them. The vessels were similar to the Navy ship Hayden had used to escape Manhattan, only larger and older. There were lights visible on them, suggesting they had power, but he doubted they would be going anywhere anytime soon.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      The area around them was dark and nearly deserted. He caught a glimpse of something standing in the shadows. It was humanoid shaped and made of metal. Another robot.

      “A long time ago, this whole area was one of the United States’ major naval bases. James and Mary Stacker came down here near the end of the war, after the Space Force fell apart. Trife don’t like water, so the environment made it easier to defend. If you head further east, there’s an old wall that protected the first iteration of Edenrise, before Tinker finished the spire and the shield.”

      Nathan turned and looked back at the city. It was completely lit up at night, a beacon of hope probably visible for kilometers.

      “How come Proxima Command doesn’t know about this place?” he asked. “They must have noticed the lights if nothing else?”

      “The shield absorbs most of the light. It isn’t bright enough to register as an anomaly from space, and as far as I know Proxima has never done low altitude flybys of the planet’s surface. Their ignorance of Earth is pretty complete.”

      Nathan couldn’t help but notice the disdain in James’ voice when he said it. A lot more people would feel the same way, both here and on Proxima, if they knew the truth of things.

      They approached a steel door with a keypad mounted to the wall beside it. James typed in the passcode, and the door clicked and slid open slightly. He pulled it the rest of the way, and motioned Nathan to enter.

      The facility was dark, the lighting across the ceiling kept dim. The air was cool and stale, and a musty smell infiltrated every breath. They had entered into a small lobby with a desk in the center. Nobody was sitting behind it. If James hadn’t brought him here, he would have thought the place was deserted.

      It made him wonder again if James had told Tinker what they had discussed. Had James put him through another of Tinker’s test? Had he failed? Had James brought him here so they could get rid of him or worse, use him for one of their experiments?

      “This way,” James said, leading him to the door behind the desk. It had some other device on the wall, and James put his finger to it. A red light scanned his print and it opened.

      “Biometrics are dangerous with replicas around,” Nathan said.

      James smiled. “You can probably open every door I can, but I’m not worried about it unless you’ve changed your mind already?”

      “No. I haven’t.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want to have to make you disappear down here.” James smiled mischievously before laughing.

      Nathan laughed too. He assumed James was joking, but he hadn’t thought his counterpart capable.

      The second door led into a longer hallway, lined by white tile and white walls, with more modern white slab doors on both sides.

      James directed them down an intersecting corridor on the right to a lift. “We don’t use the upper levels,” he said. “Too risky if there’s ever an emergency.”

      They boarded the lift. James pressed his thumb to the control pad to activate it, and the doors closed. Then it started to descend.

      “How far down does this thing go?” Nathan asked.

      “Sixty meters,” James replied. “The USSF built this halfway through the war as a bio-engineering lab. Tinker kept the equipment and added more over the years. Fabrication and replication units mainly. He produces augmentations like mine as well as robots like Ebion and the guard-bot you saw outside. Not to mention the weapons modifications. All of it gets designed here, even when it’s machined in the larger replicator closer to the spire.”

      “He does it all himself?”

      “Not himself. He has a team of engineers he hand-picked and trained. Those engineers have passed their skills down to their children, and so on. That’s one of the reasons we took women from outside Edenrise. The original families are too valuable.”

      Nathan nodded, a little uncomfortable with how normal it was for James to talk about what the Liberators had done. But then, he firmly believed the cause was worth it.

      The lift stopped and opened. A guard-bot was standing at the entrance, but it didn’t move when they entered, recognizing both James and Nathan as Stackers. James stopped anyway, picking up a wired device hanging from the wall.

      “Sir, we’re here,” he said into it before putting it down.

      “An analog telephone,” James explained, noticing Nathan’s curious expression. “Useful for maintaining communications in the event of a power outage. You didn’t see it, but there’s a line that runs from here to Fort McGuire.”

      “So you can talk to Tinker?”

      “Exactly. He’s on his way.”

      “Am I going to see the sphere?”

      James nodded. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s better to see it.”

      “Where did Tinker get it?”

      James smiled. “Be patient, Nathan. Tinker will explain everything. Hopefully once you know the whole story, it’ll help galvanize everything we’re doing.” He paused for a moment. “And everything we might have to do.”

      Nathan opened his mouth to respond, but nodded instead when he noticed Tinker rolling down the hallway. The old man was wearing a white lab coat and Nathan was surprised to see he was wearing an Oracle over his left eye.

      “Ah, there you are. How did you enjoy the party, Nate?” he asked.

      “I didn’t, sir,” Nathan replied.

      Tinker cackled. “You’re such a Stacker. Who needs careless enjoyment when there’s so much work to be done? James told me you’re on board with our grand design.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan said. “I’m all in.”

      “Excellent. We thought it would be helpful if you had a deeper understanding of our motives, which is why I had James bring you here. Are you ready to see the sphere?”
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      “How much do you know about the war, Nate?” Tinker asked.

      He was leading them to wherever he kept the sphere, somewhere in the back of the facility. They had passed through the first long corridor, and were halfway down a second. While James had said there were other scientists down here, Nathan hadn’t seen any of them yet. But then, he hadn’t seen anything yet beyond the lift and a few sterile hallways. He didn’t hear anything else, either. The place seemed to be empty except for them.

      “Not that much,” Nathan replied. “The first I heard of it was when I met Rhonna.”

      “Rhonna?”

      “One of the Amtraks, sir,” James said. “She died in Crosston.”

      Nathan glanced over. James could have saved her, but had let her die to punish him for disobeying orders. Just because he was helping them, it didn’t mean he had forgotten about that.

      “A shame,” Tinker said. “Did you like her?”

      “She helped me get settled when I crashed. She saved me from the Stalker. Actually, she kept me from killing the Stalker. But she did try to guide me.”

      “The Stalker?”

      “Betty,” James said.

      “Oh,” Tinker replied, laughing. “One of my earlier experiments. The USSF had two programs running in parallel during the war. Mary Stacker was involved with both of them. One was to create a virus that would wipe out the trife. The other was to create a creature that could stand toe-to-toe with them.”

      “You created the Stalker?”

      “Yup. Among other things.”

      “And you named it Betty?”

      “No, Betty was the source subject. We let her go on Manhattan to see how she would do. She wound up staying in the subway, and only coming out when she was hungry. The trife learned to avoid her, because her healing factor made her damn near impossible for them to kill. She would have made a good baseline, but the alterations left her too dumb to control. Why trade one monster for another, right?” He shrugged. “Whatever happened to her, anyway?”

      “I killed her,” James said. “She was attacking Nathan, and wouldn’t stand down.”

      “Like I said, too dumb to control. Anyway, the war. I think we probably have the best, most honest account of it out of any of the communities around the world because of James Stacker. He kept a personal account, handwritten in a time when everyone was using tablets and watches and phones and early versions of these things.” He tapped on the side of the Oracle. “He was a rarity in that, but he was also smart because of it. You can’t delete a book from a thousand klicks away.”

      They neared the end of the corridor. There was another door there, a sliding metal hatch like the others in the area. It stood alone within the long hallway, keeping whatever was beyond it well separated from the rest of the underground compound.

      Was the sphere dangerous?

      “What we know for sure is that the government tracked a number of asteroids headed toward Earth. Near misses, all of them, probably the remains of an old comet or something, I don’t know. The space agencies kept an eye on them. They figured it was going to make for a pretty light show as some of them skipped off the atmosphere. But then they started changing direction.”

      “Changing direction?”

      “Yup. Their vectors adjusted in a way that suggested they had propulsion of some kind. That they were more than rocks, and something was steering them. They were numerous enough to cover the entire planet as it turned, bombarding every square kilometer. The asteroids were small though, and they couldn’t survive the atmosphere. They burned up. Or at least, everybody thought they did.

      “Next day, the world woke up to these tiny particles floating down from high above, coming to rest on everything like a layer of dust. The scientists knew the dust came from the asteroids, so they took samples and started running tests. You want to guess what they discovered?”

      “I have no idea,” Nathan said.

      “The dust was alive. Xenotrife embryos, every last fucking one. Trillions and trillions of them. And they were growing.”

      “Didn’t we try to destroy them?”

      “Oh yeah, of course. They did everything they could. Swept them up and tied them off. Burned them. Razed entire forests and open plains. Sprayed them with weed killer, bug killer, anything they could think of, they tried. Probably killed trillions of the fuckers, but there were always more. The even tried to nuke them, which turned out to be a disaster.”

      “The trife feed on radiation.”

      “Yup. All it did was speed up their maturation cycle. Picture a world where billions of vicious aliens grow up faster than you can get rid of them. Not only that, but they carried a disease that killed humans. Within six months we were down billions. Within a year, we were fighting for survival. We did everything we could. Every resource around the world was poured into research and development. Bio-engineering. Weapons. Armor. You name it. You know now how well that all went.”

      “Until you came along.”

      “I continued what Mary started, that’s all. But I also had a small advantage.”

      “The sphere?”

      “The asteroids didn’t only drop off trife. A few of them were carrying different payloads. Not too many people know about that. The governments kept it secret from all but the highest-ranking members of the military. The reality of the trife was bad enough. A lot of folks, they wanted to believe we just had back luck. That the asteroids were the remains of some planet that got blown up or hit by a black hole or something stupid like that, and the trife were aliens that lived on that planet and got delivered here like some bigtime cosmic accident. Personally, I think that’s worse, but to each their own.”

      He laughed again. They were all standing in front of the door, but it didn’t seem as if Tinker was in a hurry to open it.

      “Of course, there were the Bible thumpers who said the trife were sent by God to cleanse the world of all the sinners that had turned their backs on Him. That He had opened up the Gates of Hell to give the world to Satan, and only the righteous would be spared in the afterlife.” Tinker spun his chair around to look up at Nathan. “The funny thing is, they were the closest to the truth. James, can you get the door?”

      James turned away from the door ahead of them, to the right side of the corridor. He put his human hand near the wall, and a biometric panel lit up. He placed his hand against it, and a hidden doorway turned inward.

      “What’s behind the other door?” Nathan asked.

      “Death,” Tinker replied with a laugh. He rolled through the formerly hidden doorway.

      The lights came on as he entered, revealing a large, organized workshop. It was filled with all kinds of equipment, from microscopes to laser cutters, to machining tools and a centrifuge. A long wide table sat near the center, with all kinds of tools neatly lined up along it, including a rifle that was only half-assembled.

      Further back were shelves, each one clearly marked with whatever parts and pieces they contained. On the left wall stood a computer mainframe, alive with dozens of flashing lights. Beside it was another robot, a boxy thing with multiple arms and treads at its base. It started rolling toward Tinker.

      The real treasure was in the back of the room, behind a wall of what looked like thick, hardened glass. Nathan identified the sphere immediately. It wasn’t hard, considering its shape. Round and flat, matte black, with tiny lines etched all over the surface. It was suspended between two beams, floating in the air. There were other items around it, what looked like debris from something, all of it composed of the same matte black material.

      “Not now,” Tinker said to the robot, waving it off. It stopped rolling toward him and retreated to its original position.

      Nathan followed Tinker and James to the heavy glass door separating the two parts of the room. As before, James put his hand on the glass and it activated a scanner, which then allowed the door to open. A blast of colder air greeted Nathan, washing over him and giving him a deeper chill than he was already feeling.

      Tinker rolled in first, stopping his chair next to the sphere. He tapped the side of his chair, and it lifted from the base, raising him to a normal standing height. He reached out and took the sphere in his hand, and then flipped it casually toward Nathan.

      Nathan wasn’t expecting Tinker to treat the artifact with so little concern. He stumbled forward, catching the device, desperate to stop it from hitting the ground. The whole scene amused Tinker, drawing out an extended cackle.

      “That thing survived the Earth’s thermosphere. It survived crashing into the surface at something-thousand kilometers per second. Believe me, it can take a fall from a hundred fifty centimeters.”

      Nathan held the sphere in his hand, looking at it. It was lighter than he had imagined. It barely had any weight at all. But it felt firm and strong, made of something that didn’t exist on Earth.

      “The sphere was discovered on a farm in Kentucky,” Tinker said. “I don’t believe it’s the only one that was sent. I think the Others dropped dozens of them, but they either landed in the ocean and sank, were never found, or were located and hidden because of what they represented. The one you’re holding was confiscated by the National Security Administration as soon as they caught wind of it, and the farmer was told if he ever breathed a word about it, he wouldn’t breathe again. The sphere isn’t the key, but it contained the key. The crazy part about that is what you saw in my office was intentionally designed to be compatible with human storage technology. Well, not so crazy once you dig a little deeper.”

      “Dozens of keys?” Nathan said. “How do you know there aren’t dozens of doors?”

      “Good question. We don’t completely, except the door is substantially larger than the spheres. Fortunately, James Stacker got to a lot of the top secret records before the USSF destroyed them. We know that something large came down on the west coast, near the ocean. We know it didn’t hit as hard as an object falling from space should have. And we know the military got to it before anyone else.”

      “Do you know where they took it?”

      “They had a base in what was known as Nevada at the time. James Stacker was fairly certain they took it there. But it isn’t likely that it’s still there.”

      “Why not?”

      “I told you, they buried it after they took a peek at what was inside.”

      “But you don’t know what was inside?”

      “No. James heard about it from a friend of a friend who knew somebody who worked at the site. Some of this is third-hand, fourth-hand word of mouth intel, so it’s only somewhat reliable, but it’s better than anything else we have.”

      Nathan rolled the sphere in his hand. This whole thing seemed so surreal. “But somehow, this thing convinced you that it would be a good idea to let these Others onto the planet? I don’t really understand that part.”

      “That’s because you haven’t seen the message yet.”

      “What message?”

      Tinker held out his hand, requesting the sphere. Nathan was going to hand it over, but he didn’t want the old man laughing at him again. He tossed it softly, and Tinker caught it.

      “It took them nearly a year to figure out how to turn it on,” Tinker said, putting the device back between the two pillars. “There are electromagnets at either end, pushing against one another and holding the sphere. When we reverse them so they pull instead…”

      He tapped a small screen on the side of the bottom pillar. Both ends of the device separated, exposing a pair of glowing rings which started to spin. Then the sides slid open too, revealing a second pair of spinning rings. They began to cast light an eerie red light around the enclosed space.

      “It’s better if you stay low,” Tinker said, lowering himself back to his normal position.

      James crouched down beside Tinker’s chair, and Nathan joined them a moment later. Nathan looked around as he realized the spinning rings of light had created a hologram all around them, placing them in the center of what looked like some kind of recorded stream.

      It began to play.
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      The whole thing  remained monochrome, the spinning rings of the sphere casting out light around them, rotating so fast they were able to paint the room with the saved imagery.

      Tinker had a semi-bored expression as he watched it, while James was interested but not unfamiliar. Nathan stared, opened mouthed, trying to see everything in one viewing, which was impossible to do.

      The hologram depicted what looked like the bridge of a starship. There were six different stations arranged behind a large display or viewport,  with the one in the back being the largest and most complex. A single figure stood ahead of the recording device, its back to it. It wore a long robe, its head hooded, its face shrouded in shadow and its hands draped in the darkness provided by the sleeves. He couldn’t see any part of the figure’s actual body. There was no way to tell if it was human or something else.

      Based on where Tinker said the sphere had come from, he was assuming something else.

      “Does it have sound?” Nathan asked.

      “No,” James replied.

      Nathan watched as something appeared on the viewscreen, seemingly from out of nowhere. It was massive, and filled the entire display.

      The figure didn’t move, watching it. Nathan watched it too. It looked like a starship of some kind. He had little sense of scale, but his impression was that the vessel had to be at least ten kilometers long. Maybe longer.

      A dozen small holes appeared in the side of the huge craft. A moment later, they began to spew rocks into space.

      Not rocks, Nathan realized. Asteroids. But not asteroids either. Ships. Delivery vessels. The same as the ones that hit Earth. The same as the ones that brought the trife.

      The cloaked figure didn’t react to them. It just stood there and watched.

      A minute passed. Another. The large craft continued to spit out rock after rock, sending them hurtling through space in the direction of the cloaked figure’s ship. The first round was getting close, and was on a direct collision course.

      The cloaked figured didn’t move, but something happened. The hologram flickered, and then the first of the asteroids came in on a direct line for the bridge.

      Something flashed and that rock was shattered, broken up and spreading out around the ship. Others raced past it, missing it and continuing.

      The figure still didn’t move, but the ship started to turn in space. At least, that’s what Nathan thought was happening. It was hard to discern from the image.

      A planet came into view as it turned. It looked like Earth, but it wasn’t the same Earth he had seen on his way from Proxima. It looked larger, and the land masses were arranged incorrectly. It was still fairly distant, but even from his position he could tell the asteroids were heading toward it.

      Nearly a minute passed. The scene remained the same. The asteroids poured by the starship unchecked, headed for the planet. Every so often, one of them would get too close to the ship, a light would flash, and it would be destroyed.

      The figure didn’t move, but something happened on the ship.  He couldn’t tell what at first, because it took place off-screen. But a few seconds later something joined the stream of asteroids heading for the planet. They were difficult to identify through the red beam of the hologram, but Nathan was pretty sure what they were.

      Drones.

      He was using one of them to watch the scene unfold.

      Another minute passed. The asteroids continued to go past. There were hundreds of them. Thousands. There had to be enough to blanket the planet, and the planet was huge.

      The cloaked figure flinched slightly, and shortly after another object appeared. It appeared to be made from the same material as the sphere, but it was larger. It tumbled end over end, joining the asteroids in the assault.

      The figure seemed to flinch again, as something happened in front of the ship. Something was approaching it. No, multiple somethings. More starships?

      They spread out as they neared, revealing half a dozen vessels, each of which was probably close to a kilometer long. In unison, they unleashed individual beams of light or plasma or some other material that was difficult to define in the monochrome of the hologram. Whatever it was, it arced past the figure’s starship and out toward the asteroid-launcher. Nathan thought there was no way the beams could miss, but then they simply vanished, erased from existence a good distance from the vessel.

      A dozen new openings appeared on the side of the huge ship.

      A dozen beams lashed out at the incoming starships, two beams for each ship. A beam hit the bows of the ships. Another beam hit the sterns. Both pierced the metal hides of the starships, sweeping across the length of them until they met in the middle and vanished.

      The defending starships didn’t explode. They just fell apart, crumbling into debris. A lot of debris.

      Just like that.

      The cloaked figure watched it all. Then it raised its arm, pointing to the planet. It seemed like it was only doing it for the sake of the recording. Nathan noticed its hand seemed longer and more narrow than a human hand.

      The figure remained that way for a few seconds. Then it turned around, facing the recording device.

      Nathan still couldn’t see its face. It was hidden in the shadows of the cloak. It stepped past the recorder without looking directly at it, returning to the main station and sitting in the chair.

      The scene in the forward view screen changed. Something launched from the figure’s ship. It resembled the last artifact it had launched at the planet, except it was bigger. It slowed to a stop in front of the craft, hovering momentarily before two narrow lines began extending on either side — stretching out, folding, stretching out, and folding again. The process only took a few seconds, and when it was done a giant metal frame had self-assembled ahead of the vessel.

      Nathan looked past it to the asteroid-launcher. It was changing position; shifting its orientation. It seemed to him as though it was turning toward the alien’s ship.

      The space in the frame seemed to wobble slightly, the interior taking on a strange reflection of the universe that Nathan was surprised to find he recognized. He watched as the ship started moving toward the frame until it touched the center.

      At that instant, the recording came to an abrupt end, the rings slowing to a stop. The sphere hovered between the columns, still pulled open by the reversed electromagnets.

      Nathan was silent for a moment. The alien ship had launched a device that appeared as if it had folded the space in front of it, and had used it to leave the area.

      “What did I just watch?” he asked.

      It was incredible because it showed an apparent war between the race that sent the trife and the race that lived on the planet, and he could draw parallels to what Tinker had just finished telling him about Earth. What he didn’t get was how it had anything to do with Tinker’s belief that cleansing the Earth of intelligent life, finding the artifact, and activating it would benefit the few who remained?

      He turned his attention to Tinker. Judging by the man’s expression, it was obvious he believed what they had just seen was complete vindication for everything he wanted to do.

      Nathan wasn’t so sure.

      What was safe to guess based on the recording was that the cloaked alien had sent spheres and an artifact of some kind to Earth, just like it had this other green and blue and white world. It was also easy to see that whoever was controlling the ship that had launched the asteroids,  they were much more advanced than the world they had attacked. They had cut apart the starships sent to defend it as though they were nothing more than a minor nuisance.

      Nathan could imagine how the Centurion warships would fare against something like that.

      They wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “What do you think you just watched, Nate?” Tinker asked.

      “An alien warship sent trife to that planet, and blew the hell out of the other ships that launched to defend it.”

      “What else?”

      “The cloaked alien,” he said. He paused. “It just kind of watched the whole thing unfold. Then it left.”

      “Exactly.”

      That was all he said. He sat in his chair with the same satisfied, smug expression, as though the truth was self-evident.

      “Do you care to elaborate, sir?” Nathan asked. “Because I still don’t get it.”

      “We can watch it again if you want?”

      “I would prefer you just tell me, sir.”

      Tinker smiled. “You have the patience of a Stacker. All right, Nate. Did you notice that part at the end? How the ship that launched the asteroids started vectoring toward the cloaked alien’s ship?”

      “Yeah, I saw it.”

      “Why would they turn toward that ship if they had a weapon that could destroy it?”

      “Because they’re the same alien? Or maybe they’re allies?”

      “A good guess, but I don’t think so. If they were together, why did the ship launch a portal and evacuate through it? It seems to me the Asteroid Tossers didn’t even notice the other ship until it put out the portal.”

      “You think the ship was invisible?”

      “I wouldn’t say invisible. But it could have been hiding itself from the other ship’s sensors. Think about it, Nate. Think about everything you just saw. I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      “Again, I’d prefer if you tell me what you think.”

      Tinker smiled. “Okay then. You asked for it. I think whoever is in that giant ship finds planets that are home to intelligent life. I think they attack them and send the trife as a kind of weapon of mass destruction, altering their genetics as needed to be the most effective against their target. I think the goal of them doing this is to prevent the intelligent life from advancing too far in technological achievement, as a preventative measure to keep anyone from challenging their dominance.  I think the cloaked alien isn’t with them but against them, a third party to this whole bullshit deal, which is why I call them Others. I think they’ve been fighting the Asteroid Tossers long enough they’re at a bit of a standoff. But I also think they haven’t been able to overcome the stalemate.”

      He paused to take a breath before continuing.

      “Based on that educated guess, I think the sphere is issuing a challenge to whoever manages to find one and access it, and whoever is intelligent enough to figure out that it contains a key and that the other thing it dropped was a door. To me, it’s saying that the Asteroid Tossers have moved on, but if we can get rid of the trife and open the portal, they’ll come in and teach us how to defend ourselves, to give us the aid we need so that if they ever circle back, we’ll be here ready and waiting. I’ve spent years thinking about this, Nate. I’ve wracked my brain from here to fucking Proxima. I can’t think of any other reason why the Others would drop a message like that. They’re showing us exactly what to do without having to speak our language. But we have to prove we’re worth it.”

      Nathan stared at Tinker for a moment. Then he shifted his gaze to James and back.

      “How do we know these Others aren’t scavengers? Fucking vultures? How do we know they aren’t just waiting for us to open the door so we can let them onto our defenseless planet so they can claim it for themselves, and kill everyone who’s left? Isn’t there a reason the USSF closed the portal as quickly as they opened it?”

      Tinker shook his head. “Yes, but that isn’t it. We weren’t ready to receive the Others. The trife were still here.”

      “How do you know that’s what happened?” Nathan challenged.

      “I know,” Tinker insisted, his voice rising.

      “How?” Nathan repeated, not giving in.

      “I saw it, damn it!” Tinker shouted. “I had a fucking vision, and I saw it!”

      Nathan clenched his jaw to stop himself from arguing. He glanced over at James. For a moment, he had been ready to believe Tinker’s theory. But now he understood why James wanted them to be ready, just in case.

      If they did open the portal, they really had no idea what would happen next.
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      “And that’s how I wound up as Gus.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Pyro said.

      “Exactly.”

      Hayden allowed himself a short laugh at the punchline of the mongrel’s call sign origin story, and then turned back toward the front of the Tourmaster, making his way up beside the cockpit. Isabelle had her attention focused on the road ahead, her robot brain incapable of tiring or getting bored.

      The prior evening had been uneventful, which was a good thing. Hayden and the others had all gotten a good night’s sleep and had awakened at first light, refreshed and ready to move. A quick search of the gas station where they had stopped didn’t turn up anything useful, and they had gotten underway as the sun was rising on their left.

      Four hours had passed since then. It had taken Gus an hour to tell the story, and he heard the two mongrels in the back talking about what to eat and challenging each other to taste another of the MREs. He was happy to listen to the lighthearted bickering. It helped keep his mind from getting too focused on the road ahead. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do once they reached Edenrise.

      He had to make sure they did reach Edenrise first.

      They had spent some time navigating one of the interstates, but Isabelle had been forced to bring the Tourmaster off and over one of the medians, crossing the grass and navigating the large vehicle down a steep slope and through a fence to get to the nearest artery. She had taken to slowing down and nudging rusted junkers with the corners of the RV, shoving them aside and leaving dents and marks in the previously unblemished exterior of the camper. Hayden didn’t care if she left the whole thing a mangled mess, as long as it got them where they were going.

      He bent down slightly, leaning over her shoulder to get a better look at the path ahead. They were coming up on another city, thick with burned out skyscrapers, the jagged skyline filling the horizon.

      “Do you know what city that was?” he asked.

      “Trenton,” Isabelle replied. “We will also pass near Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington D.C., and Richmond. I can go around, but it will take more time.”

      “Should we be worried about cutting through?”

      “The Liberator’s base at Fort McGuire isn’t far from the city, and a river runs through Trenton. If the bridges are out, we will have to follow the river around toward the base.”

      “Would that be a problem?”

      “There may be drones in the area. Trenton is uninhabited, thanks to Tinker.”

      “Fort McGuire,” Hayden said, thinking. The Iron General had been sending his attacks from somewhere. Was that it? “Is that the closest base to Manhattan?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Do you know anything else about the Fort?”

      “I was only there once when I was brought north from Edenrise for delivery.”

      “But you’re a robot, and you have a stored memory of the experience,” Hayden prompted.

      “Pozz.”

      “And if we had a terminal, we could get access to it?”

      “Pozz.”

      Except the only place he knew where they might be able to get a terminal was Fort McGuire.

      “Do you know how many soldiers are stationed there?”

      “No, Sheriff. But I would venture that if the virus was as effective as the Liberators are hoping, then they will be in the process of retreating from the area.”

      “Because the only safe place to be when Armageddon comes is behind Edenrise’s energy shield.”

      “Pozz.”

      “Start plotting a path toward the fort.”

      Isabelle turned her head to look at him. “Sheriff? Are you sure?”

      It was interesting how Tinker had programmed her to question decisions. It made her seem more human. “That base is the closest thing to civilization we’re going to find out here. They have food, weapons, armor, computer equipment, comms equipment, and who knows what else. They might even have communications that can reach Sanisco. I’d love to tell Nat I’m still alive.”

      “There are only four of us, Sheriff.”

      “I think you count for more than one human. But we aren’t going to rush headlong into the base by crashing this thing through their gates, especially if they think I’m dead. What do you have in your memory banks that we can use?”

      “I will have to stop the vehicle to review.”

      “Do it.”

      The RV came to a sudden stop. Isabelle was motionless. She looked as though she was frozen in place.

      “Sheriff?” Pyro said, coming to the front.

      “It’s okay. How good are you and Gus with rifles?”

      “We’re mongrels, Sheriff. We know how to shoot. Why?”

      “Are you familiar with Fort McGuire?”

      “No. What is it?”

      “The Liberator’s closest forward operating base. I want to get into it.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Maybe. But I still want to get into it. Izzy was there once. She’s accessing her memory storage so we can find a way inside.”

      “I am finished, Sheriff,” Isabelle said. “I was flown out of the base by helicopter and dropped at Crosston. I reviewed my memory of the base from the air. There is only one main entry gate, but the fence is made of steel wire, with barbed wire on top, and there is a wooded area on the eastern side where we should be able to enter undetected. The Liberators worry about trife trying to get in, not people. The bigger concern is the drones. We will have to approach from some distance to ensure we are not seen. If the Liberators are in the process of dismantling the base, we may be able to catch them not paying attention to their feeds.”

      “Can you plot a path around to the eastern side of the base?”

      “Pozz. But there is no guarantee we won’t come across any patrols before then.”

      “There’s no guarantee of anything out here. The weapons in the storage beneath the vehicle, do you know if there’s a sniper rifle down there?”

      “Pozz. There is an M2030 in inventory, but we have only one six-round magazine for that gun.”

      Hayden nodded. “Well, if we run into any trouble, let’s hope there aren’t more than six targets.”
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      Hayden stayed belly-down on top of the Tourmaster. He had the M2030 cradled against him, his head raised and tilted so he could see through the weapon’s powerful scope.

      The rifle was an older weapon, but it was still impressive and in excellent condition considering its age. Painted dark green, it had a padded stock and a long barrel that ended in a thick sound suppressor and muzzle brake in addition to the sight, and an adjustable rest mount that was currently extended. He had fired a similar weapon before, which reduced some of his concern about adjusting to the recoil, but he was still hoping he wouldn’t have to use it.

      The RV was moving at a decent pace, having cut east from beyond Trenton’s outskirts and into a much more rural area. The road here was nearly vacant of the old wrecks he had become so accustomed to, and the biggest obstacle for them now was the overgrown trees and shrubs whose branches were choking off the cement. They had to slow every half a kilometer or so, and Hayden would stand on the top of the vehicle and use his replacement arm to bend the branches back or snap them off. A few times they had been forced to come to a complete stop, and Isabelle had lent her strength to break off the limbs.

      The good news was, it meant the road was rarely used, by the Liberators or anyone else. It gave them a nearly free pass from Trenton out toward the fort and kept their speed somewhat steady.

      Hayden leaned in and peered through the rifle’s sight. He could see a town approaching up ahead, as deserted and overgrown as anywhere else he had been. He shifted the weapon on its mount, sweeping it from side to side, pausing when he caught a road sign in the scope. He reached up and adjusted the focus, though the motion of the RV made it hard to keep things completely clear.

      WELCOME TO NEW EGYPT

      He looked up from the scope. Old houses lined the road up ahead. Dirt driveways led out to their narrow street. A few old cars still sat abandoned in the driveways, along with  long forgotten toys. A child’s tricycle. A swing set. A plastic wagon.

      As they reached the houses, he saw most of them were boarded up, most likely sealed to keep the trife out. Most of the boards that had once covered the doors were removed, laying across porches or in the street, ripped off by scavengers searching for food and supplies. It still gave him chills sometimes, to look at the visual history of how human civilization on Earth had come to its abrupt end. Not an end, though. Not completely. There was still fight left in the survivors. There was still hope.

      But not if Tinker had his way.

      He put his face back to the rifle’s sight. The RV continued toward New Egypt, reaching the sign he had spotted a minute later. Looking deeper into the town, he could see a few larger storefronts and other commercial buildings along their road, and the hint of more densely packed housing organized around the small town’s center.

      He lifted his head again, this time turning his attention to the sky. There was a mix of sun and clouds, which made it more challenging to try to spot any potential drones that might be passing over or circling near the Liberator’s base. It was one thing to try to catch a black spot against a sea of blue. It was another to identify it when it was bouncing in and out of cloud cover. He craned his neck as far as he could without shifting his body, but he didn’t see anything. Gus and Pyro were also watching from below, one on each side of the Tourmaster, tracking the air.

      He settled back on the rifle’s scope, scanning ahead one more time. He paused, catching sight of the front of a vehicle sticking out from behind one of the old buildings. He lowered the rife and knocked on the roof three times. Isabelle brought the Tourmaster to a stop.

      He moved to the edge of the vehicle’s roof, hanging the rifle from his shoulder, he slid down over the doorway and dropped to the ground.

      “What did you see, Sheriff?” Isabelle asked. Pyro and Gus were also moving to the front of the RV.

      “There’s a car up there. It’s got some steel plating across the front and hood. Armor. I don’t know if it’s abandoned or if it’s a Liberator patrol. Izzy, wait here with the camper.” He pulled the rifle from his shoulder. “Gus, can you grab me a pistol? Pyro, take my position up top.”

      “Roger, Sheriff,” Pyro and Gus said.

      Gus headed back to get himself a new weapon, while Pyro took the offered sniper rifle. She put it on her back and Hayden dropped to the road so she could grab the lip of the door frame with her mechanical arm and pull herself onto the roof.

      Gus returned a moment later, carrying a piece of black steel, simple and deadly. He handed it to Hayden.  “Magazine is full, Sheriff. Twenty rounds.”

      “Thanks, Gus. Pyro’s watching my ass, so you need to keep a lookout for drones.”

      “Okay.”

      Hayden kept the sidearm in his Centurion hand. He moved away from the RV, positioning himself behind an old building on the right. He stayed off the road, making his way into the town through overgrown backyards and parking lots.

      He couldn’t see the modified car from his approach, but he could see the building it was parked beside. He moved cautiously toward it, careful to stay aware of his surroundings.

      A sharp crack echoed through the air. Hayden suddenly heard motion ahead, and the rumble of a car engine a few seconds later.

      What the hell?

      He heard a second crack. It sounded like it was coming from the RV. Then he heard another engine. And then a third.

      He took off, sprinting toward the edge of a building, intent on getting back to the street between the cars and the RV. He heard sudden movement to his left, and he turned his head in time to see a trife rising from the tall grass, lunging at him from its hiding place.

      It took him a moment to realize it wasn’t a trife. It was a dog. A wild dog. He barely got his arm up to block it as it snarled and snapped at him, its mouth catching on the metal. He turned and shook his arm, trying to dislodge it. Its bite was strong and it held on, even as he lifted it into the air and turned it around. It growled at him, legs moving, trying to find a grip on him. The animal couldn’t hurt him through the bodysuit, but it was distracting him from the scene unfolding ahead.

      He heard another sharp crack, followed by the sound of smaller arms firing. He glanced to his right in time to see one of the cars racing down the street toward the RV. It had a large piece of metal mounted to its front, with a sharp leading edge positioned in the center. It could probably ram right into the Tourmaster without taking a hint of damage.

      “Get off,” Hayden hissed, using his other hand to punch the animal in the side. It yelped and let go, falling onto the grass and retreating.

      He ran toward the street, trying to intercept the car. He held up the pistol, doing his best to aim and squeezing the trigger over and over.

      The car didn’t have any windows, but it did have a metal cage welded to the frame. He could see his bullets spark off the cage and ricochet, and he saw the driver turn his head in his direction. A second man appeared on the other side of the car, coming to sit on the passenger side window frame. He rested his rifle on the car’s rooftop, aiming at Hayden.

      Another crack. The man’s head vanished when the fourth of the sniper rifle’s six rounds hit it. Hayden kept running toward the car, continuing to shoot. He finally got lucky and saw the driver’s head snap to the side and then roll forward. The car veered off the road, accelerating into the wall of a building before coming to a dead stop.

      The small arms fire didn’t stop. Bullets whipped past Hayden, coming way too close. He dove to the ground, hiding in the overgrown grass and turning his head to the right. The other two cars were following on the back of the first, charging toward the RV and the shooter resting on its rooftop.

      Why had Pyro decided to open fire and give their presence away?

      He didn’t have time to ask her right now. One of the cars raced down a side street, heading south and coming to a stop less than fifty meters away. Two men climbed out of the back, wearing dark green fatigues and carrying rifles. The first car vanished further up the road, close to where he had left the RV. He had to assume Isabelle wouldn’t leave it in the middle of the street to get rammed.

      He didn’t know what was happening further back, but he heard the squeal of tires and then what sounded like something heavy going into the windshield and shattering it. A round of gunfire followed, quickly cut off without another shot from the heavy rifle.

      “Did you see him?” one of them asked.

      “I saw that truck on the road up ahead,” the other one said. “Sergeant’s calling it in.”

      “I thought this area was clear.”

      “Fucking travelers. Wrong place. Wrong time. They’re going to fucking pay for this shit.”

      “I told you we shouldn’t have come out here. Two days to Edenrise, Brock.”

      “What else were we going to do with the leftovers?”

      “Hong said to let them go.”

      “They were going to die, anyway. Stop being such a pansy.”

      Hayden pulled his legs up under him, staying low in the grass. They hadn’t seen him there yet. But they would any second. He brought his pistol up ahead of him. He didn’t have a clear view of them, either.

      Something rustled in the grass nearby. The soldiers turned and started shooting. Hayden took advantage of the unexpected distraction, rushing them through the grass. He shot the first in the chest, shifting his aim and pulling the trigger on the second.

      Nothing happened. The gun was empty. The soldier swung back toward him with an expression of fearful surprise.

      Hayden hit him in the face with his replacement hand, the force of the blow breaking the man’s jaw and neck. He crumpled to the ground.

      The driver of the car saw him. The vehicle’s engine roared, and the tires squealed as it began to move, turning in his direction. It jumped off the road and onto the grass, maneuvering to get him in line with the anti-trife spikes on the front of it.

      Hayden didn’t try to run. There was nowhere to go. He faced the vehicle, ready to dive to either side. It continued to accelerate, and he could see the driver’s face behind the wheel, set and focused on running him down.

      Another crack rippled through the air, closer than the first set. A large hole appeared in the windshield, and a smaller hole appeared in the driver’s head. He slumped forward, but the car didn’t slow.

      Hayden threw himself to the right, able to feel the breeze from the car as it rolled past him. It hit a rock hidden beneath the grass, the left corner thrown up and over, causing it to flip and hit the ground on its roof, sliding to a loud stop.

      “Too close,” Hayden said, rolling over and looking at the wreck.

      He heard footsteps coming fast. He looked over and saw Isabelle running toward him, the M2030 in her hands.

      “Sheriff,” she said, smiling when she saw him alive. So damn real. She stopped beside him, looking over at the flipped car.

      “He’s dead,” Hayden said. “Where’s Pyro.”

      “Driving the Tourmaster. Her aim was lacking.”

      “What the hell was she shooting at?”

      He remembered what the soldier said.

      They were going to die, anyway.

      “I don’t know. The soldiers emerged from the building. They looked happy.”

      “That’s it? They looked happy?”

      Isabelle shrugged. “I don’t know, Sheriff.”

      Hayden stood up. He caught movement from the road, the RV appearing from around a building. It came to a stop when Pyro saw them.

      “I heard one of them say they called in on us. Drones are incoming.”

      Isabelle looked up. She brought the rifle to her shoulder, looking through the scope. Hayden tracked the direction, making out a small dot in the sky, at least a kilometer away.  The sound suppressor reduced the noise of the rifle, but it still produced a sharp crack as it fired, their last round hitting the drone a few seconds later. The black dot began trailing smoke and sinking until it vanished.

      It was an impressive shot. One that only a machine could make. But he doubted they would only send one drone, and the rifle was out of bullets.

      They needed to get out of there. But where could they go? Now that the Liberators knew someone was nearby shooting at their soldiers, he doubted they would let them out of the area without a fight, and there was no way they could outrun a drone… or the Iron General’s helicopter.

      They were going to die, anyway.

      Hayden started walking back to the RV. He didn’t know why Pyro had taken the shot, and he would find out. It didn’t matter right now. If they couldn’t run, there was only one other option.

      They had to stand their ground, and they only had a few minutes to get ready.
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      Hayden pulled open the compartment at the bottom of the RV. Where it might have held luggage and other supplies during its originally-purposed life, the storage area was now home to an armory that made the drawer full of handguns inside look pathetic.

      There were at least two dozen aluminum cases organized in the compartment, all of them containing a rare and valuable firearm of some kind; ordnance that was hard if not impossible to come by on the forgotten Earth. Isabelle had said a lot of the guns and ammo came from Tinker, part of multiple trades for the women the Crosstons helped collect for the would-be messiah. Hayden hadn’t known it at the time Loki was still alive, but he was not only willing to give people to Tinker, he was eager to do it for the right kind of trade.

      He was glad the bastard was dead.

      “Sheriff,” Pyro said, exiting the RV when she saw him approach.

      Hayden spared her a glance as he pulled out the first of the cases, lowering it to the ground and flipping it open. A plasma rifle rested inside, along with two recharge cells. He lifted it out of the case and flipped it on, loading it with one of the cells.

      “Sheriff,” she repeated.

      “Pyro, the Liberators are coming. What rifle did you learn to shoot with?”

      Isabelle said her aim was lacking. It was probably because the sniper rifle was more powerful than what she was accustomed. Even with the suppressors, it still packed a kick.

      “It was a bolt-action hunting rifle,” she replied. “And a nine-millimeter handgun.”

      He noticed she already had a sidearm tucked into her pants. He handed her the plasma rifle, giving her a quick overview of the controls. “On switch. Mode selector.” He turned it to burst. “Keep it where it is.” He tapped the display on top. “Targeting computer. Line up and shoot. There’s no recoil.”

      She took the weapon. “Got it. Sheriff, I’m sorry. I saw them in the scope. One of them had his zipper-”

      They were going to die, anyway.

      “We’ll talk about it later, okay? Do you know what Gus is most familiar with?”

      “M20, mainly,” she replied. “I don’t know if Loki bothered with it; they’re pretty common.”

      Hayden pulled out another case and opened it. Isabelle joined him, moving the crates aside like she knew what she was looking for.

      The crate had a machine gun of some kind in it. He had never seen one like it before. “Do you know what this is?”

      Isabelle looked at it. “M47 IAR.”

      That didn’t mean anything to Hayden, either. He picked it up, testing its weight. “Gus!”

      It took a few seconds for Gus to appear in the RV’s doorway. “What’s up, Sheriff?”

      “Take this,” he said, passing it to him. He dug out three included magazines and handed them over too.

      “Nice,” Gus said, bringing it up and sighting down it. “Good feel. You need me to shoot something?”

      “Liberators are on their way. We can’t outrun them.”

      Gus enthusiasm vanished. “Oh. Shit, Sheriff.”

      “Sheriff,” Isabelle said.

      Hayden glanced over at the case the robot had opened. There were two weapons in it. Neither one of them looked like they were made on Earth.

      “HVRG,” she said, pointing to the rifle-sized weapon. “CRG.” She pointed to the other.

      “RG?” he asked.

      “Railgun. The magazines are interchangeable, but the HVRG has a higher velocity barrel. Fires an alloy flechette that can punch through almost anything. It’s the best set in Loki’s collection.”

      Hayden took the offered weapons. “Grab something for yourself, and let’s go.” He turned around and looked back at the town. They needed a more defensible position.

      “What about in there?” Pyro asked, pointing to the building the soldiers had been parked behind.

      Hayden examined it for a moment. There were no windows on the sides, but there was probably a door at the rear, and it was near a bridge leading over to the other side of a narrow river. There were some trees along the riverbank that would offer limited protection if they needed to make a move.

      “I don’t want us bunched up.” He eyed the other buildings, wishing they had comm links. “We have to take them by surprise. Pyro, Gus, head into the trees near the river. Get a clean line of fire to the road from there. I’m going to try to get onto the roof of that building there. Isabelle, stay with the RV. They come in, take them out.”

      “Pozz,” Isabelle said.

      “Sheriff,” Gus said. “I’m not sure this is a great idea.”

      “Do you have a better one?” Hayden asked. “We can’t run. We’ll be grouped together with no shot at getting the upper hand, and I’ve already seen what the Liberators can do. If they send that  aircraft with the cannon on it, we’d be as good as dead trying to ride off in the RV.”

      “Damn it, P, what’d you have to shoot them for?” Gus complained. “We could have snuck past them, or hid while they drove off.”

      “You didn’t see what I saw.”

      “Come on, P. It doesn’t matter—”

      “It does. Go over into that building if you don’t believe me. I’ve seen the look that bastard had on his face before. Satisfied and smug and superior. I know what they did in there.”

      They were going to die, anyway.

      Hayden had a feeling he did, too. He couldn’t be angry at her for shooting them. If his hunch were right, he would have done the same thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden sprinted to the building he had pointed out while Pyro and Gus made a break for the tree-line. He tried to watch the sky as he ran, keeping an eye out for the additional drones he knew would arrive any second now.

      The whole thing was a bad situation. Like the Liberator had said, wrong place, wrong time. If they had shown up ten minutes later, the soldiers would have been gone, returning to Fort McGuire after releasing their prisoners.

      Hayden didn’t need Pyro to spell everything out to know what she had seen. He wished he knew if Tinker condoned rape and murder or if these soldiers had gone rogue, thinking their secret would go undiscovered. Hayden could accept that Tinker had taken women to create his virus. The man had a goal, and he believed in it. It didn’t matter if Hayden did or not. There was logic to that. There was a measure of understanding. And when he didn’t need the women anymore, he was willing to let them go. Maybe he expected them to die anyway, but at least they would die free.

      The problem was that he could negotiate with someone who thought they were doing the right thing, even if it was questionable. He could talk to that version of Tinker, and maybe they could fix the world together. The other version?

      There was only one thing he could do with the other version. He wouldn’t hesitate to do it if it came to that.

      He jumped over the broken glass at the bottom of the doorway and into the building. It was a store of some kind, long cleaned out, with nothing but empty packaging deteriorating on the floor. The roof had an apparent leak, leaving standing water in the corner. The remains of a trife was lying in it. It hadn’t been dead too long, and it was obvious wild animals had fed on it. Probably that dog he saw outside.

      He went to the back of the store, through an open door to the rear. There was an access ladder leading up to the rooftop, and he grabbed it and pulled himself up, unlatching the cover and flipping it open. He climbed out onto the roof, wrinkling his nose at the smell. There was more standing water in the middle, and another corpse resting in it. This one was human. An old hunting rifle was on the ground nearby.

      Hayden only spared him a glance before returning his attention to the sky. He caught sight of it now, a small black dot in the distance, zipping toward the small town. He grabbed the HVRG from his back and flipped it on, causing the weapon to hum softly as the electromagnets charged. He circled the water to the edge of the rooftop, and then lowered himself behind the lip. He wasn’t like Isabelle. He couldn’t hit the small drone from a kilometer out.

      The silence began to break a few seconds later. He heard the rumble of engines in the distance, and when he looked south he could see a small haze of disturbed dirt and rubble where he imagined the roadway went.

      Closer to him, he heard a sharp yelp. He rose slightly from his position to find the source, and a moment later that same dog that had tried to bite him ran from the grass and across the street, vanishing into another line of brush.

      Hayden responded with a half-smile. The dog was a mongrel. He was a mongrel. They were kindred spirits.

      The smile faded when the trife moved out from the grass, leaping to the side of the nearest building and scaling the wall. It wasn’t chasing the dog - trife only attacked humans. But it had scared the animal away.

      Another one joined it a moment later. They had most likely been drawn in by the gunfire. If there were two, there had to be more. He brought up the HVRG, turning it toward the trees and looking into its digital scope. He swept it across the treeline, pleased Pyro and Gus had managed to hide well enough he couldn’t find them, and at the same time unhappy he couldn’t find them. At least he didn’t see any trife near…damn it.

      He spotted a dark shape moving among the growth. Then another. And another.

      He wished again he had a transceiver. Did they know the trife were there?

      A new sound managed to rise about the growing rumble. The whining buzz of the drone. It was getting close. He spun back to where he had seen it. The machine was a few hundred meters away, hovering over the city, facing directly toward him.

      He raised his rifle toward it.

      It fired a missile at him.

      He saw the flare from the rocket motor first, shooting out behind the black tip that launched from one of its stubby wings. Then he ran, turning and pushing off, trying to put some distance between himself and the projectile. He only made it three steps before the missile hit the side of the building and exploded.

      The impact threw stone and debris sky high, the concussion tossing him forward into the standing water. He landed face first, the smell of the muck overwhelming his senses. A good deal of the blasted debris came down to hit him in the back. He didn’t hesitate, gathering himself and pushing back to his feet with his powerful right arm. He looked back, finding the drone circling the rooftop to get a better angle of attack on him.

      The roof beneath him collapsed.

      There was no warning. One moment, he was taking a step forward. The next, he was falling, along with the water, along with the corpse, tumbling through a sudden hole. He cursed as his back slammed into the side of a shelf and he bounced off, landing on top of the body that had fallen into the shop with him. It was wet and slimy beneath him, and he fought against a round of nausea as he tried to roll away from it.

      He rolled onto his back, looking up through the fresh hole just in time to see the second missile streak through the opening and slam into the back wall of the shop.

      More debris flew through the air, the heat and fresh missile wash blowing over him. His bodysuit protected him from the worst, but something managed to sneak past to his face, slicing open his cheek. He cursed a second time, aiming the HVRG up at the damn thing and squeezing the trigger.

      The flechettes were small and narrow, like tiny nails. A hundred of them launched within half a second, spraying in a circular pattern that made their coverage extremely effective. It only took one of the high-velocity rounds to strike the drone and power through it to cause it to start smoking and collapse, vanishing from Hayden’s view.

      He got to his feet, soaking wet and in pain. He made his way back toward the door and nearly earned a second wound on his face for his carelessness.

      He threw himself sideways, the trife’s claws catching only air right beside his face, at least until it tackled him while he was off-balance. It bit down on his metal arm, hissing when it couldn’t pierce the hardened shell. It ran its claws across his chest, slicing through the outer fatigues and scraping along the bodysuit beneath, digging through right before Hayden slammed the stock of the HVRG into its head and drove it up and back.

      Hayden swung around on a knee, firing the rifle and watching as the dozens of tiny flechettes tore through the creature, leaving it bleeding from multiple complete puncture wounds. It hissed and fell to the ground in front of him.

      He jumped over it, shooting a second trife nearby. More of them were coming from out of the grass and around the buildings, drawn to the sounds of the fighting. He heard gunfire further off too, further away than the trees. The Liberators had already encountered the creatures.

      Hayden moved out into the street, looking back to the RV. Isabelle was standing outside, a rifle in her hand. She fired single shots at the trife that got too close, each one hitting a demon in the head and bringing it down.

      He started for the trees. He could see muzzle flashes through the branches, along with the bright flashes of plasma bolts. Were Pyro and Gus shooting at trife or soldiers? He couldn’t tell.

      He heard an engine approaching, and he saw a car on the other side of the river, nearing the bridge and slowing to turn. It was like most of the Liberator’s vehicles, an old shell heavily modified with armor protection from trife. This one had also been upgraded with a larger engine, which rose out of the open hood. It roared with each small acceleration.

      Unlike most of the vehicles, this one didn’t have a front windshield. Instead, a pair of soldiers sat in the front with the driver, with a pair of gun mounts helping them aim their rifles past the engine to shoot ahead of the car. They started shooting the moment they turned onto the bridge, sending bullets tearing toward Hayden.

      A second vehicle came up behind the first and Hayden ran to the nearest cover, crossing the street and throwing himself through a door that was hanging open. He crouched in the doorway, aiming at the car as it reached the other side of the bridge.

      He heard a thunk to his left. An instant later, something streaked past his position and slammed into the car’s engine. It exploded, bathing the vehicle in a ball of fire and sending debris and hot metal around it. Hayden ducked further into the building to escape it, the heat of the fireball washing over him.

      What the hell had Isabelle just fired?

      He stood up, ready to go back out into the fray. There was a second Liberator car out there with more still coming.

      He froze as he realized which building he had entered. His jaw clenched, and his eyes started to water.

      He looked away. It was worse than he had guessed. King’s Scrappers had been cannibals, rapists, and killers. These soldiers made them look gentle.

      How could men like that end up in Tinker’s army without him knowing what they were made of? If he accepted men like that into his midst, what did that say about him?

      Was Edenrise even close to the paradise Tinker promised, or was it like so many other things here?

      One big fucking lie.
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      Hayden didn’t linger in the building. He moved back to the doorway, keeping the HVRG raised and ready. The first Liberator car was still smoking, small bits of burning textile scattered around it. The trailing car had stopped on the bridge behind it, stuck there by the wreck. Two more Liberator vehicles were coming up the road. One of them was a truck, heavy and high, and capable of carrying an entire platoon of soldiers.

      Isabelle should have saved her rocket for that.

      Unless she had another one.

      It was wishful thinking. The good news was that the soldiers were stuck on the other side of the river. It wasn’t that wide, and they could get across on foot, but it would slow them down.

      Hayden came out of the building, sighting through the HVRG’s scope to the lead car. The Liberators were climbing out and crouching beside it, using it as cover as they made their way around the wreck. Hayden didn’t shoot. Not yet. He made a move of his own, running from the building to the first line of trees.

      A trife tried to tackle him as he reached the first trunk, coming from behind another tree and leaping at him. He caught its head in his big hand and squeezed, crushing it with too little effort. Bullets started chipping away at the tree trunk beside him, and he ducked low, swinging around to the back side of it to let the vegetation absorb the attack.

      He saw more trife further south, moving through the trees. Pyro and Gus were closer to the riverbank, their weapons-fire still visible in spurts. He found the heavy truck again. The soldiers were jumping out of the back, one after another. There were already a dozen soldiers on the ground, and more were still coming.

      A portion of them broke off, turning south and shooting at the trife. A bigger contingent made their way to the riverbank.

      “Pyro! Gus! Fall back!”

      He hoped they could hear him shout over the rest of the noise. The first thing he was going to do as soon as possible would be to get his hands on a few transceivers.

      He peered around the corner of the tree again. He saw Pyro backing toward the road. He noticed movement out the corner of his eye. The RV was approaching from the west, getting closer to the action.

      What was Isabelle doing?

      He didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. The appearance of the trife and the collapse of the roof had ruined their chance to take the Liberators by surprise, and now they were getting overwhelmed. The only reason they might escape was because the enemy was on the wrong side of the water.

      Well, one of them was, anyway.

      Was that why Isabelle was advancing? Had her machine mind figured there was no way they would win this fight?

      “Gus! Pyro!” he shouted again. “Fall back!”

      He glanced back at the RV. It was continuing to accelerate down the road, approaching the remains of the first Liberator car and the line of vehicles behind it. He caught a glimpse of Isabelle behind the wheel, eyes forward, expression blank. What else would he expect from a robot?

      He still didn’t know what she was planning. She was speeding up, not slowing down. She was driving right toward the enemy, as though her path was clear.  Was she going to ram the whole mess of them? What good would that do? They would lose their ride,  their food and weapons.

      He reached into the pocket of his fatigues, suddenly worried he had lost the control device. If he had, she would follow him until someone else picked it up and used it.

      No. It was still there. Hayden lifted it out, ready to order Isabelle to stop. To use the device to override her logic circuits. He had told her to protect them, and for whatever reason, she thought that’s what she was doing.

      He heard the thunder of the gunship’s large cannon before he saw it or the heavy artillery it started spitting down on the RV. The noise of it was unmistakable, the results of its attack instantly devastating. He watched the back of the RV start to crumple in, the sides blowing out. He looked up and saw the aircraft swinging around, the pilot keeping it steady while the Liberator aimed the weapon. He had half-expected to see the Iron General or even Nathan up there, but instead it was some soldier he had never seen, another generic figure in a dark green United States Space Force replica jumpsuit.

      He brought his rifle up, looking through the digital sight and getting a bead on the airship.

      A fresh round of small arms fire exploded to his right, and something tackled him, bringing him to the ground.

      He was ready to fight until he felt the metal arm beneath his Centurion hand, and looked up to see Pyro on top of him.

      “Damn, Sheriff,” she said. “You almost got killed.”

      The bullets were coming all around them. They were on the ground, halfway behind one of the trees, which itself was being chewed to pieces. He could hear the hard crackling of the heavy cannon still firing. He leaned his head to the side so he could see past Pyro, to where Isabelle was about to-

      The RV slammed into what was left of the Liberator’s vehicle, slowing only slightly as it shoved the metal wreck back and into the car behind it. The momentum kept it going, pushing the mass ahead of it as it screeched and whined and rumbled across the road and onto the bridge.

      The cannon stopped firing, careful not to hit any friendlies, the airship hovering in the sky, spinning back to get a better angle to restart the attack.

      The RV settled to a stop on top of the bridge.

      Then it exploded.

      The suddenness of it caused Hayden to flinch in surprise, and he grabbed Pyro and pulled her down closer to him, rolling over to take whatever impact followed. It was purely instinctive, his role as a protector so ingrained his consciousness never gave him a chance to do otherwise. He felt the heat of it at his back, but he didn’t see the outcome. He could guess what it would be. The explosion hadn’t been from damage.

      It was intentional.

      Hayden rolled off Pyro, quickly jumping to his feet. The aircraft had stopped too close, hovered too low. Whatever Isabelle had used to blow the RV had enough power that the flames and debris had reached up and caught the airship, sending shrapnel out and into its side. It was smoking and reeling, rolling to the left and losing altitude.

      The shooter fell out of the open side and into the river. A few popping sounds followed from the bridge, creaks and groans from the rusted metal supports giving way. Then the whole thing dropped into the water, piling up and blocking it off, and making sure if the Liberators were going to get across, they were going to get wet doing it.

      The airship continued to fall, sliding sideways and spinning out of control. It sank toward the building he had climbed to the top of earlier and then slammed into it, creating another small explosion before crashing to the ground.

      “Is she gone?” Pyro asked.

      Hayden still had the control device in his hand. He glanced down at it. The status light was green.

      “No,” he said.

      The explosion had silenced the gunfire from the far bank, at least for the moment, but he didn’t think it would last.  He turned his attention back toward the bridge. The device claimed Isabelle was still active, but where was she?

      He found her on the other side of the riverbank. He didn’t recognize her right away. The heat had melted all of her false human attributes. Her hair, her clothes, her synthetic flesh. She was a humanoid mass of scorched and scraped metal, rising out of the destruction.

      Pyro started shooting beside him. He glanced over. She was facing the other way, targeting a group of trife that had tried to sneak up on them. They hissed and made a break for the trees, only to find themselves with bullets in their bodies, the slugs tearing them open and throwing them violently to the ground.

      Gus emerged a moment later. He was filthy and bleeding from his head and leg.

      “P,” he said.

      “Gus,” she replied, happy to see him.

      “This isn’t over yet,” Hayden said.

      More trife were coming up from the south, another group approaching from the west. There had to be at least a hundred of them, probably twice that.

      He realized then that Isabelle hadn’t taken out the bridge to keep the Liberators on the other side. She had done it to keep the trife on this side.

      “We have to cross the river,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      “Sheriff, the Liberators are at the river’s edge,” Gus said. “They damn near killed me.”

      “Those trife will finish the job if we stay here.”

      “Good point.”

      The three of them went back into the trees, using them as cover as they tried to get to the river again. The gunfire started up again on the other side, but it wasn’t directed at them. It sounded like it was aiming north.

      Toward Isabelle.

      “Come on, they’re distracted,” he said, moving more boldly through the brush.

      Pyro and Gus followed him, and they made it to the bank without being challenged.

      Hayden could see the Liberators on the other side. They were taking cover behind the growth, thinking the mongrels had retreated and redirecting toward the threat to the north. Hayden looked that way, but Isabelle was hidden by the vegetation.

      “I don’t suppose you two know how to swim?” Hayden asked. He had only learned a couple of months ago, in the shallow waters outside Sanisco. He didn’t know if the water was deep enough they would need to swim, but he didn’t want them to drown.

      “Water is one of the best places to escape trife,” Pyro said. “We know how to swim.”

      “Good. Let’s try to get across without getting noticed. I don’t know what Izzy’s doing up there, but it’s got their attention.”

      He could hear the movement in the trees behind them. The trife were closing in. He moved out into the open, keeping his rifle up until he was sure none of the Liberators had noticed him. He ran to the bank and dropped to his ass, holding the gun over his head and pushing himself forward to slide into the water. He went in nearly silently,  careful to keep the weapon dry. It might be water resistant when it was powered off,  but he wasn’t about to power it off.

      The water came up to his chest, the intense cold soaking through his bodysuit. He gritted his teeth and started across, keeping a careful eye on the soldiers as he took lumbering steps across the muddy bottom.

      Pyro and Gus came up behind him, following his lead and entering the same way. Pyro was the shortest of the three, and the water was up to her neck. She decided to dog paddle across, keeping her limbs underwater so she wouldn’t splash.

      He kept watching the soldiers, each step bringing him a little closer. If any of the Liberators saw them now, they would be as good as dead.

      The soldiers didn’t see them. They sat pressed against the trunks of the trees or on their stomachs behind thick roots. They weren’t shooting at anything. It was as if they were frozen in time, stuck in position while the three of them made their crossing. They had to be watching for Isabelle, waiting for her to come for them. Did they even know what they were up against?

      Hayden could hear the gunfire diminishing to the north, the soldiers taken out by the robot one at a time. He didn’t know the full extent of Isabelle’s potential. The Defenders on Proxima were heavily armored and could take a serious pounding before they could be breached. Tinker’s creation was less imposing, but she was also much more advanced. Were her composite materials the same?

      He reached the opposite bank without getting spotted. He tossed the HVRG onto the shore and climbed up, grabbing the weapon and ducking behind a tree that was behind the rearmost enemy position. He looked back at the river. Pyro was climbing out. Gus was most of the way across.

      The trife came out from the trees, reaching the water. He heard the soldier ahead of him react to the sudden mass of black that appeared at the water’s edge.

      “Sarge, we’ve got a whole fucking mess of trife on our flank.”

      He couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation. He did hear one of the other soldiers.

      “Fuck this. I’m not sitting here… Incoming in the river. They’re crossing the river!”

      Damn it.

      Hayden swung out from his position. The rear line of soldiers were reacting to the sudden call of alarm, turning to look at the river, where Gus was still working his way across. They started bringing their rifles to bear.

      “Here!” Hayden shouted, drawing their attention away from the big man.

      He jumped at the nearest soldier, slamming him in the gut with a big fist, pushing him back and knocking him down. He dove behind the tree as the return fire came.

      Plasma bolts sizzled through the air, hitting two of the soldiers before they saw Pyro near the bank. They spread their fire, dividing between the targets.

      Hayden came out of hiding again, rushing headlong toward the first soldier he saw. The man twisted to get his rifle aimed. Too slow. Hayden shot him, the small flechettes ripping into his gut and dropping him. Hayden circled a tree, coming out close to another soldier. That one fell as a plasma bolt hit him in the chest.

      Hayden caught a flash of silver up ahead, the sunlight glinting against Isabelle’s natural form. She was taking advantage of the confusion their appearance had created, and she leaped at one of the soldiers, grabbing his head in her hands and twisting. His neck shattered, and she dropped his corpse to the ground.

      Then her head lifted, and she looked directly at him. She waved, wiggling her metal fingers, before charging off to his right. He turned in that direction, able to make out a few of the remaining soldiers running for the truck at the back of the line, the only vehicle that survived the fighting unscathed.  He joined her, running after the group, breaking into the open behind them.

      He put his rifle up, but he didn’t fire. He wouldn’t shoot them in the back if he didn’t have to.

      “Freeze!” he shouted instead. “Don’t move!”

      Three of the four soldiers came to a stop. The fourth made it to the driver’s side door of the truck before Isabelle grabbed him by the neck, lifting him off the ground and squeezing.

      “Izzy, drop him,” Hayden said.

      Her hand opened, and he hit the ground.

      “Drop your weapons.”

      The four soldiers dropped their guns. Pyro and Gus came out of the woods nearby. Gus was limping.

      “Izzy, bring that one over to the others.”

      Isabelle reached for the soldier. He sprang to his feet and hurried over to join the rest before she could touch him.

      Hayden approached them from behind. “Which one of you is the ranking officer?”

      The same soldier raised his hand.

      “Name and rank,” Hayden ordered.

      “Sergeant Wyatt Cooper, sir,” he said. “When General Stacker hears about this, he’s going to—”

      “Whatever he’s going to do, he’s going to be too late,” Hayden said. “I know he isn’t at Fort McGuire anymore. I probably know more about his whereabouts than you do. Besides, he’s one of the men I want to see.” He circled to the front of the soldiers. They kept their heads and eyes down.

      “Do you know the name of the unit that was out here?”

      “Second Battalion, Viper squad, sir.”

      “They brought prisoners out this way. Did you know that?”

      “Lieutenant Hong ordered them to bring any prisoners we had in the cells out this way and let them go. He said we didn’t need them anymore.”

      “Do you know what Viper squad did to them, Sergeant?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I could show you if my robot here hadn’t blown the bridge and the other side wasn’t slick with trife. Let’s just say they were into some pretty sick shit. Did you know that, Sergeant?”

      “No, sir. General Stacker doesn’t stand for that kind of behavior, sir.”

      Hayden was glad to hear it.  “They probably figured since the general was gone, they could do what they wanted and nobody would be the wiser.”

      “That would be my guess, sir.”

      “They called you in here because we attacked them. We attacked them because of what they were doing. And now most of your battalion is dead.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How does that feel?”

      “Not very good, sir.”

      “This gash on my cheek doesn’t feel very good either. And my man over there is limping and shot. I’m not very happy about that.”

      “No, sir.”

      “You can make it up to me, though. You seem like a reasonable person, and I don’t really want to kill you.”

      “No, sir. What can I do for you, sir?”

      Hayden looked over at the truck, and then at Isabelle. “Do you remember when I said we weren’t going in through the front gates?”

      “Pozz,” she replied. Without her synthetic skin, only a set of micro-motors on her face moved.

      “Change of plans.”
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      Nathan didn’t get much sleep.

      The meeting with Tinker and everything he had seen kept him awake through most of the night, his mind reeling from the potential of it all.

      Not one alien race, but two. Three, if Nathan counted the trife separately. Four if the planet the Asteroid Tossers as Tinker called them was inhabited by another intelligent life form.

      An interstellar war. A battle for supremacy. A challenge to overcome the trife in exchange for protection from their masters.

      It all seemed so ridiculous, but at the same time, made some amount of sense. Before he had left Proxima, he would never have believed in it. He would never have believed what had happened to Earth either until he saw it for himself. And the device Tinker showed him wasn’t made up. It wasn’t a fake. Tinker hadn’t created some kind of elaborate movie to fool him into believing that the Others were real.

      He had heard the old saying that truth was stranger than fiction. He knew it was spot on. This truth was insane, but it was also the truth.

      He couldn’t relax. He couldn’t stop wondering what would happen if the ATs came back. What if they decided to launch a fresh attack on Earth? What if they learned their efforts to keep humankind planet bound had failed? What if they found out about Proxima? Would they drop trife on that planet too? Or would they use their starships’ weapons to destroy the domes and kill everyone in them?

      He had been forced to leave Proxima, but that didn’t mean he had no loyalty to the planet or the people on it. He cared what happened there. He was starting to care what happened here.  He couldn’t help it. This was his home now. He couldn’t go back to Proxima, and he wouldn’t if he could. Learning the truth about Niobe had helped him with that, at least.

      He didn’t need to go back to his homeworld. He didn’t need to clear his name. He didn’t even need to get revenge on the Trust for taking her life. He had gotten to deal them a blow already when he killed Bennett, and the things he had learned...

      It was all so much bigger than he ever imagined. It was all so much more important than revenge. Niobe died to get the key to Tinker because she believed in it. She believed the Others could save them from the ATs, and if it came down to it maybe from Proxima too.

      He hoped it wouldn’t come to that. It didn’t make sense for the two planets to fight one another, not when there were other intelligent life forms out there that wanted them hamstrung and shackled to the world instead of traveling the stars.

      Not when the universe was so much bigger than he was ready to comprehend.

      He felt small. Inconsequential. At the same time, he knew the future of Earth, and maybe of all humankind was at least partially under his control. The question was, what was he going to do with it?

      He slid out of bed, padding naked across the floor to the bathroom. He relieved himself and ducked into the shower, forcing himself to only spend a few minutes beneath the warm running water. His apartment was so luxurious, so comfortable it would be easy to get accustomed to it. He didn’t want to let himself get too relaxed. He had learned more about Tinker’s motives, but that didn’t mean he could trust the man.

      He got dressed, and then went back out to the patio. The air was cold, spreading goosebumps along his arms. It felt so good to have real, fresh air. Air that wasn’t always exactly one temperature. Air that flowed at variable speeds. He leaned over the railing, looking down at the city. Lights sparkled across the skyline, and he could see the sun rising in the east, out over the endless ocean.

      It was amazing.

      He stood outside and watched it until the red and orange glow around the water faded into a solid blue, and the sun became a yellow ball in the sky. He kept thinking about Niobe. About Rhonna. About the Others. He even thought about Sheriff Duke. If things had been different, if they had known one another in a different time and place, he believed they could have been friends.

      But the sheriff was dead, and he was about to help destroy the world.

      A knock on his door got his attention.

      He opened the door from the patio to the apartment and stuck his head inside. “Come in.”

      Ebion entered. She was wearing in a light pink dress that fell to her ankles and was loose around her mechanically perfect frame. She had a tray of food in her hands.

      “General Stacker wanted to be sure you had something to eat before you left,” she said.

      “What is it?” he asked, realizing he was hungry.

      “Bacon, eggs, and steak,” she said, lowering the tray so he could see it. “All grown here. Delicious.”

      “How would you know? You don’t eat.”

      She smiled. “It’s not polite to question my diet.”

      “You’re a robot.”

      “It’s not polite to call me a robot, either.”

      “What are you then?”

      “I’m a professional companion and bodyguard.”

      “A babysitter,” Nathan said, smiling.

      “Only where you’re concerned.”

      She placed the tray on a small table near the kitchen. He sat down and started eating, cutting the steak and bringing it to his mouth. It watered from the smell, and when he bit into the steak and started chewing, he started to feel like he was making the wrong decision to help James find the artifact. Maybe he should stay here and gorge himself on real food instead?

      He tried the bacon and the eggs. They were just as good as the steak. He lost himself in the meal, finishing it before he realized it was gone. He looked up from the plate. Ebion was staring at him, an appropriately amused expression on her face.

      “Well done,” she said. “You ate so quickly. You have ten minutes before I’m scheduled to bring you to the base. What would you like to do?”

      “I’m going back out on the balcony,” he said. “Would you like to join me?”

      “It’s a date.”

      He got up, heading to the balcony. She followed right behind him. He had just gotten outside when he noticed a starship coming down around the spire, landing the same way he had the day before. It wasn’t the Pulse. It was another ship, larger and less refined.

      “The first delivery of equipment from Fort McGuire,” Ebion said.

      “Do you know how long it will take for the delivery system to be ready?” Nathan asked. “James said a few weeks.”

      “One week,” Ebion replied. “Tinker was confident in the last trial, and began making preparations before the efficacy was confirmed.”

      One week? That wasn’t a lot of time to locate the artifact. It made sense though. They had two weeks to put everything in motion before anything coming back from Proxima would become a concern.

      And once it did?

      Tinker believed they would have the Others on their side by then, helping to protect them from reprisal. Nathan wished he could believe it too. It was a better alternative than hesitantly following a potential psychopath.

      At least he would be ready if things went sideways. At least James would have his back if Tinker needed to be stopped.

      He wasn’t quite sure how his life had become so complicated so quickly. He decided that when it was over, whatever the outcome, if he was still alive and Edenrise was still standing, he was going to retire here. He would spend every morning looking east to the sunrise, and every night looking west to the sunset, and all the time between appreciative of the fresh air, the blue ocean, and the pure pleasure of being alive.

      “Time to go, Colonel Stacker,” Ebion said, sooner than he was expecting.  

      Had it been ten minutes already?

      He reminded himself that his wife had died for the mission he was about to embark on. It was that important to her, and so it had become that important to him. He was resolved to see it through.

      And then?

      He was resolved to do whatever it took to protect his new home.
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      Ebion guided Nathan back down to the lobby of the building. There were more people there now than there had been the night before. They were mostly older men, dressed in clothes woven from new thread, mainly pinstriped suits in dark colors. He didn’t know what their function in the city was, but they stopped what they were doing to watch him pass, their wrinkled faces tilted slightly in an effort to look down on him.

      “Who were those people?” he asked once they were clear of the building.

      A car was waiting to take them to the Liberator’s base, back near the research facility. It was black and long, with dark tinted glass and a deep red interior which had either maintained its condition over the centuries, or more likely had been replaced.

      “You saw them at the party last night,” Ebion replied, sliding into the car beside him. Someone on the street closed the door. “Tinker’s advisors and politicians. They help run the city. You don’t remember them?”

      “I don’t remember much about last night besides the sphere. I don’t think they like me.”

      “They’re too high on themselves to realize the Liberators are the ones running things. Tinker puts up with them so he doesn’t have to handle the details. He prefers his lab. But they think you’re the competition, so they hold their noses up at you to make themselves feel better.”

      Nathan smiled. “I like that perspective. It’s very human, for a machine.”

      “Better than very machine for a human,” she said.

      Nathan looked over at her. She noticed and glanced at him, smiling. She seems to react to all of his looks with smiles. But then, that’s what artificial companions did, wasn’t it?

      The ride only lasted a few minutes, the traffic in the street clearing the way for them as they traveled north to the piers. The vehicle stopped on one of the long, concrete docks, and Ebion slid across the seat and opened the door, climbing out. He joined her a moment later.

      “I thought the Liberator base was back there?” he said, pointing further inland.

      “The main base is,” she said. “This mission is top secret. Only you, me, General Stacker, and Tinker know about it.”

      “Why keep it so quiet? Is Tinker expecting trouble?”

      “The more valuable a thing is to him, the closer he holds it to his chest. He’s been betrayed before. Edenrise was almost destroyed once because of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It happened a long time ago, when Edenrise still relied on walls for protection, instead of the shield. Ancient history.” She pointed to a ramp leading up into one of the old Naval vessels. “They’re waiting for us.”

      Nathan followed her to the ramp and up into the ship. They entered a large cargo hold, which reminded him of the hold on the other Navy ship where he had nearly caught up to Hayden. This one was bigger. Much bigger. It was also nearly empty save for a few open crates and some random debris.

      “They must already be on the deck,” Ebion said.

      “Are we the only ones here?” Nathan asked.

      She nodded. “We use a few of the ships to store supplies. This one, CVN-78, is an aircraft carrier. It was used as living space while the city was undergoing reconstruction after the shields went up.”

      “An aircraft carrier?” Nathan said. “Where are the aircraft?”

      “Most of them were moved to other locations during the war and used against the trife. Many of them crashed when their pilots succumbed to the trife sickness, before anyone knew the creatures were carrying a disease. The few that remained were stripped for parts. Jet fighters are of limited use in this theater.”

      She led him through the cavernous hold, through a hatch into a passageway and from the passageway to a ladder leading to the main deck. They emerged back outside onto a long, flat expanse. The Pulse was resting a hundred meters away, its loading ramp extended. James and Tinker were standing at the base of it, talking.

      Ebion brought him over to them. There was a stiff wind blowing across the deck, coming in from the ocean. Nathan could smell the salt and brine, and his skin pebbled from the chill in the air.

      He loved it.

      “Colonel Stacker reporting for duty, sir,” he said as he reached the two men, coming to attention ahead of them.

      James smiled at his formality. “At ease, Colonel.”

      “Thank you, Ebion,” Tinker said. “Please wait for me by the lift.”

      “Of course, sir,” Ebion replied.

      “I’ve already loaded our equipment into the Pulse,” James said. “We’re ready to go.”

      “You should have brought me over earlier,” Nathan said. “I could have helped.”

      Tinker laughed. “You are a Stacker, aren’t you? Shot down, chased, nearly killed. Just learned that we’re fucking pissants compared to some of the other intelligent life out there. And you still don’t want any time off.”

      “No, sir,” Nathan said. “Not until the war is over, sir.”

      Tinker liked that answer. So did James.

      “I told you, sir,” he said to Tinker.

      “You were right to bring him in instead of killing him,” Tinker agreed. He rolled over to Nathan, putting out his hand. Nathan took it and shook. “Good luck, Colonel. Good hunting. Call in as soon as you have something.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan and James said in unison.

      “That’s my boys,” Tinker said.

      Then he started rolling away, over to the edge of the deck where Ebion was standing. She waved when Nathan looked at her, and he found himself waving back. He caught himself. She was a machine. A robot. He was treating her like a person.

      “You like her?” James said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “Who? Ebion?”

      “No, Doc. Yes, Nathan. Ebion.”

      “She’s programmed to be a companion, right? I’m not used to that kind of robot.”

      “Tinker’s AI is damned convincing, I know. There's no reason to be ashamed. You’ve been through a lot, and he did make her quite attractive.”

      “It’s not that,” Nathan said. “It’s the way she speaks. It’s feels so familiar. Am I crazy for thinking that?”

      “I don’t know,” James said. “I’ve never put much energy in love. Maybe that’s crazy.”

      “What about Doc?”

      “There’s a big leap between love and sex.”

      “She loves you.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t love her?”

      “No. I’m married to the mission, Nathan. It has to come first for me.”

      Ebion and Tinker had climbed onto the lift and were sinking out of view. Nathan glanced back at her. What was he thinking, anyway?

      “You ready to do this, brother?” James said.

      Nathan nodded. “Yeah.”

      He followed James up the ramp and into the Pulse. He hit the control pad to close the ramp and continued up and around to the bridge, taking the pilot’s seat while James went to the captain’s chair. It took a few minutes to run through the startup sequence, and then the Pulse came to life.

      “Tinker put the coordinates of the old military base into the nav system,” James said. “We go in, we find the site’s mainframe, we pull it out and bring it back to Tinker for forensics. With any luck, he can recover enough of the data to get a general idea where they moved the artifact.”

      “Roger that. I have a question.”

      “What is it?”

      “Why haven’t you been out to the Nevada site already? Why wait to have the key before gathering the intel on the door?”

      “The trials were more important. Tinker wanted me in the northeast, working on that. Now that the trials are over, I’m freed up to take on this mission. He won’t send anyone else to do it.”

      “Ebion said he has some trust issues.”

      “You would too if your brother was plotting to assassinate you and hand everything you had built over to the Trust.”

      “They betrayed him, and he’s still working with them?”

      “Was working with them. I told you he hates the Trust, and he has good reason to. But he cares about his mission. His destiny. After he stamped out his brother’s mini-rebellion, he made peace with the Trust because he needed what they could provide. Now that we’re here, he’ll have his chance to get back at them for their treachery.”

      Nathan glanced back. “What does that mean?”

      James smiled. “Don’t worry about it, Nathan. We have our priorities; Tinker has his.”

      Nathan turned back to the displays. He engaged the throttle, the starship vibrating slightly as it started to rise from the aircraft carrier’s deck. He rotated it toward the spire, which was rising into the clouds a few kilometers away.

      He adjusted the vector, the starship rising and accelerating toward the tall spike, the launch pattern painted on the primary display.

      Don’t worry about it, Nathan.

      Statements like that always made him worry more, and this was no exception.
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      The Pulse slipped up past the top of the spire, breaking free of Edenrise’s perimeter and the launch path provided to its central computer. Nathan kept it in its spiraling ascent for a few more seconds before straightening out.

      “Take a steep ascent into space,” James said.

      “You want to go into space? According to the system, our target is thirty-nine hundred kilometers. We can make it faster if we don’t go as high.”

      “Understood,” James said. “That’s our ground target. We have other targets to handle first.”

      “Other targets? Everything orbiting the planet is dead.”

      “Not everything, Nathan. The CSF has low power micro-satellites monitoring everything that gets too high off the planet’s surface. They watch the traffic moving to and from the planet. The Trust disables the transmitters when they drop their ships in so local Space Force outposts don’t know they’re around, but we don’t have that luxury.”

      “You’re saying we’re going to be spotted?”

      “Affirmative. The CSF will pick us up as soon as we clear six klicks. It’s unavoidable. I don’t know how they’re going to react. We haven’t been in this situation before.”

      “But you know how to locate the satellites?”

      “The ones we care about, yes. We have access to their transmission keys. Once they start sending they’ll light up like a firefight at midnight. We can pinpoint their location and take them out.”

      “What if the CSF sends starfighters?”

      “They don’t keep fighters on Earth. What would be the point? The system is intended to track their own ships. Our appearance will be an anomaly they’ll want to check out. If they launch an interceptor it’ll probably be a dropship like the Pulse, but it’s more likely they’ll try to communicate first.”

      “And we tell them what?”

      “Nothing. We maintain radio silence. Once the satellites are out they’ll lose track of us.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Relax, Nathan. Tinker has this all planned out. We were originally going to make the trip on the ground, but everything kind of fell into place. We have a ship. We have a pilot. It’s the kind of stuff that makes me wonder if Tinker’s visions aren’t just some old man’s wish fulfillment after all.”

      “You really think he’s some kind of prophet?”

      “I didn’t say that. If I believed that I wouldn’t have asked you to help me deal with him if the need arises. But the way things are developing, I’m hoping we won’t have to follow through. Steep ascent, Colonel.”

      Nathan focused on the display, adjusting the dropship’s vector into a sharper climb. He felt the weight of his body being pulled back into the seat as he aimed the front of the ship to the sky and increased the power to the reactor. The ship shook slightly as it passed through some turbulence, smoothing out and continuing to ascend.

      “You’re the reason the two of us are here,” James continued. “You’re the reason we’re riding a starship to the site, instead of trying to take an overland route past the trife and who knows what else. You’re the reason I’m not doing this alone. There has to be something to that, doesn’t there? God. Fate. Karma. Or whatever you want to call it.”

      “Coincidence?” Nathan offered.

      James laughed. “Fuck you, Nate.”

      Nathan smiled. The Pulse was rising higher and higher, and as the sky began to darken ahead of them, one of the secondary displays changed over to a forward view, with three red dots lit up against it, spread equidistantly from one another.

      “There they are,” James said. “We’ve been made, Colonel.”

      The Pulse continued streaking upward. Nathan altered the trajectory slightly, directing the ship toward the first of the dots. He activated the weapons system, beginning to divert power to the plasma cannons mounted on either side of the fuselage.

      “The sats are tiny,” James said. “One bolt each should take them out.”

      A small LED on the control panel started flashing. Nathan glanced back at James again. “They’re calling us, just like you said.”

      “Unidentified starship. This is Centurion Space Force Pacific Northwest. Do you copy?”

      The voice cut onto the bridge.

      “Ignore it,” James said.

      “Unidentified starship. This is Centurion Space Force Pacific Northwest. Do you copy?”

      “How many outposts does the Space Force have here?” Nathan asked.

      “At least three that we know. Pacific Northwest handles North America. Costa Rica handles South America. There’s also a CSF UK. I don’t know how far their zone of control reaches.”

      “I still can’t get over the fact that Proxima’s been watching Earth this whole time and they’re doing nothing to help. They’ve got boots on the ground here, and they’re letting the trife run rampant.”

      “The outposts are mainly scientific. They’ve had the same directives since the war started. The same directives Tinker has been following. They just took a different approach.”

      “A virus to kill the trife, and monsters to fight monsters?”

      “Exactly. Add in the No Contact Protocol, and hardly anybody knows they exist.”

      “Just like the people on Proxima don’t know Earth is under siege?”

      “Yup.”

      “Unidentified starship. This is Centurion Space Force Pacific Northwest. Do you copy?”

      Nathan was approaching the thermosphere, the starship pushing into the outer layer of atmosphere in its approach into space. He was on target with the first of the micro-satellites, guns ready to fire as soon as they broke out into space.

      “Unidentified starship. This is Centurion Space Force Pacific Northwest. Identify yourselves.”

      The voice was more forceful that time. Not that any amount of force would get Nathan to respond.

      “We’re almost on the first satellite,” he announced nearly a minute later.

      “Take the shot whenever you’re ready, Relentless,” James replied.

      They rose another five kilometers from the surface of the planet. To think, they were doing what the ATs had sent the trife to stop them from doing. To think the Centurions did it every fucking day. It left him to wonder:

      Why hadn’t the Asteroid Tossers ever come back?

      He shifted the vector on the starship just slightly. Then he took his shot. A red bolt of superheated gas launched out of the left cannon, a single round that speared through the target and continued out into space.

      The dot vanished from the grid.

      “One down,” James said.

      Nathan eased off on the throttle, firing the retrorockets to slow them down, the vectoring thrusters to change their path. The Pulse rolled and turned, flipping smoothly to the side, the artificial gravity keeping their feet down and heads up regardless of the way the vessel rotated.

      He got to the second satellite in front of them and lined up the shot. Another red bolt fired from the right cannon this time, streaking across space and reducing the micro-satellite to slag.

      Centurion Space Force Pacific Northwest had gone silent. They had stopped trying to talk the moment he had taken the first shot. Because they had lost contact? Or because they had lost them on their sensors?

      “Two down,” Nathan said.

      It was almost a straight line from there to the third. He could have fired the plasma cannon from their current position, but he decided to wait until they got closer.

      “Easy does it,” James said behind him.

      Nathan kept the Pulse on target, approaching the satellite. Like James had said, it was too small to see, but the ship’s computer swore it was there, and Nathan had no reason not to believe it.

      He gave it another few seconds. His middle finger rested on the trigger to fire the left cannon.

      He noticed the display on his right start flashing red. He looked over, finding a small red reticle painted around a target coming up from the planet’s surface. The computer added a label to the object a moment later, once it had a chance to guess its identity.

      ARROW CLASS DROPSHIP.

      “Shit,” Nathan said, clenching his teeth. “General, we’ve got company.”
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      James leaned forward in the captain’s chair, looking at the displays.

      “I was hoping they wouldn’t send a ship to investigate,” he said. “We have to take it out.”

      “What?” Nathan replied.

      “You heard me, Relentless. We have to take it out. We can’t afford to have it track where we’re going. The USSF site on the surface was top secret back then. It’s damn near forgotten now. We have to keep them away from it so we can do what we need to do.”

      Nathan watched the ship approaching on the display. The CSF wouldn’t have sent a ship up here unless they were planning on using it, and while dropships had plasma cannons, they didn’t have boarding interlocks. It was only a matter of time before the Spacer pilot shot at them.

      “Unidentified starship, this is the CSF dropship Singapore. Please respond.”

      Nathan looked back at James again. The general shook his head.

      “You know what to do,” he said.

      Nathan didn’t have any more time to hesitate. The Singapore was bearing down on them, and he could tell it was shifting to a better angle of attack.

      He squeezed the trigger for the right plasma cannon, taking a quick shot at the remaining satellite. A moment later, he adjusted the throttle and twisted the control stick, sending the Pulse into a quick rotating spin.

      The last satellite vanished from the display, the bolt a direct hit. There was no doubt the Singapore’s pilot had seen the attack, and he wasn’t surprised when a series of flashes appeared at the head of the other dropship, the cannons firing on him.

      He changed the Pulse’s direction, firing retro thrusters and moving relative to up, climbing over the bolts that sizzled toward them. He made quick adjustments on the control surface with his right hand, while changing directions on the stick with his left. He got the Pulse’s bow facing the Singapore, and he convinced himself to squeeze the trigger.

      He could see the plasma bolts in the forward camera, streaking out ahead of the other ship. The Singapore slowed and altered course, rolling and adjusting her vector almost too slowly. One of the bolts caught the corner on one of her atmospheric stabilizers, burning through the alloy and causing parts of it to float out into space.

      “If Proxima wasn’t sending the Space Force here before, they will now,” Nathan said. Maybe it would have been better to take the overland route, instead of the shortcut through space?

      “And do what?” James said. “They won’t be able to pinpoint where we launched, and Edenrise is invisible to their sensors. It’s more likely they’ll try to figure out how a rogue dropship wound up on Earth without anyone knowing about it.” He laughed. “It’s more likely it’ll put some unexpected pressure on the Trust.”

      Nathan like the sound of that. This was the Trust’s dropship, after all. If they used it to destroy a Centurion Space Force vessel? Maybe he was satisfied to stay on Earth, and maybe he could let go of his quest for revenge against the syndicate. It would still be plenty satisfying to screw them over.

      Nathan rolled the Pulse again, rotating it over ninety degrees and firing the vectoring thrusters, changing their direction as sharply as the ship’s frame and their bodies would allow. As replicas, they could stand up to greater g-forces than typical humans, and unless the Singapore’s pilot was also a replica, the other ship couldn’t do the same.

      It could, and did. The Spacer pilot kept up with the Pulse, matching its turn and accelerating back and away. Nathan cursed, shifting his vectors and adjusting his controls, getting the Pulse headed on an intercept course. He watched the Singapore in the display, trying to get it lined up in the plasma cannon targeting reticle. It slipped left and right, aware that he had slotted in behind it and trying to lose him. Maybe the Spacer was a replica too, but he wasn’t a Stacker.

      The Singapore broke hard to the left, small jets alerting Nathan to the path the pilot was planning to take. He fired his vectoring thrusters, slowing his approach and taking an opposite tack.

      “What are you doing?” James said, realizing they were turning the wrong way.

      “Trust me,” Nathan said.

      On Proxima, James Stacker was known for his impossibly high simulator scores. It wasn’t a total lie. First generation Stackers were immaculate pilots, and he was no different.

      The Singapore’s momentum brought it around, sliding through space, drifting back. The Pulse did the same, but facing the other direction, the first ship’s move anticipated. They drifted up and over the top of the Centurion craft, and Nathan fired the forward thrusters to force the bow down, the plasma cannons into position.

      There was no time for the Singapore to react. No time for it to evade. Her pilot had made the wrong decision.

      Nathan held down both triggers, firing the pair of cannons simultaneously. The bolts streaked into the top of the Singapore, one after another in a line from the center to the stern.

      The structural integrity fell apart, the air venting out of the sudden holes in the starship. Then superheated gas hit the reactor, and the Singapore flared in an intense fireball that flashed and faded in an instant, leaving the vessel dark and lifeless.

      “Nice work, Relentless,” James said from the captain’s chair.

      Nathan stared at the wreck as it crossed from the forward display to the side, and then to the rear. He had never in a million years thought he would wind up shooting at one of his own, never mind killing them.

      He swallowed hard. His heart was pounding, and he felt nauseous. He did what he had to do. If he hadn’t destroyed the Singapore, the Singapore would have destroyed them.

      He adjusted their vector again, following the coordinates Tinker had entered and setting a new course, beginning the descent back toward the surface and keeping his eyes on the forward display.

      He had seen the sphere. He had seen what the ATs were and what they were capable of doing. If Tinker was right, opening the door for the Others might be the only way to save any part of humankind.

      So why did he suddenly feel so damn guilty?
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      Hayden sat in the rear cab of the Liberator’s truck on a bench affixed to the left side, in the darkest corner near the front. Gus and Pyro sat across from him, pressed close together to keep to the shadows as much as possible.

      They had all replaced their clothes with the dark green USSF jumpsuits the Liberators had been wearing, taken from the bodies Isabelle had created. She had broken their necks to kill them, keeping their uniforms relatively pristine. Gus’ was too small. Pyro’s was too big.

      Hayden’s fit just right, but of course he had to tear off the sleeve to make room for his oversized arm.

      He reached up and felt the cut on his cheek, hastily sewn back together by Corporal Zenith, one of the four remaining Liberator soldiers. It was rough and ugly, crisscrossing over a pre-existing jagged and ugly scar. He was getting prettier by the day.

      Sergeant Cooper was up front, driving the truck. Isabelle was pressed into the small space behind him, out of sight from the ground. She had Hayden’s compact railgun pressed against the back of the seat, the weapon more than powerful enough to blow through the stuffing and then through the soldier’s back. While Hayden preferred not to kill anyone, especially an unarmed man, Isabelle didn’t have morals or a conscience. She acted on her orders, which right now were to make sure Cooper didn’t screw them over.

      He lowered his hand, turning his attention to the three remaining Liberators. They were kids. All of them. Between eighteen and twenty-five at best. He felt ancient at thirty-six, and when he realized his birthday was in a few weeks, he felt even older. He didn’t belong out here, trying to stop some other crazed human from hurting innocents. He belonged at home with his wife and daughter.

      But if not him, then who?

      He sighed. Corporal Zenith looked up at him. “Does it hurt sir?” Zenith asked.

      “No,” Hayden replied. “Thank you for asking.”

      They returned to silence. Fort McGuire was only twenty minutes out from New Egypt, and they had been on the road for ten already.

      “Sir?” Zenith said, speaking up.

      “What is it, soldier?” Hayden replied.

      “Are you going to kill us?”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow. They had tied the soldiers up, binding their hands in such a way that they looked naturally placed on their laps. They couldn’t pick up or shoot a gun if they wanted to.

      The plan was simple enough. They would use the soldiers to get into the fort. The guards at the gate would have no problem letting men they recognized back in. The truck would return to the motor pool, and then the four Liberators they had captured would hang around it, ostensibly to collect their things and clean it up, or to deal with a mechanical issue or whatever. Hayden didn’t care what excuse they used, as long as it sounded good.

      Isabelle would stay behind to make sure it sounded good, and to keep the soldiers in line. It wasn’t like she could wander around the fort anyway; not in her current condition. Meanwhile, Hayden, Pyro, and Gus would head across the base in search of the things they needed. Food. Fresh guns. Use of a terminal if they could manage. They had to keep the visit short, twenty minutes at best. They would go back to the motor pool, take one of the vehicles, and be on their way.

      Of course, to get out with a vehicle, they would need at least one of their prisoners to remain their prisoner. Zenith seemed the most compassionate and the most intelligent. He was Hayden’s choice.

      “Tinker’s virus is completed,” Hayden said. “Do you know what that means?”

      “It means we need to get to Edenrise,” one of the other soldiers, Private Dix, said. “Or we’re going to die.”

      “Only if you do something stupid,” Hayden said, responding to the earlier question. “You all are too young to die, and if you’re good people at heart who are maybe a little misguided, I don’t see why you should have to. We’re stopping at McGuire, and then we’re heading to Edenrise. You stay good, you stay calm, we’ll leave you at the fort unharmed. I know Tinker wants me dead, but I want to talk to him. I want the trife off Earth as much as anybody, but I don’t want him killing so many to do it. I have family out there.”

      “Yes, sir,” Zenith said.

      “So are you good at heart, Zenith?”

      “I think so, sir. I joined the Liberators because they promised food, shelter, a place to belong, and safety for my family inside Edenrise.”

      “I thought Edenrise was open to everybody?” Gus said. He looked a little less ragged now that he had changed, though he also had stitches in his head along with another set in his leg.

      “Not exactly,” Dix said.

      “But Tinker is calling people to the city,” Pyro said. “I’ve heard his broadcasts.”

      “That’s right. He doesn’t let everybody in who shows up at the gates. I mean, he lets them in short-term, to a holding area. He’s got people who interview the newcomers. Evaluate them. Too crazy, you go back out with the trife. Too old, you go back out with the trife. Too sick, back with the trife.”

      “People make the trip to the city, and then he doesn’t let them all in?” Hayden asked.

      “No, sir. There’s a lot of space in Edenrise, but Tinker says the world will only thrive on the backs of the strong. The ones who can regenerate the population. Everybody has to do their part and earn their keep. For most of the women, that means having babies. For the men, that means joining up.”

      “What can you tell me about General Stacker? What kind of man is he?”

      “He’s a good man, sir,” Zenith said.  “For the most part, though he does have a bit of a temper when he gets pushed too far. He’s loyal. Honest. Fair. He can be hard, but that’s his job, right?”

      “When I first joined the Liberators, I really struggled with the mission,” Dix said. “We’d go into these small communities, these towns where people were fighting so hard to survive. Some of them were maybe a dozen people hiding in a boarded-up house, to a few hundred who had set up a barter station for travelers, and were hiding in an old bank vault or wherever they could find at night. This one town, they had almost a thousand people in it. Biggest town I’ve seen outside of Edenrise. Holed up in what they said had been a prison. A jail. It had guard towers, fencing with barbed wire, kind of like McGuire. It was made to keep people in, so it was great for keeping trife out. General Stacker brought us in there, three full platoons. They tried to resist. They fought back. We could have slaughtered them all, but he told us to limit the damage. Once people saw what he could do in that armor of his, they didn’t fight long. Anyway, going in there and taking the women out? Hearing them scream and cry for their husbands and children was tough.

      “I don’t know if I could have done it without the general. He told us to picture a world without the trife. An entire world like Edenrise, but without the shields. An entire world, free. I don’t know about you, sir, but I don’t remember a world without the trife. I see the ruin all around us. The old things. The decay. I can’t imagine what that was like. Before and during, I mean. But I want it to end, you know, sir? I want a world without the trife. I think that’s worth fighting for. I think that’s worth sacrificing for.”

      “That’s because you’re a man,” Pyro said.

      Dix looked over at her, but he didn’t say anything. Hayden could see the man had tears in his eyes, talking about a world without the demonic aliens. He knew how Dix felt. It was his dream too.

      He just wasn’t willing to sacrifice other people to bring it to fruition.

      “Okay,” Hayden said. “We don’t need to get into that. Especially now. You three stay quiet in here while we go in, you’ll have no problem with us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Zenith said.

      Hayden leaned back against the side of the truck. General Stacker had tried to kill him, but he knew better than to make it personal. The general was following orders. Tinker’s orders, and Tinker was acting out of necessity, not malice. There was a difference. People died just as well over philosophy as they did hate, but at least philosophy could be reasoned with. Discussed. Negotiated.

      He hoped.

      They made the rest of the trip in silence. It was only a few minutes more until the truck began to slow as it reached the gates to Fort McGuire. Sergeant Cooper had already radioed ahead to Lieutenant Hong, explaining how they had taken heavy casualties while dealing with a much larger contingent of scavengers and nomads than they expected. The Lieutenant had offered to send more backup and to contact General Stacker for further orders, but Cooper had declined, claiming everything was under control.

      Which it was. Just not his control.

      The truck came to a stop. Hayden could hear the other soldiers outside. He could hear the activity behind the gates. The soldiers were working to pack up their supplies and equipment and get it ready for transport south to Edenrise.

      He glanced over at Zenith and Dix and the third soldier, Rahib. If they were going to call out in alarm, now was the time to do it. They would die for their effort, but at least they would keep their base from being infiltrated.

      They looked back at him, mouths shut. None of them wanted to die. Not now. Not when Edenrise was so close. How much damage could he and his companions do anyway?

      Hayden nodded to them. They nodded back, acknowledging the decision.

      In the distance, someone screamed.

      It was followed by a shout, and then another, and then a third.

      The shouts were followed by more screaming.

      “What the hell is going on?” Pyro said.

      “I don’t know,” Dix replied.

      Gunfire came next, echoing across the fort. Hayden jumped to his feet, rushing to the rear of the cab.

      “The Hellion!” someone cried out. “The Hellion is loose!”

      Hayden turned back to the soldiers to ask them what a Hellion was.

      Judging by their terrified expressions, he had a feeling he didn’t want to find out.
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      The gunfire continued. So did the screams. It was all joined by another sound. A loud screech, like someone screaming gibberish at the top of their lungs.

      “What the fuck is a Hellion?” Pyro said.

      “Sir, cut us loose,” Zenith said. “Cut us loose. Please.”

      “Sir, please,” Dix said.

      The soldiers raised their restraints.

      The gunfire was getting closer, which meant the Hellion, whatever it happened to be, was also getting closer.

      “Izzy!” Hayden shouted. “Get out here. Pyro, Gus, let’s go.”

      He heard the creaking of the truck’s door and the soft clank of Isabelle’s metal feet on the concrete.

      “Sir?” Zenith said.

      Hayden moved across the aisle. He grabbed the rope they had used to tie Zenith’s hands and the soldier’s knife and quickly cut the binding.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Hayden dropped the knife in Zenith’s lap. “Free the others. Shoot me in the back, and my robot will kill you.”

      Zenith paled. “Yes, sir. I think we have bigger things to worry about, sir.”

      Hayden ran to the back of the truck. He heard another screech and more screaming. A deeper thud sounded in the distance, a heavier caliber weapon firing at the Hellion.

      “Zenith, what’s a Hellion?” Hayden asked, reaching the canvas flap and pulling it aside. They were still at the gates, the truck stopped just inside. The guards were gone, but he could see one of the towers on his right and the two Liberators standing up there. They were firing into the complex, and judging by the angle of their weapons it was headed this way.“

      “Tinker created it,” Zenith said. “It’s a monster, made to kill trife.”

      “It sounds like it’s killing people,” Gus said.

      “She only listens to General Stacker. We keep her locked up, but I heard we had orders to set her loose.”

      “Set her loose?” Hayden said.

      “Just in case any creatures survived the virus.”

      “Or any people?”

      “That’s what I heard, sir.”

      Hayden jumped out of the truck. Isabelle was already standing there.

      “Do you see it?” he asked.

      “Pozz. It’s attacking the ones who are shooting at it.”

      “So don’t shoot at it?”

      “That would be a good first step.”

      Pyro and Gus reached them, hopping down from the truck. Zenith and the other Liberators were right behind them.

      “What do we do?” Pyro asked. “It seems we can’t avoid trouble today.”

      “Story of my life,” Hayden muttered.

      He looked into the fort. He could see the various buildings past the truck on the left and the open tarmac of the bases’ former runaways to the right. Further beyond that, he could make out the trees they had originally planned to sneak in through and the fence that ringed the entire base. There were guard towers out there too, spaced every thousand meters or so. The guards in the structures were all firing at the Hellion.

      He didn’t see it right away, even though it was daytime and the thing was somewhere out in the open. He grabbed the HVRG and made his way to the front of the truck. Pyro, Gus, Isabelle, and surprisingly enough the four Liberators they had taken prisoner all followed him.

      He made it to the front right fender of the vehicle, raising his rifle and following the screams. His body came to a sudden and complete stop, a sharp tingle tracing its way from his head out to his extremities.

      The Hellion was closer than he thought, less than fifty meters away. It’s back was currently to him as it pounced on the back of a soldier who was trying to escape, lifting them up and tearing them effortlessly in half.

      What the hell?

      Tinker made weapons. Tinker made robots. Tinker made viruses. Tinker also made monsters?

      He knew the USSF had run a research program to genetically alter humans into something more, to make them stronger and tougher than the trife. He had seen a video of one of the experiments once, where they had enhanced a soldier to make him smarter and faster and stronger than any human or any trife. He had watched the man dismantle the aliens with little effort. The scientist he had spoken to claimed the man had died a short time later, consumed by the same alterations that had given him supernatural abilities.

      Then there were the Goliaths, the massive creatures that roamed the western side of the former United States and fed on the trife, eating them by the dozen. They had been born of the human genome and human test subjects, created after the war against the xenotrife had already been lost.

      Had Tinker found remnants of the USSF’s research? Had he carried it forward in an effort to improve on it? A man of his apparent intellect with such a strong drive to end the war would know not to count on one method of victory. The guns, the machines, the virus, and now the Hellion. He was trying everything the USSF had tried, only more advanced, with the education of history to help guide him.

      Looking at the back of the Hellion, Hayden both despised and respected him for it.

      He could kind of maybe see the remnants of human in the thing, but it was a stretch. It was bigger than a person, nearly three meters tall, with what looked like a thick hide covered in sharp protrusions. It was almost like an exoskeleton in its composition and appeared hard enough to stop most of the firepower directed its way. That wasn’t the most interesting thing about it. The hide seemed alive, reflecting the light in a way that seemed to make parts of it invisible, cloaking it a segment at a time as it finished with the current victim and searched for the next.

      He couldn’t see the face from the back, but he saw a thick neck leading into a large humanoid head, and strands of dark hair spilling out from the top, draping around it. Its hands were massive. It's muscles powerful. Its legs and feet were the same. It was naked and outwardly sexless, even the space between its thighs covered in spiny bumps. He could picture the trife jumping at the thing, trying to breach its hard skin with their claws or bite down on its thick neck, only to wind up punctured by the thorns until the thing had a chance to rip its attacker apart.

      “Disgusting,” Gus said behind him.

      Hayden put his finger on his railgun’s trigger. Were the high-velocity flechettes powerful enough to breach the Hellion’s hide? The thing had to have a weakness, one that made it unsuitable for deployment. Because it killed people as well as it killed trife? That wouldn’t stop Tinker from using it.

      It screeched, finding its next target, a Liberator who had seen them by the truck and decided there was safety in numbers. This one didn’t look like a soldier. She was wearing a white coat over her green fatigues. A doctor or a nurse, maybe? She was running in their direction, desperate to escape the Hellion.

      He watched it jump, crossing the distance in one powerful lunge. The woman screamed when she saw it coming toward her.

      Hadn’t Isabelle said it was only attacking the soldiers shooting at it?

      Hayden swung out from behind the truck, aiming and firing. The burst of flechettes whipped from the HVRG, crossing the distance in milliseconds and hitting the Hellion in the side. Some of the rounds did puncture its armor, cutting into its hide and sinking beneath the flesh. It forgot about the woman in that instant of pain, howling as it twisted to find its assailant.

      Distressingly human blue eyes locked on Hayden. They were the only thing human about the creature’s face. It had a catlike nose and mouth, with a short muzzle and long teeth, sharp cheekbones and tiny ears, again all of it covered in the variable length thorns and spines. It landed awkwardly, cutting its jump short and turning on its feet to face them.

      “Sheriff?” Pyro said.

      “Isabelle, you said—” Hayden started.

      “I was wrong,” Isabelle replied. Of course, there was no emotion in the statement. She didn’t even try to fake it.

      At least the HVRG was able to pierce its hide. He moved out from behind the truck, putting distance between himself and the others. The Hellion watched him, and then screeched again. The guards on the towers were still shooting at it, even though their bullets were useless.

      Hayden aimed and fired again, sending a burst of flechettes into the creature’s chest. It howled as the rounds punctured it. Maybe his gun was the first to pierce its skin and cause pain? It seemed to make the Hellion angrier. It lowered itself and then used its powerful legs to charge.

      Hayden stood his ground, continuing to shoot at it. The Hellion put its hand up to block its face, still howling as more small uranium rounds sank into it. It was getting closer and still standing, though there was thick, dark blood pouring from the dozens of wounds Hayden’s attack was creating.

      The monster didn’t slow its approach. It drew within a few meters of Hayden before lowering its hand and lunging at him.

      He was hoping the damage would stop the Hellion before it could get within range. Now that it was so close, there was nothing he could do but keep shooting.

      Something hit him from the side before the Hellion could hit him from the front. He was shoved out of the way, thrown to the ground and rolling to a stop. It took him a second to get his bearings, and by the time he turned back, the Hellion had Isabelle’s head in its hands. They were pressing inward, its muscles flexing as it tried to crush her metal skull.

      Hayden drew the compact railgun again and started firing, one round at a time aimed at the Hellion’s head. Its neck jolted slightly each time a flechette struck it, and he could see the rounds sinking into its skull and coming to a stop, jutting out from its hide.

      It turned toward him, still gripping Isabelle. She was kicking at it and stabbing with her knife. There was no way the blade could break through its skin, and its hands were getting closer together, successfully pressing in on her head and crumpling the alloy. Hayden couldn’t believe its strength.

      He aimed for its head, at the same time it began to lift Isabelle from the ground. He pulled the trigger and watched as it positioned Isabelle between the round and its face, the projectile smashing into the robot’s skull, puncturing the metal and hitting something vital.

      Isabelle’s head slumped. Her body fell limp. The Hellion made a sound Hayden could swear was a laugh.

      Then it threw her at him. He rolled to the side, Isabelle’s dead form bouncing off the ground.

      The creature charged behind it, ready to pounce on Hayden. Plasma bolts hit it from behind, powerful enough to burn its back, and bring it to a stop and make it turn around. Pyro was near the truck, firing the plasma rifle, using the last of her cell charge. Hayden dropped the CRG and grabbed the larger railgun from the ground, bringing it up as the enraged monster raced toward the botter.

      He loosed a barrage into the monster’s back, digging twenty rounds into it. It stumbled and fell, sliding on the ground and coming to a stop a few meters from the truck.

      He noticed now that the Liberators had regrouped. Soldiers were pouring out of one of the buildings carrying rifles he didn’t recognize, probably more powerful weapons suited to fighting the creature. In the chaos and confusion, they probably thought he was one of them, even though his large replacement arm was visible on his side.

      They approached the scene. The Hellion was still on the ground, motionless. Hayden got to his feet, grabbing the CRG and tucking it away before cautiously approaching the creature. He spared a glance over to Isabelle, her battered head face down on the cement. She had been destroyed following her primary directive. Protecting his life.

      He took two more steps toward it. The Liberators were surrounding it and them now, nearly a hundred soldiers lining up to cover it. As soon as the Hellion was done being a threat, they would realize he didn’t belong.

      Then he would be in a different sort of trouble.

      He was only a few steps away from the Hellion. He kept the HVRG trained on it. He didn’t know how many rounds he had fired, but he knew the weapon had to be low on ammunition. It wasn’t going to help him against this many soldiers. He looked up at Pyro and Gus, standing near the truck with Zenith, Dix, Cooper, and Sahib. The four Liberators hadn’t thought to try to detain the mongrels yet.

      He took one more step.

      The Hellion disappeared.

      It didn’t completely disappear. Its skin changed, reflecting and refracting the light so it looked like it was almost part of the cement surface, leaving only the faintest outline of itself behind. It jumped up, getting to its feet and springing up in one motion, remaining nearly invisible as it landed on the top of the truck’s cab, denting in the roof before springing off toward its rear.

      Then it was gone.

      It happened so fast Hayden didn’t have time to shoot. Neither did any of the soldiers. It happened so fast it left them all standing in a near circle, staring at the spot where the Hellion had been. A few seconds passed in stillness and silence before any of them were able to regroup themselves.

      “Who the hell are you?” someone said behind Hayden.

      “What the hell is that?” someone else said, close to where Isabelle had come to rest.

      Within seconds, more rifles than he could ever overcome were pointed at him.

      “Whoever you are, drop your weapon.”

      Hayden let the HVRG clatter on the ground.

      “Put up your hands and turn around. Slowly.”

      Hayden raised his hands. He started to turn.

      A siren began to blare, from one of the guard towers near the treeline to the east. The effect on the soldiers around him was immediate.

      “Trife!” one of them shouted. “Red alert! Red alert!”
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      More sirens started blaring as the other guard stations picked up the call of the first. Some of the soldiers in the yard began barking instructions. Squad leaders organized their troops, quickly getting them moving toward the fence. Unlike the Hellion, this was a threat they were trained to react against.

      The Liberator who was speaking to Hayden remained in place. He pointed to Pyro and Zenith. “You two, help me with this infiltrator.”

      “Me?” Pyro said, unable to catch herself. Only the hand on her replacement arm was showing. Either the Liberator hadn’t noticed yet or didn’t think it was out of the ordinary.

      “Yes you, soldier,” the man said. “Bring him to the brig. I want to question him once the trife are repelled.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “Lieutenant Hong,” Cooper said, getting the man’s attention. “She’s with him. They—”

      Gus grabbed Cooper with his replacement hand, throwing him into the side of the truck with enough force to knock him out.

      Hong went for his gun. Hayden lunged at him, getting his large arm up to block the first rounds the Lieutenant fired. The bullets ricocheted from the thick plates, and then Hayden backhanded Hong, knocking him to the ground and out cold.

      He spun quickly, ready to deal with Zenith, Hix, and Shahib. The three soldiers put their hands up. They were still unarmed and not eager for a fight.

      “Sir, don’t,” Zenith pleaded. “I have a good heart.”

      Hayden eyed them for a moment. The alarm sirens had silenced. There was no point taking the risk of drawing more trife in now that the base was on alert and the soldiers were racing to defend. He motioned to Pyro and Gus.

      “Come on,” he said. He looked at the Liberators. “Stay off our backs. Stopping us isn’t worth dying for.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dix agreed.

      They had other things to worry about. Hayden looked across to the trees again. The trife probably stayed away from the base most of the time, but the commotion the Hellion created had brought them to investigate, and that investigation had revealed a human camp in chaos.

      It was the perfect opportunity for them to strike.

      They were massing near the fence, covered by the trees. He could see their inky black flesh in the shadows, shifted among the trunks and other foliage. They had shown up so quickly after the Hellion’s attack, it couldn’t be what drew them in the first place. Maybe they had noticed the activity in the camp. The preparations to leave. The creatures weren’t smart, but they weren’t stupid either. They were made to kill humans, not let them escape.

      They didn’t want to miss what might be their last chance.

      It was perfect cover for the three of them to sprint into the base, and across the grass and cement to the campus on the left side. The armory was easy to identify because he had seen the soldiers coming out of it. But that wasn’t their first stop. He eyed the other buildings as they got closer. The barracks was beside the armory. He identified the field hospital by the cross over the door. The command center stood out too, thanks to a thick wire that stretched from its side toward the tower a dozen meters away.

      He was tempted to head there first. The path was clear, and he wanted more than anything to try to send word to Natalia that he was alive. She said she understood and wouldn’t worry, but he knew that wasn’t completely true. She was more than strong enough to survive without him, but she would be concerned all the same.

      He cut to the left, to the forward most building. The hospital. He didn’t care if the gash on his face healed ugly, but he wanted it to heal faster, without infection, and medicine would help. It would help Gus too.

      They only passed a few soldiers on the way. Gunfire erupted in the background, the fort’s defenders opening up on the invading trife. There were enough soldiers to make short work of the aliens if the numbers weren’t heavily in their favor, and from his single glance into the trees, he guessed there were close to a thousand.

      He didn’t think it would be enough to break the fort’s defenses.

      They pushed through the door into the hospital. It was cleaner than most of the buildings Hayden had seen. The damage to the walls had been repaired, the broken tiles patched, the floors scrubbed and the overhead lighting functional. A woman was standing near the doorway, the one he had saved from the Hellion. He came to a stop in front of her.

      “Doctor,” he said.

      “Nurse,” she replied. She looked at his arm. “You aren’t one of ours.”

      “No, but I saved your life,” Hayden said. “All I want is medicine, and patches if you have them.”

      “Patches?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He wasn’t entirely clear on how it worked, but between his run-in with the Bennett replica, Isabelle’s construction, and General Stacker being a replica too, he was sure Tinker had some sort of arrangement with someone on Proxima. The Trust, maybe? If they were sending supplies, healing patches were sure to be part of them.

      She was hesitant. She looked past him to the fighting outside. The gunfire was loud and strong, making quick work of the invading trife. They didn’t have time to linger.

      “Can you help me?” Hayden asked.

      She made her decision. “This way.”

      She led them away from the entrance, up a flight of stairs and down a long corridor. She entered a key code to open a secured lock, bringing them into a supply room. She went to the shelves and grabbed a box, handing it to him.

      “Patches,” she said. “Only because you saved my life.”

      “Thank you,” Hayden replied.

      She crossed to the other side and grabbed a bottle, tossing it to him. “Painkillers, if you need them. Now please, go. We’re going to have wounded coming in any second now.”

      “Thank you,” he repeated. He shoved the bottle in a pocket of his jumpsuit and held the box cradled under his arm.

      The mongrels retreated to the entrance. Hayden expected the fighting to be calming somewhat, the superior human forces overcoming the trife. A few of the demons had managed to get over the fence, and as the doctor had guessed, a few injured soldiers were making their way to the hospital.

      They were halfway across the field, but they stopped moving suddenly, their eyes shifting from their destination to the western gate.

      “Trife!” one of them shouted. “Trife on the west wall!”

      The guards in the western towers had been watching the action to the east. Now they spun around, simultaneously sounding the alarm and beginning to shoot down at the creatures.

      Hayden led Pyro and Gus back outside, heading for the command center opposite their position. The sirens started sounding in the western station, and he saw squad leaders motioning to get their groups covering the other end of the complex. The fight wasn’t over to the east, and the trife’s numbers were increasing.

      “This is getting bad Sheriff,” Gus said, noticing all of the activity.

      “I think they followed us south from New Egypt,” Hayden said. “Let’s make this quick.” He glanced longingly at the command center while cutting left to head to the armory.

      He stopped again a moment later. The sirens from the western towers stopped crying out as expected, but it was more than that.

      He didn’t hear any gunfire from them.

      He swung his head back, finding one of the towers. One of the soldiers was slumped over the railing, a body missing its head.

      He didn’t see any trife on the tower.

      His heart thudded, his eyes shifting back toward the truck and the western gate, which had been abandoned when the Hellion attacked. It was hanging open, practically begging the trife to come inside.

      And they were.
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      “I don’t like this, Sheriff,” Pyro said.

      The trife were coming through the gate, looking for humans to attack. A group had noticed the injured soldiers and were racing across the open space toward them. The soldiers had their rifles up, shooting at the demons until their magazines ran dry. Then they ran, doing their best to make it to the hospital ahead of the trife.

      “We should help them,” Gus said.

      “They’re enemies,” Pyro said.

      “Not when there are trife involved,” Gus insisted.

      “We can’t do much for them without more firepower,” Hayden said, wincing as a trife caught up to the one with the limp, leaping onto his back and dragging him down while he screamed. He quickly snapped his rifle up and targeted through the sight, unleashing a burst of flechettes. They caught the trife in the head, punching it back and off the soldier.

      He aimed at the closest group, unleashing more metal slivers. Four of the demons fell. The soldier got back up.

      More gunfire followed, some of the soldiers from the east perimeter making it back to the gate, running full-speed across the field.

      “There’s no time, Sheriff,” Gus said. “Do we run or do we fight?”

      Hayden looked down at the HVRG. A small display showed he had fifty of the flechettes remaining. Even if he were able to make a one for one kill ratio, he would barely make a dent.

      “What’s your ammo situation?” he asked them.

      Pyro checked her plasma rifle. “Twenty-six, Sheriff.”

      “I’ve got a fresh mag,” Gus said.

      Hayden looked to the east. The line of soldiers was starting to break, as more of the demons appeared near the trees, piling on top of one another to create a means over the fence and the barbed wire at the top.

      He looked west. The trife were pouring through the open gate, which was barely defended, the Liberators approaching from the opposite side too few to stop the flood. These soldiers were all going to die, and once they did, Nurse May and the rest of the people in the fort would die too.

      Damn it. He couldn’t go to Tinker to talk about sparing human lives at the same time he ran away from this battle. But how the hell was he going to make a difference when there were thousands of trife streaming into the base from both flanks?

      “Follow me,” he said, turning and breaking for the armory. He thought the mongrels might question him, wondering if he had decided to run. They didn’t, instead following silently as they moved away from the heat of the battle.

      Hayden entered the armory. There were a pair of heavy blast doors directly in front of him, currently closed. Two more doors sat on either side. He didn’t pay much attention to those, approaching the blast doors. A panel on the left side made it obvious they were secured.

      He wasn’t going to be able to get into this one the way he had on the Navy ship. His replacements made him strong, but they didn’t make him strong enough to pull open a fully reinforced iron door.

      He had other ways of getting into electronically locked doors.

      He walked over to the panel, tapping a code into it. Whether or not the code would take depended on when the panel had been manufactured.

      The light on it turned green. The center of the door clanked to unlock, and then the two heavy blast doors started slowly swinging open.

      “How the hell did you do that?” Gus asked.

      “Yeah, Sheriff,” Pyro said. “How did you guess the code?”

      “I didn’t guess,” Hayden said. “United States Space Force tech is all tied to a shared system, at least when it’s all operational. There’s a master code that allows access to pretty much everything. I know that code.”

      “How?” Pyro asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Hayden replied.

      “Better than the story about how I became Gus?”

      “Much better.”

      He stared into the armory. There were racks along the walls and shelves taking up the floor space, creating aisle after aisle of guns and ammunition and equipment. The room was like the one on the Navy ship, only bigger. Much bigger. And the stuff inside was pristine and modern. He recognized some of it immediately as USSF firearms, and more of it as Centurion-made. Tinker must have been collecting and trading for it for years.

      “You’re looking for comm equipment, body armor, and firepower,” Hayden said. “If you see a revolver, grab it for me.”

      “Where are you going?” Pyro asked.

      “To see if I can even the odds,” Hayden replied. He handed the box of patches over to Gus.

      “By yourself?”

      “I’ll meet you out front in five minutes. Five. Not one second later. Pozz?”

      “Pozz,” they replied.

      Hayden turned away, heading back out of the armory while Pyro and Gus moved in, looking for the equipment he had mentioned. He kept the HVRG ready as he hugged the wall of the building, moving laterally toward the motor pool. The trife had reached the hospital, and he could hear gunfire inside and out, and screaming from the bottom floors. He winced at the sound. He had no idea if his plan would work. The whole thing might end with everybody in Fort McGuire dead, including himself and the mongrels.

      He had to try.

      A group of trife near the hospital spotted him, breaking off and heading his way, taking a wide berth around to close in on him. He had seen the maneuver before. He knew what to expect from it. He turned his back on the demons, sprinting from the edge of the armory to the barracks beside it. He stopped when he reached them, putting his back against the wall and turning around.

      Four trife were there, waiting for him to look at them. Like Nathan, trife preferred not to take people from behind. They wanted to give their quarry a chance to fight back.

      He didn’t let them down.

      He brought the rifle up, pointing it at the lead creature. It hissed in response, stepping forward. Their hive mind meant they would sacrifice themselves for the greater goal. In this case, the lead trife knew by approaching first it was going to die, but it did it anyway and without hesitation.

      But Hayden knew the trick. He smiled slightly, waiting for the trife to get a little closer. It took another step, baring its teeth and running its claws together, so they made a grating sound.

      The actual fight only lasted a few seconds. Hayden swung the HVRG up, pulling the trigger and sending a burst of flechettes into the two trife climbing down at him along the barracks wall, crouching low and rolling to his left, dropping the rifle and drawing the CRG in one move, at the same time he threw his arm out. He caught the lead trife in the mouth with the fist, the blow shattering its jaw and throwing it aside. He fired at two other trife, rounds catching them in the chest and blowing them back. The last one snapped its teeth within centimeters of his face, and then fell lifeless when he grabbed its neck and crushed its spine.

      He stood up, flexing the oversized hand. It was ugly and awkward, but he was getting used to it.

      He moved out from the barracks, running along the back of the wall, out of sight of the trife and the soldiers. The motor pool was ahead, and he heard the engines as he got closer, just before half a dozen vehicles roared out into the open space; modified old cars with armor plates mounted to the front and sides, and heavy machine-guns resting on turrets in the back. A driver steered the vehicle while a gunner manned the gun.

      The cars raced across the field, splitting and heading east and west toward the front lines. The other soldiers knew what to do when they saw the vehicles, trying to retreat and let the cars ahead.

      The air rumbled as the guns started firing, chewing into the trife and cutting an entire line to shreds. The soldiers near the cars cheered at the outcome, watching dozens of aliens crumple and die.

      It was a good effort, but it still wasn’t going to be enough. Hayden watched the lines behind the action. More trife continued to appear, coming up to fight from wherever their nest was located. Did they know what had happened to the north? Did they know something had killed the nest there? Hayden found the xenotrife as fascinating as dangerous. The way they communicated and learned and evolved.

      And competed.

      He reached the front of the garage. The door the cars had come out of was still open. There were mechanics inside, running back and forth from a bin full of parts to another pair of similar vehicles, trying to get them repaired and ready for use. There were soldiers, too, waiting for the cars and keeping an impatient eye on the fight. They eyed him as he entered, unsure what to make of him. They didn’t know if he belonged there or not.

      “There are trife on the east and west side,” Hayden said. “We need to stop trying to defend the perimeter and draw them into the center.”

      “What are you talking about?” one of the soldiers said. “Who are you?”

      “Duke,” Hayden said. “Sheriff Duke.”

      “You’re not a Liberator,” another soldier said.

      “No, but if you listen to me I can save your life and the lives of those soldiers out there.”

      “Draw them to the center?” the first soldier said. “How is that going to help. We’ll have all our men trapped between them, with no room to maneuver.”

      “I know. It’s risky, but it needs to be done.”

      The soldier drew his sidearm, pointing it at Hayden. “Or maybe we should kill you. Where did you come from?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Hayden said. “How long to get that car running?”

      “Almost there,” the mechanic said, leaning over the hood. “Just had to swap the battery.”

      He stood up straight and pulled the rod holding the hood open. The hood slammed down as he reached in through the glassless window and pressed the button to trigger the ignition. The car whirred for a second, and then the old engine came to life.

      “We need to bring them to the center,” Hayden said. “Fast. You can shoot me if you feel like it’ll help, but I promise it won’t.”

      He started climbing into the driver’s seat. A hand fell on his shoulder.

      “Hold on,” one of the soldiers said. Hayden looked him in the eye, challenging him. The soldier smiled. “I’ll drive. You take the gun. How do we do this, Sheriff?”
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      The car tore out of the garage, shooting across the field toward the action. Hayden kept a tight grip on the mounted machine gun, using it to keep himself steady as the car rocked and bucked, making the transfer from grass to cement to grass and back again, crossing the distance between the motor pool and the fighting.

      The other cars were still out there, riding along the friendly lines and firing into the trife. One of them was gone, and he found it a moment later, on its side too close to the main advance, the bodies of its crew on the grass, their necks slashed. He swallowed hard, pounding the rooftop.

      “Get to the other cars!” he shouted to the driver.

      The vehicle changed direction slightly, charging toward the other cars. The driver was able to communicate directly with the vehicles, and they both turned around, coming in their direction. Hayden’s car blew past them and slowed, and the other pair turned again. He looked to the western side and saw the three vehicles there had also joined up.

      “Are you sure about this?” the driver shouted back at him.

      “How else can we get the message out to the soldiers all at once?” he replied.

      The other two vehicles sidled up beside theirs, the drivers revving their engines.

      “Here we go!” Hayden shouted, banging on the roof again.

      The cars started forward, angling for the front line, between the trife and the soldiers. There were demons in the way, and they hissed and tried to move as the armored front of the cars slammed into them, some of them winding up impaled on spikes and others thrown aside. The car on the left started firing into the creatures, getting them to back up.

      The car on the right started shooting at the soldiers.

      Not at them, but in front of them, laying down a line of fire at their feet.

      “Fall back!” Hayden shouted at the top of his longs. “Fall back!”

      The soldiers didn’t hesitate to retreat, the rounds falling so close to their feet a strong motivator.

      “Retreat!” Hayden screamed. “Run! Fall back!”

      The cars swept along the line, reaching the end and turning, forming up and crossing again. The trife were emboldened by the sudden pull back, and they surged forward, trying to close the gap.

      Hayden aimed his machine gun and started firing, sending rounds into the advancing trife. Empty shells flew out beside him and landed in the back seat, their heat adding to the existing burns in the old and cracked leather. He sliced through a section of the aliens, cutting them off from the troops.

      They continued this way for the next few minutes, sweeping back and forth through the lines, driving the Liberators toward the center of the fort, the trife following behind them. The cars on the west end were doing the same, following the procedure Hayden explained to the driver, and the driver passed to the others. Without the defenders, the trife had completely overcome the fence, tearing it down and piling over it. Their slick pooled into the fort, thousands strong, a mass he hadn’t seen in a while. Fort McGuire had to be drawing power from somewhere nearby to attract so many trife.

      The two sides were beginning to close in on one another, both of them herded into the center of the space. The cars made another sweep between the groups, the machine guns on four of the six going quiet as they ran out of ammunition.

      Hayden watched the trife, flipping his head back and forth to each side.

      “Come on,” he said, waiting for them to notice one another. There was no way they were all from the same nest. It couldn’t be possible. “Come on.”

      “Sheriff, it’s not working,” the driver said.

      Hayden clenched his jaw. He was right. It wasn’t working. The trife on the east side weren’t paying any attention to the trife on the west side. Damn it.

      “Slow down!” he shouted back.

      The car started to slow. Hayden balanced, facing toward the trife.

      He jumped into their midst.

      It was a stupid thing to do. Crazy at best. Most likely fatal. He came down in the middle of half a dozen trife, who reacted with surprise at his sudden appearance.

      He stumbled when he hit the ground, slamming into one of the creatures and using it to regain his balance. Claws slashed across his side and his back, scraping against the bodysuit without making it completely through. He ignored them, grabbing the trife he had bumped into and spinning. He held it while he ran back toward the Liberators, who were watching the scene unfold with shock. They whooped and hollered as he brought the single demon into their ranks, resuming their assault on the trife and closing the space behind him.

      Hayden dragged the struggling trife in his replacement hand. It tried to slash his wrists and body, but it couldn’t get enough leverage to hurt him. The first time he had encountered a xenotrife, he had thought the creatures were impossibly powerful. He had learned quickly that a single creature by itself wasn’t all that much of a threat at all, at least not to a soldier or a sheriff.

      The two defensive forces had reached the center, merging there and forming a defensive line, back-to-back against the two flanks of trife. It was a line that wouldn’t hold long on its own, and he could see it was already starting to give, the soldiers overwhelmed by the numbers.

      Hayden reached the middle, hefting the trife up and over his head. The soldiers around him cheered, the action giving them a little bit of courage and hope.

      Then he used the strength of the arm to hurl the demon to the other side, a trife from the east meeting a trife from the west.

      It tumbled into the slick. At first, the trife moved around it, letting it get back up. Hayden’s breath caught, his heart pounding. Had his plan failed? He knew it was a risk, but he had held out hope it would work.

      He heard hissing at his back, and a soldier screamed as the trife dragged him down and cut his throat. He ignored it, watching the way the demons reacted to the newcomer.

      They hissed at one another. Then the eastern trife tried to run, and the western trife tackled it. It screeched in pain in desperation, and then it died.

      The change in the fighting wasn’t immediate, but Hayden could sense the shift as soon as the first eastern trife had died. The xenotrife were competitive to a fault, as if their queens kept score on how many humans their nest had killed. They didn’t like other nests encroaching on their territory or their targets, and they often found opposing creatures to be more of a threat than the humans they were attacking.

      Hayden wasn’t sure the two groups were from different nests. It was impossible to tell by looking at them. What would happen now that one side knew the other was there?

      He stood in the center of the war zone while the trife on both sides stopped attacking the soldiers, instead cutting between them to reach their enemy brethren on the other side. They screeched and hissed as they came together, falling into multiple piles of inky black flesh, dark blood, and claws.

      The soldiers crouched down, staying low, letting the trife jump over them to attack. They looked at one another with confused expressions, unsure what to make of their sudden change in fortune.

      “This way!” Hayden shouted.

      He started across the field, heading north toward the buildings. Some of the trife were still in that area, and they were breaking up their engagements with the human enemy to shift their attention to the competition. They scampered across the open space, charging at the eastern trifes’ flanks and leaping into the fray.

      Hayden threw up a shoulder as a trife rushed in from his direction. It smacked off him, stumbling slightly and pushing past, leaping into a group of western trife, claws flailing and teeth gnashing. It screeched and hissed, killing its target at the same time its opponents shredded its back with their claws.

      The cars turned around again, driving back across the field. Soldiers jumped into the rear or sat on the trunk, letting the vehicles carry them out of the way. Hayden continued to run, joined by more soldiers as they made their escape and left the field to the demons.

      He reached the hospital, only then turning around to look. The two slicks were intermingling, mixing in a dark swirl of death, cutting one another down in a frenzy of violence.

      The tired Liberators stood on the sidelines. They were dirty and sweating, many of them with at least one or two gashes along their flesh that would require patching or stitching. They had a new brightness in their eyes. An expression of hope.

      Hayden left them, hurrying back to the armory. Five minutes had passed, leaving Gus and Pyro standing outside the building. They weren’t wearing body armor, but they had found a pack somewhere and loaded it with supplies.

      “You’re late,” Pyro said when she saw him.

      “Did you find everything I asked for?”

      “No. I don’t think there’s any extra protection in there. But  Gus and I do already have our links in our ears. Hang on.” She dug into the pocket of her pants, pulling out a small black device with a wire running out from it. “Here’s yours. It’s already set up.”

      “You knew how to do it?” he asked, taking it and sticking it in his ear.

      “I am a botter, Sheriff. I’m familiar with tech.”

      “Right. Let’s go. I want to get out of here before anyone has time to realize we don’t belong. They’re happy with me for saving their asses, but it won’t last.”

      He started cutting back toward the cars. The one he had ridden in was stopped nearby, parallel to where the trife were tearing one another apart.

      “Sheriff Duke,” the driver said, grinning when he noticed Hayden. “I can’t believe you did it.”

      “I can barely believe it,” Hayden replied. “Come on out of there, Corporal. I’m going to need your car.”

      “What?” the driver said.

      “I’m not with you,” Hayden said. “I’m not a Liberator. But I do have somewhere to be. I need your car.”

      “Sheriff, I can’t give you my car.”

      “We don’t have to make this hard. I don’t expect you to give me the car. I do expect to take it.” Pyro drew her sidearm, pointing it in at the corporal. “Or she can kill you.”

      The driver took his hands off the wheel, putting them up. He started climbing out of the car.

      “You!”

      Hayden heard the shout behind him. He recognized it immediately.

      “Sorry, Corporal,” Hayden said, reaching out and grabbing the driver by the collar. He yanked the man out through the open window and dropped him to the ground. “Gus, Pyro, get in back. Let’s go.”

      They threw the bag into the back of the car. Hayden pulled himself in through the window.

      “Stop him!” Lieutenant Hong shouted. “Stop that car!”

      Hayden looked to his left, finding the Lieutenant running over from near the gates. He had been unconscious while the trife were going past him, which was the only reason he was still alive. Hayden adjusted his attention to the soldiers nearby. They were looking at Hong, confused.

      “That car,” Hong said, pointing at him. “Kill that man.”

      The car’s engine was still running. Hayden put it into drive and slammed his foot down on the gas, sending the vehicle ahead.

      The soldiers recovered from their shock a few seconds later. He heard the reports of rifles behind them, followed by the soft thunks and cracks of rounds hitting the armored rear of the car. Gus and Pyro ducked low in back, hiding from the gunshots.

      Hayden navigated the car toward the gate. Hundreds of trife and the truck they had arrived in were both blocked their exodus.

      “Gus!” Hayden said, using his newly acquired comm. “Tell me you got something good for a situation like this!”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Gus replied. “Standby.”

      Hayden looked in the mirror, watching Gus duck down and grab the bag, quickly unzipping it. A moment later, he pulled out a rifle. Hayden recognized it and its twin barrels immediately. It was a standard-issue USSF assault rifle with an integrated launcher.

      Gus leaned on the roof in front of his position, using it to steady his aim. Hayden heard the thunk of the launcher. Once. Twice. Three times. Gus fired three of the high-explosive rounds at the truck and everything around it.

      The spheres bounced along the ground ahead of them, rolling to a stop. One of them managed to make it beneath the truck.

      Then they exploded in rapid succession.

      The force of the blast lifted the truck into the air, tearing it apart and knocking it onto its side. The other grenades detonated too, tearing into trife who were trying to reach the fighting, blowing a massive hole in their ranks and creating a lane of travel for the car.

      “If there are any rounds left in that gun, we’re going to need them,” Hayden said, pointing to the car’s machine-gun.

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Pyro replied.

      She stood and grabbed the handles of the weapon, rotating it toward the nearest demons. She started shooting when they didn’t move aside fast enough, ensuring they wouldn’t try to stop them from escaping.

      Hayden slowed as he neared the truck, maneuvering the car around the burning mess of metal, squeezing between it and the now damaged stone wall that composed the western perimeter. He was surprised to find the line of trife they had just pushed through was the last of the nest.

      The other group was larger. Much larger. The trife were attacking one another for the moment, but it wasn’t going to last. He hoped the Liberators would keep their attention on the real enemy instead of worrying about him.

      He kept them headed west, along a road leading back out to the old highway. It wasn’t long before Fort McGuire and the trife faded from the rear-view.

      “Well, that was easy,” Gus said.

      None of them noticed the faint outline of the creature standing in the guard tower on the western wall, watching them go.  It remained there, motionless for a minute.

      Then it jumped down from its position and began to follow.
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      The Pulse dropped toward the brown and gray ground below, coming down almost as fast as it had risen, taking a steep vertical descent to the coordinates Tinker had provided.

      The old military base was in the middle of nowhere. That much was obvious from the moment the surface became visible. There were no structures anywhere near it. No roads leading in or out, or if there had been roads, they had either gotten worn out or destroyed a long time ago.

      Intentionally?

      He couldn’t rule it out.

      There were some mountains, some hills, and plenty of desert. He caught sight of animals along the dusty landscape, wild horses mainly. He also saw something else off in the horizon. Something massive and upright, moving slowly through the haze. At least, he thought he did.

      But it was too big to be human. Too big to be real. A mirage, James called it. An optical illusion. They didn’t have mirages on Proxima. It was a frightening trick of the light.

      The Pulse shuddered as they hit some low turbulence, only a few klicks off the ground. It didn’t bother Nathan, but he heard James grunt, and when he glanced back he saw the general’s hands were white-knuckled against the chair’s armrests, and his face was tight.

      He had thought James was too tough to be bothered by a little shaking. Maybe he was more willing to show his fear to Nathan. Maybe he was trusting him more?

      Nathan believed he had earned it. Shooting down a Centurion dropship was a big step for him. It added finality to his decision to stay on Earth and to work with Tinker and the Liberators. Even if the odds were slim, he could return to Proxima and clear his name.

      That was all over now.

      Maybe Command would never know he was the pilot who took the shot. Maybe they would blame it on the Trust; and he hoped they would. But he knew he had killed another Centurion Spacer.

      And this time he had done it on purpose.

      He was past the point of no return.

      Niobe had drawn him into this. Had she known what the Trust would do? Had she expected him to die when he reached Earth? He wished he could resolve that thought. He wished he could make a decision to love her or not based on that consideration. How could he still care so much for someone who was so willing to sacrifice him?

      In his mind, the decision only served to make her stand out more. She had always been decisive, strong, and passionate about what she believed in. It was a trait he respected, and giving him up in the name of that belief was a major sacrifice.

      At least, he hoped it had been.

      “Relentless,” James said. His voice was sharp like he had said it a couple of times already.

      “Sir?” Nathan replied, snapping out of his head.

      There was a large salt flat adjacent to the few buildings visible from the air. He had touched the Pulse down on it almost subconsciously, not even realizing the small landing gear on the bottom of the dropship had flexed and stabilized against the ground.

      “We’re here,” James said. “Funny the pilot doesn’t know that.” He laughed.

      “I was thinking about Niobe,” Nathan said.

      “You do that a lot?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You were lucky, Nathan. To get to know her like that. Only one Mary replica and she went to you.”

      “I feel lucky most of the time.”

      “And betrayed the rest?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s just the two of us here. Call me James. We’re brothers.”

      “Roger that, James.”

      “I know it probably feels fucked up that she guided you to Earth knowing the Trust would want you dead. It worked out okay in the end.”

      “Pure luck?”

      “Or fate. Do you believe in fate?”

      “I’m starting to.”

      James laughed again, pointing to the buildings visible in the port side display. “We need to infiltrate that complex and see if we can find the mainframe.”

      “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Nathan said. “This place is deserted.”

      “It looks deserted. I’ve learned you can never be too sure. Between the trife, the nomads, the CSF, the Trust, and the  leftovers of the CSF’s science experiments, the most innocent, empty, remote looking locations always have the potential to morph into shit central.”

      “I know Tinker is trying to keep this quiet, but I’m surprised we didn’t bring any other Liberators. Not even Doc, at least.”

      “Doc’s got her own work to do. Now that the trials are done, she’s back to working in the lab, producing more of the stuff. I don’t trust anyone else enough to let them in on this.”

      “Are you sure you can trust me?”

      “I don’t know, Nathan. Are you sure you can trust me?”

      “No,” Nathan replied. “I’m not sure. But I’m doing it anyway.”

      “Good answer. I know you’ve lied to me. I know you had a soft spot for that Rhonna girl and the sheriff. It makes it harder to trust you.”

      “You didn’t have to let her die,” Nathan said, since James had brought it up.

      “I did,” James insisted. “You created that problem. I couldn’t let it go unresolved in front of the troops. They either respect me or they fear me or both, and when I say jump they need to ask me how fucking high. I can’t command that if they think I’m soft or preferential to anybody. Doc is included in that, too. It isn’t personal.” He paused, then stood and walked down to put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “For whatever it’s worth, now that we’re here alone, I’m sorry I had to do it.”

      Nathan looked at him. “Okay. Apology accepted.” What else could he do? She was dead. Nothing was bringing her back.

      “Let’s gear up and get a move on,” James said. “The sooner we find the mainframe; the sooner Tinker can start working on it.”

      Nathan unbuckled himself and stood. A light on the control surface started to flash. Nathan recognized it as an incoming communication, but who would be calling them here?

      “We’re being hailed, James,” he said.

      “Put it on the bridge comm,” James replied.

      Nathan leaned over the control surface and patched the communication into the bridge.

      “This is General Stacker,” James said.

      “General Stacker, sir,” a voice said over the comm. “This is Major Nelson at Edenrise Central Command.”

      “Major. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, sir. Tinker asked me to contact you.”

      “Then you aren’t bothering me, Major. What’s going on?”

      “Sir, we’ve received multiple emergency calls from Lieutenant Hong at  Fort McGuire. There’s been a—”

      “Multiple emergency calls?” James said, interrupting. “Why am I only hearing about this now?”

      “Sir, it took some time to find Tinker and ask him what to do. Without you here—”

      “Where the fuck is Lieutenant General Caspar?” James shouted.

      “Sir, he’s—”

      “Never-fucking-mind,” James hissed, his face flushing. “It took you all of four hours without me to completely fuck up, and there’s nothing I can do to change it. What’s the situation, Major?”

      “Uh. Right. Sir, the Hellion got loose.”

      James looked like his head was going to explode. The veins in his forehead throbbed, his face flushed even darker, and his prosthetic hand grabbed the arm of the captain’s chair and twisted the metal. “How many did we lose?” His voice was a sharp whisper.

      “Twenty-six soldiers to the Hellion, sir. Eighty-six more to the trife.”

      “Trife? What trife? McGuire has been clean for six years.”

      “According to Lieutenant Hong, they attacked when the Hellion started attacking. They came from both sides of the fort, east and west. Two different nests, we think.”

      “Two nests?”

      “Yes, sir. Lieutenant Hong said that the troops were able to repel the attack, but his account was put to question by the technician who connected the call.”

      “What do you mean, put to question? He’s the commanding officer at McGuire.”

      “Yes, sir. I have the transcript here if you’d like to hear it?”

      “Just give me the summary, and be quick about it. I didn’t leave Edenrise to find somewhere to meditate.”

      “Sir, apparently an outsider entered the fort with Snake platoon. He fought off the Hellion, and then he led the fourth mobile division out into the field to bring our soldiers together, causing the trife from opposing nests to start attacking one another and ignore the troops.”

      “An outsider?” James said, looking at Nathan. They were both confused. “And he fought off the Hellion?”

      “He had a robot with him, sir. A very advanced robot. I’ve never seen one like it outside of Edenrise. The Hellion destroyed it, but it distracted the creature while the outsider attacked and wounded it enough to cause it to flee.”

      James’ eyebrows wrinkled, dipping down and in, expressing his confusion. “The only advanced robot I know of anywhere near Fort McGuire is in Crosston,” he said. “But Loki would never be so heroic to help anyone but himself.”

      Nathan’s heart began to beat a little faster. Could it be? He didn’t see how that would be possible. The virus was one hundred percent fatal, and he had left Hayden inside the Crosston complex. In fact, he was standing right in front of the canister.

      “Major,” he said. “This is Colonel Stacker. Can you please describe the outsider?”

      “Uh. Colonel.” The major was surprised to hear someone else with James. “Of course. Let me find it in the transcript. One second.” There was a short pause. “Here it is. Lieutenant Hong confronted him after the Hellion ran, but then he sucker-punched the Lieutenant and knocked him out cold. He had two replacement arms. One was very human in size and shape. The other was oversized, crude and powerful. He was wearing dark clothes with a lot of holes and cuts in them, and a dark, rubbery looking material underneath.”

      James and Nathan locked eyes. Nathan imagined they were both wearing the same expression of disbelief. The difference was that while James’ eyes were beginning to burn with new fury, Nathan was elated by the news.

      “It says when he went into the motor pool, he introduced himself as Sheriff Duke. Does that mean anything to you, sir?”

      “I don’t fucking believe it,” James hissed softly. He closed his eyes. “Major, what’s the current situation at Fort McGuire?”

      “The Hellion is gone, sir. The trife are defeated. We have a number of wounded and dead, but Lieutenant Hong is continuing the retreat to Edenrise.”

      “And what happened to Sheriff Duke?” he asked.

      “He stole one of the cars and drove away, sir.”

      “Of course he did.” James brought a hand up to his forehead to massage it. “If the fighting is over, why did you bother me?”

      “Sir? Tinker told me you should know. I was only—”

      “I know. Following orders. What the fuck does he expect me to do about it from here?”

      “That isn’t my place to say, sir.”

      “No, I guess it isn’t. Stacker out.”

      He motioned for Nathan to cut the link, which he did. They stared at one another in silence for a number of heartbeats.

      “How can one fucking Spacer be so hard to kill?” James said. “Or one fucking Earther, if that’s what he is. The virus is one hundred percent effective, and if it isn’t? If he breathed it in and didn’t die? Fuck!” He brought his hand down on the other armrest of the chair, crumpling the metal. “You look so fucking smug right now, Nathan. I want to wring your fucking neck.”

      Nathan fought harder to contain his emotions. He couldn’t help it. James let Hayden live because he was convinced the virus would kill him. Only the virus didn’t kill him. He had gotten out ahead of it, or he had avoided it somehow. Was it some incredible luck?

      “I’m sorry James,” he replied. “I really am. But maybe that’s just fate?”

      James’ eyes shifted. For a moment, Nathan was sure the general was going to ring his neck. He didn’t stand a chance against James’ stronger replacement limbs.

      Then James’ face loosened, his lips spreading into a smile. The smile turned into a small laugh, growing louder until he threw his head back and roared out loud.

      “He’s going to be gunning for Tinker,” Nathan said. “And you, I would guess. He’s going to want to stop you from spreading the virus, which means he’s going to be headed for Edenrise.”

      James looked at him again, his laughter quieting. “Why the fuck do you think I’m laughing? All of the effort we made to kill him and he’s going to come right to us as if he has a chance of getting to Tinker or me there. Come on, Nathan. Let’s get a move on. I want us back in Edenrise to welcome him when he arrives.”
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      Nathan and James went to the back of the Pulse. Nathan hadn’t noticed the supplies they had brought on board earlier. James was in such a rush to leave they had gone directly to the bridge.

      Three large crates were resting in the hold -- square metal boxes that came up to Nathan’s chin. James approached the first one, using his fingerprint to open the biometric lock on it.

      “Those aren’t big enough for your armor,” Nathan observed.

      “No,” James replied. “I don’t know how tight the quarters will be inside.”

      He pulled open the door to his crate, revealing more traditional Space Force armor beneath. Not the jumpsuits like the majority of the grunts wore, but the armor-plated bodysuits initially worn by the United States Marine Corps and improved over the centuries. A helmet rested on a shelf beside it, above a large plasma rifle and what looked like a Centurion laser pistol.

      Nathan walked over to the crate next to it, putting his thumb against the scanner. The crate unlocked. He pulled the door open, finding nearly identical equipment inside. The only difference was the insignia on the chest plate of the armor. His had an eagle stenciled against it, while James had four silver stars.

      They dressed in silence. James was still angry about Hayden. Nathan understood why. The sheriff was proving to have a store of extra lives, managing to survive when all of the odds were stacked against him. He couldn’t help but respect that. He knew James did too, even if his Stacker anger was still the most powerful emotion. More than that, Hayden had saved the Liberators in Fort McGuire from the trife, and from one of Tinker’s genetically engineered monstrosities. From the sound of things, the Hellion was a powerful and dangerous creation.

      Hayden was headed to Edenrise. They would meet again, once more on opposing sides. Nathan had until they arrived to decide how he was going to handle it. He didn’t owe Hayden anything, but he felt a sense of guilt for agreeing to join him and then almost immediately abandoning him. At least he had prevented James from taking his life in Crosston.

      Besides, they might not meet again. There were more than enough soldiers in Edenrise to handle the sheriff.

      Maybe.

      He smiled at the thought. It was strange, but he felt more of a connection with Hayden than he did with James, despite their shared root genome.

      It took about ten minutes to get loaded up. It had been years since Nathan had last worn full military body armor, and he spent a few minutes walking back and forth in the hold, crouching and jumping and getting used to the feel of it on his body. Hopefully, they wouldn’t even need the armor. There was no outward indication that anyone or anything was living inside the military base. Hopefully, they would go in, grab the data they needed, and get out.

      “If you’re done,” James said.

      Nathan returned to where he was standing, in front of the third crate. He put his thumb to it and opened it up, revealing a pair of robots. They were bunched together in the space, their small metal bodies resting amidst eight tightly folded legs lined with barbs. The legs ended in a trio of curved blades, currently resting lightly on the surface of the crate.

      “Spiders,” James said. “Like C-Dog, but intended for smaller spaces. Lower the visor of your helmet and activate the system.”

      “Roger,” Nathan said. He reached up to the helmet and pulled the front visor down, snapping it into place. The combat system activated immediately, a HUD displaying a networked link to the rifle magnetically snapped to his back and apparently to one of the robots too.

      “Comms check,” James said. “General. Check.”

      “Relentless. Check.”

      “Copy that. You’re familiar with the Advanced Tactical Combat System?”

      Nathan recognized the ATCS, though it had been modified from the Space Force version he was accustomed to. “This one’s a little different.”

      “Yes. Tinker added an interface for external machine control. CSF prefers to have base operators manage their robots or to set them to automatic. I like having more intimate control. Blink your left eye twice.”

      Nathan did.

      “Spider Two awaiting orders,” a synthesized voice said.

      “It has similar artificial intelligence to the companion robots,” James said. “Speak to it normally, and it can interpret the commands. You can also set it to specific modes. Follow, scout, defend, attack. I brought them along mainly for scouting ahead, and squeezing into places we still might not fit. We aren’t the smallest soldiers around.”

      “Roger that,” Nathan said. “Spider, follow me.”

      “Affirmative,” the spider voice said.

      Four blue eyes began to glow on the robot, and its body rose, the legs uncurling beneath it. It started forward, pointed legs tapping on the surface of the deck. It came to a stop two meters behind Nathan.

      James’ spider did the same a moment later, taking up a position behind the general. Then James went over and tapped the control to lower the ramp to the outside.

      They exited the Pulse onto the salt flat. The compound was on their left, four smaller buildings with a massive blast door blocking the entrance to a cavern. A smaller metal door intended for people and small vehicles to enter through was fixed to the rock beside it. Nathan hadn’t noticed the doors during the descent. They were tucked beneath the mountain, out of sight from the air.

      “It’s bigger than I thought,” Nathan said.

      “Which is why we need to get our asses in gear,” James replied. He started jogging toward the compound, the body armor providing a boost of strength and stamina through the assistive musculature that lined the inside.

      Nathan broke into a jog behind him while the robots followed, keeping perfect pace with the humans. James sped up as he covered the ground, and Nathan accelerated with him. They were at a near-sprint by the time they reached the buildings and James began to slow.

      “It’s been a while since I got a good run in,” James said. “What we’re looking for isn’t going to be out here.” He pointed, and his spider broke away, running as fast as its eight legs would carry it toward the smaller blast door.

      It came to a stop in front of the door, while Nathan and James continued to it at a walk.

      “What’s it doing?” Nathan asked.

      “Scanning it for potential traps,” James said. “I don’t know how much effort the USSF went through to keep this place protected when they bugged out.”

      They reached the door. The spider had finished its scan by then, backing up and waiting for them.

      “It’s clean,” James said. “Locked, but clean.” He grabbed a small device from his belt. “We can take care of the lock.”

      He put a device on the side of the door with the hinge and then waved Nathan back. They retreated a dozen meters before James triggered the detonator.

      Nathan could feel the heat of the thermal explosive despite the distance as it flared with bright white heat. It sizzled lightly as it burned, cutting into the metal and through with intense energy.

      “Won’t that kind of energy bring the trife running?” Nathan asked, forced to look away. It was just too bright.

      “Potentially, but I don’t have another way through a military grade blast door. Do you?”

      “Negative.”

      It took close to thirty seconds for the explosive to burn out. The door was compromised before it finished, toppling to the ground with a loud thud. Nathan looked back at the entrance and the red-hot metal.

      James sent his spider in first. It moved to the door and leaped over it, landing smoothly inside. There wasn’t much light in the area beyond. The base had been without power for years, possibly even centuries.

      Even though his helmet filtered the air he was breathing, Nathan could still smell the staleness of the atmosphere that wafted out from the unsealed doorway. It left a taste of iron on his tongue, thick and heavy. There was another smell mixed in with it, one he was becoming accustomed to the more time he spent on Earth. He hoped it wouldn’t always be that way. Maybe once the war was over things would change.

      It was the smell of death.
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      Nathan instinctively grabbed his plasma rifle from his back, flipping the switch to power it on. Immediately, a targeting reticle appeared on his overlay, moving across his vision as he shifted the weapon in his grip.

      He stepped past the fallen blast door, careful not to let it burn him on the way. His visor shifted again, the embedded night vision activating automatically as he entered the darkened area.

      “You smell that, Relentless?” James asked.

      “How could I not?” Nathan replied.

      The interior of the area slowly materialized in front of him, the algorithms in the ATCS smoothing out the feed from the twin cameras mounted in his helmet. The combination gave him a more unobstructed view of his surroundings than his eyes ever could, even with the help of IR.

      They were in a large hangar that seemed to stretch on forever, the rear of the space vanishing outside the limits of his vision nearly half a kilometer distant. There were aircraft arranged on both sides of the hangar, neatly lined up one after another, organized by type and size. Nathan didn’t know enough about Earth aircraft to identify any of them, but the lead craft looked sleek and fast and aggressive, and there was no mistaking the ordnance hanging from beneath their wings. The airplanes farther back were more blocky and less dangerous looking, but still impressive.

      Smaller equipment was chaotically spread around the aircraft. Ladders, crates, loading vehicles, and even racks carrying additional missiles were resting near the machines. A fuel truck was sitting nearby, its line still tethered to one of the planes.

      Mingled in with the supplies were bodies. Dozens of bodies. They were old enough to have deteriorated, but the dry air and protection from the elements had left them nearly whole. The flesh was dehydrated but still present, revealing the full expressions of the men and women who had died violently and afraid.

      Some wore jumpsuits stained with blood around what looked like bullet wounds. Others were carrying guns of their own but had been killed by claws or blades or some other sharp instrument, the flesh on their necks deeply scored. They weren’t grouped as though they had been defending themselves, they were spread out, as though the attack had come out of nowhere and left them with little time to react.

      “It almost looks like they killed each other,” James said. “At least some of them.”

      Nathan noticed that some of the soldiers with guns were facing some of the other soldiers who had been shot. He also realized the armed soldiers didn’t have any visible wounds but were dead all the same.

      What the hell?

      “I have no idea what happened here,” he said.

      “Me either,” James agreed. “Somebody was alive after this happened, though.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Somebody locked the door.” He paused, motionless while he sent a command to his spider. “Set your spider to scout ahead.”

      “Roger,” Nathan said. “Spider Two, engage scouting mode. Send a feed to my visor.”

      “Confirmed,” the synthetic voice replied. A moment later, a video feed from what served as the spider’s eyes appeared in the bottom left corner of his visor.

      The spider made its way toward the back of the hangar, taking a route that brought it beneath the aircraft on the right side. Nathan got a closer look at a few of the bodies as it passed them. They had definitely been taken off-guard.

      The spider’s feed revealed more vehicles in the rear of the hangar. Trucks and transports and support vehicles. There were dark stains on the hangar floor ahead of the remaining vehicles, suggesting some of them had been taken out of the complex and hadn’t returned.

      “Somebody got out of here,” Nathan said.

      “I see it,” James replied, watching his spider’s feed. “I’ve got a corridor at the rear. Let’s head that way. Eyes and ears open.”

      They advanced cautiously, scanning the area around them as they moved. The place seemed deserted, and the dead had been that way for a long, long time. Still, there was a general uneasiness about the place, strong enough to put James on edge. They swept past each of the aircraft with their rifles, monitoring the area as though the dead might come back to life.

      They reached the ground transports a few minutes later, sweeping past them as well. Nathan’s height gave him a higher perspective than the spider, allowing him to see into the cabs. Two of them had dead drivers behind the wheel, bullet holes in the windshield and side of the door. One of them had a dead soldier with a gun at its back. Nathan paused to look into the rear, feeling sick when he found a dozen dead people inside. The people weren’t dressed like soldiers. They were wearing civilian clothes and the white lab coats of scientists and researchers. Had they created whatever killed them?

      Was it still here?

      It was a ridiculous thought. Over a century had gone by since anyone had been here.

      They reached the passage at the rear of the hangar. There was a second corridor to their right, against the wall.

      “Send your spider down that one,” James said.

      “Roger that,” Nathan replied, directing his robot along the second passage.

      He and James followed the other spider into the primary corridor. It was large and wide, big enough to drive a smaller transport through to carry supplies into and out of the hangar. It ended a short distance later at another blast door. This one was hanging slightly open and leading into more darkness beyond.

      “Lift shaft?” Nathan guessed.

      “Affirmative,” James replied.

      James’ spider reached the door, adjusting its approach and shifting its legs to squeeze itself through the opening and into the shaft.

      “Standby,” James said.

      Nathan shifted his attention to his spider’s feed while they waited. Its corridor was longer and smaller, taking a turn to the left and angling slightly downward. He could see a t-junction up ahead and a few doors placed on both sides of the passage.

      “Tell me if your spider gets anything useful,” James said.

      “Roger,” Nathan replied. “Nothing interesting so far, unless you like random generic corridors.”

      “I can’t think of anything more exciting,” James deadpanned.

      Nathan smiled, exhaling some of his tension. This place was just like the people in the hangar. Dead. He looked back at the spider’s feed. It had reached the t-junction and decided to turn right. It started forward.

      A bright light filled the feed’s window, followed by static. He heard the explosion a moment later, a small rumble that echoed through the corridors.

      “What the fuck?” James said.

      “Something just attacked the spider,” Nathan said. According to his ATCS, the robot was offline. “It's gone.”

      “Did you see it?” James asked.

      “Negative. I didn’t see anything.”

      “Shit. Okay, let’s check it out. I don’t want to take any chances of something sneaking up on us.”

      “Roger.”

      They started back the way they had come, passing into the hangar and across to the secondary passage. They found the spider a moment later. Its body was black and mangled, its legs shattered by the blast.

      Nathan stared down the corridor, rifle up and ready. He didn’t see anything. There was a turn in the passage a dozen meters away. He started forward, staying close to the wall.

      “Relentless, wait!” James barked.

      Nathan stopped. James was coming up behind him. He stopped next to Nathan and knelt down, putting his hand on the floor. “There. Do you see it?”

      Nathan looked at where James’ finger was pointing. It took him a few seconds to recognize the faint outline of something placed on top of the floor, perfectly blended with it.

      “We call them paper mines,” James said. “Pressure sensitive. As soon as the spider touched it -- boom.” He stuck his gloved finger beneath the mine and lifted it from the floor. There was a single narrow circuit on the bottom, and James used his finger to disconnect it. “Harmless now.”

      “Why do you think they would put mines in this corridor?” Nathan asked. “I thought our target was below?”

      “There’s definitely a research facility under us,” James said. “My spider is feeding me a view of it. I think the mainframe is up here, but I still want to go down there.”

      “I thought you were in a hurry to get back to Edenrise?”

      “I am, but the feed.” He paused. “I need to see it for myself.”

      “See what?” Nathan asked.

      James’ voice was quiet. Shocked and slightly breathless.

      “It may be one of the Others.”
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      “What?” Nathan said.

      “I can’t be sure. My link to the spider is weak at this distance. There’s a room down there, with something suspended in some kind of liquid. It’s a similar size and shape to the figure you saw in the sphere’s message.”

      “The USSF had contact with one of the Others, and they stuck it in a jar?”

      “We don’t know what happened, but I know Tinker would want us to find out. We’re already here. Let’s locate the mainframe first. I’ve got the spider coming back to help us identify the mines now that we know to look for them.”

      “Roger that, General,” Nathan said. He paused. “Do you think the USSF opened the artifact? Do you think it really is a door, and one of the Others came through?”

      “James Stacker never said what happened here. We always assumed he didn’t know. But maybe he lost touch with his contact? Maybe his contact is one of the bodies out in the hangar? I want to answer that question too.”

      They waited a minute for the spider to make it back up the elevator shaft to their position. It didn’t stop when it reached them, advancing and scanning the ground. It was able to pick out the mines on the old tile, stopping in front of them and waiting while James carefully turned them over and disconnected the circuit. The process was painstakingly slow, to the point that Nathan was amazed James had the patience to do it. He was getting agitated with the slowdown.

      It took nearly two hours to get down the corridor. Nathan checked the rooms along it as the spider and James continued pulling the mines, exploring the spaces where the USSF used to operate. Offices, mainly. Most of them were simple. Desks, chairs, old terminals. A few had photos still positioned on the desks. Wives. Children. Families. Looking at them made him jealous for what he would never have.

      A couple of the offices had bodies in them. One was in an awkward position on the floor, sidearm in hand, gunshot wound out the back of his head. By the angle, it looked like he had stuck the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.

      There was no power, so none of the terminals were functional. He found books in the offices, mostly manuals and guides of different kinds. Nothing to suggest what had happened to the people in the base. Nothing to give him a picture of why they had seemingly attacked one another or killed themselves. Nothing that connected the Other who James believed was down below with the operations center up here. But then, this section was administrative. Desk monkeys.

      The hallway split into another junction at the end, but the spider stopped registering the presence of mines. It moved ahead cautiously until it reached the end of the corridor, still searching, and then clattered around the curve and out of sight.

      “That took long enough,” James said, exhaling. Maybe he wasn’t as calm about it as Nathan thought. “Let’s split up from here. I’ll take that corridor. You check the doors behind the spider.”

      “Roger that,” Nathan said.

      They went to the junction together and then went their separate ways. The spider had already vanished around the next turn in the complex, but Nathan stopped at each door and pushed it open, glancing inside. For the first ten doors or so it was more of the same. Administrative offices. He passed an old bathroom, and he took a second to look inside. There were two bodies on the ground inside, facing one another. Both had guns near their hands. It looked like they had shot one another at point-blank range. The sight of it gave him a chill.

      He backed out of the restroom, checking a half dozen more doors.

      “Relentless,” James said through the comm. “I’ve got it. Come on back.”

      “Roger,” Nathan said.

      He turned around.

      A man was standing in front of him. A soldier in a green USSF jumpsuit. He was holding a knife.

      Nathan took a step back. The man was staring at him, a dark expression on his square face. He was short but muscled. There was a bloodstain on his chest. A moment later Nathan realized he had seen the man before.

      Dead on the floor of the hangar.

      The man lunged at him, and Nathan jerked aside, barely avoiding the knife. Not that it could have pierced his armor. He grabbed for the man’s hand, getting it around his wrist. The man punched him in the side of the helmet with his free hand, and the blow shook Nathan more than he would have ever expected.

      He stumbled into the wall, and the man stabbed at him again, the knife hitting the armor plate on his forearm.

      And sinking right through.

      He felt the pain in his arm, and he cried out. Then he threw himself forward, slamming his helmet against the man’s head. The man fell back, but only for a second. Then he came in again, a knife in his other hand.

      Where had he gotten it?

      “General, I need backup,” Nathan said. “I’m under attack.”

      He slapped the incoming hand aside, moving away from the blade. The other one made it to his chest, cutting through the armor and into his gut. He cursed, feeling the moisture of his blood along his flesh.

      “Relentless?” James said. “Your tactical is clear.”

      “I’m wounded, damn it,” Nathan replied. He threw another punch, catching the man in the chest. The blow knocked him back a step, giving him a moment to recover.

      He noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. James’ spider. It was approaching him at a run.

      He ducked as the man came at him again, avoiding the blade. He blocked the other one with his arm, leaving its point only centimeters from his helmet. His body hurt where he had already been stabbed.

      This guy was supposed to be dead. How the fuck was he up and moving?

      The spider stopped a meter away.

      “Relentless, the spider is right next to you. Nothing is showing on its feed.”

      What?

      Nathan glanced at the spider, and then back at the man.

      He was gone.

      Nathan looked down the corridor. He didn’t see anyone. The soldier had literally vanished into thin air. What the hell was going on?

      His arm still hurt. So did his stomach. He looked down. There was no tear in the armor. No crack in the plates. No blood.

      The pain was real.

      James appeared at the end of the passage, rifle up and ready. He lowered it when he saw Nathan.

      “What the fuck?” he said.

      “I don’t know,” Nathan replied. “But I’ve decided I don’t like this place.”
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      The mainframe was composed of sixteen individual units, each of them a narrow tower nearly as tall as Nathan and around twenty centimeters wide. They weren’t particularly heavy, but they were bulky, which meant they could only carry two of them at a time.

      Nathan had explained to James what happened to him. The soldier. The stab wounds. The ongoing pain. It subsided over the next hour as they started unplugging the servers, but it left them both with a lot of questions, the foremost being: what the fuck had caused it?

      James suggested that there might be something in the mines besides explosives. A nerve agent or toxin of some kind that  caused the hallucinations. That might have made sense, except Nathan was wearing a helmet with full filtration, designed to keep out dangerous particles. Besides James appeared to be unaffected.

      James also suggested the hallucinations might be from exhaustion or stress, or the shock of seeing the dead around the base. Nathan didn’t buy that, either. He had seen enough death that it shouldn’t cause him to start imagining things, especially to the extent that the pain felt so real.

      Besides, the soldiers on the base had killed one another. That much was clear. Then they had killed themselves. Had the same psychotic episode overtaken everyone here? If it had, it came back around to how and why, and again why hadn’t James been affected? Coincidence?

      Whatever the cause, whatever the reason, having proof that the whole thing was in his head seemed to work to keep it from returning. They spent the next four hours packing the mainframe and carrying it back to the Pulse, with no interruptions from anything living or dead.

      The sun was sinking behind the mountains by the time they were done, the moon rising on the other side. It was big and red, a menacing bloody sphere. The whole sky was turning deep red. Nathan paused at the entrance to the base to stare at it in wonder. Proxima’s atmosphere didn’t have so much variation.

      James seemed pleased with their efforts. He put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Everyone should be able to stand in one place and look up at the sky without having to worry a trife is going to grab them while they do.”

      Nathan didn’t respond. He followed James back into the hangar and through to the original corridor. James approached the gate in front of the lift, grabbing it with his replacement hand and pulling it open despite its complaints. Then he pulled a small box from his hip and began unspooling a thin wire with a weighted end, dropping it into the shaft.

      It continued to unwind for a few seconds before hitting bottom. He tapped something on the surface, and then placed the box on the floor ahead of the shaft.

      “That’s strong enough to hold us?” Nathan asked.

      “I can use the climb wire in the Mark Three,” James replied. He turned backward, grabbing the wire in his gloved hands and rappelling over the edge and into the shaft.

      Nathan walked over to the edge. He looked down the shaft, catching James’ dark form sinking away. He turned and reached for the climb wire.

      “Nathan.”

      He froze. That voice.

      “Nathan. Help me.”

      He looked up. That was Niobe’s voice.

      “Help me. Nathan. Please.”

      It was coming from the hangar. What the hell?

      “Nathan. They’re coming for me. They’re going to kill me because of what I know. Help me. Please.”

      Nathan swallowed hard, his heart beginning to race. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. Who the fuck was playing with his head like this, and how?

      He grabbed the climb wire, approaching the edge.

      “Nathan, where are you going? Don’t you love me?”

      “Fuck off!” he shouted.

      Then he rappelled away, using his feet to tap the sides of the shaft as he lowered himself.

      He reached the top of the lift within seconds. James was waiting for him there. The access hatch on top of the lift was open, giving them a path through it to the floor.

      “I’m hearing Niobe’s voice now,” Nathan said.

      “You can head back out to the Pulse if you want,”  James replied.

      “No. I’ll deal with it. I want to see this Other of yours.”

      “Come on then,” James said.

      They dropped to the left and then walked along the corridor. James’ spider was still out in front, leading the way. There was another heavy blast door ahead of them, again hanging slightly open. The spider passed through it easily, but James and Nathan had to stop. They grabbed the left side together, managing to pull it free.

      They moved into a small control center, with desks, terminals and displays arranged in three rows of three, and a wide aisle down the center. There were a pair of doors behind at the back labeled Research. They were slightly open, the spider already having passed through.

      “Hold up,” James said before they reached the doors.

      “What is it?” Nathan asked.

      “Strange.” He continued to the door. “My spider’s feed just died.”

      “It died?”

      They moved through the doors, into a long corridor. There were windows on both sides of it, which looked out into the research areas. The spider was sitting in the middle of the passage, motionless.

      James knelt beside the robot, picking it up and checking it.

      “The battery is dead,” he said. “It had three hours of charge ten seconds ago.”

      “Maybe the indicator was bad?” Nathan said.

      “It had a full charge and had only been going for six hours. It isn’t the indicator.”

      “Shorted?”

      “Maybe.”

      James stood up. “Piece of shit.” He kicked the spider, sending it crashing into the wall. Two of the legs broke off, and a few other pieces exploded out from it.

      Nathan looked away. James’ temper was so much worse than his own. Maybe the reconditioning he had gone through on Proxima had worked better than he thought?

      He wound up looking through the window on his right. He saw the large container now, an upright glass vessel with wires and tubes connecting to machinery at the top and bottom. There was liquid inside, only visible because it had a thick, slightly murky appearance. His heart raced as his eyes tracked toward the contents, anticipating looking at the Other.

      The container was empty.

      He stepped forward, putting his hand on the glass and blinking his eyes. James had said the alien was in there. He looked again. Still empty. He turned around. Maybe there was another one on the other side? That room was mainly machines and equipment, intended for a different kind of research.

      What the hell?

      “James,” he said, turning around again and confirming the container was empty for the third time. “Is the Other supposed to be in there?”

      James looked through the window at the containment tank.

      “Relentless, is it just me, or is that fucking tank empty?”

      “It isn’t just you,” Nathan replied, glad he wasn’t crazy.

      “The spider’s feed showed something in there, damn it,” James said, getting angry. He punched the window, the force of his blow leaving a large crack through it.

      “General,” Nathan said.

      James ignored him, hitting the glass again.

      “James!” Nathan said sharply.

      The General continued to ignore him. He hit the glass two more times, the last blow causing it to shatter. He cleared the debris enough to climb through, entering the lab.

      Nathan gritted his teeth in frustration. For all they knew the lab was contaminated, and now they were too.

      James approached the tank, putting his helmet up to it, still expecting something to be inside. Nathan climbed through the broken window and joined him there.

      “Either this thing really is empty, and the spider was lying,” James said. “Or we’re both hallucinating.”

      “We have the mainframe,” Nathan said. “We should just go. This place isn’t right.”

      James drew back his hand, preparing to punch the tank. “There’s one way to find out whether or not it’s empty.”

      Nathan grabbed his arm before he could throw the punch. “James, you don’t know what that liquid is.”

      “Get your fucking hands off me!” James shouted. He turned, hitting Nathan with his other hand and shoving him back.

      Nathan felt his anger flare. He clenched his fists to try to control it. Getting into a fight with James wouldn’t do either of them any good.

      “Damn it, James!” he shouted. “What if you break it open and an alien spills out? What then? How is that going to help you? What good is that going to do anybody?”

      James turned his head toward him, staring at him for a long, tense moment. “I need to know if Tinker is leading us to true salvation, if he’s leading us into the hands of new malevolent masters, or if he’s just fucking crazy.”

      “And seeing a dead alien will help you with that?”

      “At least then we know the Others exist. At least we’ll know they’ve been here before, and they didn’t seize control of the planet. At least we’ll know they aren’t gods.”

      “There’s no such thing as gods.”

      “Even a sufficiently advanced race could be described as godly. But gods don’t wind up in jars.” James laughed softly, calming a little. “I’m sorry I shoved you, Nathan. I do need to know if there’s anything in there. We can’t trust our eyes in here, not completely. And the spider is dead.”

      “I wonder if we were hallucinating its malfunction too?”

      James froze, realizing he may have smashed a fully operational robot. “Fuck. I didn’t think of that. I feel like I’m starting to lose track of what’s real down here.”

      “Which is a pretty strong signal that we should go, isn’t it, General?”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Maybe the mainframe can give us the answers I want?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Let’s move out, Relentless.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      They both turned back to the shattered window.

      They both froze at the same time.

      The Other was standing on the opposite side.
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      “You see it, right?” Nathan said.

      “I see it,” James replied. “I don’t believe it, but I see it.”

      There was no way for Nathan to be sure it was an Other, but that’s what he decided to call it until someone proved otherwise. Like James had suggested, it was similar height and build and dress to the being in the sphere’s three-dimensional hologram.

      The being was a little less than two meters tall, thin and lanky, high cheekbones on a long, pear-shaped face that looked like it was being stretched downward. A wide, flat nose; large, angled eyes; and small ears that looked like little more than flaps on the side of its bald head. It wore a long hooded cloak that spilled out of sight behind the broken window, over multiple layers of thin white material cinched closed at the waist by a wide belt.

      It didn’t say anything. It stood there unconcerned and unhurried.

      “How do we know it’s real?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t think we can,” James said. “You said the soldier that attacked you felt real.”

      “Even the wounds he caused hurt like real wounds.”

      “Well, we can’t get out without going past it, real or not.”

      James grabbed his laser pistol, making sure to keep it down at his side. He took a step toward the Other. When it didn’t react, he took another.

      Nathan put his hand on his sidearm. If the Other was real, it was probably better not to threaten it. If it wasn’t real, hopefully it would just let them past.

      James reached the broken window. The Other hadn’t moved a muscle, and Nathan was starting to lean toward hallucination. Why would it stand there otherwise? Then again, something caused the hallucinations. Something made the soldiers in the base kill each other. Had they opened the gate? Had the Other come through? Was it controlling their minds?

      If it was, if it could, would it be a good idea to let Tinker find the artifact and open it? Would it be a good idea to allow more of the Others to come here?

      James put his hand on the window sill, his glove protecting him from the broken glass. He raised his leg up and over, joining the Other in the corridor. He stood directly in front of it, nearly a head taller than the alien. He looked down at it but didn’t try to touch it or point his gun at it. He shimmied around it to the left toward the exit before motioning to Nathan.

      “It’s a fake. Come on.”

      Nathan started toward the window, eager to get out.

      The Other finally moved, turning to face James. The pieces of glass began to rise around it, dozens of small shards hovering in mid-air.

      “What the?”

      The shards launched toward James like flechettes from a railgun, slamming into his armor and piercing through to his flesh. Two dozen holes appeared across his body, and he grunted and fell backward, slumping to the ground.

      Nathan’s heart rose to his throat. He still didn’t know if the Other was real, but it was definitely not friendly. Was this how he was going to die?

      He snapped the pistol back on his armor and grabbed the plasma rifle from his back, turning it on. The Other shifted back to face him, raising a hand toward him.

      A second window beside the Other started to crack and splinter.

      Nathan switched his weapon to stream mode and fired. Not at the Other, but at the window closest to James. Superheated gas washed over the glass, reducing it to liquid as the window beside it finally came apart, leaving the alien with a hundred shards to throw at him.

      “No!” he shouted, throwing himself behind the large tank as the shards all launched his way. He heard them hit the tank, glass against glass. He looked up and saw it beginning to shatter.

      Nathan bunched his legs and then burst out from behind the container, charging across the room toward the freshly broken window. The Other watched him, barely moving.

      He reached the window, jumping and ducking at the same time, making himself small enough to fit through the  opening. He landed in the corridor, slamming into the opposite wall and bouncing back.

      James’ spider appeared on his right, leaping toward him, its razor-sharp legs reaching out to cut him.

      He caught it on his arm, the blades sliding over and off the plates and into the thinner armor below. They dug deep into his skin, sending burning pain along his entire arm.

      “Gahhhh,” he cried, turning his arm and slamming it into the glass. A few pieces fell off the spider, but it held on tight, raising one leg, reaching up his arm and digging in.

      He dropped down, swinging it at the floor instead. It hit hard, losing more of itself but still climbing slowly toward his face.

      “Damn it,” he said, grabbing his laser pistol with his other hand. He put the muzzle against the spider’s metal shell and fired, sending a beam straight through.

      It went limp on his arm. He looked up at the Other.

      It was gone.

      Illusion? Hallucination? Or was it on the move?  He had no way to know. He didn’t care right now, anyway. He grabbed the spider with his other hand, yanking it off him and tossing it away. The multiple stab wounds in his arm hurt like hell and left it limp. He growled through the pain, putting his rifle on his back and bending over to check on James. The general was still alive, but his breathing was shallow, his body riddled with glass.  Nathan worked on lifting James and getting him into a Spacer carry, balanced over his shoulder to get him away from the lab.

      Then he ran as fast as he could, back to the non-functional lift. It took all of his strength to lift James to the top of the cabin, leaving him winded.

      He climbed up after James. The climb wire was still there, and he put his hand on it, pulling to feel its strength. The cable was thin, but it was coated with something to make gripping it easier.

      Nathan looked up. He could barely make out the edge of the shaft twenty meters above them. He wasn’t sure he could climb that far with James on his shoulders. He had to drop some of the extra weight.

      He removed James’ rifle and sidearm, and tossed his aside too. Then he unclasped James’ body armor, unzipping it and pulling it away. He lowered it to the location of the glass.

      As James’ flesh became visible, the wounds disappeared.

      “Damn it,” Nathan said.

      It had been a hallucination after all. He knew from experience it had seemed real to James, and that his mind would be convincing his body it was dying. He had to get him stable, and he couldn’t do that down here.

      He removed his own armor, shedding another twenty kilograms of weight and leaving him in a t-shirt and underwear. As he lifted James into another carry, he felt stupid for not removing the extra weight before raising him to the top of the lift cabin.

      He grabbed the climb wire and started pulling them up, keeping a delicate balance between holding the wire and preventing James from falling off. It took forever, and by the time he finally raised James over the edge and let him go, his entire body was sweaty and shaking from the exertion.

      He dragged himself from the edge and out onto the floor, staying on the ground beside James and checking the other man’s pulse.

      Still alive.

      He stayed on the ground while he caught his breath.

      “Nathan.”

      He groaned when he heard the voice. Niobe’s voice.

      “Nathan, help me.”

      “I told you to fuck off,” he growled, pushing himself to his knees. He wished whatever was causing the mental distress would give up already.

      “Nathan. Please. They’re coming for me.”

      He shook his head. It worked better when he couldn’t be sure if it were real or not.

      He picked James up again, carrying him over his shoulders. His legs were burning, but he forced himself to move, down the corridor and into the hangar.

      He wasn’t all that surprised to find Niobe there. She was on their bed in her work clothes. The Stacker replica was standing beside her. She raised her head at his approach, her eyes accusing.

      “Why didn’t you help me?” she asked as the replica stabbed into her with Yamaguchi’s knife.

      He felt sick and nearly dropped James from the sudden weakness. Damn it. It wasn’t real. He didn’t have to look at it. He just had to remember it wasn’t real.

      She screamed as the knife went into her, again and again. He walked right past the scene, his heart thumping and a weight of anguish pressing against every muscle in his body, begging him to stop and end his fight. No more guilt. No more pain. No more questioning what was right and wrong. He could be with her now and forever.

      He slowed, glancing over at James’ head. Maybe that was the right thing to do? He could change the outcome for everyone so easily. Kill James. Kill himself. Who knew what would happen then? He wouldn’t have to worry about it.

      He freed a hand to start reaching for his sidearm. He released it from his armor, lifting it toward James’ head.

      The other man’s eyes opened slightly. “Nathan?” James said, his voice weak.

      The sound freed him of his mind. He snapped out of it almost instantly.

      “General,” he replied, feeling a massive sense of relief. He put the gun back on his hip. “Don’t die on me, sir. We’re almost out of here.”

      James was out cold again, eyes closed and head hanging. Had he imagined that he had woken up to speak to him?

      Damn, he hated it in here.

      He ran as fast as he was able to across the remaining distance to the opening leading outside. He stumbled out into the darkness and made his way back to the Pulse.

      He carried James up the ramp, placing him on the floor of the crowded hold and hitting the controls to retract the ramp before rushing to find a medical kit. He grabbed it and raced back to James, taking out patches and sticking them against the man’s unharmed skin. Then he held salts in front of James’ face, waking him up.

      “General,” he said, waking him up.

      James was dizzy, his head rocking back and forth.

      “We’re on the Pulse. I patched you up, see?” He held James’ head steady to show him the patches. “You’re going to be okay.”

      James perked up when he looked at the patches. “I’m going to be okay,” he repeated. He coughed once. “You saved my life.”

      “I guess so. Hold on tight, General. I’m getting us the fuck out of here.”

      He helped James up, getting him over to a seat and buckling him in. Then he ran back to the bridge, dropping into the pilot’s seat and using the control pad to power up the ship. The displays flashed on, shifting to night vision mode as he hit the controls to bring the main thrusters online.

      A figure appeared in the display to his left, near the compound.

      The Other.

      He hit the thrusters and the Pulse began to rise. The Other was watching, but not reacting.

      As Nathan punched the throttle to send them hurtling into the sky and away, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not the alien had been real after all.
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      Hayden, Pyro, and Gus continued heading away from Fort McGuire, following the cleared roads beyond the gates in a generally western direction. Hayden was operating under the assumption that the Liberators had already cleared a path from the forward base to Edenrise, and while he preferred not to run into any more of Tinker’s militia, he also preferred to stick to roads that would get him where he wanted to go. While Isabelle had maps of the area stored in her head, that head was as flat as a pancake and lying somewhere in the middle of the fort.

      It was an unfortunate circumstance to lose the robot. She was a powerful weapon, and had saved his life more than once in a very short span of time. He had learned that loss was the norm out here. There was no life expectancy. Only life as long as you continued to fight for it, and in a lot of cases as long as you got lucky.

      He figured he was pretty much out of luck by now, but there was no way he was going to stop fighting. There was too much at stake.

      “My dad used to tell me stories,” Pyro said. She was in the back seat, stretched across the dry, cracked leather, her legs draped over Gus’ lap. “Stories that were passed down from his father and back to the war.”

      She held up her replacement arm. Like the one she had given Hayden, it was too big for her body and designed to be attached to a more muscular male. Unlike Hayden’s however, it wasn’t particularly unique. It looked like a cheap, mass-produced appendage, like those made for the soldiers who were having trouble keeping their limbs in battle against the trife. In truth, Pyro and Gus were far from being the first mongrels on the planet.

      “This thing has survived centuries,” she continued. “My grandfather used to tell me stories about it. About how he used it to kill trife. One after another. One of my great-grandfathers — who the hell knows how many greats back — was a badass, Sheriff. A serious badass.”

      “So was mine,” Gus said.

      “Yeah, so was yours,” Pyro agreed. She paused a moment. “Sheriff, I don’t think either of our greats were as fucking badass as you.”

      Gus laughed, speaking with a deeper, scratchier voice and an accent that better mimicked Hayden’s. “My name is Sheriff Hayden Duke. I know you’re my enemy and you’re trying to kill me, but don’t worry, I’m gonna to help you defeat two armies of trife and some freaky monster you created, and I’m gonna do it without letting you kill or catch me or break a sweat.”

      Pyro laughed harder. Hayden smirked at the impression.

      “Not bad,” he said. “But I’m not a badass.”

      “Yes, you are,” Pyro said, lowering her voice. “My name is Sheriff Hayden Duke. I’m the only one whose van escaped from a deadly virus that somehow didn’t get inside and kill me and my passengers.” She returned her voice to normal. “That’s seriously badass.”

      “That was luck,” Hayden said. “And aerodynamics. I’m no different than either of you. Less than a year ago, I didn’t know anything about this Earth.” He sighed. Everything was so much simpler then. If someone had told him at the time that he would come to miss it, he would have said they were crazy.

      “The key to survival is adaptation,” Pyro said. “That’s what my greats always said. That’s what my dad passed on. The trife adapt better than we do. That’s why they won.”

      “Tinker can end the war with the trife,” Hayden said. “He has a means to kill them. But if it kills everyone else on the planet besides his people in Edenrise, is it worth it? Not to me because I have family out there. A wife and child and other people that are counting on me to protect them. What about you two?”

      Hayden glanced back at them. The smiles faded from their faces as they considered the question seriously.

      “I don’t want your family to die, Sheriff,” Gus said. “But I don’t know. If we make it to Edenrise, if we’re safe there… It’s tempting. I have to be honest.”

      “I appreciate the honesty,” Hayden said.

      “You said we’re headed to Edenrise,” Pyro said. “You must have a plan, Sheriff?”

      “My plan is to get an audience with Tinker. To talk with him. He’s got an energy shield around Edenrise. I want to know why we can’t make more of them. If we can start getting people there, we can save a lot more lives. It’ll take some time, but I believe it’s the right thing to do.”

      “What if he won’t listen?”

      “That’s why I need to ask you where you stand. If he won’t listen, I might need your help to stop him. Are you with me?”

      They were both silent for a minute.

      “I don’t know if I want to help you stop him,” Gus said. “I know you’ve got family out there. I understand where you’re coming from. I’m sorry, Sheriff. But this isn’t about a few people. This is the whole planet. I think about all the stories I’ve heard. The death. The destruction. The pain and loss. The people at Crosston, a lot of them were outsiders originally. Nomads. Wanderers. They found a home there, but their history had nothing but struggle in it. Tinker can end all of that? He can help us start over? Even you have to feel the pull, at least a little bit.”

      “I do,” Hayden admitted. “But I also know we’re making progress out west. We’re clearing areas of trife. We’re starting to rebuild. It’s not as easy as snapping your fingers and making it all go away, but it also means more people survive. If Tinker succeeds, he’s going to have all of the soldiers. He’s going to have all the control. I can’t help but worry about that. He’s already proven he’ll sacrifice anyone he has to in order to get what he wants. Pyro, the only reason you’re here and not in Edenrise with the rest of Crosston’s women is because you’re sterile.”

      “I know, Sheriff,” Pyro said. “Right now I don’t know what I would do. I can see both sides of the argument. I agree that Tinker is dangerous. I agree that he might not be the best person to have control over all the humans left on the planet. But like Gus said, I also know what it’s like out here, and what it was like in the past. To wash it all away? To start fresh? This isn’t just about me, either. Even if we never make it to Edenrise, my opinion would be the same. I’m just not sure what that opinion is yet.”

      “Fair enough,” Hayden said. “Neither of you need to decide whether or not you’re with me in Edenrise until we make it to Edenrise. I assume you’re both with me until then, at least, right?”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Gus said.

      “Ditto,” Pyro said. “We’re with you. Someone has to get us there safe.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Hayden said.

      They were still a long way from Edenrise, which meant they were still a long way from being safe. Not that reaching Tinker’s city was any guarantee, especially for him. He had no idea how Tinker would react to his appearance there after the Iron General had been trying so hard to kill him. He didn’t expect a warm welcome, but he hoped the man was civil enough to listen to what he had to say. It was a risk. A big risk. But it was one he had to take.

      He watched the road ahead. Junked cars rested on either side of it, sometimes in lines, sometimes in large piles like they had been shoved aside and stacked by a bigger machine. He scanned ahead to the horizon, looking for movement. Soldiers, trife, nomads, or any of the other dangers that littered the planet.

      It occurred to him that he hadn’t considered where Proxima fit in. The Iron General had killed both the Centurion Spacers and the Trust operatives sent to retrieve Nathan, and both factions were sure to investigate, if not retaliate. What was going to happen when they came back to Earth and found most of the life on it dead, with only Tinker and Edenrise protected? What if they decided they wanted to come back to their homeworld now that it was safe? The Centurion Space Force wasn’t massive, but it could certainly handle one city. Maybe Tinker wouldn’t be in control for very long after all? Maybe having Proxima retake Earth wouldn’t be a bad thing?

      How was it that Proxima Command didn’t know about Edenrise already? Or did they?

      Hayden didn’t doubt Tinker had thought about all of this. He didn’t doubt the man had a plan to deal with it. He also couldn’t imagine what it might be.
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      “Sheriff,” Pyro said. “Sheriff, wake up.”

      Hayden’s eyes snapped open. The botter was standing over him, a small smile on her unworried face. He relaxed immediately, calmed by the lack of panic in her expression.

      He had driven for nearly four hours before switching off with Gus to get a little rest. They had covered a good distance in that time, making it west from Fort McGuire and crossing a wide river before the Liberator’s road turned south. The river had been interesting, with what appeared to be a somewhat freshly minted bridge covering the banks between the wide flow of water, the original structure in pieces beside it. It had most likely been destroyed by the USMC or the USSF at some point during the war to keep the trife from crossing. Like with Manhattan, it hadn’t been enough.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      They had stopped moving, that much was obvious. The sky was darker, which meant he had been out for at least an hour or two. If Pyro’s face had been worried, he might have thought they had spotted Tinker’s militia or a trife nest, or some other danger. But the road had been surprisingly clear so far, and while the condition of the pavement and the general need for caution had slowed their pace, it hadn’t been a difficult journey to this point.

      “We’re out of gas, Sheriff,” Gus said. “I looked for an old station, but no such luck.”

      Hayden sat up, rubbing the crap out of the corners of his eyes. “Where are we?”

      “I don’t know,” Gus said. “We’ve never been this far south before.”

      Hayden climbed out of the car, taking in their surroundings. They were still on the highway, but Gus had brought them to a stop near a long line of vehicles both on the side of the concrete roadway and along the center.

      “Have you checked any of them yet?” he asked.

      “No, Sheriff,” Gus said. “Not yet. I figured you’d want to help out.”

      “Did you check the trunk for a siphon?”

      “Pozz,” Pyro said. “There were two. That’s why we woke you. Two to check the tanks, one to guard.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden said.

      He looked out past the highway. To the east, he could see overgrown greenery mixed with the remains of civilization and what appeared to be an island in the center of the same river they had crossed earlier, now much wider than before. Turning west, he noticed an old shopping center with a parking lot filled with more old cars, ahead of rows of two and three-story buildings. He realized the part of the roadway they were currently on was elevated, and parts of it both in front and behind them had already collapsed. There was a clear route around the broken parts of the road, but he couldn’t help but wonder about the stability of the platform. He couldn’t imagine heavy trucks winding around the collapsed segments and large holes.

      “Are you sure this is the Liberator’s road?” Hayden asked.

      “There were two roads, Sheriff,” Gus said. “We spotted what looked like a checkpoint on the other one, so we decided to come up this way.”

      “You didn’t want to wake me for that?”

      “This direction was cleared, just like the rest. We figured they use both routes, depending on the traffic.”

      “You come to a decision like that again, you wake me up, okay?” he said. There was nothing he could do about what had already happened.

      “Pozz.”

      Hayden breathed in, his face burning and his head throbbing. “Where’d we stash the meds we got from the fort?”

      “In the bag with the guns, Sheriff,” Pyro said.

      Hayden found the bag. He leaned over and unzipped it. They had taken a good supply of guns and ammunition, mainly standard-issue rifles and handguns with plenty of magazines. Keeping it simple was a good decision. He pushed them aside, finding the box of patches and the pills the nurse had given them, taking them out. As he did, he uncovered another weapon at the bottom of the bag and started to smile.

      “You found one,” he said, digging out the revolver.

      “You didn’t see the belt?” Gus asked.

      Hayden hefted the gun. It was heavier than the revolvers they were manufacturing back home, silver, with a long, wide barrel and a large cylinder. He looked into the gun bag, finding the ammo belt a moment later. The rounds were fifty caliber, each close to six centimeters long and over a centimeter in diameter. Close to fifty of them were tucked into the loops on the belt and ready for a quick reload.

      He didn’t know why he liked the guns so much. They were inferior in terms of their overall usefulness compared to a laser pistol or even a high-capacity automatic, especially against the trife where shot volume was much more important than stopping power. There was something about the feel of them, and that was important too.

      “Thanks for picking one up,” Hayden said, wrapping the belt around his waist and clipping it closed.

      He slid the revolver into the attached holster. Then he opened the bottle of painkillers, picked one out, and swallowed it dry. He could live with the pain, but why hurt if he didn’t have to?

      He put his hand on his face, feeling the stitches holding the gash there closed. He wasn’t sure how it would heal if he added a patch on top of it, but he preferred faster healing to having it get infected. He opened one of the patches and stuck it on, covering the cut.

      “Let’s find some gas,” he said.

      They circled to the trunk, opening it and leaning over the spikes aligned along the rear bumper. The siphons were simple devices, a pump with two hoses, one to pull the gas in and one to deliver it out. There were a pair of gas cans to go with it, slightly rusted and stinking of old fuel. Hayden and Gus picked them out, while Pyro climbed back into the car, hefting the mounted machine-gun and swiveling it in their direction.

      “Don’t forget to turn around,” Hayden reminded her.

      “Pozz that,” she replied.

      He carried his siphon and can over to the cars on the left, pausing at the first one and noticing its gas cap was long gone. He stuck the hose in and pumped a few times, not surprised when nothing came out. He moved to the next vehicle.

      He continued like that for close to ten minutes, testing every car in the line. They were all dry. It wasn’t all that surprising. The cars were on the road, the most convenient targets for anyone who fell short on fuel. He crossed the road to where Gus was finishing up with his cars.

      “Got anything?” he asked.

      “Negative, Sheriff,” Gus replied. “I think these were cleaned out a long time ago.”

      They walked back to the car together.

      “Anything?” Pyro asked.

      “Nothing,” Hayden said.

      “Skunked,” Gus said.

      “What about those cars down there?” Pyro asked, pointing to the parking lot half a kilometer distant. “They look like they haven’t been raided too badly.”

      Hayden looked over at the cars a second time. Some had broken windows, others had been stripped for parts, a few more had old grafitti sprayed onto the sheet metal while random tall weeds that had broken through the concrete grew around them.

      “We can’t take the car down there. We’ll have to go on foot,” he said.

      “Will do, Sheriff,” Gus said. “The car’s got a little fuel left. We can move it to the side of the road. Hopefully nobody will come by this way.”

      “If they do, they’re likely to be Liberators,” Hayden said. “And they’ll probably recognize the car. We’ll have to take our chances.”

      Gus made his way back to the drivers’ seat. He started the car and slowly advanced it to the side of the road, pushing it into another car to move it aside and make it look like it had crashed and been abandoned.

      “Disconnect the ammo feed too,” Hayden said. “We’ll toss the belt in the trunk. We don’t need anyone coming on the car and shooting us with our own gun.”

      “Pozz that,” Gus said.

      They stored the machine-gun’s ammo belt and box. Gus and Pyro grabbed a rifle from the gun bag, and then Gus hung the gun bag over his back. They couldn’t leave that behind either. Hayden ranged ahead to a couple of the collapsed sections of the highway, stopping and waving the other mongrels over when he found one they could descend.

      They joined him there a moment later. Hayden went first, sliding down the fallen break of concrete on his ass. He hit the ground and stood, doing a quick sweep. Nothing.

      Pyro and Gus came down behind him, and they all started toward the parking lot.

      Further back, something shimmered against the sunlight as it rose from its hiding place.
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      Hayden, Pyro, and Gus crossed the urban terrain from the highway to the shopping center, staying out in the open but moving carefully, making sure to monitor their surroundings.

      They reached the edge of the lot without incident, making it to the first line of cars and starting to check them for gas. This time, Gus kept watch while Hayden and Pyro went car-to-car. He gained a better perspective by jumping onto the rooftop of one car and then hopping to a taller van. He spun in a slow circle like a radar tower, eyes scanning the area.

      “There’s nothing here,” Pyro said, after finishing her fifteenth car. “Let’s face it; people are lazy. We’re all going to start at the outside and work their way in.”

      “Fair enough,” Hayden agreed. “You want to start at the middle?”

      “Sounds good.”

      They started toward the cars closer to the center of the lot, winding their way through the maze of rusting steel.

      “See anything, Gus?” Hayden asked through his comm.

      “Negative, Sheriff,” Gus said. “We’re the only people around for as far as my eyes can see.”

      Hayden was glad for that. They could all use a break from the chaos and violence.

      They were close to the center of the lot when Hayden noticed something on the ground between two of the cars, tucked under one of the flat wheels. It was relatively clean, meaning it had only recently been dropped. He leaned over to get a better look at it, noticing a mark on the cement in the space between the fronts of two of the parked vehicles as he did. It looked like something had scratched at the hard ground. He didn’t think much of it, returning his focus to the item on the ground.

      He picked it up. It was a head. A plastic doll’s head, with fake blonde hair.  The hair wasn’t that long, and it appeared the ends of it were burned.

      Hayden glanced back at the mark on the ground.  There was something about it he didn’t trust.

      He heard a snap from somewhere on his right.

      Pyro started to scream.

      “Ahhh, fuck!” she shouted. “Damn it. Ahhhh.”

      Hayden stood, finding her in the row ahead of him, a dozen cars away. She was looking down.

      “Pyro?” he said, starting to cross the aisles before thinking better of it. He jumped onto the nearest car, running along it in her direction.

      “Fucking bear trap or something,” she said. “It’s in my leg. Damn, it hurts.”

      He jumped from one car to the next. “Gus, any sign of activity?”

      Someone had left a trap, and it wasn’t the first time. He looked over and down. Another small trap was resting on the ground between two of the cars. It also wasn’t the only one.

      “Gus?” Hayden said again when the mongrel didn’t answer. He looked back toward the van Gus was standing on.

      He was gone.

      Without a word.

      Without a sound.

      What the hell?

      “Gus?” Hayden repeated. Even if someone had taken him, he would still have the comm. Unless he was unconscious.

      Or dead.

      “Fuck,” Pyro said again, leaning down and dropping her rifle.

      She was trying to pry the trap open, and if she had two replacement hands she might have succeeded. Hayden reached her, hopping down and grabbing the other side, helping her pull it out of her leg. She used her free hand to pick it up as blood streamed from the puncture wounds and onto the ground.

      “Damn, I need some of those pain meds,” she said. “It hurts, Sheriff.”

      “We’ve got a problem,” Hayden replied. “Gus is gone.”

      “What?” Her head whipped toward the van. “Gus?” She picked her rifle up off the ground, the pain in her ankle forgotten. “Where the hell did he go?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see—”

      A dozen forms rose from between the cars on the other side of them, to the west opposite the highway. They had cloaks over their backs, dark robes that blended in with the sea of rust in the parking lot. Each of them was carrying a crossbow, a bolt cocked and ready.

      “Don’t move!” one of them barked.

      They had their hoods up, goggles over their eyes. Only the nose and mouth were visible. Most of them had beards. All men. Whoever these nomads were, Tinker had gotten to them too.

      Hayden turned slowly to face them, hand hovering over the revolver. “Where’s our third?”

      “He’s ours now,” the man said.

      “Sheriff,” Pyro whispered. He glanced at her. She was looking back toward the van. “They have him. They’re carrying him to the building.”

      “What are you saying?” one of the nomads asked.

      “Alive?” Hayden asked her, speaking softly.

      “I don’t know.”

      The nomad approached them, lowering his crossbow and pulling out a sword. It was crude and ugly and appeared recently made. He put the blade against Pyro’s chest. “Shut. Up,” he said slowly.

      “Obviously, you want something,” Hayden said. “I’m open to trade for our man.”

      “You shut up too,” the same nomad said.

      “First thing we want is your woman,” their apparent leader said, head shifting to Pyro. “She’s a little skinny, but she’s young enough to breed. Next thing we want is your meat over our cook fires.”

      Hayden groaned softly. He had dealt with cannibals back west. “Why not trife meat?” he asked.

      “No trife around here, thanks to Tinker,” the man replied. “Plenty of travelers though. All on their way to Edenrise, again thanks to Tinker. Furping bastard and his furping promises. Come to Edenrise. Furp him. Bastard turned us away at the gates.”

      “Why?” Pyro asked.

      “Says we aren’t viable, whatever the furp that means. I’m plenty viable. Hell, I’m viable right now.” The other bandits chucked slightly.  “Now drop the piece, arsehole, or we drop you.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Hayden said.

      The group laughed.

      “You? Hurt us?” the leader said. “I see you got a mongrel arm size of my wanker, but that won’t help you from there. Besides, you get twitchy, Holden there gets twitchy, if you know what I mean.”

      The bandit with the sword pushed the blade a little tighter against Pyro’s chest.

      Hayden stared at the bandit leader. His fingers lightly brushed the handle of the revolver. How fast was Holden? How fast was he?

      One thing he was sure of — if they managed to get he and Pyro disarmed and inside neither one of them would have much of a future.

      He had to risk it.

      “Well, mongrel?” the leader said. “You gonna drop that gun, or are we going to kill the girl and cook you both?”

      “I’m going to kill you,” Hayden said.

      “Heh. I’d like to see you—”

      Hayden’s Centurion hand dropped to the revolver, grabbing the handle and yanking it free of its holster. He pulled it up in one smooth motion, pulling the trigger and firing a single round. He felt the massive kick of the weapon in his grip, but he expected a gun like that to jump. He held it steady with the strength of the replacement, his other hand already reaching out for the blade pressed against Pyro’s chest.

      Holden’s robes shifted, his arm tensing to stab. Pyro had guessed what he was going to do and was already moving, turning aside to escape the blade. Hayden grabbed it in his hand as it started forward, through her shirt and pressing lightly into her flesh. He held it tight, stopping its momentum at the same time he swung the revolver toward the bandit.

      He didn’t see his first round hit the bandit leader in the chest, the force of the slug knocking the man back as it punched straight through him. He pulled the trigger again, a point-blank shot into Holden’s side. The force of the blast tore him apart, all of the force vanishing from the blade in an instant.

      The strings of ten crossbows thwipped as their bolts were released. Two of them hit Holden in the back, digging into the already dead man’s flesh. Six of them missed completely, bouncing off the cars around Hayden. One of them hit his arm, and the last one hit his side. It tried to pierce the bodysuit there, but it didn’t have a sharp enough edge to defeat the woven spider-steel.

      Pyro dropped behind the closest car. She was still holding her rifle, and she brought it up, rising to fire.

      Hayden turned his revolver on the other nomads. They all vanished behind the cars, ducking low to reload. He wasn’t about to wait for them to take another shot at him.

      He rushed forward, vaulting across the tops of the cars toward the bandits. The first one to reload stood to his right and a quick adjustment sent a fifty caliber round hurtling toward him. It went through the rusted roof of the car he was hiding behind and then the glassless window frame, catching him in the chest and knocking him down.

      A second bandit rose further to his right. A burst of rounds from Pyro’s rifle followed, a few of the rounds pinging off sheet metal, the rest sinking into flesh.

      Hayden jumped across to the next car. A bandit jumped up in front of him, swinging a blade at his legs. He rolled sideways, off the roof and onto the hood, barely getting his arm up in time to block the blade as it slashed down at his face. He pushed back against it, throwing it to the side, bringing the revolver over his head and firing. The round tore into the bandit, throwing him back off the car.

      Hayden rolled off the hood to the ground, narrowly avoiding another trap there. He moved between the columns, turning to his left as a pair of bandits fired fresh bolts at him. He put his hand up in front of his face, catching one of the projectiles. The other hit his leg and skidded off his bodysuit.

      The bandits shrank back when they saw the bolt didn’t stick, suddenly afraid. Hayden might have let them go, but then one of their hands reached beneath a cloak and returned with a gun. Hayden aimed his revolver and fired, knocking both of the bandits down with shots square to their chests.

      He heard more gunfire from Pyro’s position, turning and looking back down the line. He saw a bolt on the ground at his feet. One of them had shot him in the back, and he hadn’t even felt it hit. He aimed his weapon, firing the last two rounds.

      Pyro stopped shooting. Hayden opened the cylinder of the revolver and quickly reloaded.  He scanned the lot for more bandits.

      “I think we’re clear, Sheriff,” Pyro said.

      “I’m going after Gus,” Hayden said. “Can you walk?”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “Stay behind me, don’t let any of them sneak up on us. Holler if you’re in trouble, and watch for more booby traps.”

      “Pozz that.”

      Hayden jumped back onto the hood of a car, leaping across the aisle to the next. He headed in the direction of the shopping center, repeating the process until he was more confident he had cleared all of the traps. He looked back once, finding Pyro picking through the rows of cars, limping as she moved.

      He finally made it to the edge of the lot and sprinted across the pavement toward the building. The bandits were already inside, and they pulled a metal gate across the entrance before shooting at him.

      He changed direction, rushing sideways to get out of the line of fire. Bullets hit the ground around him, one of them hitting his arm, another his hip. He was never more thankful to have the Centurion bodysuit. He would have been dead a dozen times without it. He ran to the side of the building, pressing against it and taking a moment to catch his breath.

      “Hold your position, Sheriff,” Pyro said. “I’ve got this.”

      He found her in the lot, rifle resting on the roof of one of the cars. “Pozz,” he replied.

      A moment later, he saw the lower barrel of the weapon flare, and a small silver ball launched out of it, arcing toward the gate. He turned his back and opened his mouth to help diminish the concussion of the grenade when it hit the gate, finding a hole between the mesh and falling just inside.

      It exploded a few seconds later, the force of the blast rending the metal and sending chunks of concrete out toward the cars. Hayden turned back to it and ran across, diving into the rising cloud of smoke and debris. Two dead bandits were mixed with the fresh rubble.

      “Thank you,” Hayden said into the comm.

      “No problem, Sheriff,” Pyro replied. “Find Gus.”

      Hayden moved through the smoke and into the building. It had a worn tile floor and a long corridor with smaller storefronts on either side. Most of the glass in the stores was gone, broken a long time ago. The contents of the stores had all been picked out too, with only random bits and pieces of clothes, jewelry, electronics, and other material goods scattered around the space. The walls were cracked and faded and dirty, the air stale and warm.

      He could hear the echoes of boots coming from around the corner and down along another corridor. He wasn’t sure how many pairs. Six? Eight? It didn’t matter. He wasn’t letting them take Gus.

      He slowed when he neared the corner, holding the revolver up near his face. He leaned out slightly, ducking back when a burst of fire from what he assumed was Gus’ rifle peppered the wall ahead of him. If they had decided to use the Marine Corps weapon, he had to get to them before they sent a grenade his way.

      He looked out again, catching a glimpse of two bandits positioned in one of the storefronts, hiding behind old shelves. They shot at him again, and he ducked back a second time.

      “Pyro, status?” he asked.

      “I’m near what’s left of the gate. No sign of any of them out here.”

      “Hold your position there until I give the all clear.”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff.”

      Hayden took a few deep breaths. He was going to have to come out of hiding to take his shot at the bandits, and hope their aim was as bad as he was guessing.

      He remained frozen in place when the bandits started to scream.
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      “What the hell?” Hayden said softly, peering around the corner to recheck their position. His heart pulsed when he saw the back of the Hellion in the hallway, in the process of cutting one of the soldiers in half with its claws.

      The fucking thing was following him?

      “Pyro,” he whispered. “Head back to the car.”

      “What?” she replied. “Sheriff, Gus is in there.”

      “I know. Just head back to the car. Get the gun reloaded and stay ready. The Hellion is alive, and it's inside the building.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Pozz that. Do it.”

      “Yes sir, Sheriff.”

      He had no idea how he was going to get past the creature to reach Gus. He didn’t even know if Gus was still alive. Was the Hellion hunting him? It probably didn’t want the bandits to steal its kill.

      He scanned the area, looking for somewhere to hide. He could duck into a storefront, but how would that help? He needed to get past the creature to make it to the mongrel, and he wasn’t leaving without him.

      He had heard before that the best defense was a good offense.

      He decided to put the theory to the test.

      He came around the corner, running along the hallway toward the Hellion. It heard him coming, and it stopped its attack on the bandit and turned, mouth opening wide in a horrifying grin. It hunched on all fours, ready to lunge at him.

      He shot it. Once. Twice. Three times. The force of the impacts were enough to drive the slugs through its thick flesh and into its body, pushing it back and causing it to cry out in a terrible scream. It flopped back and over, scrambling to get away.

      Hayden kept shooting, emptying the weapon into the monster. It howled and vanished, but Hayden could see the faint outline of it moving away, back toward the entrance. He opened the gun and began to reload, still running in the direction the bandits had taken Gus. He didn’t know if the wounds he had inflicted on the Hellion were fatal. He didn’t know if it would die, run away, or regroup and come back. He had won the second battle, but he didn’t think the war would end that easily.

      He turned the corner again, coming to a door. He pushed it open, finding himself in a shorter hallway with a restroom on either side and another door behind it. He heard fearful shouting from there, and he raced to it.

      He pushed through that door and into a stairwell, following the voices. He descended two flights, bursting through another door right behind the bandits. They spun around as he came in, crossbows going to their shoulders, their faces pale and expressions terrified. He saw Gus up ahead, lying in a makeshift gurney.

      Hayden fired. Once. Twice. Both bandits collapsed, blood spreading from their chests. He shifted the aim of the weapon to the remaining men.

      “Put him down,” he said. “And put your hands up.”

      The bandits froze and lowered the gurney to the ground. Hayden noticed he had come out into an underground storage and maintenance area. It reminded him of the cargo hold of the Navy ship. There were tents and sleeping bags spread on the floor, and piles of trash in the far corner. There were four cooktops arranged in a square near the center, a wooden crate beside it. He looked away before he could identify what was in the crate.

      The camp wasn’t large. He didn’t see any other bandits besides the six who had taken Gus. He wasn’t all that worried about the bandits. Not anymore. Not when the Hellion was nearby.

      “Is he alive?” Hayden asked.

      “For now,” one of the bandits replied.

      “I think you’re going to have to find another meal,” Hayden said, stepping toward them. “Back away from him. I’m taking him out of here. Where’s the bag he was carrying.”

      One of the other bandits had it. He held it out.

      “Leave it with him.”

      The bandit dropped the bag beside Gus and backed away.

      “What the hell is that thing upstairs?” one of them asked.

      “Furping devil incarnate is what,” one of the other bandits said.

      “Just about,” Hayden said. “What did you do to him?”

      “A natural sedative. He’ll be sleeping for a while.”

      Hayden cursed under his breath. He wasn’t sure he had the energy to carry the mongrel all the way back to the car, and he damned well wasn’t going to be able to do it if the Hellion was waiting for round three.

      “Pyro, where are you?” he asked, activating his comm.

      “Almost back to the car, Sheriff.”

      “The Hellion ran out that way. Do you see it?”

      There was a pause as he imagined she was looking around.

      “Negative. It may be camouflaged.”

      “It may also be injured. I’m not sure. It seems to be able to regenerate, but I put some big slugs into it. Gus is alive, but he’s out cold and won’t be waking for a while.”

      “Pozz. What should I do?”

      “I’m not sure what I should do,” Hayden replied, rubbing his forehead with his free hand. “I can’t get out of here with Gus like this, and I don’t want you trying to get back this way with the Hellion possibly between us. We’ve got contact, so the best option is for you to find somewhere safe to bunker in while we wait this out. The car’s trunk, maybe?”

      “Pozz that. It’s plenty big enough.” She paused before speaking again.  “Does this much shit follow you everywhere you go, Sheriff?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “How the hell are you still alive?”

      Hayden grinned. “Sometimes I have no idea. Stay safe out there, Chandra.”

      “You too, Sheriff.”

      Hayden held the revolver out at the remaining bandits. “Here’s the deal. I’m sure you heard me say I can’t leave with my man until my man is back on his feet, which means I’m going to be staying a while. There’s a creature out there that was made to kill trife, and I don’t mean just a few. The trouble is, I’ve shot it a few times, and it may have developed a personal vendetta against me, which means if it isn’t dead there’s a good chance it might come back and try again. I would prefer to have your active participation in staying alive for the next few hours over tying you up and turning you into a free lunch. Do you follow?”

      The bandits nodded.

      “I’ve got a bag full of guns here. I’m willing to share, but I need some assurance that you aren’t going to use them against me.”

      “What kind of assurance?” one of the men said.

      “That’s the hard part, isn’t it? You’re eating other people, which doesn’t exactly put you on the moral high ground.” He stared at them a moment. “Okay, I have an idea, but you need to agree to it before I tell you what it is. Any one of you questions or resists, and I kill all of you. I don’t want to, but his life is more valuable to me than yours. Understood?”

      The bandits nodded.

      “Good. So what do you say?”

      They looked at one another. None of them wanted to be killed by him or by the Hellion. “We’re in.”
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      Hayden tilted his head to the side, grimacing at the crack that sounded from his opposite shoulder as he completed the simple stretch. He straightened up and lowered his head to the other side, but that one stayed quiet.

      He leaned up slightly, looking past the bandit named Joel to the other three men arranged around the small camp. Billy, Chance, and Clint. They were each holding a pistol in their dominant hand, the other tied behind their backs. They also had tape over their mouths to keep them from talking, and the promise that if they turned their guns on Hayden, he wouldn’t hesitate to use their friend Joel as a human shield.

      Three hours had passed. There were no windows, but Hayden was sure the sun had set by now. He was bored and stiff, and eager for Gus to finally wake up so they could get moving. The leader of the Desperados — the name of the bandits according to Billy — had said there were no trife in the area, and he was counting on that. If they could get going, if they could keep a decent pace, they could reach Edenrise by morning. He didn’t know how much time he had before Tinker was ready to put his plan into action. He figured he wouldn’t know when he was too late because he would be dead, so at least he knew he wasn’t too late.

      “How are you holding up, Pyro?” Hayden asked, activating his comm.

      “I’m fine, Sheriff,” she whispered back. “The trunk is actually kind of comfortable. I was nodding off.”

      “Don’t let me disturb you then.”

      “How much longer do you think we’ll have to wait?”

      “The Desperados said it usually takes four to six hours, but Gus is bigger than most of the travelers they’ve captured.”

      “So any minute now?”

      “I hope so.”

      He got to his feet, keeping an eye on the men as he did. They glanced over his way without turning their heads, holding their attention on the doorway into the space. Even if the Hellion were camouflaged if and when it came through, they would know it was there.

      “Can I trust you not to shoot me while I check on Gus?” he asked.

      Three heads nodded. Joel didn’t need to respond. His arms were both bound, and he was unarmed. He couldn’t shoot Hayden if he wanted.

      Hayden moved out from behind Joel. It didn’t seem like the best idea considering the reason he had bound him in the first place, but after three hours he wanted to try to earn a little trust with the group.

      They had left Gus in the center of the camp, with the hope that if the Hellion showed, it would see the mongrel was incapacitated and ignore him. Hayden knelt beside Gus, putting a hand on his neck to check his pulse. It was getting stronger every time he went over, a vast difference from the first time when he had to confirm with the Desperados that he really wasn’t dead.

      “Water?” Hayden asked.

      “Mmmm,” Billy said through the tape.

      Hayden looked up at him, and he waved his head to the side. Then he put his gun down and pointed.

      “Go ahead,” Hayden said.

      The bandit stood and walked over to one of the tents. Hayden moved from his position putting Joel between him and Billy. He didn’t need to have bothered. Billy emerged a moment later with an iron kettle in his hand. He carried it over to Gus and put it down beside him before moving back to his place with the others.

      Hayden returned to Gus’ side and picked up the kettle. He looked down at Gus. Then he opened the top of it and dumped the contents onto the mongrel’s face.

      Gus’ eyes snapped open, and he sputtered and spat, getting the water out of his mouth. He followed that up with a round of coughing.

      Hayden could hear the Desperados laughing around him, amused by the display.

      “Welcome back Gus,” Hayden said.

      Gus’ eyes shifted, from Hayden to the bandits and back. “Sheriff. What’s going on?”

      “You were drugged. I’ve been waiting here for you to wake up.”

      “The last thing I remember, we were going down to the parking lot to check the cars for gas.”

      “You don’t remember standing on the van?”

      “What van? No. Where’s Pyro?”

      “She’s back at the car.”

      “By herself?” Gus pulled himself into a sitting position, rocking slightly as if he was going to topple over again. He put his hands up to his head. “Ow. That hurts.”

      “She’s hiding. She’s safe. You still have your comm, ask her yourself.”

      Gus activated his comm. “P, you there?”

      “Gus. It’s about time. I thought my leg was going to get infected and fall off before you woke up.”

      “Huh? Are you hurt?”

      “I got bit by an animal trap, and all the meds are in your bag. Nice job getting snuck up on, by the way.”

      “Sorry, P.”

      “We need to get you up,” Hayden said.

      “Why are they sitting there half-tied and holding guns?”

      “The Hellion is here, and I needed the backup.”

      “Maybe I should go back to sleep.”

      Hayden stood and put his free hand under Gus’ arm, pulling him to his feet. “We can’t stay.”

      Gus was unsteady as he tried to plant his feet and stand on his own. He continued to lean on Hayden. “Maybe we can stay a few more hours?”

      “No. We’re leaving as soon as you can walk.”

      “Okay, okay. Give me a minute, Sheriff.”

      Gus started walking in place, his legs getting more steady after a few repetitions. He stopped leaning on Hayden and started walking a short distance before turning back.

      “I’m ready,” Gus declared a few minutes later. “I can walk.”

      “Grab the bag and a rifle,” Hayden said.

      “Pozz.” Gus opened the bag, taking one of the rifles out. Then he zipped it closed and hefted it over his shoulder. Hayden was half-expecting him to fall, but he managed to remain steady.

      “What about us?” Joel asked.

      “What about you?” Hayden replied. “You didn’t try to kill me. Thank you for that.”

      “I mean what about our bindings?”

      Billy dropped his gun again, reaching up and tearing the tape from his mouth. He stretched it out, wincing in pain. “How are we going to untie ourselves with one hand?”

      “I’m sure you can figure it out if you work together. It’ll keep you busy while Gus and I are on our way. Come on, Gus.”

      “Pozz that.”

      Hayden started for the door, with Gus behind him. He turned his back on the Desperados, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t ready for them if they decided to screw around.

      He heard the gun click behind him. Once. Twice. Three times. He spun around. Billy hadn’t picked up his gun. Chance had his pointed at the ground. Clint was aiming right for him, still pulling the trigger over and over, as if he had left them with loaded guns.

      “You remember what I said earlier, about all of you being in, or none of you being alive?”

      “Sheriff,” Billy said. “Wait. I didn’t…”

      Hayden raised his revolver toward Clint. “You thought I would leave you a loaded gun?”

      “But the Hellion,” Chance said.

      “Is real,” Hayden said. “Too real to trust any of you not to shoot me, even by accident. And the second I did put a little bit of trust in you, what did you do?” He stepped up to Clint, grabbing the pistol from his hand. “You would have shot me in the back. You would have killed the person the monster is after. Then what? Do you think it would leave? It was made to hunt. Made to kill. Are you following me?”

      Clint’s face had gone pale as he realized the stupidity of his attempted murder. Maybe Hayden had tied them up, but he hadn’t harmed them when he could have. He had been about to leave peacefully.

      Hayden lowered his revolver and turned back around.

      “You aren’t going to kill us?” Billy asked.

      “Unless you’re lucky, you’re going to be dead soon, anyway,” Hayden replied, looking back over his shoulder. “Tinker is aiming to end the world. You also almost killed the only idiot out here who’s dumb enough to try to stop him. Gus, let’s go.”

      He made it to the door out to the stairwell.

      A horrible shriek sounded from above.

      Unfortunately, they had to go that way to get out.
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      The sun was down by the time Nathan started the descent into Edenrise, guiding the Pulse in smooth rotations around the giant spear of the shield spire. James was with him on the bridge, slumped in the captain’s chair, still dressed only in a pair of underwear.

      Nathan had been surprised to see how much of the replica had been replaced with machine parts. He already knew about his hands, but it was also part of his torso, his left shoulder, his entire right leg, and his left leg from the knee. In fact, he was almost more machine than man, the volume of dull metal outpacing the amount of flesh that held it all together.

      “We’re here, James,” he said, glancing back at the other man.

      James opened his eyes and slowly lifted his head. His human eye was bloodshot and heavy. “Already?”

      “I took a more direct route back,” Nathan said.

      It felt like a long time to him too, even if the flight back had taken less than an hour to complete. The original return course guided the Pulse back into orbit and down again, but Nathan didn’t think they had time for that. He had patched James up and gotten him stable, but he still wanted Doc to check the general out. He wanted her to check him out too. Whatever they had seen, whatever had happened, he had no idea if there were lingering effects, physical or otherwise.

      He had skimmed the Pulse along the clouds, staying high and dark enough there was no way anyone on the ground could have spotted the starship as more than a dark spot in front of the star field beyond. He wasn’t sure it even mattered. The NCP was Proxima’s rule, not Tinker’s. He doubted the leader of the Liberators cared if the populace knew someone had access to a ship.

      They would all be dead soon, anyway.

      Nathan shuddered slightly at the thought. It was a thought he was trying to keep buried and not think much about. It was a thought that had been bothering him with increased frequency in the forty-eight minutes since they had taken off. Retrieving the mainframe brought them one step closer to completing Tinker’s master plan, assuming he was right about the data stored on it. It had brought them one step closer to destroying the world. His vision of Niobe’s murder had rattled him and left him questioning again if he was doing the right thing. She had been murdered to make this happen, to try to bring the Others into the narrative.

      After everything he had just experienced, was Tinker about to make a terrible mistake that would cost them all not only their control of the planet but their sanity too?

      Was he about to be a major reason Tinker might succeed?

      “You should have followed the plan,” James said.

      “I wanted to get you back here so Doc can look at you. There’s no way anyone could see us at fifteen kilometers.”

      “That’s not the fucking point, Nathan,” James grumbled, his voice still low and tired. “You have a hard time following orders and sticking with procedure. You have too much of a mind of your own.”

      “Why are you surprised? You’re a Stacker too.”

      “I’m the General. You’re the Colonel. Tinker is over both of us. He entered that flight plan. You should have followed it. Even Stackers understand chain of command.”

      “As long as it suits us. Come on, James. Considering what we talked about earlier?”

      James put a finger to his lips. Was Tinker able to listen in to communications on the ship?

      “We’ll have a full debriefing with Tinker after we get checked out by the medical team,” James said. “Whatever your thoughts are regarding the mission, save it for that.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan replied. “I’m sorry, sir. I believed your health was sufficiently compromised to initiate an emergency extraction.”

      He heard James laugh behind him. “Shut the fuck up, Nate.”

      Nathan smiled. James wasn’t that mad at him over it. Maybe he wasn’t mad at all? If Tinker could be listening in, the light chewing out might all be for show.

      He touched the Pulse down on the tarmac a minute later. A pair of transports were already waiting for them, one to take them to medical and one to unload the mainframe and bring it to Tinker’s lab. Nathan had thought Tinker might come in person to see them home, but the leader of Edenrise was probably busy preparing to receive the computers and get to work unlocking their data.

      “Can you go take care of the preliminaries?” James asked. “I need to find some pants.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan said.

      He rose from the pilot’s seat and exited the bridge, heading down to the hold. He hit the controls to open the ramp, standing at the base of it as the airlock hissed and the pressure equalized.

      “General Stacker,” the man on the ground said once the ramp was down. “Lieutenant Klein.”

      “Colonel Stacker,” Nathan corrected. “General Stacker will be along in a moment. He needs immediate medical attention.”

      “Colonel.”

      Nathan turned his head to the left. Doc was approaching him at a fast walk from the medical transport.

      “What happened, sir?” she asked, reaching him.

      “It’s a long story,” Nathan replied. He looked back at Lieutenant Klein. “Do I need to sign anything or can you get to work unloading the mainframe?”

      “Just one form, sir,” Klein said, holding out a tablet. “Shifting the responsibility from you to my team. If anything happens to the mainframe between here and the lab, it’ll be my head that rolls.”

      Nathan took the tablet and scribbled his signature on the bottom. “I don’t envy that.”

      “Yes, sir,” Klein replied. He took back the tablet and turned to his squad, lined up behind him near the transport. “Let’s move, soldiers. I want that gear loaded and delivered within the hour.”

      “Yes, sir!” his squad replied. They grabbed their gear and headed up into the Pulse’s hold.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Colonel,” Klein said.

      “Of course, Lieutenant.”

      Klein moved past him, starting up the ramp.

      “General Stacker,” Klein said a moment later.

      “Lieutenant Klein,” James replied. “Carry on.”

      Nathan turned as James descended. He had slipped into a USSF jumpsuit, only zipping the front halfway up. His forehead was sweaty. So was his chest.

      “General,” Doc said. “You look like hell.”

      “I’m fine,” James said.

      “Bullshit,” Nathan said. “You look like you’re burning up.”

      “General, get in the transport immediately,” Doc said. “Or I’ll have my team sedate you and carry you over.”

      “You don’t have that authority,” James said.

      “I do, and I’ll use it if you make me.”

      James smiled. “You’re beautiful when you’re bossing me around.”

      Doc began to flush, and she glanced at Nathan. “He’s definitely not right, is he?”

      “He almost died,” Nathan said.

      “How? I don’t see a scratch on him.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “You said that already.” She sighed loudly. “Just get the fuck on the transport so we can run you through some tests, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” James said.

      He took a few steps and stumbled. He would have fallen over if Nathan hadn’t caught him.

      “I need a gurney!” Doc called out. “Stat.”

      Her team scrambled to grab the gurney and bring it over. James had gotten back up by then, and he tried to wave the medical team away. Doc ignored him, and a minute later he was on his back, unconscious and in the transport.

      “Should we tell Tinker?” Nathan asked, climbing into the back of the transport with Doc. He was worried about James. The general had seemed like he was recovering. Had he been trying to fake it?

      “No,” Doc replied. “I know him. He won’t care.”

      “About James?”

      “He’ll say if it’s his fate to die, then he’ll die. Otherwise, he’ll live. He’s not a warm man.”

      “I gathered that much, but still. James is as close to a son as he could be.”

      “There’s not a lot of room for compassion with what he’s trying to do, is there?”

      Nathan stared at her for a moment. He hadn’t considered it before, even if it was pretty obvious. Tinker was willing to sacrifice anything and everything to do what he believed needed to be done, no regrets.

      It was something he would need to remember, especially if things went wrong. It made Tinker more dangerous.

      Was it also something he could use against him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital in Edenrise was more impressive than the field hospital at Fort McGuire. It was cleaner and more modern since a lot of the equipment had come from Proxima, traded with the Trust in return for the advanced weaponry and tech Tinker was producing, shipped back to the asteroid mining rigs and waiting for a war they all hoped would never come.

      A war with the Asteroid Tossers.

      Nathan smiled when he thought of the name. It was suitable for the aliens who had ruined Earth. Or at least, tried to ruin Earth. The building he was sitting in was a testament to their failure. Not only had humankind reached the stars, but they had also settled there and initiated trade with one another. Illicit trade, but trade all the same.  And once the trife were gone and they could begin to rebuild?

      Their failure would be complete.

      At least until they came back.

      If they came back.

      One thing Nathan had decided — though he hadn’t shared the thought with James and wasn’t sure whether or not he would — the Others weren’t the answer. If the artifact or something that came through the artifact was the cause of the hallucinations that had nearly killed both of them, there as no way they could use it again.

      He still felt a chill when he thought of the soldier attacking him, and how real it had seemed. He got a bigger chill at the vision of Niobe begging for his help and the creature standing outside the base watching them fly away. Had it been real? Had they unleashed something they didn’t understand and couldn’t control? He sure as hell hoped not.

      Doc had taken James for tests straight away, sending him to a private room with a nurse to wait his turn. It had been an hour since she had rushed the general away on the gurney, plainly nervous about the fate of the man she loved. Nathan understood it. He would have felt the same way if he was in her position.

      The room was small and comfortable. A soft bed, a stream box set up with dozens of old movies from before the war. A machine tracking his heart rate and blood pressure. A large window on his left, from which he could see past the buildings of Edenrise to the water beyond.

      The nurse had tried to give him an intravenous drip to ensure he was hydrated. He had allowed her to hook up the machines to check his vitals, but he drew the line there. He had a glass of water on the table beside the bed instead, and he picked it up and drank from it. The water tasted strange to him, as though it was filled with metal. It was probably just sediment from the pipes used to carry it through the building. He hated the taste.

      He looked toward the doorway when he heard someone approaching, soft soles on the tiled floor. He was expecting the nurse or Doc and was surprised when his door opened, and Ebion stepped in.

      “Nathan,” she said. “I heard you were back, and that you were injured. I came to check on you.”

      It was strangely compassionate.

      “Thank you,” Nathan replied. He had to remind himself she was a machine. “I’m doing fine. Things got a little weird, but Doc brought me in as a precaution. Did Tinker send you to check on me?”

      She shook her head, walking over to stand beside him. “No. I acted of my own accord.”

      “Are you allowed to do that?”

      She smiled. “I’m a companion, not a slave, Nathan.”

      He wasn’t going to argue. “Well, I’m glad for the company. Do you want to sit?” He patted the side of the bed. They hadn’t left him with an extra chair.

      She sat beside him, reaching out and taking his hand in hers. It was warm, like real flesh. He also expected her to be heavier, but she didn’t sink that far on the mattress.

      “Are you really a robot?” he asked. “Because right now I can’t tell at all.”

      Her eyes illuminated in golden light. “I’m made of silicone and circuits, alloy and synthetics. That doesn’t mean I can't react to external inputs and simulate emotion.” Her eyes settled back to their normal green. “And that question was rude.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nathan said. She was the most advanced AI he had ever interacted with, and he told her as much.

      She laughed. “Maybe it would be better if you stopped thinking of me as artificial? It would be much healthier for our relationship.”

      He felt his face begin to flush. Relationship? He was going to make another comment that she would have probably deemed inappropriate, and this time he held his tongue.

      “Did I miss anything while I was gone?” he asked instead. “How is the end of the world progressing?”

      “You joke because you’re uncomfortable with the situation,” she replied.

      “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “Not at all. I thought you understood the longer view.”

      “I do. And I accept it. That doesn’t always make it easy to live with.”

      “I understand,” she said. “The lab has begun the mass production of the virus. They’re able to produce enough of the toxin for six thousand delivery vehicles per day. The techs are inspecting each of the DVs to ensure they’re fully operational.”

      “How long will it take to make enough of the virus?”

      “There are one hundred forty-three million square kilometers of land mass on Earth. Minus approximately fifty million square kilometers for the poles where no humans or trife want to go. Ninety-three million square kilometers. Approximately fifteen days.”

      Nathan paused while he did the math in his head. He could barely believe the result. “You have one hundred thousand delivery vehicles?” he asked.

      “Approximately.”

      “That seems impossible.”

      “Each DV is the length of your arm and powered by an ion thruster the size of your thumb. Enough to launch them to a low orbit and then drop them toward the set coordinates. They’ll release the virus two kilometers from the surface, allowing it to spread. We’ve calculated each warhead can cover two thousand square kilometers at that altitude, but we’re planning to half that to be sure.”

      “It all sounds like such a massive undertaking.”

      “It is. Tinker didn’t start this yesterday, Nathan. He and his progenitors have been working on this for nearly a century. ”

      “What about Tinker’s brother? Where does he fit into this?”

      Ebion opened her mouth to answer, stopped from responding when Doc entered the room.

      “Nathan,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “How’s James.”

      “Stable and improving. Asleep for now. We gave him a sedative to calm him. Can you walk?”

      “Gladly,” he replied.

      Ebion stood up, and he slid out of bed beside her. They had put him in a robe that hung open at the back, and he felt the breeze on his body as he rose. He reached behind and held it closed.

      “Ebion, out,” Doc said.

      She rolled her eyes in response. Then she leaned up on her toes and kissed Nathan on the cheek before leaving the room.

      “I think she likes you,” Doc said.

      “She’s a machine.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that. Technically, we’re all machines. We’re just made up of organic components instead of synthetic ones. Considering you’re a copy—”

      “She’s still a machine.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first person to have a machine think it was in love with them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought that was a pretty straightforward statement. Come on, Colonel.”

      Nathan followed her out of the room. The last thing he needed was a fake person’s simulated feelings deciding it was in love with him.

      “James’ brainwave scans turned up some irregularities,” she said. “Including hypersensitivity in the gyri, temporal, and prefrontal regions.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means that whatever you two were seeing, I think it was because something fucked with your brain.”

      “What?”

      “That’s my question. I’m hoping between the two of you I can come up with a common denominator. James was exhibiting increased output of serotonin, but I haven’t come up with any unexpected compounds in his bloodstream yet.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Again, that’s my question. Something caused the reaction. Both of you had it. But James’ was much stronger. Because he thought he was dying? Because more of something got into him? I don’t have any answers yet.”

      She brought him to a lift, and down two levels. They crossed through mostly empty corridors to a room with a large cylindrical machine in it.

      “Have you ever done a fMRI before?” she asked.

      “I’m a Stacker. I’ve never been in a hospital before I came to Earth.”

      “Lie down on the table. You’ll get pulled back into the machine. It’ll be loud, but some people find it relaxing. We’ll measure your brain activity, and then I’ll take some blood, and we’ll try to match things up.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      “What you experienced sounds a lot more exciting. I asked James to write something up on what happened. I expect you to do the same.”

      “Paperwork?”

      “We need to do our best to understand what we might be dealing with, especially considering the nature of your mission.”

      “Roger that.”

      Nathan went over to the table and laid down. Doc shifted the pillow under his head.

      “Comfortable?” she asked.

      “I feel fine, Doc.”

      “Good. It’ll take about thirty minutes. Just relax.”

      “Roger.”

      She activated the controls, and he was carried into the machine. He closed his eyes as it began to thump around him.

      It didn’t take long for the rhythmic noise of the machine put him to sleep.
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      Doc released Nathan from the hospital after she took his blood. They gave him a fresh change of clothes and would have driven him back to his apartment, but he insisted on walking. He was either a prisoner of Edenrise or a part of Edenrise, and if he was a part of it, he didn’t need someone with him everywhere he went.

      They let him go without argument, and he found himself on the street wearing a pair of black USSF utility fatigues. The hospital was only a few blocks from his apartment, and he decided not to go directly to the building. Instead, he walked east until he reached the park he had observed from his balcony. It was early morning, the sun was still down, and he couldn’t see the ocean from the lawn facing it, but he was thankful for the moment of peace and solitude. He sat on the grass, realizing then that it was the first time he had been unaccompanied since they had arrived at Edenrise.

      It was the first time he had been truly alone since he had come to Earth.

      He spent the time thinking about Niobe. Everything had been such a whirlwind, and now that he had a moment alone he missed her so damn much. He wanted her to be sitting on the lawn beside him. He wanted her head on his shoulder, her hand in his. He wanted to hear her voice, to see her smile, and to talk about all the small things that he loved so much. He wanted to hear about folding space and listen to her spout equations he would never understand.

      It was the first time he was alone, and he didn’t want to be alone. The longer he spent sitting there, the more his thoughts wandered, the worse he started to feel. His mind was anything but calm. Maybe he should have asked Doc for the same sedative she had given James?

      He stood up. He should go back to his apartment and try to get some rest. A nice hot shower might help him calm down.

      “Relentless.”

      The voice surprised him. He hadn’t heard anyone approaching. He turned around to see James approaching behind him.

      “General,” he replied, coming to attention. He assumed since James had used his call sign he was there in an official capacity. “How are you feeling, sir?”

      “Well enough,” James replied. “At ease.” Nathan relaxed his posture. “Doc wanted to shoot me up with another sedative, but I have conflicting orders from Tinker. We’ve got work to do.”

      “Sir?”

      “Your friend Hayden. He escaped Fort McGuire, remember?”

      Hayden. Nathan had forgotten about him. “What about him, sir?”

      “Tinker is pissed he isn’t dead. He wants us to rectify that immediately.”

      “Sir, I thought we were letting the sheriff come to us?”

      “That was my plan. Apparently, Tinker has other ideas. He doesn’t want Sheriff making it to Edenrise.”

      “He’s afraid of him?”

      James laughed. “I doubt that. It’s more personal. Tinker isn’t used to people standing up to him. The last one that did  nearly destroyed everything he’s worked so hard to build.”

      “You’re talking about his brother?”

      “Affirmative. Tinker isn’t in any condition to deal with Sheriff himself. It’s up to us to finish what we started. Our failure. Our responsibility.”

      It wasn’t lost on Nathan that James was calling it “our” failure, despite the fact that he was the general, and it was his mission. He had Hayden dead to rights at Crosston and let him live, thinking the virus would get him. There was a part of Nathan hoping Hayden would make it to the city and do whatever he came to do. He knew the man wouldn’t kill innocent people, and maybe having some decisions made for him would help stabilize his perspective on the situation?

      “Did he even ask about what happened while we were recovering the mainframe?”

      “No. He has the computer. He’s working on getting the data off it. It’s up to Doc to determine why we had the hallucinations.”

      “She didn’t tell me anything about the tests she ran. Does she know what happened?”

      “Not yet.” James put his hand up. “No more questions. Like I said, we have work to do.”

      “Roger. So, what’s our plan? Do we know where Hayden is?”

      James smiled. “Those are questions.”

      “Roger that, General.”

      “The plan is to kill him. We don’t have a location on him just yet, but if he wants to get here in any decent amount of time, he’ll have to stick to Liberator roads. We’ve already deployed drones to search for him, and Tinker wants us ready to take him out ourselves once we have a positive ID.”

      “When do we leave?” Nathan asked, noticing he had a sudden chill.

      “Asap,” James replied. “I’m headed to the base to suit up. Once we’ve located Sheriff, we’ll take the Pulse to him, drop in, and complete our original mission.”

      “The Pulse? You want to bring a dropship?”

      “Fucking Sheriff destroyed the chopper,” James snarled. “And killed Buzzcut. I owe him for that, too.” He stepped toward Nathan, getting in his face. Nathan held his ground, meeting the General’s sharp gaze. “I know you and Hayden have some kind of thing going between you, like a Tom and Jerry cartoon.”

      “Tom and Jerry?” Nathan asked.

      “It’s an old stream. It doesn’t matter. The point is, you better decide where your loyalties are, Nathan. You better decide right now and be fucking adamant in that decision. You have a chance to take Sheriff out; you don’t hesitate. You don’t make excuses. I don’t give a shit if you respect him. He’s the enemy. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      James smiled. “Good. I’m going to suit up. You meet me at the Pulse in one hour. I’ll have a bodysuit, armor, and weaponry waiting for you. I trust you can find your way there, yes Colonel?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      James turned around and headed away. Nathan watched him for a few seconds, feeling uneasy. He wasn’t dumb enough to think this new mission was as simple as a vendetta between Tinker and Hayden. Tinker could have sent James alone or with a squad of Liberators if that’s all it was about.

      No, he was pretty sure this was about trust. Whether it was Tinker’s idea or James’ idea, one or both of them wanted to be sure they could trust him to do the hard thing. Stackers were loyal to a fault, which was why the original James Stacker had refused to give up even when the war was already lost. It was that unyielding commitment to the United States that had kept him fighting long after everyone else was gone. It was the reason Tinker had gotten where he was today, and the reason they were on the verge of finally winning the war.

      They wanted to trust him, but they didn’t. Not entirely, even after he had saved James’ life. This was a test of his loyalty, to be sure he would do what needed to be done when it came to Hayden. He didn't doubt that if James caught up to Hayden first, he would try to grab him instead of killing him, and then make Nathan finish the job.

      Another chill ran down his spine.

      He wasn’t sure he would be able to do it.
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      The Hellion shrieked again. From the sound of it, the creature was waiting right at the top of the stairwell, as though it knew if they wanted to leave they would have to go past it.

      Hayden stood at the doorway to the stairs, his eyes on the steps leading up to the monster. It was there for him. It wanted another fight. He was dead if he went out there alone. It had an armored hide and could heal from its wounds in minutes. Hell, he had already shot it multiple times with fifty caliber rounds that did pierce its skin, and it had come back for more.

      How was that fair?

      “What are we going to do, Sheriff?” Gus asked. “Wait for it to come down?”

      “It’s smart,” Hayden replied. “Smart enough to guess we’ll get the drop on it if it rushes down here, and smart enough to know we have to come out sometime.”

      “What about Pyro? Maybe she can draw it away?”

      “The car can’t get down here, and she can barely walk. It’ll kill her if she gets close enough to shoot it.”

      Gus was silent for a moment. “I’ll do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Go up there and draw it away. I’ll probably only make it a few seconds, but that should be long enough for you to get past it and make a run for it.”

      “No. I appreciate the sentiment, but we aren’t doing it that way. We stick together.”

      He turned around, looking back at the Desperados. They were terrified, and he knew why. They were waiting for him to force them out there as bait. To send them through the gates of hell and into the devil’s mouth.

      That wasn’t his intention. At least not yet. He looked past them, to their tents and sleeping bags. He needed something to distract the Hellion. Something that might confuse it, if only for a second or two.

      “Billy, what kind of crap do you have in your tent?” he asked.

      “Crap, Sheriff?” the man replied.

      “I want something shiny, or something loud, or something that might be strange to the Hellion. Have you ever had a dog?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I have a dog back home.” He glanced at Gus. “His name is Gus. He was a friend’s, but that friend died. Anyway, sometimes you show him something new and his head tilts to the side, and he stares at it like it’s the oddest thing he’s ever seen, and he gets transfixed on it for a few seconds. And then when you toss it, he rushes over and sniffs at it and tries to figure out what the hell it’s all about. I’m looking for something like that.”

      “I might have something, Sheriff,” Clint said.

      “Where?”

      “You need to untie me.”

      “Are you kidding? You would have shot me in the back if I had given you a loaded gun.”

      “What am I going to do to you, Sheriff? Look at that arm of yours.”

      Hayden glanced around the room. He didn’t see anything that large in it.

      “It isn’t here,” Clint said. “Back that way, behind the boilers. I didn’t want the other guys messing with it when I wasn’t around.”

      “Gus, go ahead and untie him,” Hayden said. “Bring him back to the boilers. He tries anything; he twitches just a little, you shoot him.”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Gus said.

      He walked over to Clint and lowered his weapon to untie the man’s hand. Hayden kept him covered while he did, but Clint wasn’t quite stupid enough to make the same mistake twice.

      “This way,” Clint said, guiding Gus past the small camp.

      Hayden could see the boilers near the corner of the space, and he watched Gus train the rifle on Clint’s back while the man vanished behind a pair of sizeable old oil tanks. He emerged a moment later, cradling something in his arms.

      Hayden smiled.

      “That’s perfect,” he said as they returned. “Does it work?”

      “Of course it works,” Clint said, placing the small drone-like device on the ground. It was a silver sphere with a white ring around it, and three tiny legs sticking out at the base like a tripod.

      “What is it?” Gus asked.

      “The box I took it out of said ‘UFO’ on it,” Clint said. “It’s bullshit. Just a few rotors in a plastic shell, but watch this.” He turned it over and flipped a power button to activate it. It had a second piece, a small tablet device with a screen and two small joysticks on it. He tapped the screen, and the thing started flashing with multicolored lights and rising into the air.  “I remember I made the same face you just described the first time I found power for it and turned it on.”

      “How well can you fly it?” Hayden asked.

      “I can get it up there and get the beastie interested,” Clint said.

      “I’m going to be putting a lot of trust in you.”

      Clint nodded. “Like you said, if you die, it’ll be coming for us next. I’d rather not get shredded by a monster.”

      “Don’t worry Sheriff,” Billy said. “We’ll keep him in line.”

      “All right,” Hayden said. He walked over to Gus and opened the gun bag, finding loaded magazines for their pistols. Then he went around to their backs and untied their other hands, putting the magazines in them. “We can’t do this without trust. You can’t survive long anywhere out here without trust. I didn’t kill your people because I wanted to. I killed them because they were trying to kill me and mine. I don’t agree with what you do, and I hope you’ll give up this life and find a real settlement to call home. But we don’t have to be enemies. I hope you get that now.”

      “I do,” Billy said.

      “Me too,” Chance said. “You could have shot us when Clint tried to shoot you. You’re a good man, Sheriff.”

      “No, I’m not,” Hayden said. “I’m just trying to help this world get back to what it used to be.” He turned to Clint. “Are you ready?”

      “Pozz,” the Desperado replied. The Hellion cried out again, the call echoing down the stairwell. Clint paled. “I think pozz.”

      “It’ll be fine. Stay down here. It’s going to chase me when I run.”

      “Good luck, Sheriff,” Billy said.

      “Gus, let’s go,” Hayden said.

      “You know, Sheriff, I’ve been thinking about career opportunities. Cannibalism isn’t that unappealing to me at the moment.”

      Hayden didn’t think the comment was funny. “Let’s go.”

      They made their way into the stairwell. Hayden held the door while Clint navigated the small toy through. The lights were off for the moment, the silver and white disc rising through the stairs ahead of them. He hoped the remote would reach up to the top.

      They approached the last flight of stairs slowly. Hayden kept his revolver ready. Gus did the same with his rifle. They took the last ten stairs at a minimal pace, careful not to make a sound. They could hear the Hellion topside, its breathing heavy as it paced impatiently back and forth. Would it have come down if they waited long enough?

      The hardest part would be opening the door to let the drone out. They had to do it quickly. Hayden positioned himself in front of the toy and motioned to the corner near the door, directing Clint. The drone floated over to where he had signaled, right at the edge and ready to shoot through.

      The Hellion stopped moving, its breathing suddenly falling silent.

      Why?

      The drone made a slight whispering noise as it hovered beside the doorway. Hayden was still. He didn’t hear anything else around. He hoped Pyro hadn’t decided to try to help them. He crept up the last step, crouching low to stay out of sight from the small window in the door. He raised himself slowly, tilting his head to get his eyes in a better position to look out.

      The Hellion was there, completely motionless, head raised slightly. Its nostrils were flaring, drawing in the air and huffing it out. One of its hands was up, claws flexing. They were covered in dried blood.

      Hayden ducked as the creature suddenly turned to face the door. His heart thumped in his chest, and he put his hand against it, ready to throw it open and let the drone out.

      The Hellion began to move.

      Not toward them.

      Away.

      It charged off, back to the west side of the shopping center.

      “Whooo,” Gus said softly. “I can finally fucking breathe again. That was terrifying.”

      Hayden put his finger to his lip to quiet the other mongrel. The Hellion wouldn’t have run off unless someone else was nearby. Who?

      It didn’t matter. It was the break they needed. Hayden rose and pushed the door open, leading with the revolver as he moved back out into the building. Gus followed behind him.

      “Pyro,” Hayden whispered, activating his comm. “Status?”

      “Still hiding out in the trunk of the car, Sheriff,” she replied a moment later. “I think I heard something pass by overhead a little while ago, but I’m not sure.”

      “Could be drones looking for us,” he said. “If they spotted the car, they might know we’re here. Or were here.” He knew leaving it out in the open might be a problem, but they had run into bigger problems. “You haven’t heard any cars or trucks?”

      “Negative, Sheriff. I can take a look around?”

      “Nezz. Stay where you are. The Hellion took off in your direction. Maybe it heard the drones too? Or it could be the Liberators are here and came on foot. I don’t know yet. We’re going to head west, get outside, and circle back.”

      “Pozz that.”

      Hayden looked at Gus and pointed down the hallway headed west. More old storefronts lined the passage, with plenty of broken glass and old debris scattered around them. He led the way at a light jog, careful to keep his eyes and ears open for the Hellion. The drone hovered behind him for a moment, and then dropped to the ground and didn’t move. The Desperados didn’t want anything to do with whatever was going to happen next.

      Neither did Hayden.

      As if he had a choice.
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      “There,” James said, pointing at the display in the bottom right corner. “That’s one of ours.”

      Nathan looked over at the screen. They had magnified the view of the cameras mounted on the dropship’s hull, zooming in nearly fifty times to get a bird’s eye view of the landscape while remaining high enough over it not to draw any attention. James had picked out one of the many cars piled along the highway, a long machine with a large hood and trunk, the back half of the cabin cut away to make room for what looked like a mounted gun.

      “You’re sure?” Nathan asked.  He had been hoping the drone pilots were wrong about spotting what they believed to be one of the cars from Fort McGuire. He had been hoping they could avoid a confrontation with Sheriff Duke.

      “Absolutely,” James replied, ending that hope. The general opened an internal comm link. “Doc, bring the pilot in. We’ve got a positive ID.”

      “Roger,” Doc replied.

      Nathan had been surprised to find Doc present when he arrived at the tarmac. He had thought she would be too busy trying to solve the mystery of their hallucinations to join them on the mission. Apparently, she was concerned about either one or both of them having a relapse, and she wanted to be present to record it if they did. It was only partially the truth. She wanted to be there for James in case he got in trouble. It had nothing to do with him.

      They had brought a squad of Liberators with them too, along with the Pulse’s original pilot, the black ops soldier the Trust had sent to help finish Nathan off. The man didn’t look good. His face was bruised, his eyes blackened, his movements jerky and stiff. Someone had beaten and tortured him.

      Whatever they had done it was effective. When they brought him to the bridge and James told him to replace Nathan at the pilot’s station, he didn’t hesitate. He didn’t resist. He lowered his head submissively and slipped into the chair the moment Nathan abandoned it.

      Nathan wasn’t allowed to stay in the Pulse while James went out to look for Hayden. That didn’t work with the second reason for the exercise, and it only cemented the idea that Tinker and James were putting him to the test. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like any of it. He knew he was racing toward an internal conflict he didn’t know how he was going to solve. A conflict he had never expected. He had to be loyal to something. Niobe? James? Tinker? Sheriff Duke?

      He barely knew the sheriff, but he remembered how Hayden had let himself be pushed off the platform to prove himself. Maybe he hadn’t died. Maybe he hadn’t gotten injured. He couldn’t have known the outcome ahead of time.

      “Let’s go, Relentless,” James said. “Doc, you have the bridge.”

      “Roger,” Doc said.

      She glanced at Nathan as the two men made their way off the bridge. Her eyes flashed a warning.

      Do the right thing. Do the smart thing.

      Nathan followed James to the hold, waiting while the other replica climbed into the loading mechanism for his powered armor.

      “Grab your gear,” James said, right before the helmet dropped over his head, obscuring his face.

      Nathan went over to one of the lockers, pulling it open and retrieving his body armor. He stepped into it, zipping and sealing it before grabbing his tactical helmet and plasma rifle. He put the helmet on, connected it to his ATCS, and activated the comm.

      “Relentless, check,” he said.

      “General, check,” James replied.

      “Sir, are we doing this solo?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      James laughed. “There are no trife here for the sheriff to use against us. Fuck him.”

      Nathan didn’t reply. James was already angry enough to be on the edge of his ability to keep himself in check. It wasn’t a good sign.

      The armor finished sealing, and James stepped out from the mechanism, grabbing his rifle from beside it. “We’re going to touch down one klick out. The drones are running a sensor sweep, and the Pulse will keep an eye on things from above.”

      “Roger that,” Nathan said.

      “Remember, no hesitation. Sheriff needs to die before the sun comes up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He felt the inertia shift as the Pulse began to descend, coming down relatively hard. James started toward the ramp, motioning with his hand for Nathan to join him.  A short time later he reached over to the ramp controls, activating the system.

      The ramp began to open. The Pulse was still a few hundred meters off the ground, revealing a dead urban landscape below, visible only through the helmet’s night vision. James insisted there were no trife in this area. It didn’t look like there were any people either. The place had been a city once. He could see all the densely packed multi-story structures both beneath them and further in the distance in a jagged outline along the ground.

      James jumped when the dropship got to fifty meters, dropping toward the soft earth directly below. Nathan waited until they got a little closer to the ground before joining him, leaping out of the Pulse and flexing his legs as he landed, the armor helping to absorb the shock. The Pulse was dark above them, a black blob that blocked out the stars trailing a light blue flare from its main thrusters. It started to ascend again, rising quickly away from the scene.

      “The car is that way,” James said, pointing northwest. “There’s an old shopping center directly north. It could be he decided to hole up inside. Or maybe he ran out of gas and went to check on the cars nearby. Or it could be he’s on foot now.”

      “It’s tough to find a single person out here, sir,” Nathan said. “Wouldn’t it be easier to let—”

      “Enough,” James snapped. “That isn’t your decision, soldier.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan replied, biting his lip.

      “We sweep the area nearby, starting with the building to the north,” James said. “If he’s there, we get him on the run and the drones follow. He can’t outrun me forever. If he isn’t, we start moving south.”

      “What if he’s already in Edenrise?”

      “Not possible. There’s one car missing from McGuire, and that was it. He can’t have walked that far that fast.”

      They started north. James set a brisk pace, his powered armor carrying him forward with ease. Nathan ran after him, able to keep up despite his disadvantage. They covered the kilometer quickly, reaching a smaller group of old storefronts across from the larger shopping center.

      Nathan raised his rifle as he noticed a dark shape moving too fast across to his right, turning with its motion and getting a bead on it. “Sir--”

      “I see it,” James said. “Hold your fire.”

      James had said there were no trife out here, and it looked too big to be a trife. But then, what the hell was it?

      It came to a stop a few hundred meters away and then turned in their direction. Nathan got a better look at it. Humanoid, large body, claws, long teeth. It had some similarities to a trife, but it was too big and too muscled.

      It started running toward them.

      “Sir,” Nathan repeated, shifting his finger to the trigger of his plasma rifle.

      “Hold your fire,” James repeated.

      The thing was getting closer. It was bigger than it had seemed, and it moved so fast.

      Suddenly, it faded out of sight.

      “General!” Nathan said, nervous at the disappearance. Were they imagining things again?

      He rotated quickly back and forth, looking for the creature. Where the hell had it gone?

      He heard its feet a moment later, way too close. He spun in the direction of the sound, at the same time the thing became visible less than five meters away. It shrieked, its legs bunched and ready to lunge at him.

      James whistled, the sound coming out of his armor’s speakers, not through the comm. The monster froze suddenly, its form still tense, its head turning in the direction of the sound. Its body followed a moment later, and it took a few steps toward James before falling on its knees and prostrating itself to him.

      “Relentless,” James said. “This is the Hellion.”

      Nathan stared at it. “It’s fucking terrifying.”

      “It is. And if it’s here where there are no trife, then I think Sheriff is close. Let’s find out.”

      He whistled again. Three short bursts. The Hellion rocked to its feet, turned and dashed away, heading north.

      “I ordered it to catch its prey, not kill it,” James said.

      “It listens to you?”

      “It’s imprinted to the armor. Let’s go see what it’s chasing.”
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      Hayden and Gus pushed through the western door out of the shopping center and into a smaller parking lot than the one on the west side. This one had fewer cars in it, only a few scattered across the cement, mingled with rubble and vegetation.

      Hayden was expecting it to still be dark, but he wasn’t expecting how dark it was. The light from the stars was minimal, leaving he and Gus an altered view of the world around them in outlines and shadows and blobs of shape and form.

      He was grateful the area was clear of trife.

      “Do you see it?” Gus asked as they turned north, skirting the side of the building.

      As long as they stayed close to the structure, Hayden was sure he could guide them back to the car. He was less confident he could keep them away from whatever the Hellion had rushed off to confront. He hadn’t heard any shouting or screaming, but the killing might have been over before they made it outside, the walls of the building absorbing the sounds of terror. If that were true, he expected the Hellion might have returned for him.

      So where was it?

      “No,” he replied. “Not yet.”

      “Maybe it got tired of waiting, and headed out to find some trife.”

      “Maybe,” Hayden said, but he didn’t believe it. He doubted Gus believed it either. “Keep moving.”

      He looked to the south, squinting his eyes to bring some focus to the darkness. It didn’t help much.

      “I’m sorry I got caught,” Gus said. “This is all my fault. We should be at Edenrise by now.”

      “Forget it,” Hayden replied. “It isn’t your fault, and there’s no guarantee we would have made it to Edenrise already. We—”

      He stopped talking when he heard a scratching noise ahead of him. He eyed the darkness ahead. He didn’t see anything.

      “Sheriff —”

      “Shhh. Wait.”

      Hayden froze and listened. He heard something scratching on cement. He tried to follow the sound, turning his head until he was facing the side of the building.

      “Run!” he hissed, turning away and sprinting toward the small parking area. Gus hesitated a moment before joining him, sprinting behind him toward the cover of the cars.

      The shriek echoed in the darkness, the Hellion plunging from the roof of the building and dropping toward Gus. Hayden looked over his shoulder, catching sight of its dark form as it came into view.

      He aimed his revolver and fired, his first round too high, his next wide, his third almost hitting it in the shoulder.

      It landed on Gus’ back, throwing him forward and knocking him to the ground.

      Hayden stopped running, spinning, aiming, and firing. His last two rounds smashed into the Hellion’s chest, knocking it back off the mongrel. Gus scampered to his feet and began to run, while Hayden flipped open the revolver’s cylinder and began quickly sliding fresh rounds into it.

      The Hellion shrieked and lunged toward Gus. He got his rifle pointed toward it and pulled the trigger, a burst of a dozen rounds slapping into the creature’s tough hide. It hissed and shrieked at the wounds, falling back momentarily.

      Gus caught up to Hayden, who grabbed the mongrel’s arm and pulled him back toward the cars. They ran to the first one, vaulting the hood and sliding to the other side, dropping behind it. Hayden pivoted and put his revolver on the hood, using it as a stable platform to aim. The Hellion was getting smarter, and it didn’t take a direct route, instead cutting horizontally and trying to flank them on the left. Hayden tracked and fired, his round ripping off a bit of the creature's arm right before it vanished behind a car.

      “Damn, Sheriff,” Gus said.

      “I’m going after it,” Hayden replied. “Cover me.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      Hayden broke toward the car. Gunfire echoed from somewhere further south, the rounds hitting him in the back and knocking him down.

      He grimaced at the sudden pain. The slugs hadn’t pierced his bodysuit, but they still hurt. He rolled over, throwing himself back toward Gus as the rounds hit the cement around him, a few striking his left arm. He dove to safety before bringing himself back to a crouch.

      “Sheriff Duke!” The voice was loud and echoed across the open space. It was a Stacker’s voice. It was coming through a speaker.

      The Iron General, then.

      “Come on out, Sheriff. We can end this like men.”

      Hayden bit his lip, looking at Gus. The soldiers at Fort McGuire had said General Stacker was the only one who could control the Hellion. And now he was here with the monster.

      They were fucked.

      He scanned the area behind them. There were more cars a few meters back, and the parking lot ended a dozen meters from there. Judging by the buildings a little further back, there had to be a hill or embankment behind it. If they could make it there, they might be able to lose the Iron General and his pet.

      “Nathan!” Hayden shouted. “You here too?”

      “Affirmative, Sheriff,” Nathan called back.

      Hayden sighed. He didn’t know why he thought maybe Nathan had decided to abandon the Liberators.

      “Did you get the answers you were looking for?”

      “I did.”

      “You here to kill me, then?”

      “I am.”

      Hayden picked up on the slight quiver in his voice that suggested he wasn’t as sure about that as he wanted the Iron General to believe. Did the other Stacker notice?

      “Sheriff Duke, there’s no reason to make this hard,” the Iron General said. “You’re outgunned, and that’s without mentioning the Hellion.”

      Hayden glanced over to where he had seen the creature hide. It was perched on the car now, ready to attack at a moment’s notice.

      “Gus, if you’re here with me they’re going to kill you too,” Hayden said. “I’m going to distract them. You take off southwest. Keep running, and don’t look back. You hear me?”

      “Sheriff, no.”

      “Yes. There’s no reason we all have to die. Promise me you won’t do something stupid.”

      Gus stared at him.

      “Damn it, Gus. Promise.”

      “Fine, Sheriff. I promise. Damn it all.”

      Hayden shifted his face to activate the comm. “Pyro you there?”

      “Pozz, Sheriff.”

      “You need to get out of the car. Find somewhere else nearby to hide. The Liberators are here, and they aren’t going to take prisoners. They’ll find the car. They’ll find you.”

      “Sheriff? What about you? What about Gus?”

      “I’m sorry, P,” Gus whispered into his comm. “I’ll try to get away, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back to you.”

      “They want me,” Hayden said. “I’ll do my best to keep them off you, but I can’t make any guarantees.”

      “Pozz,” Pyro said, her voice weak. “Sheriff.” Her voice broke. She fell silent.

      “Well, Sheriff?” the Iron General said. “Are you coming out or do you need me to come and get you?”

      “I’m coming out,” Hayden replied. “If you’re going to shoot me, you aren’t going to shoot me in the back.” He glanced at Gus. “Go. Stay low.”

      “Sheriff, it was an honor knowing you,” Gus said. “Even if it was only a couple of days.”

      “Same here. If you make it back to Pyro, tell her how you feel. You never know how much time you have.”

      Gus smiled. “Truer words have never been said.”

      He held out his human hand. Hayden took it in his Centurion hand.

      “You can keep the hand, by the way,” Gus said.

      “Thanks for lending it.”

      Then Gus started moving away, crouched low to stay out of sight of the Iron General and Nathan.

      Hayden stood up. The two Liberators were hard to make out in the darkness, standing twenty meters away. He glanced over at the Hellion. It seemed content to sit there and watch him, at least until the General gave the order to attack.

      “There you are,” the Iron General said.

      “Stacker,” he said, looking at the armor. “Nathan.”

      “Hayden,” Nathan replied.

      Hayden circled the front of the car, dropping his revolver into its holster and walking into the open. He checked on Gus. The mongrel was still moving away and had almost reached the next line of cars.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Hayden said. “I want to talk to Tinker about the virus. I want to talk about your tech. I think we can help one another.”

      “You don’t have anything Tinker can use,” the Iron General replied.

      “I have people back west. A small army. A family. We have food, shelter, weapons, farms, factories. We’re safe from the trife, and we did it without killing one another.”

      “So you are an Earther. Interesting. If your home is so safe, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to help a friend catch a fugitive.”

      “I take it your friend is dead?”

      “Betrayed by Judicus Shia.”

      “Imani,” the Iron General said. “Her orders were the same as mine. To take care of anyone who came from Proxima looking for Stacker. My orders haven’t changed.” He paused, letting the statement sink in.

      There wouldn’t be any talking. There wouldn’t be any negotiation. Even if Tinker were interested, his general wouldn’t give Hayden the chance.

      “I only have one more question,” the Iron General said. “How did you survive the virus?”

      “Dumb luck,” Hayden said. “None of the contaminated air made it into Loki’s Tourmaster.”

      The General started to laugh. “You do have more fucking lives than a cat, don’t you, Sheriff?”

      He raised his plasma rifle, aiming it at Hayden.

      Hayden noticed Nathan’s rifle was still pointed at the ground. Nathan didn’t look comfortable or happy, though he was trying to mask it.

      “Well, Relentless?” the General said.

      “You’re going to make me do it?” Nathan asked.

      “Tinker’s orders, Colonel. No hesitation.”

      Hayden shifted his hand, resting it near his revolver. He didn’t care who took the shot. He wasn’t going down without any fight at all.

      “Go ahead, Sheriff,” the General said, noticing his posture. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Nathan turned his head to look at the armored figure beside him. He glanced back at Hayden. His eyes were invisible behind the visor.

      “Let’s make this more fair,” he said, raising his other hand and tapping the helmet to open his visor, taking away his night vision.

      They stayed that way, facing off, both men motionless and still, each waiting for the other to twitch. Hayden didn’t want to shoot Nathan, but Nathan wasn’t giving him a choice.

      His heart thumped in his chest. His eyes focused on Nathan’s armor, marking the spot where he would aim the revolver. His body relaxed. His fingers tensed.

      Something flitted over the Iron General’s head.

      Nathan started to move.

      Hayden grabbed the revolver, sliding it out of its holster and taking the shot at the same time Nathan’s rifle spit fire. Hayden heard the round zip past him, fired wide. He saw Nathan topple back, struck by his slug.

      The night lit up in multicolored lights, Clint’s UFO coming to life and blinding the Iron General.

      Hayden did the only thing he could do.

      He ran.
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      “Gus, go!” Hayden shouted, vaulting the car a second time and sprinted away from Nathan and the Iron General.

      The drone was still hovering in front of them, lights flashing in the darkness, blinding the armored soldier.

      Gus came out of his crouch and began to run, dashing across the lot, around another car, and toward the embankment.

      Hayden heard a screech on his right, and he turned his head in time to see the Hellion on a direct intercept course with him.

      He never thought he would get away without dealing with the monster. He swung his revolver in its direction and fired, the first round hitting it in the shoulder and slowing it down. He fired again, hitting its leg and putting it on the ground. Then he slowed to get around another car, working back toward Gus.

      Plasma bolts lit up the night as the Iron General started to recover, taking shots from his position a few hundred meters back. The bolts went wide and high, his aim still suffering from the lights.

      Hayden had to get down the incline and over to the rows of multistory buildings beyond. He might be able to find a place to hide, to disappear until the Liberators got tired of looking for him. It might not be possible, but he had to try. He didn’t have any other choices if he wanted to make it out of this mess.

      He got to the next car and then reached the embankment. Gus was already at the bottom, his dirty clothes suggesting he had rolled down the hill. He was facing Hayden, and he pointed and shouted in warning.

      Hayden spun back, surprised the find the Hellion already healed from its wounds and coming up behind him. He brought his revolver up, getting one shot off before the Hellion was on him. It slashed his hand with its claws, one of them catching on the gun and yanking it from his hand at the same time it barreled into him, throwing its weight against him and sending him off the edge of the hill.

      They rolled down the incline together, Hayden barely getting his hand up to block the Hellion’s teeth from reaching his neck. He used his other hand to punch the creature in the side, the blows ineffective against its tough hide.

      Hayden kicked up when they reached the bottom, managing to get the Hellion off him as its claws raked his shoulder, digging through the bodysuit and into his skin. It fell on its side next to him, and he tried to get up, only to have it tackle him again. Another set of claws sank into his thigh, sending burning waves of pain up from the injury. He cried out in pain and anger, throwing his large hand into the monster’s head and knocking it aside.

      The Hellion shrieked with pain, rocking back and snapping it with its teeth. Hayden punched it in the face again, beating the mouth away and dislodging two of the long incisors. It only seemed to make the Hellion angrier. The creature growled and slashed its claws against Hayden’s chest, creating a new gash through the bodysuit and his flesh.

      Hayden grunted and clenched his teeth, snapping his hand up just in time to block the Hellion’s jaws as they sank toward his face.

      He grabbed its neck, holding and squeezing, meeting its eyes with his as it scrambled against him, claws slashing at his body. He felt another burn just above the ring on his left arm, and another on his right shin. The Hellion opened its mouth, trying to breathe, desperately trying to dislodge itself.

      Even if he managed to hold on, Hayden knew it could kill him with its flailing claws alone.

      “Sheriff!” Gus said, appearing beside him. The Hellion raised its head toward him, opening its mouth to hiss.

      He shoved the muzzle of his assault rifle between its teeth.

      All the way down to the second barrel.

      “Do it,” Hayden said.

      Gus pulled the trigger, releasing the small round sphere, the explosive grenade that burst into the Hellion’s mouth with enough force to sink deep into its softer insides.

      It shrieked in pain, its struggle slowing. Hayden used the power of his replacement hand to throw it to the side. Gus grabbed Hayden and pulled him to his feet as the Hellion struggled to catch its breath.

      Its tough hide muffled the explosion, but it wasn’t enough to absorb it completely. The entire Hellion detonated, pieces of it exploding outward in a mess of hard flesh, blood, and gore.

      “Come on,” Hayden said, turning away from the creature and starting for the lines of buildings ahead. The Iron General’s attack had paused when the Hellion caught up to him, but he didn’t expect it to last, and they had to cover another hundred meters before they would have any cover at all.

      “Sheriff, here,” Gus said, tossing him the rifle. He was already digging another one out of the gun bag, the activity keeping him stationary.

      “Gus, move!” Hayden shouted.

      “I need a gun, Sheriff,” Gus said. A bolt hit him in the back, and he fell forward. “Ah, fuck. That hurts.”

      Hayden stopped, so tempted to move back to the mongrel’s position.

      Bolts slammed into the ground around Gus, four of them grouped within centimeters of him. The fifth didn’t miss, hitting him in the back a second time.

      “Ahhhh!” Gus shouted. “Son of a bitch. He finally got a gun out of the bag. He turned over, falling on his back and beginning to shoot.

      Hayden looked up. Nathan and the Iron General were both at the top of the slope. They spread apart as Gus’ barrage reached them, rounds smacking off the general’s armor.

      “Sheriff, go!” Gus said. “Please. Don’t let me die for nothing.”

      Hayden clenched his teeth. Gus fired a grenade from the rifle, hitting the dirt ahead of the soldiers. It detonated throwing up a mound of earth and dust, disrupting their view.

      “Go!” he shouted again, firing another grenade and kicking up more dirt.

      Nathan and the General were starting down the slope. Nathan fired back at Gus, his shots missing. The General shot at him too.

      He didn’t miss.

      Hayden sprinted for the buildings. He could hear more explosions behind him, grenades raising a cloud between him and his attackers. His body was on fire, his wounds burning and aching and bleeding more heavily from the exertion.

      He reached the first of the four-story residences. The streets here were relatively intact, having avoided the worst of the earlier war. He continued to run along it, turning left into an alley splitting a few of the buildings. He continued west, away from the shopping center. He needed somewhere to go. Somewhere to hide.

      He ran another two blocks before he spotted it. A set of stairs leading to a basement. He nearly fell down them in his rush to reach the door before he was seen, grabbing the handle and pulling.

      Locked.

      He pulled again, harder this time, yanking the lock right out of the door. It swung open slightly, and he ducked in. Would they notice the broken lock? Would they think he did it? It was the only chance he had. The Hellion had taken away his ability to go any further.

      His eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness, and he could make out pipes and garbage strewn across a floor coated in ten centimeters of floodwater. He spotted a water heater in the corner, and he splashed over to it. He squeezed himself in behind it as best he could, tears streaming from his eyes as he slumped into the water.

      Three days.

      Natalia.

      Hallia.

      He had done his best. He had tried to protect them. He had tried to protect everybody.

      He laid the rifle across his lap. Gun or no gun, if they found him down here, he was going to die.

      He looked down at the water, already staining red with his blood.

      If they didn’t find him down here, he might die anyway.
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      “Stop fucking around, Colonel!” James shouted. “Do you think I can’t tell you’re pulling your fucking punches? Do you think I don’t know you’re hesitating? I fucking told you, no hesitation!”

      “He wanted to talk, damn it,” Nathan said, standing up to James. “Not fight. He wanted to fucking talk! To protect his family. To help people. Do you even know what that means?”

      James took a step toward him, much larger than him in the powered armor. “Don’t you ever fucking talk to me like that, Nathan. Tinker wanted you out here because he didn’t think you could do what needed to be done. He thinks you’re soft. Too soft to make the hard decision. And that’s what it is, Colonel. The hard decision. Inaction is fucking easy.”

      “What if he can help? What if he’s right, and there’s another way to do this without killing almost every human on the planet? Don’t you think that’s a conversation worth having? Don’t you think that’s better than this?”

      He pointed down at the dead soldier, who was still cradling his rifle against his chest.

      “No,” James replied. “I don’t. What do you think happens when Proxima gets wind of what we’ve done here? We can explain some of it away, but they’re going to send more ships and more soldiers guaranteed. We need to be in a position to deal with that, and we can’t do that if we’re negotiating some bullshit treaty with some Earther from the west side of the continent who claims to have a trife-free community.”

      “He was working with one of the Spacers. He knows them. Maybe he can help you talk to them?”

      “Talk? I’m sick of talking. Talk gets nothing done. Talk is half the reason the trife took our planet. Too much talking, not enough sacrifice. Fuck that.”

      “General, there has to be another option. A better—”

      “Too much talk, Relentless,” James said. He pointed to the rows of apartments ahead of them. “He’s in there somewhere. Doc says she saw him duck into the alleys. Since you’re so eager to talk, you can go down there and get him. You owe him one anyway.” He pointed to the scuff on Nathan’s body armor, right over his heart. “That was a killing shot. Maybe you want to spare him, but he had no intention of sparing you.”

      “How do you know I won’t run off?”

      James laughed. “Where the fuck are you going to go? Anywhere that isn’t Edenrise is going to be free of trife and humans ten days from now. Don’t be stupid. Besides, Doc can keep an eye on you. She can’t see into the alleys, but you can’t get to and from the alleys without crossing any wider streets. Go ahead, Relentless. Do your fucking job for once.”

      Nathan’s jaw tensed. James was right. Hayden had shot him right in the heart. The armor plating had absorbed the blow, leaving a chip in the hardened material, but if he hadn’t been wearing it, he wouldn’t have gotten back up. It was ridiculous to keep defending the sheriff after that. It was ridiculous to think there was any version of events where things didn’t end badly for one of them.

      Why should it be him?

      “You’re right,” Nathan said. “Are you coming?”

      “No. I’m going to find whoever sent that little toy to blind me. If Sheriff’s got friends out here somewhere, they need to die as much as he does.”

      “They’re going to die anyway.”

      “That isn’t personal, though. This is. You take care of Sheriff, and stop questioning every order I give you. I won’t overlook it forever.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nathan said. “What if he kills me, sir?”

      “Then you deserve to die, and he deserves to escape. At least until I hunt him down again. He won’t get far with Doc keeping an eye on things upstairs.”

      “Roger that.”

      Nathan looked at the buildings in the distance and then started jogging toward them. He could hear James begin moving too, headed in the opposite direction. Whoever had sent the small drone had to be nearby.

      That wasn’t his problem. His problem was Hayden. Where had the sheriff gone to ground?

      He made it to the buildings, turning left down the first alley. Doc had seen Hayden duck in this way, watching from above with the Pulse’s high-end cameras. It was too bad the angles and the density of the buildings wouldn’t let her look down the alleys to tell him which way Hayden had gone.

      Of course, if he had come out of the alleys Doc would have known, and James would have told him.

      He reached the corner of the first building, a four-story cement structure whose walls were heavily cracked and scored, the whole thing appearing as though it were ready to collapse. He scanned each side of the alley, bringing up his rifle and using its scope to get a better view. He didn’t see anything or anyone.

      There was nothing to the left, which led back out to the embankment. He put his attention to the right, looking down a long line of identical segments of alley split by secondary cross-paths. They were all identically spaced, dark and foreboding.

      He started down the passage, rifle up at his hip, the targeting reticle active in his visor. He heard someone scream in the distance. The general had found whoever he was after.

      Nathan moved deliberately along the narrow, dark path between the apartments. He glanced up, finding broken windows and cracked cement on both sides of him, the stars beyond now hidden by clouds.  He couldn’t see the Pulse from here, but he could picture Doc ordering their kidnapped pilot to bring the dropship down below the cloud cover to restore their view.

      He crossed the first intersection, sweeping it the way they taught all Centurions, quickly spinning and ensuring he was clear. He studied each branch after that, using the optics of the helmet to enhance his view. The alleys were mainly empty, but there were small nooks and shadows where someone could try to hide.

      He didn’t find Hayden in any of them.

      “Relentless,” James said over the comm. “What the fuck is taking so long?”

      “I’m being cautious,” Nathan replied. “I don’t want to get shot again, and there isn’t much room to maneuver in here.”

      James laughed over the comm. “Hurry up. It’s going to start raining soon.”

      “Will you rust?”

      “Fuck you. Get your ass in gear.”

      “He hasn’t come out anywhere?”

      “Not that I’m aware.”

      “Roger.” Nathan sighed. If he were honest with himself, he would admit he was stalling. Why did he care so much about Hayden? He barely knew the man for anything. He didn’t owe him anything, either. They weren’t on the same side. Not in this.

      Was Nathan even on a side?

      He was doing this for Niobe.

      She had died to help Tinker. The more he thought about it, the more he separated the logic from the emotion, the worse the excuse seemed. Just because she had helped Tinker didn’t make Tinker right. It didn’t make any of this right.

      He was so damn conflicted, he wished somebody would come along and tell him what to do.

      But isn’t that what James was doing? The General leading the Colonel. He should stop thinking about it and be a soldier. He should do as James suggested and follow orders.

      He noticed the buildings further up had depressions cut into the ground behind them — stairwells leading down to basement doors. The terrain sloped slightly, making the change in construction necessary.

      He approached the stairs on the left, looking down at the door. It was hanging open slightly, the area around the lock splintered and cracked, the lock itself dropped haphazardly on the ground. Someone had broken it to enter. Recently? Could Hayden have done it?

      He started down the steps, picking up the pace. He still had to be careful, regardless of James’ impatience.

      He reached the door, using the end of the plasma rifle to hook the area where the lock had been and pull. The door creaked on old hinges as it moved out of his way.

      If Hayden was in there, he would know someone had come for him.

      “Sheriff?” Nathan said. “Sheriff, it’s Nathan Stacker.”

      He stepped into the room, noticing water had flooded it. He swept the rifle across the space, pausing when his eyes landed on what appeared to be an old water tank — a large cylinder connected to a pipe that led up to the ceiling and through the floor.

      The world was grayscale through the night vision of his helmet, but he could see the water around it was a different shade.

      Blood?

      He had intentionally aimed wide, not wanting to shoot Hayden. He had stupidly thought Hayden would do the same. If he was hurt, it had to be the Hellion that had done it. He still couldn’t believe they had managed to kill the thing.

      “Sheriff. I don’t want to hurt you,” Nathan said, walking toward the tank. He dragged his feet so the water wouldn’t make too much noise. “If you want to talk, talk to me. Maybe I can help you.”

      He kept moving toward the machinery, angling to the wall so he could see around it.

      “Sheriff?” he said again, clearing the corner with his rifle.

      He stared into the space. Sheriff’s shirt was hanging from a piece of metal on the tank, releasing blood into the water.

      Nathan smiled. Clever man. He probably wasn’t even down—

      Something grabbed his helmet, lifting it from his head and tossing it away. Nathan looked up, eyes going wide when he saw Hayden clinging to the overhead pipes, his synthetic arm wrapped around them and holding him to the ceiling.

      “You should have looked up,” Hayden said, throwing a heavy downward punch.
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      The blow landed, slamming into Nathan’s face, breaking his nose and throwing him down on the basement floor with a loud splash of water.

      Hayden unwrapped himself from the pipes, dropping into the water at Nathan’s feet. Stacker wasn’t moving, his body prone.

      “I’m sorry, Nathan,” Hayden said.

      His whole body was burning from the effort of holding himself up like that. He was still bleeding, and he was a little dizzy. How much longer could he last like this? He didn’t know, but he had to keep going. He had to keep trying.

      He didn’t want to die tonight.

      He reached down, grabbing for Nathan’s plasma rifle.

      Nathan’s eyes snapped open, the rifle coming up and turning, swung like a club toward Hayden’s face. He managed to get his hand up to block it, knocking it aside. Nathan sat up, throwing a punch of his own and slamming Hayden in his already wounded side. He grunted and fell to his knees.

      “You should just let me kill you, Sheriff,” Nathan said, getting back to his feet. He reached up and touched his nose, wiping away the blood. “Why didn’t you just let me kill you?”

      “I have to protect my family,” Hayden said. “I have to protect everybody out there, and over here. Think about it, Nathan. Tinker has an energy shield. Why doesn’t he share it with anyone else? Why does only one city have it?”

      “I’m sure he has a reason.”

      “Does he? He took women. He used them to make a virus that will kill every human being on the planet, except the ones he chooses. Not everyone gets into Edenrise; did you know that? He decides who lives based on what they can provide for him.”

      “Survival of the fittest, Sheriff,” Nathan said. “That’s old science, but it’s still relevant.”

      “He could be doing so much more, but it doesn’t serve his purpose, does it? It doesn’t benefit him. None of this benefits me. I wish I were still back west with my wife and daughter. I wish I could die ignorant. If I can’t die ignorant, I can’t die at all. Not until I at least try to talk some sense into him.”

      “I don’t think he’s the kind of man you can talk sense into,” Nathan said. “He knows what he wants, and he’ll do whatever it takes to get it. Like my wife.”

      Hayden was confused by the statement. “Your wife? What about her?”

      “Tinker sent her to Proxima. I didn’t know that. She was working for him. So was Judicus Shia. He sent her to get the data that was on the ring. That’s the only reason she was there.”

      The two men stood in the basement facing one another. Hayden was bleeding from his chest and shoulder and leg, Nathan from his face. They stared at one another in silence for a moment.

      “What the hell is this all about, Nathan?” Hayden asked.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Nathan replied. “He won’t negotiate, Sheriff. I can tell you that much.”

      “Then he has to die. Nathan, I know this isn’t your fight, but we can’t let this happen. We can stop the trife without destroying humankind. I’ve started it. With the technology in Edenrise, with the help of Proxima, we can keep it going.”

      “How many years would that take, Sheriff? Tinker’s method will end the war in ten days. Ten. Days.”

      There was something more to it. Hayden could tell by Nathan’s voice and posture. There was something he hadn’t said.

      “What happens after?” Hayden asked. “You already know Tinker’s endgame, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I would have gone with you before. I don’t really want to kill you now, but it’s too late. I’ve made my choice. There is no we in this.” Nathan drew his laser pistol from his hip. “There is no you.”

      “Nathan, wait,” Hayden said. “I knew the round I fired at you wouldn’t penetrate your armor. I knew it wouldn’t hurt you. It’s not too late to help me. I’ve always believed you aren’t a killer. I’ve always believed in you.”

      Nathan lowered the gun slightly.

      Hayden didn’t wait for a response. He couldn’t risk waiting.

      He lunged at Nathan, grabbing his arm with his oversized hand, turning his wrist and breaking it. He threw a punch with the Centurion hand, but Nathan was ready for the follow-up, and he got his forearm up in time to block. Then Stacker jabbed out with a tight punch into Hayden’s wounded chest, sending waves of pain up his body. He grunted and turned, still holding Nathan’s broken wrist. He used the powerful replacement to throw the Centurion up and over his shoulder, onto his back on the floor, breaking his arm at the elbow as he did.

      “Ahhh!” Nathan cried out.

      Hayden let him go, rushing back to the plasma rifle and scooping it up. Nathan stumbled to his feet, turning to face him, right arm limp at his side.

      Hayden pointed the gun at him. “I’m sorry too,” he said. “Don’t move, okay? I still don’t want to kill you.”

      He started backing up, one step at a time toward the door. His body was warm. Too warm. His vision was starting to blur. No, damn it. He had come too far to collapse now. He gritted his teeth against it, forcing his body to move. One step. Another. Another.

      “You can’t make it out of here, Sheriff,” Nathan said. “James is out there, along with a dropship full of soldiers.”

      “James? The Iron General?”

      “Yes. You can barely walk. You’ll probably collapse before you get up the steps. I can make it quick and easy.”

      “I’ll take my chances. I can’t give up.”

      “I respect your perseverance, Sheriff. Your relentlessness. But you can’t win this one.”

      Hayden stumbled, his body starting to turn on him. He caught himself on the wall, staying upright. Nathan didn’t make a move toward him.

      “Sheriff, I’ll see if I can convince James to bring you back to Edenrise. Tinker needs men like you. He took me in because he needs replicas like me. I may be able to talk him into it.”

      Hayden’s world was getting dimmer, Nathan fading from sight ahead of him. He stumbled again, the plasma rifle suddenly too heavy to hold. He made it to the door, grabbing it and pulling it open.

      He could barely see, but there was no mistaking the armored soldier standing on the other side.

      “Sheriff Hayden Duke,” James said. “It’s over, Sheriff.”

      Hayden tried to lift the plasma rifle. Even with the augmented strength of his replacement hand, he didn’t have the energy to get it up.

      James grabbed it and pulled it from his hand, tossing it back to Nathan.

      “General, he put up a good fight,” Nathan said. “You told me when you captured me—”

      “Save it, Colonel,” James said. “I heard you talking. Today’s your lucky day. His too. It seems Tinker’s been watching this whole exercise through the feed from the dropship. He decided he wants to meet Sheriff Duke after all. Him and his new lady friend.”

      “Lady friend?” Nathan said.

      “Doc spotted her out by the highway. Cute little thing with a  replacement arm and a nasty bite wound on her ankle. If she’s a botter like she claims, she’s worth keeping around.”

      Hayden lowered his head. He barely heard the Iron General’s words. His body was done. He had lost too much blood. All the mental fight in the world couldn’t change that.

      “Don’t worry, Sheriff,” James said. “We’ll get you patched up. We don’t want you dying on us just yet. As for you, Nathan, you did what you had to do, even if the sheriff here got the drop on you. I wasn’t sure you were going to work it out, but you made me proud.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Nathan said.

      James leaned down and scooped Hayden into his arms, carrying him easily back up the steps. Hayden’s vision was blurry, his head spinning. He turned it slightly, looking up at the visored face of the Iron General.

      Maybe he would have been better off dead?

      James reached the top of the steps. Another group of soldiers was already there, waiting for him. Hayden’s head flopped over the other direction, in time to see a woman with a hard face approach him, a syringe in her hand.

      “Sheriff Duke,” she said. “This will keep you alive long enough to get you back to Edenrise.”

      Hayden didn’t have the strength to speak. She pressed the needle into his neck and emptied the contents into him.

      “You wanted to talk to Tinker, Sheriff,” James said. “You’re going to get your chance.”

      Everything disappeared.
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      Nathan stood on the balcony of his apartment, looking down at the people moving through the city. It was late evening, getting dark. Rain was falling but it was mostly dry, the energy field catching a large portion of the water and turning it to steam before it could pass through the shield. Even so, he could feel the occasional drop strike him on top of his bald head or land on his gray t-shirt. He didn’t care. This was his favorite place to be. The place he was most able to relax and clear his mind.

      He reached over with his left hand to scratch an itch on his right arm. The broken limb was held restrained in a slightly bent position, the tight cast over it helping to set the bones while the PRP injections did their work to heal the wound in days instead of weeks. The side effect of the treatment was itching, and he had to stop himself from following through with the urge. It wasn’t as if he could reach it through the hardened gel, anyway.

      Nearly three days had passed since they had returned to Edenrise with Hayden and the botter who called herself Pyro. After everything that had transpired over the last week, it felt weird to have time to himself, and he was struggling to keep himself calm and centered and his mind off Niobe.

      They were waiting for Sheriff Duke to wake up, James had said. Tinker had a question for him. An important question.  Nathan didn’t know what it was.

      He wasn’t sure he cared.

      When he told Hayden he had made his decision, he realized he meant it. He couldn’t keep living with split loyalties or uncertainty. He was resolved to follow James to the end, no matter what that end happened to be. Maybe it made him the bad guy? He still wasn’t sure. It was better than being little more than a pawn trapped in the middle of a larger game.

      Wasn’t it?

      A soft tone sounded, muffled through the glass to the balcony. Someone was at his door. He walked over to the balcony door and slid it aside.

      “Come in!” he shouted.

      The door opened. Ebion was behind it. He waved her into the room.

      “Hey Ebion,” he said.

      “Nathan,” she replied. “My apologies. I would have stopped by sooner, but I was needed elsewhere. I heard you were injured.” She looked at his arm. “How does it feel?”

      “It’s not bad. I’m supposed to get the cast off tomorrow.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “So, what brings you here?”

      “Tinker sent me. He wants you to prepare for a meeting with the city council.”

      “A meeting? What kind of meeting?”

      “He wasn’t specific. I understand it has something to do with post-war resource allocation.”

      “It sounds boring.”

      “Most administrative tasks are. You have thirty-six minutes to shower and change into your dress uniform.”

      “Did he leave this to the last minute on purpose?”

      “Please don’t shoot the messenger, Colonel.”

      “Right.” He wasn’t sure if attending a resource allocation meeting was better or worse than being alone. He was pretty sure it was worse.

      He turned away from the door with the intent of heading to the bedroom to prepare.

      He froze when he saw the figure standing out in the rain.

      “Nathan?” Ebion asked, noticing his suddenly stiff posture.

      Nathan’s heart jumped into his throat, and his left hand reached down, searching for a sidearm that wasn’t there.

      The figure didn’t move. It stood on the deck, staring. He could barely make out its eyes in the shadow of its cloak. It was angry. Very angry.

      “Nathan?” Ebion said again.

      “Get behind me,” he said softly.

      “What? What’s going on?”

      “Get behind me!” he hissed more forcefully.

      “Why?”

      “There’s someone on the balcony.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “There’s someone there.”

      “Colonel, I don’t see anyone.”

      Nathan shifted his eyes back to her. How could that be? Was he seeing things again?

      The door slid open. The figure stepped through it, dripping water from its cloak onto the floor. Only for a moment. The figure dropped the mantle from their shoulders, revealing itself.

      “Hayden?” Nathan said.

      Hayden’s hand was a blur, reaching for his revolver, grabbing it, drawing it, aiming and firing. Nathan threw himself to the side. The bullet missed, and the gun tracked him as he fell.

      He rolled to a crouch, watching Hayden. This couldn’t be real. There was no way Hayden had gotten up here. There was no way he was even out of the hospital.

      He was hallucinating again. Why?

      Hayden stopped turning, leveling his revolver on Nathan’s chest.

      “Ebion, are you sure you don’t see anything?” he asked.

      She was a robot. She didn’t hallucinate.

      She also didn’t answer.

      “Ebion?”

      Hayden’s face twisted in a scowl, his finger moving in slow motion on the trigger.

      “There’s nobody there,” he told himself. “You know Sheriff isn’t there. You know he can’t hurt you.”

      He stared Hayden down, daring him to take the shot. The form faded into the night as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving them alone.

      “Ebion, we need to find James,” Nathan said, rising to his feet. She still didn’t answer. “Ebion?”

      He looked back to where she had been standing. She was on the floor, a dark liquid pouring out from somewhere on her body and staining the carpet.

      What the hell?

      “Ebion,” he said again, rushing to her side and kneeling next to her. He rolled her body over, revealing her face. Her eyes were glassy. Her flesh cold.

      He glanced down at her body. There was a hole in her dress, over her stomach. Lubricant was spilling out.

      “Ebion, can you hear me?”

      Her eyes flickered. Her mouth opened slightly. “Nathan,” she said, her voice sounding more synthetic. “My subsystems are failing. Critical errors. So many critical errors.” Her body shuddered. “What did you do to me?”

      He stared at her. He hadn’t done anything, and Hayden wasn’t real. Even so, she had a gunshot wound in her stomach, and she was shutting down. At least, that’s how it looked.

      “I have to find James,” he said.

      “What did you do to me?” she repeated, her voice slowing and fading.

      “It was a hallucination. It wasn’t real. It shouldn’t be able to hurt you. Not when you couldn’t even see it. Unless…”

      He paused, the truth sending a chill across his body.

      “Unless what?” she asked.

      “I think there may be an Other in Edenrise.”
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      Hayden heard something beeping.

      It was slow and rhythmic, and after he had a few more seconds to regain consciousness, he realized what was making the sound.

      He opened his eyes slowly. He knew by the tone he was in a hospital. Where? How? He was confused. Nothing was making sense. Natalia? Where was Natalia? Gone. They had taken her. He had to get out. He had to find her. No, that wasn’t right. That wasn’t it. Where was he? Was this the Pilgrim? It had the same machines making the same sound.

      He saw a white tiled ceiling above him, and when he shifted his eyes he saw a wood door placed into a white wall. A small dresser with a display on top sat beside it. A second door into a toilet next to that.

      A hospital room. At least he was right about that. How did he get here? Where was here? He tried to recollect his thoughts. His memory was still foggy. He wiggled his fingers and toes. He tried to, anyway. He didn’t feel anything from his fingers. It was as if they weren’t there. He turned his head slightly. His body was beneath a sheet, but he could see his left arm ended just above the elbow. So did his right.

      He started to panic.

      His heart pulsed, changing the tone on the monitor. He felt warm and nauseous.

      The door opened, and a woman in a white coat rushed in, looking first at the machine and then at him.

      “You’re awake,” she said. It was matter-of-fact. Emotionless. “A little too awake.” She did something on a terminal beside the bed. He felt the effect almost instantly, his mind and body returning to a state of calm.

      He stared straight ahead, his breathing slowing while the woman headed back to the door. “I’ll let Doc know you’re awake.”

      Then she was gone.

      He didn’t move. He tried to remember. It started coming back. Bennett. Stacker. Gus. The Hellion. The Iron General.

      Had he been captured?

      He didn’t have a memory of it. The stream of his experience cut off with him hanging from the pipes in a flooded basement, waiting for the enemy to come. Replacement hands. Prosthetics. He realized they had been removed. For a medical reason or because they were dangerous? He had no hands without them. He could hardly do anything himself.

      There were other wounds. The Hellion had dug into him. It had nearly killed him. They wouldn’t have brought him here if they weren’t going to heal his wounds.

      Where was here?

      Edenrise. He had to be in Edenrise. There was nowhere else to go. Not now. Tinker was planning to end the world. He was planning to reset humankind on Earth.

      He remembered everything now. Even in his calmed state, he smiled at the irony of the outcome. He had been trying so damn hard to get to Edenrise to speak with Tinker, and just when he was on the verge of death, it was Tinker who had saved him so they could have that talk.

      He hadn’t wanted to do it like this. He wanted to confront Tinker on his own terms, with options to stop him from launching his assault on both the trife and humans. He wanted to be more clandestine in his entry to the city, and his approach to its leader.

      He didn’t have any options now. He didn’t even have hands. He was at Tinker’s mercy.

      It wasn’t a place he wanted to be.

      Tinker didn’t need to talk about how he could help Hayden. Tinker already had what he wanted. So why would he bring him here? Why would he keep him alive? It wasn’t for Hayden’s sake. It wasn’t for the sake of the humans still beyond the walls of  Edenrise. Tinker wanted something from him. Something that would benefit Tinker.

      What?

      The door opened again. The first woman returned with a second woman he didn’t recognize. She had a hard face, serious and cold.

      “Sheriff Duke,” she said. “I’m Doc. How are you feeling?”

      “Is this Edenrise?” Hayden asked.

      “Yes. You’re in Edenrise.”

      He started to laugh. Maybe it was because of the meds, but he couldn’t help it.

      “What’s funny?” Doc said.

      “How quickly luck can change.”

      “You’re still alive.”

      “Is that a good thing for me, Doc?”

      She didn’t answer the question. She took the edge of his sheet and pulled it down to check his wounds. He glanced down too. He had a large patch over his chest. She grabbed the edge of it and slowly pulled it away, revealing fresh pink scars across it. They were claw marks from something much bigger than a trife.

      “That’s healed just fine,” she said. “You were lucky you were wearing the bodysuit.”

      “Am I?”

      She checked his right arm. He noticed the makeshift ring Pyro had adjusted for him was gone, leaving only the scarred stump.

      Pyro. Where was Pyro? He had left her out there. Had she escaped?

      “You’re also lucky we got you when we did. Your control ring was getting infected. Your botter didn’t use proper aftercare.”

      Hayden laughed again. Aftercare? He had been thrown into an arena to fight Nathan to the death within hours of receiving the limb.

      “You going to get me a new one, Doc?”

      “A new control ring? That’s up to Tinker. My job was to make sure you didn’t die.”

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “Not sleeping. In a drug-induced coma. Three days.”

      Three fucking days. That’s as long as he was supposed to be gone. Natalia was probably playing it strong for Hallia and the others, but he knew she would be devastated that he hadn’t come home. She would get past it. He knew she would. But her current pain hurt him. No sedatives could stop that.

      She put the sheet back over his body. “You’re recovery is going well. The lacerations have all healed. You’re going to have some new scars, but you’re no stranger to scarring.”

      “I’m gorgeous, aren’t I?”

      “It speaks to your strength and will. I’m sorry we’re on opposite sides.”

      “Me too.”

      Someone knocked on the side of the open door. Hayden looked up at the same time as Doc. An old man in a wheelchair was stopped right outside the room. He was wearing a USSF service dress uniform that hung off him like a cloak, a weight of hardware over his chest, along with a silver name badge that read “Gen. J. Stacker.”

      Was this the Iron General?

      “Sir,” Doc said, seeing him there. “I. Uh. I wasn’t expecting. How did you know he was awake?”

      “I’m hooked into the network,” the man said. “I saw his heart rate monitor spike and settle, and I knew he was up. Is he stable?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Get out.”

      Both Doc and the other woman left the room in a hurry, making their way around the man in the wheelchair. He used controls on the arms to guide the chair into the room, and then reached over and pushed the door closed behind him.

      “Sheriff Hayden Duke,” the man said. “Sheriff. Hayden. Duke.” He said it slowly the second time as if he was absorbing so much meaning with the name.

      “General James Stacker?” Hayden said.

      “What makes you think -- oh.” The man looked down at the uniform. “Right. I forgot I was wearing this thing. I like to put it on when I broadcast, to remind me what it’s all about.”

      Broadcast? Hayden stared at the man. He had to be at least eighty. “You’re Tinker.”

      “I am Tinker,” the man replied. “This uniform did belong to General James Stacker though. The original James Stacker, not the one I made.”

      “James Stacker was a Centurion,” Hayden said.

      “No. That’s a long story, Sheriff, and not the one I want to get into right now. James said you wanted to talk to me.”

      “I do.”

      Tinker rolled over to the side of the bed, getting close enough to Hayden they could look one another in the eye.

      “I’ve been working with the Trust a long time,” Tinker said. “A long time. I hate those fucking bastards. You have no idea. They wanted you dead. They wanted everyone who came after Nathan dead.” He cackled lightly. “They wanted Nathan dead too.”

      “James said you want me dead.”

      “I did. You’ve done a lot of damage to my interests, Sheriff. You killed a lot of good soldiers. My best Liberators. You survived Crosston and put the efficacy of my virus into question. You made a mess at Fort McGuire, and you killed my Hellion.”

      “It almost killed me.”

      “It didn’t almost anything, Sheriff. Except in your case, I suppose. I had plans for the Hellion.”

      “Sorry to ruin them.”

      “Bullshit.” Tinker wheezed and cackled again. “Damn, I like you already, Sheriff. I had a feeling I would. Do you know why?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “James Stacker was a fighter. When the ships left Earth, he could have had a spot on board. He could have left the planet behind and lived out his life with the other deserters on Proxima. Him and Mary, his wife, they could have been comfortable, popped out a few more babies, all the good stuff. He gave up his spot. He didn’t go. He didn’t accept the war was over. He didn’t accept that humanity had lost to trife. You don’t accept defeat either, do you?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You sent James and Nathan to kill me.”

      “Yes, I did. Nathan’s an interesting case, Sheriff. He was supposed to die, but James disobeyed me and let him live. He’s never gone against my will before, which told me how important it was to him. He wanted a brother. Someone like him, who understood him. I love James. I couldn’t deny him that. But I had a problem. Well, a few problems, but mainly I was worried he couldn’t be trusted. James was made here. He knows all about the war, and how hard it is for people on this planet. He knows what needs to be done. Nate’s still a bit of an idealist. He thinks everything can end happily ever after. I needed him to realize that it can’t. That real life doesn’t work like that. That there are casualties and losses and hard decisions that have to be made. Do you follow, Sheriff?”

      “Well enough.”

      “Good. Nathan felt a kinship with you because you earned his trust. I feel a kinship with you because you’re a fighter. You can see why that’s a problem for me, one that had to be handled.”

      “You know I won’t stop coming until I’m dead.”

      “Exactly. And I don’t think my goals are in line with yours. James told me you wanted to talk about killing trife and saving people.”

      “I have a community back west. They could benefit from the energy shield surrounding this city.”

      “I’m sure they could. You’d never be able to power it.”

      “Why? What’s it running on?”

      “A specially modified reactor. There’s only one on this planet. So you see, even if you could have convinced me to spare your tribe, it just can’t be done.”

      Hayden was silent, letting the truth of that sink in.

      “We’ve been able to clear hundreds of square kilometers of trife without resorting to chemical warfare,” he said.

      “How many per day, Sheriff?”

      “On average? One or two.”

      Tinker laughed again. “I’m talking about cleaning the entire planet in two days. An idealist fighter. That’s what you are, Sheriff. I respect your morals and your goals, but there’s no way to make that work. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      He didn’t like it, but he did understand it. “Pozz.”

      Tinker hesitated a moment, translating the word. “Good.”

      “You brought me here for a reason. You fixed me up for a reason. You changed your mind about killing me.”

      “All true. I like that you want to get right to the point, once your request is denied. That’s strength. That’s purpose. There aren’t enough men like you out there, Sheriff. Maybe if there were, this wouldn’t be necessary.

      “I’m looking for something. An alien artifact, dropped to the planet when the trife arrived. The USSF had it last, and I’ve recently recovered both the key to activate it, thanks to Nathan, and a USSF mainframe that held the data related to its discovery, use, and relocation to a secured site.

      “Now, I don’t need you to help me. I can do this with or without you. But I want you to help me because your activity the last few days has shown me that maybe I was a little reckless in my approach and underestimating the general state of the world. Up until you showed up with a group of Centurions, I would never have guessed anyone else on the planet had contact with anyone from Proxima.”

      “You lost me there,” Hayden said. “Alien artifact? How can I help you with that?”

      “I’m in a bit of a catch twenty-two here, Sheriff. I have the virus. I have the delivery vehicles. It will all be ready to go in seven days. If that’s all there were to it, we’d be prepping the party hats and streamers and no big deal. The trouble is, I need the artifact before I launch Armageddon, so I have to retrieve it before we can schedule the big day. The trouble with that is manifold, but mainly centers around Proxima and your potential relationship with the Centurions.”

      “What does my involvement with Proxima have to do with your quest for world domination?”

      “It isn’t domination. I don’t want to rule the world. I want to turn it over to the Others.”

      “The Others? I heard you mention them on one of your broadcasts.”

      “Oh? Did you listen to me? How nice. The Others are an alien race. One that has the technology to stand up to the aliens who sent the trife. They’re the only ones who can protect this planet once my work is done. From the return of the enemy. From Proxima. From everything.”

      “And this artifact has to do with that?”

      “Yes. Which is my dilemma. I’m on the clock, Sheriff. I betrayed the Trust. James destroyed Proxima’s orbital sensors. The Centurions will know I’m rogue within the next four days. Seven to ten days later, they’ll have their response prepared. That doesn’t leave me a lot of wiggle room.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I still don’t see where I fit in.”

      “I’ve been poring through the data recovered from the USSF mainframe. As near as I can tell, the artifact was moved to an existing military facility and buried deep underground. I’m certain that facility is on the west coast. The problem is there are no coordinates or any hint of the actual location provided. The USSF clearly didn’t want the artifact found. In all of the documentation, in all of the communications, it’s referred to only by a code that I don’t understand.”

      “But you think I will?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. It was worth keeping you alive on the chance that you do.”

      “And you think if I do, I’ll tell you what I know?”

      “I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to get it out of you, Sheriff. Make no mistake about that.”

      A chill ran down Hayden’s spine. Even if he didn’t know anything, Tinker would have to be sure, and there was only one way to do that.

      Now he was sure his luck had gone to shit. He stared at Tinker. Tinker stared back at him.

      “John Wayne, Sheriff,” Tinker said at last. “The code name is John Wayne.”

      The heart rate monitor began to beep frantically, matching Hayden’s uncontrolled reaction. His whole body shook, his heart both sinking and aching.

      Of all the places in all the world.

      He knew precisely where Tinker was referring to, and now Tinker knew it too.

      The man cackled with excitement. “You know where it is, don’t you, Sheriff? You know what John Wayne means.”

      Hayden didn’t say anything. If not finding the artifact left Tinker in a bind, then let Tinker stay in a bind.

      “Opting for the hard way, Sheriff?”

      Hayden stared at him but still didn’t speak.

      Tinker’s smile faded. “Fine,” he hissed. “We’ll see how much of a fighter you are. We’ll see how much pain you can take.”

      He put the wheelchair in reverse, rolling back to the edge of the bed, turning it and heading for the door. He spun it around as he reached it. “If you won’t talk, Sheriff, I’ll find someone out west who will. Maybe it’ll be someone you know. Maybe it’ll be someone you care about. You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

      Hayden clenched his eyes closed. He didn’t speak. Tinker was in for a surprise if he thought he could head out west and do whatever he pleased without resistance. The Iron General was tough, but he had never gone up against a Goliath.

      “Good luck,” Hayden said.

      Tinker scowled and rolled out of the room, leaving the door open behind him. Hayden could hear him screaming for Doc as he rolled away, telling her to bring Hayden to some other location.

      Good luck.

      They were both going to need it.
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            Thank you for reading Earth Unending

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re here, I’m assuming you’ve read the first three books, which is awesome. I hope you’re still enjoying the books as much as you were when you started.

      If you are still loving the series, please let me know how much by leaving a review, and letting everyone know what you think of the books. It’s the second best way you can help show your appreciation (after buying and reading in the first place).

      
        
          
            [image: earth undefeated cover]
          
        

      

      Earth Undefeated, the fourth book in the Forgotten Earth series, is coming soon. Do you want to know when it’s available? Click here.

      Haven’t read Sheriff Duke’s origin story yet? Make sure you pick up Forgotten.

      Want to read more of my stuff? Awesome! There are a few first in series at the end of this book, or you can check out my backlist at mrforbes.com/books.

      Again — thank you so much for your support. If you have Facebook, please stop by my page sometime at facebook.com/mrforbes.author. I’d love to hear from you.

      

      Cheers,

      Michael.
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        M.R. Forbes on Amazon

        mrforbes.com/books

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

      

      

      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his Engineer wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      (War Eternal is also available in a box set of the first three books here: mrforbes.com/wareternalbox)

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected soldiers in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      
        
        Or maybe something completely different?

      

      

      
        
        Dead of Night (Ghosts & Magic)

        mrforbes.com/deadofnight

      

      

      For Conor Night, the world’s only surviving necromancer, staying alive is an expensive proposition. So when the promise of a big payout for a small bit of thievery presents itself, Conor is all in. But nothing comes easy in the world of ghosts and magic, and it isn’t long before Conor is caught up in the machinations of the most powerful wizards on Earth and left with only two ways out:

      Finish the job, or be finished himself.

      
        
        Balance (The Divine)

        mrforbes.com/balance

      

      

      My name is Landon Hamilton. Once upon a time I was a twenty-three year old security guard, trying to regain my life after spending a year in prison for stealing people’s credit card numbers.

      Now, I’m dead.

      Okay, I was supposed to be dead. I got killed after all; but a funny thing happened after I had turned the mortal coil...

      I met Dante Alighieri - yeah, that Dante. He told me I was special, a diuscrucis. That’s what they call a perfect balance of human, demon, and angel. Apparently, I’m the only one of my kind.

      I also learned that there was a war raging on Earth between Heaven and Hell, and that I was the only one who could save the human race from annihilation. He asked me to help, and I was naive enough to agree.

      Sounds crazy, I know, but he wished me luck and sent me back to the mortal world. Oh yeah, he also gave me instructions on how to use my Divine "magic” to bend the universe to my will. The problem is, a sexy vampire crushed them while I was crushing on her.

      Now I have to somehow find my own way to stay alive in a world of angels, vampires, werewolves, and an assortment of other enemies that all want to kill me before I can mess up their plans for humanity’s future. If that isn’t enough, I also have to find the queen of all demons and recover the Holy Grail.

      It’s not like it’s the end of the world if I fail.

      Wait. It is.

      
        
        Tears of Blood (Books 1-3)

        mrforbes.com/tearsofblood

      

      

      One thousand years ago, the world was broken and reborn beneath the boot of a nameless, ageless tyrant. He erased all history of the time before, enslaving the people and hunting those with the power to unseat him.

      The power of magic.

      Eryn is such a girl. Born with the Curse, she fights to control and conceal it to protect those she loves. But when the truth is revealed, and his soldiers come, she is forced away from her home and into the company of Silas, a deadly fugitive tormented by a fractured past.

      Silas knows only that he is a murderer who once hunted the Cursed, and that he and his brothers butchered armies and innocents alike to keep the deep, dark secrets of the time before from ever coming to light.

      Secrets which could save the world.

      Or destroy it completely.
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      M.R. Forbes is the creator of a growing catalog of science fiction novels, including War Eternal, Rebellion, Chaos of the Covenant, and the Forgotten universe novels. He eats too many donuts, and he's always happy to hear from readers.
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        Visit my website:

        mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Send me an e-mail:

        michael@mrforbes.com
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