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      Rozik and me have barely spoken in nearly an hour. Not since he confirmed my worst fear, that the banshees are on their way to Earth. The silence isn’t because we’re mad at one another. It isn’t because we’re busy blaming one another or our respective governments. We’re way beyond the point of blame. Past the idea of hating or distrusting one another.

      Rozik killed his own people for me. Well, not really for me. He did it because he knows what we need to stand even the slimmest chance against the alien threat. First, to work together. Second, to balance each other out. I’m a pilot. A good one, even if my hubris often tells me I shouldn’t admit it. I’m Odin Longknife, the hero of Capricorn. Or villain, depending on your perspective. He’s Verge Rozik, Commune…

      The thought falls apart. I still don’t know exactly who Rozik is or what motivates him. I know he’s death-walking in a firefight. I know he’s smart and always prepared for anything. How did he get that way? Why? I still can’t answer those questions.

      But I’m going to find out.

      Just not yet. Right now, we’re silent because we’re working. He’s in the back of the Yellowjacket, cleaning up the mess he made of the Commune soldiers he killed. His own people. It’s an action that scares me because of the resolve behind it. Because of the sacrifice. He knows what it means to betray his people. He knows it makes him anything but a hero. It’s a turn into darkness. A descent into hell; may the gods have mercy on his soul. But he didn’t hesitate. Didn’t question. He did what needed to be done so we can do what we need to do. It takes a certain strength to ruin your career if not your life that way. It’s a sacrifice most of us are never faced with, much less would choose to make. Put me in his shoes, and I don’t know if I could do it. Taking Sleipir was one thing. Rozik’s steadfast dedication to what he sees as his sworn duty, no matter how abhorrent his actions, is something else.

      I’m at the helm of the Yellowjacket, picking my way through the remains of the massacre of both Alliance and Commune forces. Space around us is littered with hundreds of dead ships, large and small. Some are shattered into a million pieces. Others are broken into big chunks or sliced in half. A few are nearly intact, slashed open and vented by the banshee guns. They tore us apart like they were shredding paper. Their losses were minimal, save for the mothership we destroyed.

      I say we as if I had anything to do with it. Rozik destroyed it, though I still have no idea how.

      I’m going to find that out too.

      But not yet. Right now, I’m looking for a ship. I’m not picky about what kind. The only requirements are that it needs to have a Mandelbrot, and it needs to be intact enough that we might be able to get it running again. But there’s a lot of crap out here, and very little of it matches that description.

      Earlier, I assumed Rozik had another ship stashed somewhere. A speedy ride hiding among the debris or maybe parked on the far side of the dwarf star. I was wrong. The Yellowjacket is the last ship standing, the only thing alive out here. It’s a month to the settlement on Klev Eighteen at sublight speeds. If we can’t find a derelict we can hack back together we’ll still survive, but all of our efforts to fight and the sacrifices we’ve made will be for nothing.

      With the Yellowjacket’s basic sensors, I can read the power levels coming out of the debris. Some of the larger chunks are still active, the reactors buried inside them either still hot after shutting down or continuing to churn out power. They look like their own small stars against the thermal display, and by watching how they fade I can monitor which ones are feeding online systems and which aren’t.

      Getting to them means solving a different equation. There’s so much wreckage out here the Yellowjacket’s shields are constantly active, deflecting the smaller pieces and clearing a path. It’s draining our limited power faster than I like and is forcing me to concentrate on pecking out the cleanest route I can find while conserving power.

      That’s why Rozik and me aren’t talking. I don’t want him messing with my concentration. I want to find a viable ride. I want to get somewhere safe where we can figure out what to do next, and I don’t want him bothering me with that damn smirk of his while I’m doing it.

      We have to stop the banshees from attacking Earth. Shaena is down there, and I’ve already lost enough kids to these bastards. I don’t want to lose another.

      Rozik has a plan. At least, I hope to the gods he has a plan. I thought he had a getaway ship too, and that didn’t turn out so well.

      My eyes sweep the debris ahead, and then I glance down at the thermal image on the display. There’s a promising signature nearby, one that hasn’t faded at all in the last twenty minutes. I can’t get visual on the source yet—not past the other remains—but I’m getting close.

      I’m so focused on it that we nearly get punched in the ribs by a large piece of a Commune destroyer spinning toward us. I hit the thrusters hard, jetting ahead of it and vectoring around the debris, letting it pass in close enough proximity for the sensors to have a field day. As I take a sudden evasive, I hear Rozik thump into the bulkhead somewhere behind me.

      “What the hell, Alliance?” he growls, appearing in the cockpit a moment later.

      I’m not paying any attention to him. My eyes are focused on the prize that suddenly reveals itself up ahead. An Alliance light cruiser, a Shadow, drifting through space with the rest of the corpses. Shadows are an evolution of the more common wedge-shaped cruiser design. They’re fast and agile offensive craft used mostly as guerilla weapons to make runs against repair ships and auxiliaries behind a fleet’s front lines. Limited in number because of the limited scope of their operations, they’re three times the size of a Skirmisher.  Half their space is occupied by a Mandelbrot drive with the rest taken up by racks of heavy torpedoes.

      “Jackpot,” I say. Finding one still powered on out here is a coup.

      A quick visual sweep of the craft reveals the source of the crew’s apparent demise. The ship has a gash along the hull just above the cockpit, a smooth line likely created by the hard edge of a banshee fighter’s wing. No doubt the air spilled out before the pilots could get to their masks or they were so deeply enmeshed they just couldn’t pull themselves back into reality quickly enough. That happens often enough for some chrome-counters to think the Navy shouldn’t waste money on emergency apparatus to keep breathing in the first place.

      “That’s a Shadow, isn’t it?” Rozik asks, looking at the ship. “A meshed craft.” He glances over at me. “The banshees took your needle. How do you intend to fly it?”

      I’m still dying to find out how he knows the aliens took my Lucier, but I’ll get to that later too. I find the pocket where I stuck Joie’s needle, alongside the one I found connected to Starfire. It’s bad form for a meshed pilot to ever be without a needle, and here I am with two.

      I couldn’t save Joie’s life, but in her death she might save mine, Rozik’s and who knows how many others. Maybe even all of humankind. I hold it up. “It isn’t as optimized, but it’s a match.”

      He nods respectfully. “I’m sorry about Joie. She deserved better.” He lowers his head for a moment as if in prayer, and then motions to the Shadow. “Can you get it under control?”

      The Shadow is rolling end over end and side to side as it floats through space. In order to capture it I’ll need to use the Yellowjacket’s tractor beam to slow its rotation and steady it. It’s not a simple operation, but I’m confident I can do it.

      Rozik drops into the co-pilot seat. I look over at him, expecting his usual smug expression. I notice a small crack in his exterior demeanor. A hint of relief that we found a ride out of here. He wasn’t confident we would. That small glimpse of uncertainty and humanity sets my mind at ease. There are moments when Rozik seems more like a machine, so deeply rooted in logic there’s no soul left inside him.

      I return my focus to the task, pulling the Yellowjacket in as close as I can to the Shadow, rotating around it to bring the side-mounted tractor beam in line. I have to be careful once I activate it to bring the two ships together, which will threaten to put us into a spin I can’t control. In such a messy field, it isn’t hard to imagine careening wildly into another bigger chunk of debris ending up with the Yellowjacket  smashed into the Shadow’s hull.

      I put the Yellowjacket in position to travel in an orbit around the ship, moving in the same vector as its spin. That helps me control one of the rotational axis, and when I flip on the beam, it prevents us from getting jolted too hard.

      Not that we aren’t jolted. The Yellowjacket shudders and yanks us hard into our restraints. I ignore the inertial forces and stay with the controls, adjusting vectoring thrusters to keep us close to the Shadow so the tractor beam can do its work. The Yellowjacket vibrates roughly in response, trying hard to break away. I continue adjusting the vectors and velocity, keeping our motion steady. Every other piece of debris around us looks like it’s spinning wildly, though we’re the ones rotating.

      The first step is to finish synchronizing movements, until we’re a couple of meters away from the craft and the two ships are static relative to one another. It takes a few minutes to do that. The second step is to guide the Yellowjacket so it’s lined up with the Shadow’s docking hatch. We don’t want to have to repair another hole in the vessel. That takes a couple minutes more. Step three is to connect the two craft. That’s the most tricky part and requires Rozik operating the locking controls in the hold.

      Once we manage that without mishap, greater control allows me to reduce the spin, slowing it considerably while keeping us from colliding with any other debris. Ten minutes later we’re on a relatively smooth trajectory out and away from the remains of the fight.

      “I’ve got everything we need ready to go,” Rozik says as I unbuckle myself from the pilot’s seat. I follow him into the Yellowjacket’s hold. Two packs wait near the exit along with the armor and helmet Rozik removed from one of his dead soldiers. I’ll need it to survive in the currently airless Shadow. The bodies of the Commie soldiers are reverently arranged across the side of the deck, arms folded and eyes closed. I silently ask the fates to be kind to them. And to me.

      Once I get into the armor, I snap the helmet in place. It seals with a hiss, fresh air pouring in.

      “We’ll have four hours of oxygen,” Rozik says through the comm. “If that’s not enough, we cycle back here and recharge the stores until we’re done with repairs.”

      “Roger,” I reply.

      Rozik opens the Yellowjacket’s hatch, revealing the Shadow’s seal behind it. He taps on the controls and the second ship’s hatch slides open, immediately beginning to pull the air out of ours. I glance at Rozik. The only way he can open the Shadow’s door from this side is if he knows the security code.

      Is there anything about the Alliance he doesn’t know?

      He doesn’t pay me any mind, picking up his pack and stepping through the Shadow’s outer hatch. I follow behind, closing the hatch behind me.

      “Let’s get to work,” Rozik says.
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      We move forward from the Shadow’s entrance, skirting a rounded, heavily reinforced bulkhead where the Mandelbrot rests and turning left to head forward to the cockpit. I can hear myself breathing in the helmet, calm and even, the smooth in and out echoing in my ears. It’s broken up when Rozik reaches the cockpit and whistles through the comms in response to the view.

      I look over his shoulder, able to make out the meshed pilots dead in their seats. Their hands are outstretched across the short gap between the two seats, clutching one another tightly. Their heads are leaned over too, as if they subconsciously tried to kiss before they died. Mesh pilots are tight. These two were tighter than most.

      Rozik’s whistle isn’t for them. It’s for the gash in the top of the cockpit, which looks bigger inside than it did from a distance. The wound is nearly two meters long, which means it’s going to take more than one air cycle to heal.

      “Can we fix it?” I ask. I’m not a mechanic or an engineer. I’ve never been much good with tools save for guns. Most of my value is wrapped up in my head.

      “Yes,” Rozik replies confidently. “All we need is time.”

      “We’re a little short of that.”

      “We can’t do anything until it’s fixed, and that’ll take as long as it takes.”

      He puts down his pack and spreads it open, revealing a collection of tools inside. I put mine down at the back of the cockpit and do the same, smiling when I see mine is filled with what remains of our guns and ammunition.

      “Is there anything you don’t know how to do?” I ask.

      “I’m not especially adept with children,” he replies. “Talk about frightening.”

      He looks over at me. I can barely see his eyes through his faceplate, but they’re creased in amusement. I don’t know how he can make jokes right now, but I find the idea of it appealing. I let myself cough out a laugh.

      “Seriously,” I reply. “We’re deep in this together. Maybe now is a good time to tell me who and what you really are, and maybe how you know so much more about the banshees than you did on Warrick.”

      Rozik takes a few thin metal patches out of his bag. Then he starts measuring the wound in the ship. He doesn’t speak right away, and I’m about to get angry at him for still playing it coy when he finally opens his mouth.

      “I don’t need to tell you I wasn’t completely honest with you on Warrick.”

      “You told me two different stories. Neither one was wholly accurate, were they?”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No. I don’t blame you. But we are where we are now. And things have changed. You killed your people to save my life. I trust that you think you need me, but I’d feel better with that trust if I had some idea who it is I’m actually helping.”

      He hesitates before answering. “Okay. But you won’t believe most of what I tell you.”

      “Only if it’s unbelievable. I’ve got a pretty open mind where you’re concerned.”

      “We’ll see how open.” He takes a piece of the patch and holds it up to the cut. Then he motions to one of the tools on the deck. “Can you hand that to me?”

      I pick it up and hold it out. He tries to take it, but I pull it away. “Start talking.”

      “Gray, this isn’t the time to—”

      “Start talking,” I repeat.

      He grunts. “Have you ever heard of Project Gestalt?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “Hand me the fuser.”

      I hold it out again, this time without taking it away. He grabs it and lifts it to the patch, activating a stream of heat to begin fusing the patch to the hull.

      “No one in the Alliance knows about Gestalt,” he says while he works. “Only a few people in the Commune have access to the archives that mention it. If I weren’t already a traitor, I’d be brought in just for mentioning the name.”

      “What is it?”

      “You mean what was it. The program was shut down right before we attacked Capricorn.” He laughs out loud. “It wasn’t supposed to be needed once the war was over. I wasn’t supposed to be needed.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The goal of Gestalt was to take the concept of the Alliance mesh system and enhance it to function beyond assisting with the control of starships. To improve it to the point where it could be individually tailored and utilized across multiple areas of expertise.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “It all started with digitization. Mind-mapping and transference from organic to machine. A Commune scientist invented the technology. Did you know that? It was stolen from his company by an Alliance spy.”

      I recalled that both the Alliance and Commune announced the breakthrough around the same time.“I was told the Commune stole the technology from us.”

      “Of course you were. It doesn’t really matter who created it now. That was years ago. The point is, being able to digitize the minds of pretty much anyone opened a lot of doors, and a Pandora’s box or two. Project Gestalt is a Pandora. The military began digitizing the minds of its greatest members. Tacticians, combat specialists, pilots, engineers, mechanics, scientists and officers. Any mind they thought they could use was mapped and copied.”

      “Doesn’t that process destroy the original?”

      Rozik nods. “Yes. A small price to pay to have access to such intellect and skill forever. But that was only the first step. The government began looking into different ways to use what they had gathered to help with the war effort. In the beginning they wanted to build an artificial intelligence that could harness all of that brain power. A perfect machine. But they quickly concluded the idea would never work.”

      “Why not?”

      “A digitized mind is more than knowledge and intellect. It’s filled with the same hopes, dreams, desires and fears as the original organic brain. A soul, in effect. A machine controller can’t handle the divergence. One mind always overpowers the other, diminishing the effectiveness of the whole. The opposite of what you want with a gestalt.”

      “You’re saying your project was born from that failure?”

      “In a sense, yes. Project Gestalt was built on top of the first study’s ashes. Progress was slow until someone posited that the failures of the AI controller could be overcome by putting a dominant organic brain in charge. It was a strong theory but meaningless at the time. The Commune didn’t have the technology to merge one mind with another.”

      “But the Alliance did.”

      “Yes. Mesh technology. The war would have ended long before Capricorn came to be if not for that advancement. Once it was determined we needed that tech to move Project Gestalt forward, we went through great pains to steal the design. Multiple special forces platoons were sent to Capricorn undercover. Are you old enough to remember the news about the anti-war assault on the Citadel? It was nearly forty years ago.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “It was a delicate operation. Very challenging. Only three of the agents the Commune planted for the attack survived, but they escaped with the plans for the Lucier needles, the Synchronizers, everything.”

      “You aren’t old enough to be one of those agents.”

      “No,” Rozik agrees. “I’m your age, Odin. In diapers when the attack occurred.”

      “But you were involved with the project? As what? A scientist?”

      Rozik shakes his head. “I was a new recruit in the Communal Marines when Project Gestalt had advanced far enough to begin live testing. That was two years after the military began scanning our minds for what they said was drone compatibility, which is another tech that came from our espionage. I didn’t sign up to become an experiment. I was selected based on my results, both physical and mental. I was already in line to become an NCO, in charge of my own squad. High leadership marks, off the charts combat skills. I always believed I was born to be a warrior. They made me into something...more.”

      He says it softly, as if he regrets what happened to him. “What did they do?” I ask.

      “They turned me into the aggregate interface the AI could never become. I was one of six successful implants before the project was mothballed.”

      “Six? Out of how many?”

      “Over the twenty year span of development, nearly thirty-thousand.”

      The number sends a cold tingle running down my spine. “What happened to the unsuccessful implants?”

      “Most of them weren’t dominant enough to control the aggregate minds. They split, adopting multiple personalities before they went completely insane. A small portion were false positives on the initial testing. The strain of the process killed them.”

      “I think I’d rather die than go insane.”

      “I agree.”

      “But you’re saying you have multiple digitized minds inside your brain?” He was right. It does sound pretty unbelievable.

      “Not exactly. Each of the six minds I’m aggregating are implanted on DNA based platters. Those platters are connected to my brain by nanotube interfaces passed through holes in my skull. They’re powered by the heat of the blood flow through my head.”

      I stare at Rozik while he continues working on the patch, moving the fuser along the border of the metal to seal it to the hull. I can’t help but think about what Mr. Sia said about shrinking Amara down to use her as a baseline to make meshed Skirmishers single-pilot. It’s not exactly the same idea, but it’s similar.

      And Rozik is proof it can be done.

      “That’s how you were able to fly so many drones at one time. Because you were using more than one mind.”

      “Essentially, yes. It was a difficult adjustment at first. It took weeks before anyone on the project even cared about my implant because so few survived it. I relived six lifetimes in those weeks. I fought seven-hundred-twenty battles for control and won them all. When the scientists on the team saw I had outlived the others, that’s when things started to change. Their excitement was contagious. It drove me to do better. To become smarter, stronger and more capable than anyone else in the Commune.”

      “A true gestalt.”

      “Yes. Greater than the sum of my parts, with the training and memories of the digitized minds I received.”

      I stare at him as he continues patching the gash. It’s hard to believe he’s got a whole squad of minds embedded under his scalp, working in unison to make him what I can only think of as superhuman.

      “So, since you’re a super-genius I’m guessing you have a plan?” I ask.

      He stops working to look at me. “I’m not a super-genius. But I do have the beginning of a plan. I need your help to execute it.”

      “What’s the first step?”

      “Repair this ship.”

      “And then?”

      “Go back to Naraka.”

      “Naraka? What about Earth? That’s where the banshees are going.”

      “We can’t destroy the mothership on our own, Odin. You saw how the banshees react to failure. They learn from their mistakes. They improve on their designs until they achieve consistent success. What worked against one ship one time won’t work again. The core will be better protected. The holes in the defenses will be filled. We can’t just throw ourselves at the enemy and expect to win. We don’t have to be smarter than they are, which is good because I don’t believe we can be smarter. What we can do is be more creative. Catch them by surprise.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “I don’t have all the answers.”

      It isn’t the answer I want. He should have all the answers, damn it. “My daughter is on Earth. She’s pregnant. If anything happens to her—”

      “I’m sorry, but her loss may be unavoidable. The banshees will beat us to Earth. They will overcome the planetary defenses. They will begin draining the power from the sun. We can’t do anything about that. Charging right at them in a Shadow with half a mesh is straight-up suicide, and you know it.”

      We stare at one another. I can sense the sincerity of his sympathy, and I hate it. I also can’t deny the truth of his words. There’s a good chance I’m going to lose another one of my children before this is over. So will millions of others when the banshees drain the sun.

      “What the hell can we do to stop them?” I ask softly, fighting against a rising tide of hopelessness.

      “Whatever it takes,” he answers. “We’re still here. We can still fight.”

      He’s already given everything to get this far. I need to stop feeling sorry for myself and do the same.

      “Whatever it takes,” I agree.
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      What it takes is six hours for us to complete the repairs on the Shadow, and that’s after Rozik shows me how to fuse the metal patches to the hull. It takes a long time to ensure a good seal, and he refuses to do anything slipshod or risky because all of this is for nothing if we die from a leaky seal in the middle of the aether.

      We don’t talk a whole lot more after the first half hour, both of us focused on getting the work done as fast as we can. The amount of time it takes means retreating back to the Yellowjacket to refill the Commune armor’s oxygen stores. The bodies are starting to smell by then, leaving an awful odor in the air I’ll be glad to escape.

      I’m calmer than I probably should be, and that’s without using my training to force myself to relax. There’s a peace that comes with having a goal and a plan to reach it, even if the plan is incomplete. I’m worried about Shaena, but I’m also resolved. If I have to kill Alliance military to beat the banshees, if I have to do what Rozik did, I will do it without question. They’ll never understand why and they’ll label me a monster and a traitor, but at least they’ll still be alive to do it.

      Since the Shadow’s already powered and its computer active, it registers the repaired hull as soon as we finish the last seal. Whatever alarms would be going off in my head if I was in the mesh are shut down, and the AI starts releasing reserve air back into the ship. We don’t yank our helmets off right away, but we do look over at one another and nod, bonding over our cooperative repair. We’re still not friends. We’ll never be friends. But I respect him, as he does me.

      Right now, that’s enough.

      “Help me with the lovers,” Rozik says.

      The pilots are still in the same position we found them. I move behind the one on the left, grabbing his shoulder and pushing his head forward until his needle comes out of his DCI. Then I unbuckle him and lift him up, the armor giving me enough of an added boost of strength to carry him easily. Rozik does the same with the other pilot, and we take them back to the interlock and then across to the Yellowjacket, placing them with the other bodies.

      “Gods be with them,” Rozik says, tapping his chest before turning away. He heads to the Yellowjackets controls and retracts the anchors, separating the craft from the Shadow. Of course, we’re still on an identical course at an identical speed, with no friction to slow either ship, so they remain fixed together. That’ll end soon enough.

      We cross the interlock and seal the Shadow. That’s when we finally remove our helmets, breathing in refreshing new air.

      “Step one complete,” I say.

      “Nice work,” he replies.

      “You too. I’ll get meshed and get us into the aether.”

      “Are you up to the task?” he asks. “Or do you need to rest?”

      Meshing with Starfire nearly drove me insane. But I remember what Rozik said about the minds connected to his. It’s a matter of strength, willpower, focus and motivation. I’m tired, which is a strike against my focus, but I’m also incredibly motivated.

      “I can do it,” I say. “No problem.”

      He doesn’t question the answer. “Then I’ll leave you to it. I’ll find us something to eat.”

      I make my way to the cockpit, glancing up at the patch. The seal is so good it nearly blends into the hull, making it look like the wound was a lot less serious. Unless we over pressurize the interior, it should hold without issue.

      I take off the Commune combat armor, slipping out of the hardened plates and winding up back in my flight suit. It’s dirty and a little bloody, torn and ugly on the side where I took the earlier hit which still hurts. If I don’t treat it soon it’ll probably get infected. I hope there’s a medkit somewhere in the back of the craft.

      I approach the pilot’s seat, pulling Joie’s needle from my pocket and snapping it into the connector. Then I sit down, hesitating a moment before I lean my head back. I literally wouldn’t be able to do this without it.

      Then I sit back, feeling the needle slide into my DCI until it clicks. I close my eyes, reaching into the mesh. It hurts of course. It always will without a partner. But I almost welcome the pain like a cleansing, a means to die and be reborn. Grayson Stone doesn’t have to exist anymore. There’s only one identity I need now.

      Odin Longknife.

      I relax into that name, into what it represents, into the myth of it. That acceptance seems to make the synchronization easier, and while the pain doesn’t vanish, it does lessen, allowing me enough clarity to do what I need to do.

      I become the Shadow. I have instant access to every system, every weapon, every diagnostic. I can play back the recording of its involvement in the fight if I want, and I might later on to see if there’s anything I can glean about the banshee’s tactics. Right now I settle for activating the vectoring thrusters, pushing the Shadow lightly to the side to break away from the Yellowjacket. Then I activate the Mandelbrot, entering the coordinates to Naraka, grateful I memorized them earlier.

      The specialized system begins to process while I hit the main thrusters and begin accelerating away at sub-light speeds. I travel five kilometers from the Yellowjacket before bringing the Shadow around, floating backward and activating the weapons system. It’s trivial to aim at the other ship, and I arm and fire a torpedo, watching it streak across the gap and smash the Yellowjacket. A short fireball follows, and then only small pieces of debris remain. It’s a better fate for the bodies on board than floating through space for eternity. Also, if either the Commune or the Alliance does come to clean up, it’s better they don’t try to figure out why there are dead from both sides on the small vessel.

      It doesn’t matter all that much which way we’re facing for the jump, but I turn the Shadow around again anyway. I sense the pressure starting to build in my skull as I do, the stress of handling the mesh alone starting to overwhelm my best intents. I need the Mandelbrot to finish calculating soon.

      I focus on going through the ship’s diagnostics, ensuring all of the damage is repaired and everything is operational. It only takes a few seconds and puts me at ease that we’re in good shape to make the jump. It also distracts me from the increasing pain. The Mandelbrot finishes a moment later, offering a route that’ll push us to Naraka in four days. It’s faster than I hoped, but still slower than I want.

      Why does Rozik want to go to Naraka? I still haven’t gotten that answer, deciding to trust in his plan without the full description. We’ll have four days to hash out everything that needs discussion.

      One more thought, and the Mandelbrot activates. I can sense the universe changing outside. A cold tingle runs across my senses, followed by a feeling of sudden euphoria. It’s a slightly different reaction than I had coming out of the aether on Sleipnir. More positive and hopeful. Is that because the needle is Joie’s? Or is it my own state of mind?

      Either way, the tingling stops a few seconds later as the Mandelbrot carries us into the aether. I let the ship’s AI take over then, opening my eyes and sliding forward to detach the needle.

      We’re on our way.
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      I find Rozik in the small back corridor of the Shadow, out of his armor and on his knees in his underwear. A hatch behind him leads to the main reactor, while a hatch on his right goes to the head. The left bulkhead has two rectangular panels stacked one above the other. Opening them reveals a pair of small personal racks. Without a ship’s galley, all of its stores are in compartments spread across the short corridor. Rozik’s already found the packaged sustenance, and he’s already put aside enough tasteless meal bars to carry us through the trip to Naraka. He’s still going through the stores, and he glances back at me as I approach.

      “We’re in the aether,” I say.

      “I felt it,” he replies. His eyes drop to my side. “I’m looking for the medkit. If this were a Commune ship, I wouldn’t have to wonder if it’s still on board.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.

      “Your organization is lacking. Chaotic. Don’t take it personally, Alliance. I’m sure you’re the exception.” He points to the meal bars. “Are you hungry?” I nod, and he grabs one and tosses it up to me. The bars are pure nutrients. Tasteless and unsatisfying, but you can live on them indefinitely. “How long to Naraka?”

      “Four days.”

      “Not bad. I was estimating six.”

      “Earth’s sun will be frozen in six days.”

      “I don’t think so. The banshee’s FTL system isn’t instant either. In fact, it seems to operate very similar to our own. We’ll be at Naraka before they reach Earth.”

      “But then we still have to jump back to Earth from the edge of the Sphere. That’ll take weeks.”

      “Sixteen days,” he agrees.

      “The sun will be dead by then.”

      “Yes.”

      He doesn’t pull any punches. There’s no other way to say it, because it’s an inescapable truth. We can’t get to Earth before the banshees. We can’t stop them from pulling the energy from the sun. Even with our best effort, millions of people will die.

      And we’re going in the wrong direction.

      I slump down against the bulkhead, sitting across from Rozik as he continues searching for the medkit. I haven’t seen him shirtless before. His entire body is rippling with muscle, and he’s got deep scars that run across his back in uneven lines. There are more scars on the back of his head just below his hair. Evidence of the implants? Mr. Sia was certain the technology to store a digital mind could be improved. He had no idea how much.

      “Speaking of the banshees,” I say. “Maybe it’s time you told me the truth about the Commune’s interaction with them.”

      He pauses to look back at me. At first, I think he’s going to decline. Then I think he’s going to concoct another half-truth. Then he nods. “What I told you before isn’t untrue. I just left out a lot of details.”

      “Like why the banshees are so good at hacking our systems? Or maybe why the crystal you showed me is important enough to them that they destroyed Warrick to keep it away from us? Or maybe you can tell me why that golem was staring at me in Naraka’s hangar before you took him out? At the time I thought it was nothing, but now I’m not so sure.”

      I get a half-second glimpse of surprise before it disappears back into his serious expression. He didn’t know about Warrick. Maybe he didn’t think I would remember Naraka.

      He turns away from me, closing one compartment and opening another. He pushes some stuff aside from it in silence and then takes out the medkit. “Found it,” he says, turning and bringing it over to me. He sits across from me and opens it.

      “Is one of your minds a doctor?” I ask.

      He smirks. “Yes. Take off your flight suit.”

      I get back to my feet to remove the suit, which leaves me in my underwear too.

      “Lie down,” Rozik says.

      I find enough space in the small corridor to lie flat. There isn’t a ton of area anywhere on the Shadow, and none of it is designed for treating a wound like mine. The truth is, Alliance ships lose medkits because they’re so rarely used. Most pilots don’t take glancing blows that leave them injured but alive.

      My damage is atypical, and Rozik can’t get to it without straddling my legs. He takes a sanitizing patch and holds it over the area. “This is going to hurt.”

      “Don’t change the subject. Start talking.”

      He touches the patch to the injury. I grit my teeth against the stinging, which quickly turns into cold relief.

      “What I told you about going through the disturbance and finding the dead banshee mothership is true,” he says. “What isn’t true is what I said about the banshees attacking us unprovoked. I wasn’t on the alien vessel when their ship arrived. But we were close enough to it the banshees were cautious. I think at first they thought we were responsible. But they didn’t attack right away.”

      “What did they do?” I ask.

      “They tried to communicate. We received their transmissions. Subaural frequencies our systems and our comms officers mistook for random interference. Instead of making sense of the patterns, we filtered them out.”

      “So you couldn’t hear them.”

      “That’s right. We tried to talk to them, but they couldn’t understand us either. We spent three days on either side of the dead banshee ship, locked in a silent stalemate. We were careful not to appear aggressive. We made every movement with deliberateness. We started sending ships out toward the dead vessel and then pulling them back. When the banshees didn’t react, the Vice Admiral decided my team and I should resume our research. We thought we might find some clue that would help us communicate, and they didn’t seem to mind.”

      Rozik removes the patch, reaching into the kit for a small laser ablation tool. He holds it over the wound, using it to remove the dead and burned skin.

      “The first few times we went to the ship to explore, we were alone. We moved freely as we did before they arrived. But by the end of the third day we weren’t alone.”

      “Golems,” I say.

      “Yes.”

      “On Naraka, you made it sound like you’d never seen them before.”

      “The most important component to a lie is consistency. That’s where most people trip up.”

      “Right.”

      “There were only three of them. They didn’t attack. In fact, they helped us. They put the ship into some sort of emergency power mode. They restored the gravity and atmosphere, allowing us to move around more easily. They activated the platforms for us, and followed us as we explored. I felt as though they wanted us there. That we were welcome. Of course, I tried to speak to them, but they didn’t respond.” He finishes with the ablation tool and puts it aside, taking out another patch. “This one will hurt again. But the pain will subside once it’s in place. The wound will heal beneath it. You’ll have an ugly scar, but you’ll survive.”

      “For a few more days anyway,” I reply.

      He puts the patch on the wound. It hurts more than the first one, but I don’t make a sound. Then he slips off me and gets to his feet.

      “The fourth day began just like the rest of them,” he continued as he returned the ablation tool to the med kit and restored it to neatness before closing it back up. “My team and I crossed over to the banshee ship and continued our research. The golems were there, and they followed us. We were accustomed to them, and we gave them names. Moe, Larry, and Curly.” He laughs. “Characters from an antique video stream. Before holograms. Before color, even. We were getting deeper into the ship, making good progress. But then everything changed.”

      “What happened?” I ask as I grab my flight suit.

      Rozik puts up his hand. “Don’t put that thing back on.”

      He taps the wall beside the upper panel, which slides away to reveal a stack of Alliance flight suits. The pilot we jettisoned was close to my size. I take out a flight suit and fresh underclothes and put them on. I want to transfer the patch Amelia gave me at some point.

      “We found the passage to the core. We went inside. The golems became more animated. They tried to move in front of us and stop our advance. Of course, their discomfort made us more eager to see what it was they didn’t want us to see. They hadn’t shown any prior aggression. They weren’t carrying weapons. They were actively assisting us. We had no reason to think they were dangerous.”

      “Even though their mothership was covered in guns?”

      “We believed the placements weren’t guns at all. We were projecting our image of what a weapon looks like onto their sensor design. I’m not proud to admit we were becoming complacent in their presence. In any case, we continued to the core despite the golems’ agitation. That’s when I discovered the crystal.”

      “You told me you didn’t know what it was for.”

      “I didn’t. Not at the time. I wasn’t going to take it. But then I received a transmission from the fleet. Unbreakable had been experiencing unexplained power fluctuations all morning. It turns out it was because of the banshees efforts to break into our systems. The Vice Admiral ordered us back to the ship.” He pauses to sigh heavily. “I decided to take the crystal before we left. The golems tried to stop me. My team shot them. As soon as I removed the stone from its housing, the banshees started their attack. You know the rest from there.”

      “I don’t know everything.”

      “I don’t have all the answers. What I can tell you is that we managed to escape. The jump took four days, during which I learned as much about the enemy as I could. We uncovered the use of the subaural messaging through the banshee’s effort to break into our systems, and I was able to extract it from recordings of our time in the alien ship. The golems transmitted at the same frequencies, with definitive patterns to activate different systems. We didn’t expect them to follow us through the disturbance. We had no reason to believe they could. And we certainly didn’t expect them to come at us with such vehemence.”

      “Because of what you stole from them,” I say. “If you had left it, none of this would have happened.”

      His face turns hard. “Maybe. Maybe not. The Gestalt makes me smarter, but it doesn’t make me perfect.” He looks at me, expression softening. “For whatever it’s worth, Alliance, I’m sorry.”

      “I know,” I reply. I want to be angry with him, but I can’t find it in me to dredge it up. Not now. There’s no point. We have to work together, regardless of how this situation came to be. It’s not like we can go back in time to change it. “Why do you think they want the crystal so badly? If they were so calm before, why are they so eager to kill all of us now?” My voice is tinged with anger. “A golem spoke to me. Did you know that? It changed its voice to emulate human speech. Were you able to spy on me then too?”

      Rozik’s look of surprise tells me he wasn’t. “They spoke to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did they say?”

      “That our time is over. That it can’t protect us anymore. Whatever it is.”

      Rozik stares at me in silence for a few heartbeats. Then he lowers his head and mutters. “Bollocks.”

      “What?” I hiss.

      “Maybe this isn’t about what I took after all. Maybe the it they mentioned isn’t the crystal. It couldn’t protect us. But the Disturbance can. Or could, until we showed the banshees the path through it.” He pauses, clearly thinking. His face pales right before he speaks again. “What would you say if I told you the Disturbance isn’t a cosmic anomaly. What if I told you that someone or something created it to protect us?”

      The idea is crazy, but something about it makes sense. Scientists have never been able to explain the origins of the aethereal barrier.  “Who?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think they were protecting us from the banshees?”

      “No. I don’t think the banshees were always so violent, and their approach to warfare bears that out. Something hunts them, the same way they’re hunting us. I’d bet my life on it.”

      “And now it knows how to get through the Disturbance?”

      “No, but the banshees do. And if they’re running from something, why wouldn’t they want to take residence somewhere they won’t be found?”

      “That’s why they used the synchronizer on Naraka?” I ask. “To tell the rest of their kind they found safe haven?”

      Rozik nods. “That’s my theory.”

      I rub my face with my hand to confirm I’m awake. “I want to say the Sphere is big enough for all of us, but we both know it isn’t. Not indefinitely.”

      “No. So they’re taking a screen out of their attacker’s book and going hard on the offensive. It doesn’t change our predicament. It doesn’t change theirs either.” He shakes his head. “It’s kill or be killed, Odin. For us and for them. It’s the worst kind of situation for both of us.”

      “If your theory is right. And it probably is. You’re the gestalt.”

      “I don’t want to be right.”

      “And I don’t want my wife and kids to be dead. But we don’t get what we want. We have to suck it up and deal with what we’ve got.”

      Rozik smirks, but it doesn’t bother me this time. The arrogance is drained from it. He leans over and taps on the panel to the lower bunk, opening it. Then he reaches under a light blanket that’s haphazardly tossed on the rack. He pulls out a patinated metal cylinder.

      “Where did you get that?” I ask.

      “From one of the samples we collected,” he replies. “The top layer of a banshee ship is composed of alien alloys we don’t have in the Sphere. The substrates beneath it carry sound waves, energy and what I can only call sustenance.”

      “It’s organic, like skin?”

      “Not exactly. It doesn’t contain any living cells. But it has properties of a living organism. It’s truly alien. But that’s not what I want to show you.” He grabs the end of the cylinder and turns, showing me it’s a canister of some kind. “Don’t look directly at it.”

      “At what?” I ask.

      He turns the canister and lifts the lid away. The bright red light nearly blinds me even as I turn my head to look away. I can’t see the contents past the light, but I don’t need to. I can guess what’s inside.

      “That’s the crystal you took from the mothership,” I say.

      He puts the lid back on the canister. “Yes. I exchanged it for the dead one. The alloy absorbs the energy, making it invisible to the banshees.”

      “What are we going to do with it?”

      Rozik’s lifeless smirk morphs into a big, smug smile. “We’re going to fight fire with fire.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Four days back to Naraka. In one sense, that length of time is welcome. It gives my body time to heal. It lets the patch over the burns work their magic, knitting my skin back into something not at all pretty, but painless and functional. It gives my mind and soul a chance to mourn. Nothing dramatic. Nothing overwrought. Small tears in quiet moments over memories of better times. I miss Shae and the girls. I always will. But I know they want me to keep going. To do the job I’m here to do. To stop the banshees from destroying Earth and seizing our part of the galaxy.

      It’s still hard for me to wrap my head around Rozik’s theory that the banshees are in almost as bad a shape as we are. That they’re here because they’re on the run, desperate to escape something that’s more powerful than both of us. It’s a real twist on my gray matter to think something created the Disturbance on purpose. What kind of entity could do something like that? I often look to the gods, but I don’t think I believe in them. I often blame the fates, but I don’t know about that either.

      And now that lack of belief is challenged. If the Disturbance was made, it means there is some kind of benevolent, advanced species out there trying to protect us. We might as well call them gods. I don’t know what to think about that. I don’t know how to process it. I’m not even sure if we should be grateful. Maybe humankind never evolves otherwise. Maybe we never grow to this point only to die in the end.

      Four days. It gives me time to learn a lot more about my Commune companion. Rozik isn’t built like the rest of us, but at least now I understand why. And I finally believe that when he speaks he’s telling me the truth. About the banshees. About himself. About everything. Not that he’s a big talker. He spends four hours per cycle sleeping. Just drops into his rack and it’s lights out. No wind-down. No effort. He doesn’t move the entire time. He reminds me of Dracula.

      He spends four hours exercising. The Shadow doesn’t have a gym, so he finds things to use as weights. He also asks me to increase the gravity in the ship for a couple of those hours. Says it’ll be good for both of us. I can’t really disagree.

      Then he spends the rest of the day eating and thinking. He likes the back corner near the reactor to sit and brood, his back against the bulkhead, arms crossing his knees, head down. He’ll stay like that for hours, except when he breaks to grab another meal bar. He scarfs the things down like they’re candy, but I imagine it takes a lot of calories to fuel both his muscles and all those multiple minds of his.

      We do talk from time to time. I tell him about my life before the Navy. About how I met Shae and our relationship. About our life on Spindle. I don’t say much about my career. I figure he knows a lot about it already, and the rest isn’t important. Besides, we’re living it.

      He’s not as forthcoming as me, but he shares some things. Turns out he has a sister on a Commune planet I’ve never heard of. She’s married with kids, and he wants to see her but he can’t. As far as the universe is concerned he died the day he was admitted into Project Gestalt. Outside the military he’s a total ghost, and showing up at her door would raise more questions than anyone can answer.

      More importantly, I learn there’s a human side to Rozik. A softer side that he keeps buried most of the time. I got a small glimpse of it with Joie in the forests of Warrick with the way he treated her. I get more looks at it now in his empathy toward my losses. I’m not asking for it, but he gives it, and as the days pass we stop seeing each other as Commune and Alliance. We’re two humans, two warriors, with a lot more commonalities than I ever guessed.

      “You still haven’t told me how you knew I left Bruxton. Or how you knew I lost my needle,” I say. I’m in the back of the Shadow, grabbing what I hope will be the last meal bar I have to eat on this trip, which will be over within the next thirty minutes. Rozik’s already gone through two of the bars, and he’s reaching for a third. “Did you put some kind of tracking device on me like the banshees did?”

      “The needle.” He pauses, either trying to decide how much to tell me or how to explain it. “I got a look at the banshee’s research lab on the way down to the core. They had a needle mounted to one of their machines. I just assumed it was yours.”

      “Why? It could have been one of thousands.”

      He shrugs. “Then I would have been wrong. But I wasn’t.”

      “So the banshees have a research lab?”

      “The banshees have a lot of scientific facilities on their ships. I told you they’re smart. They put that intellect to full use.”

      “Studying my needle? Why? If they want to know about how the tech works, they could have taken anybody’s. They went out of their way to take mine.”

      “Out of their way how?”

      “The golem that spoke to me. He took it and transported back to his ship. They attacked Sleipnir to kill me and get the needle.”

      Rozik doesn’t say anything. His eyes drop to the deck. “That doesn’t make sense.”  He considers it for a few seconds and then looks at me again. “I don’t know why they took it. I don’t know what they’re going to do with it.”

      It’s not a comforting thought. “What about Bruxton?”

      “Bruxton isn’t anything as complicated as that,” he replies. He stopped calling me Alliance after the second day, which I take as a sign of our improving relations. He puts down his meal bar and looks up at me, locking eyes, his expression serious. “This is only between you and me, but my team broke into the Alliance secured VORN network months ago. I saw a recording of your conversation with Admiral Drake. I also saw when he removed Admiral Yi for trying to protect you. Yi is a friend of yours?”

      “We met at the Academy. We have a history.” I pause, going backward over his statement. “You have access to the Alliance virtual reality network?”

      “Yes.”

      “Direct access into command?”

      “Not direct, but I can get us in.”

      “Us? What do you mean?”

      “I was going to explain when we got to Naraka, but since you asked and we’re close enough, we might as well talk about it now. I don’t know if we can prevent the destruction of Earth’s sun, but we can’t fight them alone. We need to get the Alliance and Commune forces back into this.”

      “That didn’t work out so well last time.”

      “Because your Admiral Drake is an idiot. So is my Admiral Jeschko. But perhaps we can convince them.”

      “Before Earth is a frozen wasteland? I’m not going to hold my breath.”

      “We have to try. And since we don’t need to go anywhere else to do it, the risk is minimal.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “As I said, I can get us into the secure portions of the VORN on both the Commune and Alliance networks. All we need is a synchronizer we have complete control over.”

      “Like the one on Naraka.”

      “Precisely. Chief Engineer Kratz can help us modify the data streams to bypass security protocols and insert us into the right part of the system. Then all we have to do is get around internal security, lock down the targets so they can’t disconnect, bring them to a shared location and force them to talk. Simple.”

      The arrogant smirk makes an appearance. I don’t hate it as much as I used to, but I still prefer his face without it. “That doesn’t sound simple at all. What targets are you referring to?”

      “The respective heads of government of both the Alliance and the Commune. Chairwoman Osiri and President Telev.”

      I stare at him for a few seconds. “I think the reason you didn’t tell me you were planning this earlier is because it’s more insane than the rest of our insanity. I think we’ll have an easier time with the banshees than we will getting those two together, especially under duress.”

      “You never know what can happen when you stick two people together. Especially under duress.” He offers me a knowing smile in place of the smirk.

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t get my hopes up.”

      “Either way, there’s little harm done. It won’t take more than a few hours at most, and then we can move on. It’s low risk.”

      “Not if we get trapped in the VORN. Or if they track us back to Naraka. We don’t need to have dark ops on our asses.”

      We aren’t planning to remain static enough for either side’s special forces to catch up with us. “I’m not concerned. You shouldn’t be either.”

      I nod. He’s right. Neither of us has anything to lose. “Save the rest of the details until we’re ready to go. I feel better staying ignorant.” Rozik laughs in response. “In any case, we’re almost at the end of our jump. It’s a good idea for this ship to have a pilot when it comes out of the aether. You know what happened last time.”

      “I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

      “You still have a little more brooding and eating to do?”

      He laughs again. “Yes.”

      I smile back, turning away and heading for the cockpit.

      Let’s see what the fates have in mind for us at Naraka this time.
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      “Unidentified vessel, this is Naraka Control. Please identify. Over.”

      We’re still fifty-thousand klicks from Naraka when the hail comes in. The station is already visible ahead, as a small chunk of dim light in the distance, mingling with the stars.

      “Naraka Control,” I reply through the mesh. “This is Commander Odin Longknife of the Alliance Navy, requesting permission to land in the lower core hangar.”

      “Unidentified vessel, did you just say Odin Longknife?” the controller responds. “Please provide your real identification, or you will be met with force.”

      “I did say Odin Longknife,” I reply. “And I promise; I am Odin Longknife. Any attempt to meet me with force will result in the loss of your assets. I have seventy-six torpedoes on this boat, and I’m not afraid to use them.”

      My response causes the controller to disconnect the comms.

      “Was that a good idea?” Rozik asks. He enters the cockpit and sits in the co-pilot seat.

      “It’s fine,” I reply. “He probably went to tell Amelia some nutcase claiming to be Odin Longknife is headed for the station.”

      Rozik grunts in laughter. “Probably.”

      I continue on course, trying to keep things as simple as possible so the mesh doesn’t become overwhelming too quickly. If I’m wrong and Naraka sends ships out to intercept us, there’s no way I can fight them like this. I’ve been meshed for twenty minutes, and all of the recovery I made over the last few days is already fading from the strain.

      My confidence in my approach begins to fade as the seconds tick by. It drains even more when my sensors pick up a vessel moving around the back of the station and accelerating toward us.

      “Looks like they don’t believe me,” I say for Rozik’s sake.

      “What is wrong with that woman?” Rozik growls in reply. I assume he’s referring to Amelia. But what if Control didn’t bother to tell her about my arrival?

      I open a hailing channel to the station and the ship. It’s better to get this cleared up before things get messy.

      “Naraka Control, this is Alliance Naval vessel Shadow TB619,” I say. “Arriving from Klev Eighteen to seek asylum at Naraka. Control, come in.”

      Nobody responds. Nothing changes. I repeat the message. “Naraka Control, come in.”

      “You should have played it straight,” Rozik says when nobody answers.

      The ship continues on its course. The mesh draws it for me, giving me a look at its designation and design. I see it, but I can hardly believe it.

      I should have guessed Amara would enter coordinates for Naraka into Sleipnir’s Mandelbrot. Did Tejal approve the destination, or did the digitized mind bring them here on her own? Either way, I’m grateful to see that both the ship and its crew survived.

      I switch comm frequencies, entering my access code. “Sleipnir, this is Commander Stone. Amara, Tejal, do you copy?”

      “Seventy-six torpedoes, and you aren’t afraid to use them?” Amelia replies. “Really, Grayson?”

      “Amelia,” I reply. “Are you on Sleipnir?”

      “What’s Sleipnir?”

      “My ship.”

      “This is my ship, Gray. I only loaned it to you.”

      “Wait a minute. I stole it fair and square. At your bequest, if I remember right.”

      Amelia laughs. I laugh. Even Rozik enjoys the moment. It doesn’t last long.

      “I’m solo meshed to this Shadow,” I say. “If you could do me a favor and pick us up, my brain would be very grateful.”

      “I know. That’s why we’re on our way. Shut it down. We’ll pick you up.”

      “Wilco. See you soon.”

      I cut the comms and leave the mesh, pulling my head forward and away from Joie’s needle. Looking out the forward viewport, I can see the light from the Commune corvette’s thrusters heading our way.

      “Pack your bags, Rozzie,” I say. “We’re getting out of here.”

      I get to my feet, plucking Joie’s needle from the seat before continuing to watch the ship approach. It took some damage at Warrick, some more at Bruxton, and a little more at Klev. But a lot of the wounds look like they’re already repaired, the ship’s improved Mandelbrot getting it here days ahead of us.

      Rozik watches for a few minutes before leaving the bridge and heading to the back to collect his things. I grab the satchel of guns we took from the Yellowjacket and join him near the interlock a few minutes later. We aren’t there for long when the Shadow shudders slightly—the only indication we have that Sleipnir is on the other side. The interlock status light goes from red to green, and I tap the control to open it.

      Amelia is standing on the other side. Ensign Tejal is standing slightly behind her, on her right.

      “Commander!” Tejal says with a big smile.

      “Grayson,” Amelia says, smiling almost as big. “Welcome back to Naraka.”

      Her eyes shift, her smile fading somewhat when she sees Rozik. “And you brought Captain Rozik with you. Welcome back.”

      “Thank you,” Rozik says. “How’s Yari?”

      “She’s good. She’s an eager student, and she’s learning fast.”

      “Captain Rozik?” Tejal says, her eyes bouncing from him to me. “He’s—”

      “Commune,” Rozik says for her.

      “He’s also the reason I’m still alive,” I say.

      “The fleet?” Tejal asks, her voice tentative and fearful.

      I shake my head. “Both fleets were destroyed. Just like at Warrick.”

      “Not exactly like at Warrick,” Rozik counters. “We destroyed one of their motherships there.”

      “You did?” Tejal says. “How?”

      “It’s a long story,” I reply. “Where’s Mr. Sia?”

      “Still on Naraka,” Amelia replies. “In sick bay. His shoulder was in bad shape, but it’s coming along. I’ve got nanobots working on the repair.”

      “Nanobots?” Rozik says. “That’s Commune tech.”

      “Yes. My grandfather took the best technology from wherever he could find it.”

      “I’m glad to hear Mr. Sia is on the mend,” I say. “We’re going to need him. By the way, I assume it’s safe for me to go back to the station?”

      “What?” Amelia replies, momentarily confused. “Oh, you mean the mercenaries? I had to part with two of my ships to get them to go away. I’m not sure you’re worth that much, Odin.”

      “I’m sure I’m not worth that much,” I reply. “But we’re all we’ve got. I know it’s only been a couple of weeks, but I need to cash in on that favor you owe me.”

      Amelia shakes her head. “I don’t know how I can possibly help you. We haven’t even had time to recruit pilots for my ships.”

      “We might be able to help with that,” Rozik says.

      “Oh?”

      “Permission to come aboard?” I ask. “We can explain on the way back to the station.”

      “You’re asking permission? I thought this was your ship?”

      “It is,” I reply. “I’m just being polite.”

      Amelia laughs. Then she steps forward and embraces me, taking me by surprise. “It’s good to see you again, Odin,” she says softly into my ear. “I knew the banshees couldn’t kill you.”

      I forgot she has a thing for Odin Longknife. I gently push her back. “So this is my ship, right? I did name it after my horse.”

      She nods. “You can keep it. I have others.”

      “In that case.” I slip past her and step over the threshold. Tejal salutes me. I bypass Amelia and give her a hug. “I’m glad you’re here, Nora.”

      “Oh,” she replies, as surprised by my hug as I was by Amelia’s. She hugs me back and then I pull away. “Me too, sir. I didn’t think I would be when Amara jumped us here. I guess she knew you would come too.”

      “It was the most likely destination,” Amara replies through the ship’s loudspeakers. “Ghost worlds are where all the refugees wind up.”

      “I’m not a refugee,” I reply. “I’m here to fight.” I sweep my eyes from Tejal to Amelia. “The banshees are going for Earth. It’s up to us to stop them.”

      I hear Tejal gasp.

      “Earth?” Amelia says. “How do you know?”

      “They told me they would,” I say. “And Rozik confirmed it. They know what Earth means to us. They want to hit us where it’ll hurt the most.”

      “And that’s still only the start,” Rozik says. “Every single ship the banshees have is on its way to the Sphere. Their entire race is coming to claim this part of the universe, and there’s no room for competition.”

      “Gods be with us,” Tejal says. “How are we going to stop them?”

      “Any way we can,” I reply. “We have a plan.”

      “You do?” Amelia says.

      “Yes. We need to use your synchronizer.”

      “Whatever you need, Odin. Just tell me how I can help and I’ll do it. Naraka is behind you one hundred percent.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiles again, but it’s less exuberant than the first time. I guess she thought I came back to live the rest of my days here, not to drag her back into the war.

      “Sir, what can I do?” Tejal asks.

      “What you’re already doing,” I reply. “But you don’t have to be here. You can go back to the Navy. Tell them I took you against your will.”

      “I don’t know that they’d buy it, sir. Even if they would, there’s no chance I’m leaving. You need my help.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Permission to come aboard, Commander?” Rozik asks, still waiting on the other side of the interlock.

      I glance back at him, hesitating for a few seconds. Long enough he flashes me a funny-not-funny look.

      “Granted,” I say. “Let’s get a move on. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”
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      Tejal guides Sleipnir back to Naraka, navigating easily past the outer layers of the station and into the tighter confines of the central core. I watch the approach through the display on the terminal in front of the two mesh chairs, eager to reach the station and put the next part of our plan into motion.

      If Amelia lets it happen.

      “You want to use my synchronizer to commit two massive felonies that’ll make you the most wanted criminals on both sides of the Sphere,” Amelia says incredulously after listening to the explanation for our request. She’s standing beside me, eyes narrow and face flushed with anger.  “And you want to make me an accomplice.”

      “It isn’t as bad as you make it sound,” I reply.

      “To hell it isn’t,” she snaps back. “When the systems operators trace the connection back here, they’ll practically jump out of their utilities to get a special ops team on the way to take my signal down. We already went offline once this cycle, and it’s going to cost me about fifty million chrome in lost trade revenue. We’re already rationing supplies to the residents to cover the shipping delays, and the only reason we can manage with what we’ve got is because those bastards cut our headcount by over five-thousand.”

      The number creates a pit in my stomach, even though it’s miniscule compared to the number of lives that will be lost on Earth.  “The banshees will drop your headcount to zero if we don’t do this.”

      “In time, maybe. Or maybe we can come up with another plan before then. Taking Osiri and Telev is a bad idea. I can’t believe you’re letting a Commune officer talk you into it.”

      “I told you what happened on Klev. Tejal will corroborate if you need. Rozik and me tried to bring the two sides together. It only made things worse. The best chance we have is to go right to the top.”

      “So talk to them. You’re Odin Longknife. I’m sure you can get Osiri to listen to reason.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” I reply. “You might think the name carries weight, and maybe it does out here. But with Alliance leadership?” I shake my head. “They wanted me out of the way for a reason.”

      “Then that’s all the more confirmation that you should find another way. The only thing you’ll accomplish is drawing more attention to yourselves, and to Naraka. I’m sorry, Odin. I can’t risk my station on this.”

      “You told me ten minutes ago you would give me anything I need.”

      “That was before you told me what you need is to bring the entire Sphere down on our heads. This isn’t just about you. Or him.” She motions to Rozik.

      “No, it isn’t,” I agree. “This is about the Sphere. The entire Sphere. Alliance, Commune, ghost worlds, uninhabited stars, Naraka, all of it. We have the potential to save billions of lives. You have the power to enable or stop us. Do you really want those deaths on your conscience?”

      “Don’t pin their fate on me,” she hisses. “I didn’t ask you to come back here.”

      “You owe me.”

      “For helping me keep my grip on Naraka. A grip I’ll lose if I do what you want. A zero sum for my part.”

      “A zero sum for everyone if we can’t find a way to stop the enemy.”

      “The banshees used your synchronizer to call the rest of their fleet,” Rozik says, speaking up for the first time from his position near the small bridge’s entrance.  “Where do you think those ships will emerge from the aether?”

      Amelia stares at him in silence, caught off-guard by the statement. Has she really not thought of that before? “I don’t see how anything you do will have any bearing on that,” she says after a tense pause.

      “What if we can stop them from ever entering the Sphere at all?”

      It’s my turn to whip my head over toward Rozik. “You can do that?”

      He nods. “The banshees won’t risk their entire race on a losing proposition. We just need to show them that’s what we are.”

      “We might not have enough time,” I counter.

      “We might not. But it took weeks for the first banshee ship to find us near the derelict. It’s more likely it will take weeks for the fleet to arrive.” Rozik glances at Amelia. “But sooner or later, they will come. And this is the most likely place they’ll emerge. You can deny us now, Miss Rocklin, but it will be your death, and the death of everyone on your station. Is that what we worked so hard to achieve?”

      The anger in Amelia’s stare doesn’t diminish. Rozik is unfazed. He stares back at her, his smirk creeping across his face.

      “Damn you,” Amelia hisses before flipping her attention back to me. “Damn you too, Odin, for bringing this trouble to me.”

      “You should thank him instead,” Rozik says. “If you die, you’ll die early. Others won’t be so fortunate.”

      “If I’m lucky, you’ll be one of the unfortunate ones,” Amelia spits back. “I’d like to see you suffer a while, Commune bastard.”

      Rozik takes it without flinching. “Maybe you’ll get your wish.”

      “So,” I say. “Can we use the synchronizer?”

      The fight drains out of Amelia. She sighs heavily and nods. “Yes. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “I’m going in with you.”
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      We don’t head directly to the synchronizer after docking at the core. Instead, Amelia leads me, Rozik, and Tejal to sick bay to see Mr. Sia.

      He’s awake and alert when we enter, his entire arm wrapped in a metal shell beneath which dozens of small robots are working to knit his bone, muscle and flesh back into its original state.

      “Commander Stone,” Sia says as I enter, a smile breaking across his face. He gets to his feet, nearly knocking over a glass of water on the table beside him with the metal cast. “Oh, damn it. When is this thing coming off?”

      “Tomorrow, by the looks of it,” Rozik says, eyeing a chart of the nanobot’s progress that’s projected above Sia’s head.

      “You’re a doctor now, too?” Amelia asks.

      “I know how to read a chart,” Rozik replies.

      “I thought you were a goner, sir,” Sia says. He manages an awkward salute.

      “At ease, Mr. Sia,” I say. “Don’t hurt yourself. I thought the same about you. I’m glad to see we were both wrong.”

      He smiles. “Yes, sir. I’m lucky Ensign Tejal knew where to bring me to get the best treatment. I’ve never been in so much pain in my life. Who is he?” He looks at Rozik as if he’s just noticed him there. “You’re Commune, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Rozik replies. “Captain Rozik. Odin’s told me about you and your ideas to optimize digital mind storage and expression.”

      Mr. Sia seems terrified at the thought. “You told him about my work?”

      “I did,” I admit.

      “Sir, the Commune betrayed us at Klev. I don’t know why this man is with you, but you can’t trust him, no matter what he’s told you.”

      Rozik thinks the whole thing is amusing. Mr. Sia isn’t amused. He looks like he’s ready to use his metal arm to smash Rozik in the head.

      “We can trust Captain Rozik,” I say. “He helped me escape from Warrick, and he helped me again on the banshee mothership. The Commune didn’t betray us, Mr. Sia. Admiral Drake, Chair Osiri and the Joint Chiefs betrayed them. And we paid for it. All of us.”

      Mr. Sia goes pale. “What? I don’t believe it.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe right now. It doesn’t matter what anyone did at Klev, at Warrick or anywhere else. The banshees are moving on Earth. It’s our duty to stop them.”

      “Our duty?” Sia says. “Don’t you mean the Alliance?”

      “No. We betrayed the Alliance when we left Bruxton. You know that. We can’t go back, especially not after Klev. Admiral Drake didn’t want to trust me before; there’s no chance he’ll trust me now. We aim to hack the VORN. Do you think you’re up for it?”

      He looks even more confused. “Hack the VORN? Why?”

      “I’ll explain on the way, if you’re up to it.”

      “Sir, hacking the VORN is highly illegal. If we’re caught—”

      “We won’t get caught,” Rozik says. “Odin tells me you know a bit about computer systems.”

      “I was the best on Bruxton.”

      “And modest too,” Tejal jokes.

      “Tell me what you need,” Mr. Sia says.

      “I will.” I motion to his arm. “Can he leave sickbay with that thing on?”

      “Nurse Gretal won’t like it,” Amelia replies. “But I think I can pull some strings.”

      “Then start pulling,” I reply. “Mr. Sia, get some clothes on and let’s go.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sia replies.

      “I’ll send someone in with some clothes,” Amelia says.

      We leave Sia alone. Amelia goes to talk to the nurse, who comes back with her a minute later, entering Mr. Sia’s room with a bundle. Sia’s wearing a pair of Navy utilities when he emerges, with the sleeve torn off to allow space for the cast.

      “Ready, Commander,” he says.

      We all make our way to the central elevator, and then take it up to the synchronizer. Chief Engineer Kratz greets me similarly to Mr. Sia, thankful to see me alive. It takes about ten minutes for me to explain what we want to do, and while he doesn’t outright question the plan, he doesn’t seem too keen on helping us act on it.

      “Is there a problem, Kratz?” Amelia asks him as a result.

      “I understand why Commander Stone wants to do what he’s suggesting, ma’am,” Kratz says. “And I understand why you’re going along with it. I know we don’t have a lot of options. I’m not that familiar with the VORN, to be honest. I’ve never been much of a fan. But I know how the synchronizer works. I can bounce our signal a bit, but if they know what we’re doing and pinpoint our source they’re going to send a kill signal that’ll take us offline permanently.”

      “The banshees will take us offline permanently,” Amelia counters.

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s not what I meant.” He’s hesitant to keep talking.

      “Spit it out, Kratz,” Amelia says. “We don’t have all day.”

      “Well…you see…”

      “What he’s trying to say,” Mr. Sia says, “is that if you’re still in the VORN when the kill signal hits, it’ll be like cutting the strings of a marionette. If you’re inside, you’ll go brain dead.”

      “And then you’re really out of options,” Kratz adds. “That’s the whole point of the kill signal. To make sure nobody messes with the VORN or the synchronizer network from remote locations. I just think you all need to be real sure this is what you want to do.”

      “None of this is what I want to do,” I say. “It’s what we need to do.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kratz replies. “I understand. But maybe there’s another way. Or maybe we don’t really need the Alliance and the Commune to get involved again. I mean, they’re just as likely to screw it up as bad next time as they did last time, right?”

      “That’s what we’re aiming to avoid,” Rozik says. “I’ve given this a lot of thought. Our odds are terrible no matter how we approach it, but they do go up significantly with the more ships we can get into the fight.”

      Kratz looks at Rozik, and then at me. “Is that true, Commander?”

      “Yes,” I reply. I don’t know for sure if it is or isn’t. I’m trusting Rozik on that one.

      Kratz nods. “Okay. I’ll start setting the access parameters and proxying the signal. Twelve hops should give you at least six hours before anyone can trace the source back here. Our signal’s illegal, so if you don’t make it out by then and they cut the wire, it’s game over.”

      “Brain death?” I ask.

      “They only send the kill signal if they know we’re hacking the VORN,” he replies. “But our connection will still be permanently terminated as a pirate channel.”

      “I’ll start updating the initiation sequences,” Mr. Sia says. “Captain Rozik, are you sure the parameters you gave me are accurate?”

      “Completely,” Rozik replies.

      Sia shakes his head. “The techs at Calico would crap their pants if they knew about this exploit. I love it.”

      “You shouldn’t love it,” Rozik says. “A lot of Alliance Astros have died because of our spying.”

      Sia’s face pales and he stops talking.

      “We have two hours to capture the two targets,” Rozik continues. “And approximately four hours to convince them to set aside years of war and join forces once we do. Mr. Sia, you’re confident you can create a gateway to the Root?”

      “With my eyes closed and one hand tied behind my back,” Sia says. “Or in a cast.”

      “Then as long as we can get through security we should have no problems.”

      “Which target do we hit first?” Amelia asks.

      “Time differences mean it’s more likely Chairwoman Osiri is currently inside the VORN,” Rozik replies. “President Telev always begins his remote meetings at six, which is still an hour from now.”

      “Easy decision to make then,” I say. “Sia, make sure you load us up nice.”

      “Yes, Commander. Any specific requests?”

      “I’ve always wanted to know kung fu,” Amelia says.

      “I’ll see what I can do. Go get hooked up. I’ll signal you when we’re about to connect.”

      Rozik, Amelia, and me cross the room to the virtual reality stations to the side of the synchronizer. Two of the five are already occupied by techs, who are running diagnostics across the entire system. Kratz is over by the external terminal, tapping furiously on the control board to set up the sync. I take my seat at the end of the row, sinking into the chair and grabbing the VR headgear, keeping it off for now.

      Mr. Sia joins Kratz at the control terminal, tapping as fast as his single hand will allow.

      Within seconds a steady stream of code flashes across the display.

      Within minutes, everything is set.

      “Gear up,” Sia says, looking back at us.

      I lower the apparatus over my head, covering my eyes. The only thing I can see is the system logo hovering in front of a black background, a blank status bar hanging underneath.

      “Kratz, are you ready?” I hear Sia ask.

      “Almost there. Standby.” Tense seconds pass while we wait for Kratz to finish adjusting the synchronizer. “Connection made. Signal strength is good and stable. At your leisure, Mr. Sia.”

      “Initializing local VORN node in five…four…three…two…one. VORN initialized.”

      At first, the only change is the movement of the progress bar beneath the logo, filling in a hurry. Once it does, I feel a slight pinch at the back of my neck and a burning sensation on my scalp.

      The darkness fades, and then I’m somewhere else.
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      The Virtual Reality Network has multiple layers of security to protect its billions of users from nefarious actors, hacks, cheats, viruses—all of it iterated and improved over the years since the synchronizers were first designed. The bulk of that work is handled by thousands of AI subsystems that regularly monitor system status, perform upgrades and confirm backwards compatibility with legacy code. They’re the first line of defense for the VORN, the gatekeepers to the unreal world that takes the populations of every planet in the Sphere and allows them all to occupy the same gigantic room.

      Well, two gigantic rooms and a basement. The Alliance and Commune split the VORN at the outset of the war, enabling additional layers of divergent security protocols that put a great wall between the two nations. Meanwhile, the base code remains in development on a neutral Earth, providing unfettered access to the ghost worlds across the galaxy. If the Alliance and Commune sides are the surface, the Root is the underground. The dark place of the VORN where security is kept intentionally light in order to help test and harden new development. It’s a beta version of the virtual world, dirty and messy.

      Once we grab Osiri and Telev, that’s where we’ll bring them.

      Rozik’s hack gets us past the top-level security, skirting us around the automated checks that verify identification and permission. It’s the only way a member of the Commune or a non-citizen like Amelia can get into the Alliance side in the first place. It’s also the only way I can probably still get in myself. I’m sure to be persona non grata by now, locked out of anything useful including my private email and my ability to contact my kids. I’m not sure about Tejal. Has the Alliance shut her down because she’s affiliated with me, or might they really believe she’s not acting of her own volition? I think the former is more likely.

      Just being able to get into the VORN without detection is impressive, but Rozik’s hack goes the distance. The VRN icon and progress bar fade away, and suddenly I’m standing in a corridor with him, Amelia and Tejal. We’re surrounded by thick cement painted a drab light green, LEDs providing too-crisp light from overhead. It only takes me a second to get my bearings in the new locale because I’ve been here before.

      “We’re inside the Citadel,” I say, putting out my hand to touch the cool cement. “Which subfloor?”

      “Nine,” Rozik replies. “The main communications link.”

      That makes sense. The VORN’s Citadel is an identical copy of the real one on Capricorn. It’s designed so that everything functions exactly the same, right down to the representation of the hardwired comms that provide secure messaging throughout the large military structure. The whole system is designed to prevent eavesdropping, but it does have one unavoidable flaw. Access to the junction where the wires meet and the servers manage the connections means access to everything. That’s why it’s nine floors underground, behind secured blast doors and plenty of live guards.

      Which is meaningless when there’s an exploit to carry you right past all of that and directly to the perfect spot to spy on every conversation happening in the virtual structure. Even though I already know about the Commune’s ability to get into the Alliance virtual network, finding out where they’ve been entering sends a chill down my spine.

      “I had no idea the Alliance was so compromised,” Tejal says.

      “The Commune VORN has the same weakness,” Rozik says. “It’s an innate flaw in the main codebase. It can’t be patched without taking the entire network offline, and there’s no way anyone will agree to do that. I don’t think the Alliance has discovered the exploit, but I could be wrong. Normally, this is as far as we need to go. Not today, though we can use the comms to confirm Chair Osiri is present.”

      “How many times have you been in here?” I ask.

      “Personally? Three.”

      A few expletives float through my mind, but I don’t say any of them out loud. Unless the Alliance is actively engaged in the same sort of espionage, for this to continue indefinitely would lead to ruin sooner or later.

      For now, it’s to our benefit, so I can’t complain too much. Without Rozik, without the exploit, we’d have zero shot at getting to Osiri.

      The comm servers are down the corridor behind us. I start to turn, only then noticing that Mr. Sia has put each of us in all black, too-tight ballistic armor that creates a lot of definition, giving me a look at Rozik’s back-end that I could definitely live without. Tejal and Amelia are equivalently outfitted, and I might think the whole getup is intentionally revealing if not for the fact that the armor is both functional and accurate. I’ve met SPACERS who have worn the stuff as a matter of pride, only covering it with coats or accessorizing when going out in public.

      The good news is, he’s also equipped us with carbines and sidearms, as well as flashbangs and shock grenades lashed to bandoliers draped over our shoulders, and knives stuck to our calves and thighs. I would question whether or not Amelia or Tejal know how to use the bulk of the weaponry, but when Amelia said she wanted to know kung fu, it was only half a joke. Our real selves aren’t here in the VORN. As long as we have the right software we can know anything we need to know, like martial arts.

      The bad news is, so can the opposition.

      In some ways, it can become like the AI systems we tried to develop to fight our wars. All that chaos evens out in the end, and everything becomes almost a draw. What pushes one person ahead of another here is a combination of mental quickness, readiness and system lag. We’re fortunate because the synchronizer on Naraka is top dollar, with plenty of processing power. I’m fortunate because the mesh correlates well with the VORN, and my reaction times tend to be in the upper percentiles. I’m fast in here. Not as fast as my son Bryce, and probably not as fast as Rozik, but at the very least, I believe we have an advantage over the live security detail in the Citadel.

      It’s the NPCs that worry me. Non-player characters, a term carried over from ancient games that predate the VORN. AI sentries whose reflexes are beyond human. That’s where the readiness factor comes in. We need to stay ahead of the NPCs, to act before they can react.

      We hurry down the corridor to the end, to a sealed blast door with a biometric scanner on the wall beside it. Rozik doesn’t hesitate to put his hand on it and let it scan him. Not surprisingly, the door slides open.

      Because it’s not a real scanner. It’s a piece of code, and Rozik’s hack makes that code believe his authentication is good, even though it isn’t. We move into the empty server room, and Rozik sits at the only chair. There are no control surfaces in the room, no keyboards or holograms—just a flat, blank desk. Rozik puts his hands on it, sits there for a few seconds and then stands up.

      “She’s here,” he confirms.

      “Can we disable the comms from here?” I ask.

      “One step ahead of you, Odin. She’ll have no idea we’re coming.”

      We turn back the way we came, retreating down the passage to the other side, turning a corner and heading for the elevator that will carry us into the Citadel proper. The floor is vacant so far, buried so deep underground nobody is supposed to get down here without multiple levels of clearance. As long as nobody notices the security panel was used, and it’s unlikely they will, we’re home free. At least until we get further topside.

      We’re four ninjas fast-walking together toward the elevator. Rozik’s the first of us to pull his carbine from his back, getting ready for trouble that has yet to materialize. We follow his lead, grabbing our guns as we make our way down the hall.

      We reach the elevator. Again Rozik activates the secure panel, which allows the cab to drop to our position. He doesn’t need to say anything. We all know that once we get out into the building proper the real fun is going to start. It isn’t enough to just reach Osiri’s office. One of us has to get our hands on her before she can disconnect so we can lock her down inside the system.

      The doors to the elevator slide open.

      An NPC is inside.
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      I know it’s an NPC because it’s a blank humanoid made of a liquid metal. No clothes. No genitals. Nothing but a shape whose body transforms however it needs to defend its territory. In this case, its hands extend into two long blades.

      I’m already moving—my reflexes milliseconds faster than that of Tejal or Amelia—as it springs out of the elevator.

      I tug Tejal and Amelia out of the way as the twin blades flash by where their heads should have been. Dying in the VORN doesn’t mean death outside in most cases, but I don’t think that’s the case here. Kratz is worried about a general kill signal against the synchronizer, but military controllers can send individual kill signals to the minds attached to the system if they have justifiable cause.

      I would say our breaking in to a secured facility counts as justifiable.

      The three of us tumble backward. Tejal and Amelia are still on their backs as I roll to my feet, bringing the carbine up with me. The NPC is already on me, and I barely get the gun up to block one of the blades before a large black shell appears through its abdomen. It stops its attack, blades changing back into hands as it reaches for the shell to remove it.

      I drop like a rock, join Amelia and Tejal on the floor and covering my head with my hands. The shell detonates, blowing the NPC to pieces, the shards peppering the walls on either side of it as it fades away.

      “Go!” Rozik shouts, his grenade launcher morphing back into a carbine.

      We get back to our feet and join him in the elevator. Amelia looks shaken, her eyes fearful through the darkened visor of her mask. “I thought I was going to die,” she says.

      “You still might,” Rozik replies gruffly. “If you don’t stay alert.”

      She flashes him a death glare but doesn’t respond. I’m not going to come to her defense. Rozik’s right, and I realize now that he reacted to the elevator’s arrival like he expected someone to be on board. I should have known too.

      The ride is short and brings us to the first level of the Citadel. There’s a second bank that can carry us to Osiri’s office on the sixtieth floor; all we need to do is reach it. Our element of surprise is gone, lasting much less time than any of us want. The sentries know we’re here, which means the live guards know too. They’ll start by locking Osiri down in her office, figuring she’s safest surrounded by the numerous defenses. What they don’t realize is that we have Rozik. And Rozik has me.

      Not that I’m special, but I do have experience in this kind of insurgency, and I know the Citadel’s defenses fairly well. I’m still mad at myself for not expecting the sentry on the elevator.

      “They know we’re coming,” I say. “This elevator opens out into a short corridor. They’ll have guards posted on the corners, already in a position to lay down heavy fire.”

      “How do we avoid it?” Tejal asks.

      “We make sure we’re gone before those doors open,” I reply.

      “That’s impossible,” Amelia says.

      “This is the VORN. Nothing is impossible. Mr. Sia, can you hear me?”

      “I hear you, Commander,” Sia replies through my headgear. “What do you need?”

      “Can you put a false floor in the bottom of the elevator?”

      “Why don’t you ask me to do something hard? There you go.”

      I look down. There’s a hatch in the bottom of the elevator now. I pull it open, revealing a second floor beneath. “Get in,” I say to Tejal and Amelia before looking at Rozik.

      “I’ve got this one,” he says.

      I nod, dropping into the floor with them. I close the hatch only a couple of seconds before the cab reaches the ground floor and the cab doors part. Bullets ping off the back wall of the cab, dozens of rounds firing in before we would have ever stood a chance to open fire. It continues for nearly ten seconds before someone realizes nobody appears to be there.

      No sooner has the defensive gunfire stopped than Rozik moves into their view and starts shooting. Six rounds, deliberately fired. A moment later he kicks the floor hatch open and shouts down to us. “Clear!”

      We climb out, the dead guards and their digital remains already removed from the VORN. They’ll be able to reset and rejoin the system, but it’ll take a minute. We’ll be out of the area long before then.

      “Commander, security detail is following protocol,” Mr. Sia says.

      Perfect. “Acknowledged. Thank you, Mr. Sia.”

      Rozik races ahead of us to the intersection, scanning both sides and then waiting while we catch up.

      “The Citadel is on full alert,” I say. “All elevators and stairwells are locking down. We aren’t supposed to know about the Chair’s emergency shaft through the freezer in the kitchen behind the cafeteria.”

      “How do you know about it?” Amelia asks.

      “I used the real thing once, not long after Capricorn. I was meeting with the Chair at the time, Davoli. There were a few weeks there where the government was considering propping me up on a pedestal and treating me like a hero. Then they came to their senses.”

      Even after Capricorn, the Alliance was in no position to piss off the Commune even more, and using me as propaganda might have been a bridge too far. Making me disappear was a better option.

      “This way,” Rozik says. He might not know where the shaft is, but he knows how to get to the cafeteria.

      “We should split up,” I reply. “Just in case they try to use the emergency evac elevator to warn Osiri. Tejal, you’re with me.”

      “Good idea, but you take Rocklin,” he counters. “I’ll take Tejal.”

      I know he doesn’t care for Amelia despite the help she’s offered, but I’m surprised he’s willing to take it that far. Or maybe he thinks Tejal is safer with him. There was some question about bringing her into this because Sleipnir needs a pilot one way or another, but we don’t have a lot of personnel to put into service.

      “Fine,” I say. “Amelia, this way. We’ll circle around through the service access and meet you at the shaft.”

      “Roger that.”

      Amelia and me head down the left passage while Tejal and Rozik take the right. My path leads us to the open lobby entrance of the Citadel which we’ll need to cross to get to the access corridors on the other side. It’s an unfortunate but necessary complication and likely to be the most dangerous part of our trip.

      “Shoot anything that moves, even if it looks civilian,” I tell her. “Remember, you can’t actually kill anyone in here. Just give them a headache and kick them out of the VORN.”

      “What about us?” she asks.

      “If we’re queued, VORN MPs will fry our circuits. Don’t get shot.”

      “Roger.”

      We reach the door leading out to the lobby. I raise my carbine into firing position. Amelia does the same.

      “Remember too,” I say. “You can’t run out of ammo.”

      She smiles at that. “And I know kung fu.”

      We stop in front of the door to look at one another. I grab one of the flashbangs off my bandolier and activate it. “Ready?”

      She nods.

      “Here we go.”
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      The reason to use stun grenades when fragments will do the job better is simple. Amelia and me need to make it through the area as quick as possible without risk of taking damage. Our visors will protect us from the light show, preventing the grenades from blinding us when they go off. The guards won’t be so lucky.

      I kick the door open and throw the grenade as far as I can before grabbing another and activating it. I toss it only a few meters, and it hits the ground as the first one goes off, creating a loud bang and blinding light.

      The access passage is a straight shot sixty meters across the open space. “Let’s go!” I snap, rushing out the door.

      Amelia is right behind me. She starts firing her carbine before I do mine, following my instructions to shoot anything that moves. Some of her targets are already staggering blindly when they’re struck by the bullets and fall to the ground, only to fade away a moment later. The second flashbang goes off only a couple of meters from us, distracting another swath of government workers and guards.

      In most circumstances, the two grenades would be enough. But there’s another NPC inside the lobby and it doesn’t need eyes to see us. To the sentry, we’re pure code, a virus to be ejected from the system, and it’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.

      It starts shooting at us a split-second after I get eyes on it. Fortunately, it aims at me first, and I manage to dive to the ground before any of its rounds connect, the bullets whizzing over my head as they track my descent. I hit the floor in a tuck and roll sideways, planting my hand and pushing off again. I’m suddenly thankful for the hours I spent in here with Bryce. I look like a gymnast, flipping and rotating in the air, and landing smoothly on my feet before ducking low and shooting back at the sentry. It doesn’t take cover so much as it moves out of the way of the bullets, able to measure their vector and velocity quickly enough to avoid them.

      I don’t have that luxury. I barely manage to duck behind a table when the sentry again opens fire on me. The rounds smash into the faded marble and tear it to shreds.

      Amelia opens fire, but the sentry is aware of her shots and drops low, contorting its form in  impossibly twisted angles to avoid the attack and stay on my ass. I let a few more rounds hit the table and then spring up, launching high into the air as the NPC turns on Amelia. She wheels away from its attack, making it behind a support beam before it can cut her down.

      The NPC turns back toward me too late. I drop the carbine, pulling my sidearm and firing directly at it. Of course, it dodges those shots at the same time it leaps upward to join me in the air, its gun hand changing to a spear that begins stretching toward me.

      I can’t change my approach angle, so I’m stuck on a collision course with the sentry. It isn’t human, doesn’t have feelings and can’t get excited about my poor choice of tactics. Which is good because I didn’t choose poorly.

      I know exactly what I’m doing.

      I grab another grenade in my free hand, but I don’t pull the pin. I toss it in front of me, leaving it harmless as it approaches the sentry. I start shooting again when it gets close, and the NPC moves to avoid the gunfire.

      But I’m not shooting at it. The rounds hit the grenade, and the explosive components react the way they’re designed, detonating close to the sentry. The force knocks it askew and throws me to the ground. I hit hard, my knees buckling, but I’m quick, spinning back to my feet in the direction of the stricken sentry. It’s missing an arm and has a big gash in its side, but it’s trying to get back up.

      Amelia puts a stop to that, coming up behind it and shooting it until it collapses on the floor and doesn’t move.

      A moment later, it fades away.

      I get back to my feet while Amelia comes running. She points to my chest when she gets to me. “That was close.”

      I look down. A piece of shrapnel is dug into the ballistic armor right over my heart. It was close. I yank it out, tossing it to the ground. “Come on,” I say, picking up my carbine before leading her to the access door.

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says. “I’ve got more activity coming your way. It looks like the operators have realized you’re more of a threat than they thought.”

      “Roger that,” I reply.

      “Oh, and Kratz wants me to tell you the system techs are trying to get a location lock. The clock’s ticking.”

      “Roger that too. Odin out.”

      None of this is unexpected. We knew it wouldn’t be easy.

      Amelia and me reach the access door. It’s got a security panel on it, but Sia opens it before we even get there and we push right through it, leading with our carbines. A pair of guards have taken up residence in one of the doorways a short distance away, and they open fire on us, forcing us to keep moving.

      Amelia takes a glancing blow off her leg but stays upright. She leaps forward, kicking off one of the walls before landing between the two defenders. She uses her new skills on them, landing a series of blows that drops them both in two seconds flat.

      “Nice work,” I say, joining her as we turn the corner and sprint down the passage.

      “Commander,” Sia says. “The sentries have arrived, they’ll be on your tail in ten.”

      We need to not be in the hallway when they reach it. Fortunately, the back entrance to the kitchen is up ahead. Me and Amelia get there as the sentries turn the corner. We throw ourselves through the twin doors barely ahead of their gunfire. The bullets punch through the doors, and I can feel them hitting me in the back, stopped by my armor.

      The cooks and servers at the stoves and prep counters stare at us in fearful surprise as we push past them, making a beeline for the freezer near the back. There’s a commotion to our left, and I see Rozik and Tejal racing through another section of the kitchen, the employees doing their best to get out of their way. I notice right away that Rozik’s mask has a deep score in the corner as if he got hit in the head with an axe. Maybe he did.

      We converge at the walk-in freezer. Rozik grabs the door and tears it open, revealing  shelves of frozen synthetic meats and vegetables, all neatly organized along the side walls. Just  the back wall is bare. I stop in front of it, touching my hand to the control panel, expecting it to open.

      It doesn’t.

      “Sia, the door,” I snap.

      “I’m working on it, Commander,” he replies. “Standby.”

      “Standby?” I hiss back. “There is no standby.”

      I look back the way we came. Three sentries burst through the same doors I entered through, walking toward us like they don’t have a care in the world. Each of their arms ends in the barrel of a gun, and they point them straight out toward us.

      “Sia, now!”

      Rozik pushes past me, getting in front of the sentries. For a second, I think he’s sacrificing himself for us. But then he drops a small disc in front of him, and as the sentries begin firing at us, a web of energy from the disc catches the bullets, deflecting them before they can hit us.

      “That’ll buy us five seconds,” Rozik says.

      “Sia, open the damned door!” I growl.

      “Got it!” he replies joyfully. The hidden doors slide open, but the elevator isn’t there.

      “Sia!” I start to say.

      “That’s why I couldn’t get the doors open. I had to override the base controls. You need to climb.”

      I look at the shaft. It’s a tube of smooth metal. We can’t scale that.

      “I’ve got you, Commander,” Sia says. “Trust me.”

      We don’t have time to not trust him. I jump into the shaft, planting my hands and feet on the smooth skin. They hold fast to the slick surface, keeping me in place.

      “Let’s go!” I shout back to the others. They join me in the shaft only moments before Rozik’s shield gives way and the bullets start raining in.

      “Let’s see them get past this,” Rozik says. He grabs a grenade from his bandolier and tosses it back over his shoulder. It ricochets off a cabinet and rolls toward the sentries.

      The elevator doors slide closed.

      We’re already climbing when I hear the muffled explosion behind us.

      The sentries don’t follow.
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      We climb the elevator shaft, crawling upward like a team of spiders. It’s a long climb, sixty floors to Chairwoman Osiri’s office. With the Citadel’s fixed comms offline, odds are she’s still inside, unaware of everything that’s already happened below. Even if she is aware, she might think she’s perfectly safe surrounded by both live guards and AI sentries—and in most cases she would be.

      Just not this time.

      Of course, even if we do reach her, all it will take is a quick disconnect and she’s on her way back to the real world none the worse for wear. There’s a reason nobody has ever attempted to kidnap someone inside the VORN. The odds of success are so low and the means of escape so easy, it just doesn’t make much sense.

      Except when it does.

      Except now.

      And I know Osiri. She isn’t soft. She won’t run. Not until she finds out what this is all about.

      We continue to ascend, reaching the bottom of the elevator cab in short order. It’s blocking the entrance to the floor, but Sia gives us another hatch and we climb up through it, regrouping inside the cab.

      “One of us needs to get a hand on her for Sia to trigger the lockdown,” Rozik says.

      “I’ll do it,” I reply. “I can get close to her.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “You take care of anybody else out there. I’ll deal with her.”

      “Roger that.”

      I move to the back of the cab, letting Rozik and the others take the lead. He taps the controls to open the doors, revealing a pair of guards just inside. They’re facing away from us and react slowly to our sudden appearance. Apparently, the sentries weren’t able to send them a warning of our approach.

      Rozik grabs one of the guards. Tejal grabs the other. They each subdue their target before they can make a sound or trigger an alarm.

      They remain in the lead, moving away from the shaft to a door a few meters ahead. Rozik motions for Tejal to open it and gets into position to assault whoever’s on the other side. She watches him, waiting for his nod. Then she taps the door control. He bursts through as soon as he has enough clearance, and I hear the solid contact of his fists against something or someone, followed by his announcement. “Clear!”

      We’re in a short corridor, empty for the moment. The main entrance to Osiri’s office is ahead, but I don’t intend to use it. There’s another way. A back door she slips through so she can take potty breaks without having to go through the front door. Toilets are useless here in the VORN, but the virtual Citadel is an exact duplicate of the real thing.

      “You three, go that way,” I say. “Stay out of sight. I’ll sneak up on her and signal when I’m ready.”

      “What if she bounces before you get to her?” Tejal asks quietly.

      “Then it’s over, and we get out,” Rozik replies.

      “Wait for my signal,” I repeat, ducking away. I sprint down the second corridor, reaching another secured door. Sia opens it for me and I go through slow and silent. “Mr. Sia, can you please change my avatar?”

      “What would you like, Commander?”

      “Full dress blues, with all the proper hardware. I don’t want to approach her like an insurgent.”

      “But you are an insurgent.”

      “Just do it.”

      I don’t feel anything, but when I look down the body armor is replaced with my dress uniform, complete with the Medal of Honor Chairman Delosi awarded me for my service before Capricorn ever happened. The only thing that’s off is the name tag. Instead of Stone, it says Odin, with the valknut stamped to the left. Normally it would be a problem, but in this case it’s a nice touch.

      I check under the coat, confirming Mr. Sia didn’t forget to hide some firepower there. Then I walk to the end of the hall, pausing at the corner to ensure the area is clear.

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says, his voice in my head. “There’s a lot of action headed your way. All of the elevators are moving from the ground, sentries and live guards. You need to hurry.”

      They might not be too worried about Osiri’s general safety, but I’m sure they’re eager to tag and fry us before we can escape. “I’m almost in position. Standby.”

      “Roger.”

      I continue down the corridor until I come to a dark wood door with a brass handle. I’ve seen the door from the other side before. It’s located in the back corner of the Chair’s office, next to an original portrait of General George Washington, the first president of the United States of America. Would he have ever guessed what his revolution would give rise to hundreds of years later?

      “Rozik, I’m in position. Get ready.”

      “Roger. We’re set here. Make it quick.”

      “In three…two…wait!”

      The brass handle starts to turn. Someone’s pulling the door open. I grab my sidearm from under my coat and push through the door first, grabbing a slender arm and dragging a surprised Chairwoman Osiri to me.

      “What the—” she shrieks as I hold her tight against me.

      “Mr. Sia,” I say, signaling him to activate the lock.

      “Already done, Commander,” Sia replies.

      I continue driving through the door, pushing Osiri back inside. I freeze, letting her go when I see the conference table at the head of the office is fully occupied, over two dozen representatives from the various sectors of the Alliance gathered for a meeting.

      They look at me with curiosity rather than concern. It’s an easy escape for them, so there’s little reason to be afraid. Besides, there are guards posted in each of the corners of the room, and they start drawing weapons and moving toward me.

      Only for a moment. The main door to the office bursts open. Rozik takes point, downing two of the guards in rapid succession. Amelia and Tejal are right behind him, and they each take one of the remaining guards with single, well-aimed rounds.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Osiri hisses, her head whipping from the black-clad insurgents back to me.

      “Miss Chairwoman?” one of the delegates says. “We should go.” He looks at me. “Whatever you think you’re trying to accomplish here, you wasted your time.”

      “I’m pretty sure we know how the VORN works,” Rozik says. “Believe me, we didn’t. Go ahead and try to disconnect, Chairwoman Osiri.”

      There’s no outward evidence of her effort, except when her virtual face changes, showing the fear that proves she can’t get out.

      “What did you do to me?” she asks. “Who are you?” Her eyes track to my name tag. “Odin?”
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      “Chairwoman Osiri,” I say. “I’m sorry to do this to you. I really am. But we need to talk.”

      “Chairwoman?” the same delegate asks. I know they won’t leave without her permission, or unless she does.

      “This is about Klev, Chair Osiri,” I continue. “About the Commune. And about the banshees.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” another delegate roars, rising to his feet. “You can’t just waltz in here and—”

      “Sit down!” Rozik roars back, even louder.

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says. “They’re here.”

      Rozik, Amelia and Tejal move away from the door as a rumble of feet charges toward it. A moment later over two dozen guards and four system sentries begin pouring into the room.

      “Tell them to stop,” I say to Osiri, drawing my pistol. “You’re trapped, and if I kill you here, you’ll die for real.” It’s a lie, but she doesn’t know it. “I just want to talk.”

      “Stop!” Osiri snaps. “Stand down, all of you!”

      The sentries do as she says without hesitation. The guards are more hesitant, but they lower their weapons.

      “Tell them to clear the room. As long as you hear me out, I’m no danger to you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Do it.”

      She looks at the guards. “Wait outside.”

      “Chairwoman, what about us?” another delegate asks.

      Osiri looks at me for an answer.

      “They can stay.”

      “You’ll stay,” she replies.

      The defensive units retreat from the office. Rozik closes the door behind them, taking position in front of it.

      “Please,” I say, motioning to Osiri’s chair. “Have a seat.”

      “Tell me who you are,” she replies.

      “I’m Odin Longknife.”

      “Who you really are.”

      “I’m Odin Longknife,” I repeat. “Gregory Saint.”

      I use my real name because I know she knows it, and I know very few others do. It proves I am who I say as best I can.

      “Gregory,” she says, her belief allowing her to relax slightly. “What are you doing here? Last I heard, you were ordered to surrender your ship. You chose to defy those orders and run instead.”

      “That’s an accurate depiction,” I reply. “I had my reasons.”

      “You always do, don’t you, Odin? Your reasons are always better than your commanding officer’s.”

      “Only when they’re acting like moronic jackasses,” I reply. “Like Admiral Drake. Was he behind betraying the Commune at Bruxton, or was that your play, Felicity?”

      She bristles at the use of her first name. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      My eyes shift to the delegates. They’re watching me with keen interest. Too keen. “They don’t know,” I say softly.

      “What?” she replies.

      I almost laugh out loud while I shake my head. “What’s this meeting about?” I ask them.

      “That’s classified,” one of them says.

      “Of course it is.” I look at Osiri again. “What did they advise you to do, Felicity? What did the Chiefs of Staff advise you to do? Betray the Commune’s trust in the face of a much more dangerous enemy? Or was that Drake’s call? What story were you going to tell them?”

      She stares at me in silence for a moment. “I was briefing the delegation on the Alliance response to the Commune’s unprovoked attack of our fleet at Klev Eighteen,” she says firmly. “We went to Klev to work together on a new accord. There are no outsiders. There is no new threat.”

      “Bollocks!” Rozik shouts. “Just like a damn Alliance politician to flat out lie for their own gain.”

      The comment draws harsh murmurs from the delegation.

      “Be quiet!” I snap, shutting them all up in a hurry. “No new threat? Tell that to my wife. To my daughters. They were on Spindle when the enemy came. They died there.” I pause, letting the words sink in. Osiri doesn’t react to them at all. I knew her before she became Chairwoman. She’s always been cold and calculating, but this is the next level. “I was at Klev. I saw what happened. I know the truth.”

      “And?” she replies. It’s her word against mine, and mine isn’t worth much. She’s got me there.

      But I’ve got her here. “You had a chance to stand together with the Commune to stop a common threat. And you flushed it for a small win at a backwater planet. Only that blew up in your face, didn’t it?  The fleet was destroyed to a ship, and the banshees are making a beeline to Earth.”

      I hear the gasps behind me as the delegates overhear my words to Osiri. The representative from Earth stands up.

      “Chairwoman Osiri, is this true?” he asks.

      She turns to him. “Of course not. I already told you, there is no external threat. Nothing can get through the Disturbance. Everything this man says is a lie.”

      “I went through the Disturbance,” Rozik says. “It can be done. The banshees have done it too. I know you know this is true, Chairwoman Osiri. Are you willing to sacrifice your people to maintain your approval rating? Believe me, it won’t mean anything when all of your constituents are dead.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Osiri says.

      I look at the delegate from Earth. “There is an alien threat, and it’s headed for Earth right now. It should arrive within the next twenty-four hours or so. You’ll believe me then. But it’ll be too late for you.” His face pales. “I don’t blame you for being concerned. I’m worried too. My only surviving daughter is on Earth. I don’t want her to die because this woman is trying to cover up an impending disaster.” I look back at her. “You made your move. You lost. The sooner you admit it, the better off the entire Sphere will be.”

      “I think you should let me go now,” Osiri says. “We’ll track you back to your source node, and when we do, your brain will look like a fried egg.”

      “The alien threat is headed for Earth,” Rozik says. “We came here because we want to stop it, but we need the help of the Alliance to do it.”

      “The Alliance is composed of free sectors operating under a voluntary shared resource agreement,” I add, picking up on Rozik’s line of thought. “It’s within your rights to counter the will of the Chair and the Joint Chiefs in the name of ensuring the security of your people. Delegate Chancellor, I highly suggest you discuss preparations for the defense of Earth with your Secretary of Defense immediately.”

      The standing delegate looks at me, and then at Osiri. He doesn’t wait for her dismissal, his body fading from the VORN.

      “How dare you,” Osiri hisses at me. “You have no authority here.”

      “And yet Earth’s representative listened to me,” I reply. “Because he can’t afford not to. None of you can. The enemy destroyed Warrick. Fired a weapon into it that blew it to pieces. Delegate Fraze, you’ll discover that soon enough if you haven’t already.”

      Fraze is the representative for Warrick’s sector. She gets to her feet. “You were based on Spindle?” she asks.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I reply. “I was. Commander Grayson Stone.”

      “Grayson Stone.” She looks at Osiri. “Excuse me, Chairwoman Osiri. I need to look into this immediately.” She fades away a moment later.

      “You can’t hide a truth this big,” I say to her. “We can’t afford to pretend this isn’t happening. And we can’t let old wounds be our downfall. I know how much you hate the Commune, Felicity. But we need to fight together, or we’re all going to die. Their ships drain stars for energy that they can use to destroy planets. How many stars are in the Sphere? How many inhabited planets? They can wipe us all out if we don’t do something.”

      Osiri’s tough exterior starts to show signs of cracking. Her face is red but her posture is sagging. She looks out to the delegates. “You’re all dismissed. I’ll be in touch shortly.” The delegates linger for a few seconds, staring at her. Then they begin to vanish, one after another until we’re alone.

      “How did you think you could get away with this?” I ask.

      “Admiral Drake assured me our forces would defeat the Commune fleet. We would force their surrender, claim their ships and be gone from Klev before the aliens arrived. Any losses to the Commune would be pinned on the outsiders.”

      “So you thought it would be a good opportunity to seize a few capital ships?” Rozik says, approaching us. “To use an alien invasion as an excuse for piracy?”

      “You’re Commune, aren’t you?” Osiri says. She looks at me. “I don’t know how you got mixed up in all of this, Greg. But your loyalty is to the Alliance.”

      “My loyalty is to humankind,” I reply. “Yours should be too. The fleets that went to Klev are gone, just like the fleets at Warrick.”

      “So why should we try to fight this if that’s the case? We can’t stop it. Maybe we should just accept our fate. We weren’t supposed to lose Klev. I trusted Drake’s opinion on our chances, and on you. He told me you were a risk.”

      “You’re free to give up if you want,” I say. “And if that’s your decision, then do it and get the hell out of the way. Otherwise, I want you to come with me.”

      “Come with you? Where?”

      “The Root.”

      “Outside Alliance security? Why?”

      “Because I’m a risk you need to take if you want to save the Alliance. You can still come out of this with your reputation. You just need to swallow your pride, admit you were wrong and do the right thing, right now.”

      “And you know the right thing to do?” she asks. “You’re Odin Longknife, right. You always know what to do.”

      “I wish that were true. I don’t know if what we’re doing is right, but I know it might be the only chance we have.”

      Osiri is silent for a few seconds. Then she nods. “Okay. I’ll go with you. You’re lucky I’ve always been a fan of yours, Odin.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I reply. “To be honest, I didn’t vote for you. Mr. Sia, open the gateway.”

      She smiles weakly as a black portal—Mr. Sia opening the firewall between the Alliance part of the VORN and the Root—appears in front of us..

      “This way, Miss Chairwoman,” I say.

      We all step through.
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      “How are we on time, Mr. Sia?” I ask.

      “Four hours,” Sia replies. “Give or take. Kratz says to hurry the hell up anyway.”

      “I think Kratz has the right idea.”

      I turn my head to look back to where Chairwoman Osiri sits on a leather couch that’s torn and scuffed and leaking stuffing. We’ve got her holed up in a rundown apartment in the middle of Root City, one of the oldests constructs inside the VORN. It’s been rundown since the beginning, the city designed as a playground for noir detective simulations and stories, back when the VORN was only for playing games.

      The chairwoman’s expression reflects her impatience and not just a little worry. I haven’t told her why she’s here. I’m not going to either. It’s better to force the situation on her than to give her a chance to back out.

      Not that she can. The lockdown is still in place, though Mr. Sia informs me that Alliance system operators are trying to remove it. Sia was sent to Bruxton because of a VORN hack. I have to trust he can keep them out for a while.

      “Rozik, are we ready to go?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he replies.

      “Where are you going?” Osiri asks.

      “We’ll be back soon,” I reply. “These two will keep an eye on you while we’re gone and will make sure nothing happens to you.”

      “Roger that,” Tejal says. She seems relieved to stay behind. She’s not needed where we’re going anyway. While retrieving Osiri was a snatch and grab, obtaining Telev will be a bit more delicate but much less violent.

      I hope.

      Rozik crosses to the door leading into the hallway. The green paint is chipped and flaking, revealing cheap wood beneath. An equally distressed peep hole serves as the only ornamentation on the flat surface.

      He puts his hand on the door and leans down to look through the hole. Then he knocks three times, still watching. A few seconds later, he stands straight and grabs the doorknob. “We’re in,” he announces.

      “We’ll be back soon,” I say as Rozik opens the door. I move in behind him, my dress blues morphing into a suit not all that different from the one I wore on Naraka as I step through the open door and into another virtual world.

      Only the door on this side isn’t dilapidated. It’s a glossy, fine-grained wood, laser-etched into a beautiful pattern that makes it appear three-dimensional. Rozik closes the door and it clicks softly into place.

      We’re not in a shabby old apartment building anymore. Judging by the marble floors under our feet, the wallpapered walls laden with oil paintings and the sheer audaciousness of the architecture, my best guess is that we’re in a palace or mansion owned by somebody who’s very, very rich.

      It means we’re in the right place.

      Rozik knows exactly where to go. He’s been here plenty of times before, and that made it easier to get here now. He’s one of the few people in the Commune with a direct lookup address for this virtual property, which happens to be an exact replica of the same palace on the Commune planet Vizcayev.

      We walk down a long corridor, emerging at the top of a wide, winding staircase leading down into a glass-fronted atrium. The view of a pale blue ocean, a deep blue sky with few clouds and a snow-white beach is spectacular. A number of women are sunbathing on the beach, their tanned bodies a sharp contrast to the sand. They’re all so perfectly formed, I doubt any of them are real users rather than generated stand-ins.

      “He’ll be out back,” Rozik says.

      We start descending the stairs, shoes clicking lightly on the marble steps. We’re halfway to the bottom when two men appear at the foot of the stairs. They’re both in suits, hands tucked under their jackets to hidden sidearms.

      Rozik says something to them in Commune and they immediately relax and smile, bowing to him in deference. Rozik puts his arm over my shoulders and leads me past them, around the corner toward the back of the house.

      “What did you say to them?” I ask.

      “I gave them the password and vouched for you,” he replies.

      “Vouched for me how?”

      He smirks in response. I hate it when he does that.

      We go down another corridor which opens up into a living area that nearly mimics the large atrium on the other side. An array of couches and chairs cover the stone floor, while a wall of glass allows for another view of the ocean. A handful of suited men lounge around on the sofas and chaises, most of them with half-naked women attached to their arms. They look relaxed, guarding something that doesn’t need to be guarded.

      “None of them are real,” Rozik says as we cross the room toward the doors leading outside.

      “The guards?” I ask.

      He grunts a laugh. “The girls. They’re all AI, but the boss tells them they’re real. Look at them. Do you think they can tell the difference? Do you think they’d care?”

      I glance at the guards. They seem like they’re hardly here in the first place. “Drugs?”

      “Electrical stimulation through the VORN,” Rozik corrects. “Same effects, no risk. Illegal in the Alliance VORN, but what’s the harm? Better in here than out there.”

      Looking at the men, I’m not sure I agree. They’re supposed to be on duty.

      We reach the doors, which slide open at our approach, letting in a warm, humid breeze. For a moment, I almost forget I’m not really here, and I instinctively want to savor the sensual stimulation the environment delivers. It’s so easy to become numb to reality in a place like this.

      “You’re telling me this whole place really exists?”

      “Yes. Half the planet’s surface is made up of islands created by underwater volcanic activity. Thousands and thousands of them. This place may seem unique to you. It’s common enough in reality.”

      The guards start to get up when they see us, until Rozik repeats the password and they settle back in. We go through the doors to a stone patio. An unattached AI girl in a tiny string bikini starts over toward us, but a glance from Rozik turns her away. We make a straight line for a bistro table near the beach. A man is sitting there, facing away from us. He’s in a suit too, but it’s different from the rest. Higher quality and perfectly tailored.

      “Captain Rozik,” the man says when we get close. He doesn’t turn around to face us. “I wasn’t expecting you for another two weeks.”

      “There’s been a change in plans,” Rozik says in standard. Or maybe it’s Commune, but he’s letting the VORN translate it for me. “You know what happened at Klev?”

      “You failed.”

      “I destroyed the banshee mothership. My theory was correct.”

      “The fleet didn’t survive. You failed.” He pauses still not looking at us. “Who is this you brought with you?”

      “A friend of mine. Someone I know you want to meet.”

      President Telev finally turns around. I’d know him anywhere, with his sharp eyes and almost strategically wrinkled face. We look at each other, but he doesn’t relax. He knows my moniker, but he doesn’t know a thing about me.

      “And just who is this...gentleman?”

      “Commander Gregory Saint,” I reply. “But you know me better as Odin Longknife.”
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      Telev hardly reacts, save for a slight twinkle in his eyes. He stares at me in silence for a moment before reaching out to shake my hand.

      “Odin Longknife,” he says, studying me intensely. “I don’t know. I expected you to be taller and more muscular. Like a superhero maybe.”

      I take his hand in mine, gripping firmly. “Got him,” Sia says a moment later.

      Telev holds my hand tight as well, eyes sweeping to Rozik. “Change of plans, eh? You were supposed to bring him to me in person, Verge. Not here in the VORN.” He looks back at me. “You’ve got me, huh?” He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Maybe I’ve got you, eh?”

      It takes all of my will not to show surprise. Did he hear what Mr. Sia said? Does he know about the lock?

      “That’s right,” Telev says. “I’m not like your leaders, Odin. I’m not a career politician. I served in the Commune military. You probably don’t know, when you and your squadron were putting the finishing touches on our greatest embarrassment, I was on a carrier en route to Capricorn. My squadron never made it into the fight. We were turned around before we arrived. Thanks to you.”

      He’s still holding my hand, and when I try to pull away his grip tightens. I don’t believe for a second his touch is innocuous. Not anymore. He’s using it to do something.

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says. “Whatever you’re doing, you need to stop. There’s a tracking virus leaking through your wire.”

      I have no idea what that means, but it doesn’t sound good. “Let go of my hand,” I say, never breaking eye contact with him.

      “In a minute,” Telev replies. “Do you know I had a son, Odin? He was a good boy. Tall and strong. And I loved him. Very much so. Do you know what happened to him?”

      “Yes,” I say. “He was killed by Alliance forces, and you think it’s my fault.”

      His grip grows firmer, enough that it starts to hurt. “It is your fault!” he screams in my face. “The Alliance should have crumbled twenty years ago. No Capricorn, no Alliance. No Alliance, no combat. No combat, no dead son!”

      “Commander,” Sia says. “You need to get out of there!”

      “Let me go!” I snap back at Telev, pulling hard enough to jerk him off balance. But he recovers fast—too fast—maintaining the hold. But only for a second.

      I hear a soft sound and then I see a flash of metal as a blade drops through Telev’s hand, cutting it off. The digits lose their strength, the hand fading away as it falls.

      Telev takes a step back, looking at his wrist. He starts to chuckle as the appendage returns.

      “Ah, Verge,” he says. “Always trying to do the right thing. But you’re willing to be a traitor to your people now? To me?”

      “We have bigger problems than Odin Longknife, Fedor,” Rozik says. “Your personal vendetta doesn’t mean squat right now.”

      Telev leans against his chair, seemingly calmed. “The Outsiders? We lost contact with the fleet at Klev.”

      “Because the fleet was destroyed.”

      “The Alliance ambushed us?”

      “Yes,” Rozik admits. “But that’s not why we lost. The banshees knew where and when to be there.”

      “They intercepted the data.”

      “No,” I say. “They took it from me.”

      “You?” Telev says. “Is it possible for you to ever do anything right?”

      “It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Rozik says. “And you know it. They had two motherships, not one.”

      “Had? Does that mean your idea was a success?”

      “Once.”

      “And you have the soaked crystal?”

      “I do.”

      “So what are you doing in the VORN then? Where are you right now, if not delivering the crystal to me? You cut off my hand before I could pinpoint your location.”

      “For good reason. I want to save the Sphere, Fedor. Not just the Commune. You said you want the war to end? This is our chance to make peace with the Alliance. To join with them against a common enemy. Let there be stability in the Sphere.”

      “You think that’s what will happen? I gave the Alliance a chance. They used it to betray us. And now you want me to do it again? Fool me twice, shame on me. No. You have the crystal. Bring it back to Commune space. We don’t need the Alliance now.”

      “Billions of innocent people will die.”

      “They made their decision.”

      “Those people who made that call aren’t innocent. But the others are. You know this isn’t the Commune way”

      “It is my way,” Telev says, his eyes flicking to me. “Ever since my boy died. Let them all freeze, Verge. Why the hell should I care?”

      Rozik doesn’t say anything. A look tells me he’s exasperated, and he knows Telev well enough to know he won’t change his mind. We’ve got him locked in the VORN, but he doesn’t seem concerned about that. He doesn’t seem all that concerned about anything, like he’s confident the Commune will win.

      Or he just doesn’t care if they don’t.

      “You want me, Telev?” I say. “Is that what matters the most to you?”

      “Nothing matters to me anymore, Odin. All of this means nothing. When I was a young pilot, I had so many opinions. So many ideas and ideals. But I’ve learned. I see things for what they are. Life is fruitless, Odin. I admit, I desire to see you dead, to be the one to kill you; that fuels me. The only motivation I can find these days. To be so close to you, and at the same time so far is infuriating. To have my friend and fellow gestalt choose you over me, I can barely stand it.”

      I don’t hear the end of his sentence. My mind stops on gestalt. President Telev is one of them? Son of a bitch.

      “I’m not choosing one over the other,” Rozik says. “We need to stop the banshees. I need Odin to help. And I need you to come with us. To talk to the Alliance and work things out.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s the only way any of us survive.”

      “I just told you, I don’t care about survival.”

      “You care about me,” I say. “Okay. When this is over, if I’m still alive, even if Verge isn’t, I’ll come to you. I’ll turn myself over to the Commune. You can do whatever you want with me. Just help us now.”

      Telev stares at me. I can see the fiery hatred behind his eyes. But also the desire. He’ll give a lot to have me in his custody. It’s a terrifying thought, but I’m willing to make the sacrifice to save the Sphere if it comes to that.

      “I want you back in the Commune,” he says to Rozik. “Bring him with you, and we’ll discuss it.”

      “No,” Rozik replies. “That’s the offer. Take it or leave it.”

      Telev looks grim. He considers for a moment and then nods. “Very well. I’ll come with you to speak with whoever you convinced to meet with me from the Alliance side. Make no mistake, Verge. You’re a traitor to me. If you dare try to step foot back inside Commune space, I will have you shot on sight.”

      Rozik nods. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      “Then let’s go,” Telev says. “I don’t want to be stuck in the VORN all day. I have other business to attend to.”

      “Mr. Sia,” Rozik says.

      The gateway materializes a few meters in back of us. Telev looks at it, and then at Rozik and me.

      And then he leads us through.
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      I don’t know what to expect when Telev opens the door to the apartment and we follow him through it. I learn fast that the Commune leader is a lot different than any government officials I’ve ever met. I don’t think it’s solely because he’s one of the surviving members of Project Gestalt and he’s got multiple minds working inside his noggin. From the way Rozik talks about him, he’s always been the kind of guy to take charge, even when he’s in an unfamiliar situation.

      Honestly, it suits him. He has no fear—at least none that’s visible—and I respect that. He’s open and honest about how he feels, and I respect that too. The funny thing is, I don’t like Osiri, much less respect her for the way she tried to weasel her way out of her responsibility for the disaster at Klev.  Telev’s a stronger, smarter leader than she is. The way I see it, the Alliance has managed to survive because of the mesh, because we managed to keep things on an even keel militarily, while the Commune has grown stronger and wealthier under Telev’s rule. It’s another reason to respect him.

      I also hate his guts.

      The arrogance oozing out of him disgusts me. He acts like he’s in steel-handed control of everything and everyone when it’s the banshees he should be solely focused on. He’s agreed to talk to Osiri about a Commune-Alliance partnership in exchange for my life. Considering everything that’s happening all around us, his selfish need to make me pay for his son’s unfortunate death feels excruciatingly petty. But he can have me if that’s what he wants. If that’s what it takes for him to work with us.

      Saving Earth and the Sphere is all that matters.

      I’m behind Rozik as he follows Telev into the apartment. Amelia and Tejal are already on their feet, rifles pointed at the Commune President. I guess he wasn’t planning on running into a pair of guards. He comes to a quick stop, raising his hands and laughing.

      “Ladies,” he says. “Pardon me. I was told—”

      “You?”

      Telev turns his head toward Osiri. She’s stopped in the kitchen doorway holding a cup of something hot and staring wide-eyed at Telev, who seems more amused than surprised.

      “Why, Chairwoman Osiri,” he says. “What a nice surprise.”

      She casts a glare in my direction. “This is why you brought me here, Greg?” You want me to talk to him? I don’t even want to look at his face.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Telev replies. “You prefer people’s backs.”

      Osiri’s glare shifts. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know what it means. My man confirms as much. You ambushed the fleet I sent to Klev to help you fight the invaders. Do you want to deny it?”

      Osiri stiffens. She’s probably thinking about what I told her earlier. About her chance to make things right. I don’t think she’s smart enough or strong enough to do the right thing. Sometimes people prove me wrong.

      “What else would you expect us to do?” Osiri replies. “We’re fighting for our lives.”

      “I was trying to help you. The enemy is a threat to all of us, not only the Alliance.”

      Osiri doesn’t answer right away. Her eyes shift back to me and Rozik. The anger starts draining from her face. It’s a turn I didn’t think she was capable of making, and I’m pleased to see it.

      “President Telev,” she says, returning her attention to him. “Would you like some coffee?”

      He smiles. “If that’s your olive branch, I’ll take it.”

      Osiri retreats back into the kitchen. Telev starts to follow her. He pauses at the doorway to look back at me. I can tell by his face he knows he’s going to get what he wants most—namely my death—in the end.

      One way or another.

      “That went better than I hoped,” I say once the two leaders are out of earshot.

      “That makes two of us,” Rozik agrees. “Perhaps they’ll come to an agreement after all.”

      I turn to Amelia and Tejal. “Did she give you any trouble?”

      “Other than trying to convince us we should get as far away from you as we can, as fast as we can, no,” Tejal says. “Do you think they’ll talk or come to blows in the kitchen? There are knives in there, you know.”

      I give her a cynical half-smile. “Something will come of it,” I reply. “For better or worse, that’s still up in the air. But we started the conversation. That’s what we came to do. It’s mostly out of our hands now.”

      “I didn’t think this had a chance,” Amelia says. “Thanks to you, I owe Nora a thousand chrome.”

      “You bet against us?” I ask.

      “It’s good you won,” Tejal says. “I don’t have a thousand chrome.”

      I’m ready to take a nice breath and let it slowly out, trying to relax until Osiri and Telev are done negotiating. The fates are never that kind to me.

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says. “Kratz says the pings are getting louder. Alliance operators are closing in on our signal.”

      “How long?” I ask.

      “An hour. Maybe less.”

      “Roger that. The packages are delivered. We’re just waiting for the pie to bake.”

      “Don’t wait too long. If...” He pauses for a moment. When his voice comes back, its tense and frightened. “Sir, you’ve got company moving in.”

      “What?” I reply. “From where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      I look up as a form appears in the window across from me, clad in black and hard to see in the dim light.

      “Down!” I shout, grabbing Rozik and pulling him out of the way as the sudden incoming rounds shatter the window. The muzzle flash illuminates the attacker’s masked face.

      “What the hell?” Rozik says as he hits the floor and rolls to his back with his sidearm already drawn. He fires into the window. His bullets don’t miss, and the attacker goes limp.

      “Get to Telev and Osiri,” I reply.

      Rozik’s on his feet in a flash, vanishing into the kitchen. I hurry to the apartment door, pulling it open a crack and looking into the hallway. A group of insurgents is coming from both sides. I duck back just as a bullet nearly takes my head off.

      “Sia, what’s going on?” I ask.

      “They came out of nowhere, Commander. Through multiple gateways.”

      “From where?”

      “Commune side, as near as I can tell, sir.”

      Telev, that son of a bitch. “Sia, can you tell me if I’m locked in here.”

      “That’s impossible sir, nobody else knows how—”

      “Check it,” I snap. The hacks came from Rozik, uncovered by the Commune. If he knows them, then Telev knows them too.

      I hear another window break, this one in the apartment’s bedroom. I hadn’t noticed, but Tejal’s already back there, and her gunfire follows before silence falls again.

      “Commander,” Sia says. “Confirmed. You’re locked in.”

      Son of a bitch.

      That’s why Telev shook my hand so readily. Maybe the tracker was the primary program, but he had more than one trick almost literally up his sleeve. It’s also what he meant when he said he had me. But how did he know who I was before Rozik told him?

      Could it be he already knew my identity? Or did Captain Commie tell him? This whole thing can’t be one elaborate setup, could it?

      I’d ask Mr. Sia how long I’m locked in for but I already know the answer. The lock requires a cryptographic key that would take nearly sixteen hours to replicate. About thirteen more than I have before the Alliance knows we’re on Naraka. True, it’ll take time to get ships there, but when they do they’ll blast the ghost station from a distance and wonder late whether it was a mistake.

      Of course, I’m pretty sure I know who has the key.

      Rozik comes out of the kitchen. Our eyes meet. “Well?” I ask.

      “He promised me Osiri is safe. This isn’t about her.”

      “Did you know this was coming?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Odin. I should have. The good news is he wants you unharmed, and he says if you can take out all his people he’ll unlock you.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “He sent a lot of people.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      What I saw outside the apartment door—an advance wave meant to get a general sense of our ability to defend the space—is only the beginning. I’m angry with Telev for playing games in this situation. And I’m angry with Rozik for either not knowing or not recognizing that this might happen and warning me.

      The Commune President must have told Osiri what he’s doing. I imagine she’s probably pretty amused by the whole thing.

      But that’s the thing about the VORN. Like with the banshee golems, Telev can throw a thousand people at me, I can take out every one, and in the end nobody really gets hurt. Which begs the question that Amelia asks me a moment after I think of it.

      “Why don’t we just shoot you and get out of here?”

      “Fedor won’t commit anything to the defense of Earth if you self-destruct,” Rozik informs me.

      “What’s the point?” Tejal asks.

      “You can cause someone a lot of pain in the VORN without residual harm,” Rozik replies. “The Commune has been known to bring prisoners in to torture.”

      “I told him he can have me after we deal with the banshees,” I say.

      “He wants an hour or two ahead of time, in case we don’t survive. You’re lucky he’s giving you a fighting chance.”

      Lucky? I’m tempted to storm into the kitchen and put a bullet in Telev’s head. But what good would that do? The entire Sphere needs the Commune to pitch in, and it’s clear he’s crazy enough to let the banshees win rather than give me an easy way out.

      “Fine then,” I say. “If that’s how he wants it. You three wait here.”

      “What?” Tejal says. “You can’t go out there alone.”

      “I’m not dragging you into this.”

      “No dragging. I’m coming.”

      “Me too,” Amelia says.

      “Somebody has to stay here and keep an eye on Telev and Osiri.”

      “I’ll stay,” Rozik says with a smirk. Damn him for enjoying this. Maybe you can take the asshole out of the Commune, but you can’t take the Commune out of the asshole.

      “Screw you too, Rozzie,” I growl. I turn back to the apartment door. “Each of you take a side. I’ll draw their attention.”

      “Roger.”

      I don’t open the door. I kick it with enough force to tear it off its hinges. It knocks down  a Commune soldier standing on the other side and smashes  into the opposite wall. It’s not a realistic effect, and it surprises me as much as it does the enemy, but I’ll take it.

      “Figured I’d help even the odds, Commander,” Sia says.

      “Thank you, Mr. Sia,” I reply as I dive through the doorway and roll into the hallway. The Commies swing their rifles my way; I can only assume they’re set  to stun instead of kill.

      Either way, they don’t get to squeeze off any shots. Tejal and Amelia are right behind me, and they unleash fury into the group, the close range allowing them to cut down the two squads in record time. With the corridor now clear, I get back up just as the elevator at the end of hall dings. The doors slide open, revealing another Commie squad.

      “This way,” I say, sprinting in the opposite direction. I’m pretty sure we can take the group out, but just in case, I want to put some distance between us and the two negotiating presidents. It wouldn’t do for a stray bullet or an explosion to prematurely end their discussion.

      The soldiers start shooting, rounds hitting the walls and floor behind us. One of the shots nicks  Tejal on the arm and she curses, dropping her carbine, the limb suddenly numb. At least it confirms they’re stun rounds. We turn the corner, only to come face-to-face with another group of fighters coming out of a second elevator.

      We’re too close to shoot. Amelia lunges in front of me, lashing out with a hand and catching the first soldier in the throat. She spins lithely on the ball of her foot, swinging her other leg up and cracking the second one in the side of the head. Her hands throw rapid-fire jabs into the chest of a third before she brings her hands together, throwing an invisible force into the soldier that tosses him against the other two.

      That puts them on the ground in front of us. A few quick rounds end the threat.

      “I didn’t know I knew how to do that,” Amelia says.

      “You’re welcome,” Sia replies.

      We make it to the second elevator and climb in. The doors slam close just ahead of the other squad, leaving them stranded on the upper floor. We’re halfway down when the cab jolts to a stop. The doors start to open.

      “What the heck?” Tejal says.

      “Commander, they froze the elevator,” Sia says. “A big group is on the floor ahead, and more are coming in from above and below.”

      “Do you have a full count?”

      “Eighty-four.”

      Eighty-four against three. Considering Sia’s quick hacks I’m almost okay with those odds.

      “I want to get outside. Can you take away the floor of the cab?”

      “Take it away?” Sia asks.

      I can see the group of Commune soldiers waiting outside the elevator. It looks like an entire damn platoon, crowded into the small hallway, some on their bellies, some crouched, some standing straight. Nearly twenty rifles take aim at me from the position.

      “Now!” I snap.

      The floor of the elevator cab vanishes at the same time the soldiers start shooting. Amelia gets hit in the chest as we begin to drop, causing her to lose control in the shaft. She bangs off the walls with sickening thuds, and while Tejal and me land gracefully at the bottom, defying real physics again, she hits with a hard crash that knocks her out of the VORN.

      “Miss Rocklin’s out,” Sia announces.

      Out but still alive. I’ll take it.

      “What now?” Tejal asks. We’re in the bottom of the shaft. The ground level door is a couple of meters over our heads. It opens a moment later.

      “Jump,” I reply, leaping up at the open space, making it easily. Tejal does the same, and we find ourselves, not in the elevator any longer, but in a back corridor of the building, the side exit up ahead.

      The door opens and Commune forces start rushing in. Me and Tejal charge them, firing an endless stream of bullets that mows them down as soon as they enter. In the back of my mind, I start thinking about how much Bryce would enjoy this.

      If only the stakes weren’t so high.

      We reach the back door, pausing there. “Sia, how does it look?”

      “Clear for the next few seconds, Commander,” he replies.

      I nod to Tejal and we go out into the street.

      “Wait!” Sia says, two seconds too late.

      An armored vehicle emerges from the corner and comes to a stop at the end of the alley, a pair of massive mounted machine guns turning our way.

      “Now, you tell me,” I say.

      The armored vehicle doesn’t open fire right away. It sits at the end of the alley like the sphinx, denying us passage through.

      “Odin Longknife,” someone inside says through a loudspeaker. “Drop your weapon and put your hands up.”

      They expect me to surrender?

      “Mr. Sia, if you have any more tricks, we could use one right now.”

      “Let me look in my bag,” Sia says. “Doorway on your right.”

      I look to the right. An open door is there where there was only a brick wall a second ago. “Tejal,” I say, getting her attention. I jerk my chin at the door. She nods and we make a break for it.

      The AV opens fire, the roar of its machine guns echoing across the Root. There’s no way to avoid all of the rounds, and  I get hit in the shoulder and the leg, both extremities going numb. It causes me to stumble short of the doorway. Tejal grabs me and drags me through it. We both hit the dirty floor inside, wounded but still in play.

      The door vanishes behind us.
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      “Thank you again, Mr. Sia,” I say.

      “Don’t thank me yet. You’ve only got about ten seconds to get out of there.”

      I look up. We’re in a long unused corridor running both ways along the outside corner of the building. The walls are  a dingy yellow stained by rust. Overhead, the lights flicker as if they’re about to go out. It’s like we just walked into a horror flick.

      I look both ways down the empty corridor. Another fork in the road. “Which way, Sia?”

      “Right,” he replies. “Then go out the first door on your right.”

      “Tejal, where are you hit?”

      “Arm again,” she replies.

      “We need to help each other.” I use the wall to get to my feet. My left leg is dead. She gets under my shoulder to hold me up, and we start limping down the corridor.

      “Hurry,” Sia warns.

      They come into the hallway behind us. “Odin, go,” Tejal says. “I’ll slow them down.”

      She sets me loose, and I limp away on my own, the feeling beginning to return to my limbs. I glance over my shoulder as she pulls her sidearm and starts shooting, cutting into the Commune forces. They fire back, each round thumping into her and numbing another part until she finally collapses, vanishing a moment later when she disconnects.

      I’m in the doorway by then. I move through it and close it before the enemy catches up.  Outside, I hear sirens in the distance, and something airborne overhead.

      “Now what?” I say out loud.

      “On your left,” Sia replies. I look over that way, to where a modified racer is resting along the curb. It’s glossy and sleek, and doesn’t fit in with the rest of the Root’s decor. Sia must have hacked it into the VORN.

      With my leg back to normal, I run to it, sliding over the top and taking cover behind it as stun rounds smack into the metal body. I drop my carbine and switch to pistols, waiting a few seconds before standing and opening fire. My aim and reflexes are better than theirs, and eight fighters drop eight rounds later.

      I open the door to the racer and climb in, the interior coming alive. The rearview monitor shows the massive headlights of the AV swinging in my direction.

      I grab the yoke and smash my foot down on the throttle, sending the racer rocketing forward.

      I haven’t driven one of these things in ages, inside the VORN or out. There was never an opportunity on Spindle because the latency required to handle the powerfully quick ground vehicle just wasn’t possible out there. Latency from Naraka is great—thanks to Geramin Rocklin’s investment—and I tear down the street in a hurry, quickly putting distance between myself and the AV.

      “What do you think of the ride?” Mr. Sia asks as I whip the racer around a corner, nearly crashing into an oncoming Police cruiser. I snake around it, watching it brake and swing back to give chase.

      “Let’s see them catch me now,” I reply with a tight smile.

      This part of Root is sparsely populated, and most of the residents are AI generated. They scream and scramble out of the way to watch me flash by. The few cars in my path are easy enough to avoid, and I swerve from one side of the street to the other to get around them, the squad car still giving chase.

      “Sia, does this thing have a tactical or anything? I need positioning on the Commune forces.”

      “It does now,” Mr. Sia replies. A HUD appears on the glass in front of me, showing me a translucent map of the city. A bunch of red dots appear to mark the enemy units.

      “Perfect. I’m glad the banshees didn’t kill you.”

      “Me too, Commander.”

      I take a hard right and zip along the street, deciding on my first target. They’re already headed in my direction, and I get in position to approach them head-on.

      “Sir, I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Sia says, watching the action.

      “You mean you didn’t reinforce the front end?” I reply.

      “What? Oh.”

      I spot the mark ahead—a Commune APV with a big plasma gun on top. It starts firing at me as I charge, and I jerk back and forth, the rounds smashing the pavement on either side of the racer. Three seconds later the APV and me collide. If you want to call it that. The sharp, low front of the racer goes right under the armor’s front left wheels. The newly reinforced metal holds fast as it lifts the vehicle awkwardly and tosses it onto its side.

      The APV crashes, sliding along the pavement and finally rolling over on its roof. The Police cruiser slams into it, and a huge fireball consumes them both.

      “Scratch three Commune soldiers,” Mr. Sia says.

      “Roger that.” It’s a good start, but I need more. A lot more. I check the tactical, picking another target and setting a course through the city. “Guns?” I ask.

      “Already there,” Sia replies. “Triggers on the yoke.”

      I hadn’t noticed them before. I do now. I drift the racer around the next corner, squeezing down on the left trigger as I slide across the road. Rounds spew from twin cannons mounted somewhere on the front of the vehicle, cutting into a squad of Commune foot soldiers and bringing them down. I accelerate through the center, headed back toward the apartment and the greatest bulk of the insurgents.

      I’m halfway there when intersecting spotlights appear up ahead. A pair of armored vehicles appear on each corner, aiming to block me in. Their guns are already facing my direction and they start firing the moment they get line of sight. Rounds chew up the pavement in front of me, and I hit the brakes. Turning the yoke, I slam the throttle back and skid around to face the other way before taking off again. Bullets pepper the back of the racer. The rear glass breaks, the bullets coming far too close to hitting me.

      Idiots are supposed to take me unharmed. Maybe I should just let them shoot me?

      I zoom back the other way, cut right in a few blocks and then drop down toward the apartment. I can see one of the AVs as I scream through an intersection. It’s trying to turn around to follow me, but it’s too big and slow to be a threat. The problem with that is—if I want to take out all of the Commune forces—I need to take those out too.

      But I can save them for last.

      I rocket along the streets, watching the marks on the tactical. They’re mostly static, surrounding the apartment and waiting for me to come back, which means someone with a top-down view of the action—someone like Mr. Sia—is calling the shots for the Commune too.

      I’m getting close to the building when a new pair of lights appear from an alley on my right. A black racer lunges from the shadows, front-mounted guns sputtering rounds that chew into the side of my ride. I don’t get a great look at the other racer as it accelerates into the street, but I’m pretty sure it’s identical to the vehicle I’m driving.

      “Crap,” Mr. Sia says. “Someone hacked my hack.”

      The racer slots in behind me and I start weaving along the street, doing my best to avoid its assault. I make a tight left at the next corner, running perpendicular to the apartment building to hopefully lose the tail. It slides easily around the corner behind me, staying tight as we race across the Root.

      Bullets again start hitting the rear of my car, but whoever’s driving the racer on my tail is being more careful now to keep his aim high enough to hit me. We maneuver around a few more corners before one of their rounds hits a tire, and I feel the car pull to the right as the wheel loses integrity.

      I slam the brakes on and skid sideways, suddenly taking fire along the side. The bullets don’t pierce the armor, but it doesn’t matter. He’ll hit the other tire and throw me into an uncontrollable roll. If I’m going to crash, I want to do it on my terms.

      I hold the yoke, keeping the car in its long sideways skid. Friction is slowing me down while velocity is offering momentum. I hit the door control and kick the driver door open, letting the  momentum throw me from the car. I roll away from it as it catches the curb and flips, rising into the air and slamming into the wall of a building.

      I’m in the street, in the open. I roll to my knees, sidearms in hand, and pivot toward the black racer as it speeds toward me. The important part is to stay calm and focused. I don’t flinch as the car bears down on me. I take my time getting a bead on the featureless face of the driver framed in the windshield. I fire half a dozen rounds. Holes sprout in the vehicle's front glass and the driver’s head snaps back, the racer staying on its headlong pursuit. I jump, twisting in the air and dropping one of the guns to grab onto the top of the car. My extra-strong hand digs into the alloy, holding fast. The car shouldn’t stay straight—and wouldn’t in the real world—but it does here, continuing its path along the street toward the apartment.

      “Commander, what are you doing?” Sia asks.

      I’m not sure. There’s no time to plan.

      I look down the street. I’m charging hard toward a Commune blockade where two of the armored vehicles are already blocking the road, along with what looks like a whole platoon of insurgents. They hurry to take cover wherever they can find it, rifles up and ready to shoot. If I had a bomb strapped to my chest and I timed things right, I could probably drop half the remaining targets in one fell swoop.

      All I have is this racer, but maybe that’s enough.

      I don’t know for sure how strong Mr. Sia made me until I drop my other pistol and make a fist, using it to punch through the top of the vehicle. My arm sinks into the cockpit and I reach down, looking through the bullet-ridden windshield to the controls. My hand finds the yoke, my finger touching down on the secondary trigger. The one I haven’t used yet.

      The enemy begins to fire, hundreds of stun rounds hitting everything around me. I’m a hard target at the moment, with a low profile and moving fast, though it’s only a matter of time before something hits me, most likely in the face. When that happens, it’s game over.

      I’ve got a plan. It’s crazy and will probably get me knocked from the VORN, but if Telev calls it intentional he’s just looking for an excuse. Besides, I’m competitive by nature. At this point, I want to win.

      I do my best to steer the racer. Nothing too fancy, just minor corrections to throw the enemy’s aim off a little. A round hits my other hand and I lose my grip when it goes numb, but my arm is wedged and holds my hand fast. I’m a block away and closing fast.

      Timing is everything.

      Another shot hits me, somehow finding my back. Everything below my waist goes numb, and I’m not sure if I can hang on.

      Five seconds more.

      Four...three...two…one…

      I press down on the trigger as many times as I can, and then yank my arm from the racer and plant it against the windshield, using my strength to get a little bit of lift.

      A pair of launchers deploy on either side of the chassis, filled with rockets that start to fire. Only two of them manage to get any distance before the racer, the missiles, and me all collide with the armored vehicles. 

      The explosions and impacts throw me up and over, through the air like a Skirmisher launching from atmosphere, tossing me far and fast. I’m mostly numb to the whole thing as I fly over the Commune line, which is in the process of being obliterated by the crash. The racer explodes. The AVs are bent and torn and throw shrapnel everywhere, including into the dozens of soldiers taking cover nearby. The whole thing is like a nuclear blast that shakes the entire Root. I’m sure Telev and Osiri feel it too, even if they don’t know what’s going on.

      With nothing but roadway under me, I know I’m going to hit hard. I have just enough time to wonder if I made the right move before I hit the pavement like a wet rag. The world is a blur around me as I tumble end over end.

      If this were the real world, every bone in my body would be shattered and every organ inside me turned to mush. I wouldn’t survive it, but this is the VORN and I’m too stunned to feel any of it.

      Was it the right move? I don’t know. No risk, no reward.

      The detonation finally catches up to me, heat washing over me as I finish my tumble and come down on my back, eyes wide when a piece of metal pipe sprouts from my chest. I can’t feel it, but I know what it means for me.

      What will it mean for the Sphere?

      My body starts fading into pixels as my vision goes dark, the blackness suddenly replaced with the VORN logo and a simple message.

      You have died. Please pay the reset fee and rejoin the queue to enter.

      I let out a heavy sigh, heart still racing on adrenaline.

      Son of a bitch.
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      “Well, that was fun for about ten minutes,” Amelia says. “From the point the Commune soldier appeared in the window to the moment we entered the elevator shaft.”

      “You didn’t go out well,” Tejal replies.

      “I hate the VORN. It’s too damn real. If I want to be in pain, I can stay right here and get shot.”

      “Most people go into the VORN to get away from the pain of their regular lives,” I say. “I only ever used it to play games with my son.” I look over at Mr. Sia, pointing at where he’s sitting on the other side of the room, still monitoring Osiri and Telev. They’re still at the apartment, still talking. Rozik’s inside too, though he’s been static for nearly the entire hour since I got killed. “I could have used some of Sia’s hacks. My kid’s good in the VORN, I rarely beat him.”

      “I didn’t know you have a son,” Amelia says. “How old is he?”

      “Nineteen,” I reply. “Two years into the Academy. He’s going to be a Skirmisher pilot like his old man. If he makes it that far.”

      “He’ll make it,” Tejal says. She’s trying to force confidence, and I nod in appreciation of the effort. “How many matches does he have?”

      “Over a hundred. Unlike his old man. I think being less unique will be a big benefit for his career.”

      “I’m sure it will, sir, but don’t sell yourself short. You managed to fly two meshed ships solo. I don’t know how many people can say that.”

      “Not indefinitely, and it hurts more than the roadburn in the VORN. It’s nothing I would wish on anybody.”

      “You still did it. That’s impressive.”

      I shrug. “I did what I had to do. I prefer a co-pilot.”

      “Sorry we’re not a match, Commander,” Tejal says.  “I’d love to mesh with you. I think I could learn a lot.”

      “Your flying at Klev was top-gun, Ensign,” I reply. “I don’t think I have anything to teach you.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, right. Odin Longknife has nothing to teach me. Thanks for the compliment, sir, but you’ll never get me to believe that.”

      “What do you think is taking them so long?” Amelia asks, motioning to Rozik. “The trace is going to be on us in less than an hour. Maybe you can ask Mr. Sia to hurry things up?”

      I look over to Rozik and then to Kratz. He’s frantically trying to keep the synchronizer signals bouncing along different paths through the aether to keep the operators off our tail.

      She’s right; I need to do something about this. When I died inside, I thought Rozik would eject and tell me we’re screwed. I’m glad that didn’t happen, but I want to know what’s going on too.

      I start to get to my feet when Rozik’s hands move, coming up and grabbing his headgear. He lifts it off and sets it down, pulling himself out of the immersion chair. He’s got his best poker face going as he approaches me. I’ve got nothing but a dark glare to give him. He let Telev play us inside, something I’m not going to forget too quickly.

      “Odin,” he says, beginning to offer an explanation. Sia and Kratz follow behind him, their roles complete now that all of us are back in the real world.

      “Save it,” I reply. “I lost.”

      He smiles. “Yes. But you impressed the hell out of Fedor. He’s still anxious to get his hands on you, but he says you’ve earned a postponement.”

      “So glad I could entertain him for a while. He’s got a sick sense of priorities.”

      “I can’t disagree. The gestalt affects each of us in different ways. That same non-linear thinking makes him an excellent leader.”

      “From your perspective maybe.”

      “Can you really compare Telev and Osiri?”

      “Osiri is a piece of work, I’ll give you that. But she isn’t willing to put billions of lives at risk over a vendetta.”

      “She did worse than that betraying our trust. The only reason you get a second chance is because we understand the situation. We’re not so short-sighted to think a few extra ships will turn the tide. Anyway, you played the game. You didn’t win it, but you won respect. I think that’s worth more.”

      “I can’t disagree with you there. What did you get out of it?”

      “A reminder never to set foot in the Commune again. I disobeyed my orders, and that’s not something I would expect Fedor to ignore.”

      “What about Earth?”

      “The Commune will pull four fleets from the front lines as soon as the Alliance does the same. Osiri agreed to the idea, but since your government is more splintered she’ll have to make executive decrees to push everything through. It’s going to make her very unpopular, especially when the two super-fleets wind up as space junk.”

      “Eight fleets,” I say. “That’s nearly two hundred ships. You don’t think it’s enough?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m surprised you would ask me that.”

      “Those two hundred ships are probably carrying close to two thousand Skirmishers, fighters, and other support craft. If both Osiri and Telev hold up their ends, it will be the largest fleet ever assembled. I can’t even wrap my head around that much firepower in one place.”

      “You saw what happened at Warrick and Klev. You should know better by now. We don’t have any more space for wishful thinking. We need to go ahead with our plan.”

      “I’m not suggesting we shouldn’t. What is the next part of our plan?”

      “We need to go into the Commune.”

      “What? Didn’t you just say you were ousted?”

      “Ironic, isn’t it? I’m like the rest of the refugees here, and like you. No nation. No flag. No true loyalty except what comes from my heart. Our path now leads to the Commune.”

      “Okay. I’ll bite. Why?”

      Rozik hesitates, looking at the others gathered around us. “Is everyone here committed to this?” he asks.

      “I am,” Tejal replies quickly.

      “Me too,” Mr. Sia says.

      “I want to do what I can to help,” Kratz says.

      Amelia doesn’t speak up right away. All eyes turn to her.

      “Miss Rocklin?” Rozik says.

      “No offense to any of you,” Amelia replies. “But I have a station to think about. One that was nearly compromised by this escapade. I can’t go rushing off somewhere else.”

      “Nobody’s asking you to leave Naraka,” Rozik says. “At least, not yet. But you should know, Naraka is compromised.”

      “What do you mean? How? Kratz?”

      “The operators didn’t trace our source before we disconnected,” Kratz says. “I would know.”

      “Not through the synchronizer,” I say, catching on to Rozik’s meaning, and at least one part of his plan. “He told them where we are.”

      “You what?” Amelia hisses, getting to her feet. “How could you?”

      “Amelia, wait,” I say. “I can’t believe I’m going to defend him. I’d rather not. But he did the right thing. You have ships. They need crews. The Alliance and Commune can provide those crews.”

      “But not if they don’t know where to send them,” Rozik finishes. “I made the request and they agreed to it. We need all the help we can get.”

      “Even if that means compromising the security of the people there?” Amelia asks.

      “Yes. But it won’t come to that. I promised them your ships in exchange for immunity. Naraka will remain a free territory, but it will also become a sanctioned trading post.”

      Amelia’s entire demeanor changes. “You mean—“

      “Yes. All of the benefits of inclusion in trade networks with none of the drawbacks of becoming part of either government. A very rare designation, and one that isn’t offered lightly.”

      Amelia looks like she’s ready to break into tears. I understand why. She told me she allows the darker side of the trade market because she doesn’t have a choice if she wants to keep the station running. Becoming a sanctioned outpost would give her that choice. It’s a ticket to fulfilling her grandfather’s dream, at least in part. Her reaction is also proof that she meant what she said about her reasons.

      “In that case, I’m in,” she says at last. “There’s just one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Rozik asks.

      “You said two super fleets can’t defeat the mothership. What are my fifty ships going to do against it? You’re dangling the carrot of freedom for Naraka in front of me, but I’ll never live long enough to see it.”

      “You might. I don’t intend for your ships to be part of Earth’s defense.”

      “Then what are they for?”

      “Our survival.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “You will. It doesn’t matter right now. There will be transports leaving for Naraka within the next twenty-four hours. They’ll arrive across a span of five days. You and Chief Engineer Kratz need to make them ready for a quick turnaround. Regardless of any move we make, the banshees still have a jump on us. They’ll be arriving near Earth within the next couple of days.”

      “I understand,” Amelia says. “We’ll get it done.”

      “Good. I need something else from you. Or rather, someone else.”

      I raise an eyebrow as I look at Rozik. “Who?”

      “Sasha Rocklin.”

      “My brother’s widow?” Amelia says. “Why?”

      “She has a skillset that may be useful where we’re headed.”

      “And where is that again?” I ask. “Can you name a location that’s a little more specific than the Commune?”

      “It won’t mean anything to you, but the planet’s designation is RD-14.”

      “It doesn’t have a name?”

      “No. It’s a Commune skunkworks. It’s where the phase equation was formalized and developed.”

      “Phase equation?”

      “Yes. The alterations to the Mandelbrot that allowed Unbreakable and her fleet to pass through the Disturbance. We need those alterations.”

      I stare at Rozik as the pieces of the puzzle begin falling into place. I think I know what he intends. It’s a long shot, but that’s nothing new.

      I have a lot of questions, but I’ll save them for later. The bottom line is that for as crazy as his idea seems on the surface, it might be the only chance we have.

      And we just might be able to pull it off.
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      We can’t just run to Sleipnir and get underway, though it would be my preference. Every minute we spend on Naraka is a minute more the banshees will have to make their assault on Earth. One comfort I get from the delay is knowing Telev and Osiri are finally working together to bring the real strength of the Commune and Alliance into the fight. While eight battlegroups aren’t everything each side has to offer, it’s a formidable number of ships that should be able to slow the banshee mothership down long enough for us to complete our mission.

      My other comfort comes from what Rozik told me, and from what I experienced in my return to Warrick. The original mothership, the one that drained Warrick’s sun, is destroyed. The second mothership used its energy stores to destroy Warrick itself, draining its reserves to the point where a direct attack against Earth is unlikely. It would have to charge its store again by sucking the life from another sun before it could launch its powerful beam weapon against the planet and take out billions of us without a fight. There’s a chance it’s doing that right now, to Sol, but at least that process will take days to complete. Every minute counts.

      There’s a third comfort helping me remain patient in the face of the threat. Rozik’s banshee alloy canister, which contains the untraceable, charged core of the dead banshee mothership. I didn’t know at the time how valuable or how powerful the small stone was. Now it may be our one chance at stopping the enemy before it’s too late. It’s the one thing that rekindles a mote of hope inside me.

      That small bit of hope makes my next task bearable. Rozik thinks Sasha Rocklin might be useful, and I agreed to be the one to escort her from her cell at the base of Naraka’s core up to Sleipnir. I don’t care for the woman and I can’t pretend she isn’t dangerous, but I’m also not convinced she’s all bad. After all, she did try to warn me that Amelia would use and betray me. And while that didn’t come to pass exactly as foretold, the opportunity was there. I can’t help wondering how close Amelia came to betraying me.

      A pair of guards flank me as I step off the elevator and make my way down the long corridor to the prison block. A third guard meets us there.

      “You here for Rocklin?” he asks as I approach, forgoing any effort at formality.

      “Yes,” I reply. “Commander Grayson Stone.”

      “Thank the fates. I can’t get her out of here soon enough.”

      “Is she giving you trouble?”

      “Probably not in the way you think. She just won’t stop singing.”

      “Singing?”

      He shrugs. “Commune folk songs or some garbage like that. At least, that’s what she claims they are. And apparently there are no laws against singing. There probably should be. Her voice is nice enough, but not for twelve hours a day. Who’s supposed to be torturing who?” He shakes his head. “Anyway, follow me.”

      He takes me into the back. I hear Sasha the moment we step through the door. The guard thinks she sounds nice enough. I think she sounds like someone’s squeezing a cat a little too hard. The guttural intonations echo through the block, filling the space with sound.

      The guard looks at me as if to verify the accuracy of his claims about her voice even as he leads me closer to it, down a row of empty cells to hers. Her lips expand slightly when she sees me, but she doesn’t stop singing right away. Instead, she seems to delight in having a new audience, and her volume increases.

      I don’t know what her singing is all about. Some kind of protest? A way to pass the time? Or maybe she just enjoys the act itself.

      “Sasha,” I say. She looks at me but continues to sing. “Come on, I need to talk to you.” She doesn’t quit, transitioning easily from one tune to another. I don’t have time for this. “Do you want to get out of here or not?” I snap.

      She immediately falls silent. “So you’ve come to your senses. Or maybe you’re here because Amelia is dead? She did betray you, didn’t she?”

      “No. And she’s still alive. She isn’t what you think she is.”

      Sasha laughs. “What are you doing here?”

      “I told you, I’m getting you out of here.”

      “Why? What possible use could you have for me?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure.”

      She laughs harder. “You came down here to let me out, and you don’t know why? Who’s pulling your strings now, Odin Longknife, if not Amelia?”

      “Nobody’s pulling my strings. I’m part of a team. You probably don’t know what that’s like.”

      “You might be surprised.” She shrugs. “Well, open the cage. Whatever your reasons are, I’m not going to refuse. Anything beats the hell out of being in here.”

      I nod to the guard, who opens the cell. Sasha steps out, coming to a stop centimeters in front of me. “That’s so much better.”

      “Do I need to restrain you or will you behave?” I ask.

      “Don’t worry about me, Odin. I’m exceedingly curious about all this. And there isn’t much incentive for me to cause trouble now, is there? Even if I escaped from you here, where would I go? I don’t know how to fly a spaceship.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s go.”

      I turn and start walking out of the block. Sasha quickly catches up, keeping pace on my right side. Amelia’s two guards fall in behind us, and we head back toward the elevator.

      “The singing,” I say as we walk. “What was that about?”

      “Commune folk songs,” she replies, confirming what the guard said. “I learned them from my grandmother when I was very young.”

      “I didn’t know you were from the Commune.”

      “My father was from Gemini. He defected to the Commune after he met my mother. They settled on Urodvy and had seven children. I’m the youngest. I look more like him. But I speak both fluent Commune and Standard, and I know the old songs. Singing helps me think. Did you know I was a star in the Commune when I was young? Not for folk songs. Popular music. My stage name was Sviat. It means bright angel.”

      “You were a music star? How did you end up in a place like this?”

      “You make it sound like a bad thing. I had no freedom there. I had no choices. Everything was decided for me, from the moment I woke up to the second I went to sleep, and even that was scheduled. Amelin saved me from that. He loved my music, and he snuck into the Commune just to see me perform. Then he snuck me out. If you look me up you’ll see.” We reach the elevator, entering the cab and setting it to ascend to where Sleipnir is docked. “Where are you leading me, Odin? What do you want with me?”

      “Does Rozik know about your past?” I ask.

      “He recognized me right away. He couldn’t believe I was here, and that I had taken him prisoner.” She laughs. “Little Sviat grew into a tough bitch. I did what Amelin asked because I loved him. If that made me tough, so be it. Would you do the same for your family?”

      “Yes. I would.”

      “Then we aren’t so different.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “So you’re still working with Captain Rozik,” she states. “I would have thought you would be rid of him by now. Or maybe he would be rid of you. There’s something abnormal about him. When I had him down here, he frightened me.“

      “I know what you mean,” I agree. “We parted ways when we left Naraka the first time. The fates brought us back together.”

      “And us back together as well, I suppose. What role do you need me to play?”

      “The banshees are moving on Earth,” I say. “We’re aiming to stop them.”

      “Banshees?”

      “The aliens I told you about when you were interrogating me. Everything I told you was true. The threat is real. It’s worse than that. We aren’t talking about one ship. We think their entire species is coming to the Sphere. That means everything and everyone in the galaxy is at risk.”

      “Even if I choose to believe you this time, I don’t know how I can possibly help you with that.”

      “I don’t know either, but Rozik thinks you can. He said you might be useful, and at this point we need whatever potential advantage we can get. I’m taking you to my ship. We’re heading out in a few hours, jumping to a planet inside Commune territory.”

      “I see. What if I don’t want to go back to the Commune? What if I don’t want to help?”

      “You can go back to your cell, though I imagine Amelia is more likely to dispose of you if you can’t make yourself useful.”

      “Get thrown out into space or join a band of fools,” Sasha says. “Neither of those options is especially appetizing.”

      “One of them at least keeps you breathing.” I look her in the eye. “But I would prefer if I didn’t have to worry about you. I would prefer to trust you.”

      “Have I presented myself as untrustworthy? You may not like the decisions I made, or the goals Amie and I had, but that doesn’t make me a liar or a cheat. It seems to me the situation has changed. None of us are what we used to be. What we were even a week ago.”

      “Including Amelia.”

      Sasha laughs. “If you say so. If I go with you, I won’t betray you.”

      “Then what’s your decision?” I ask as the elevator door opens, revealing the passage leading to Sleipnir.

      “Like I said earlier, I’m curious about all this, and it’s better than imprisonment or death. I still have no idea how I can help you, but count me in.”

      I smile and nod at her, and then glance at Amelia’s guards. “You’re dismissed,” I tell them.

      They remain on the elevator as we step out of the cab. Sasha glances back at them, and then looks at me. “You were going to take me by force if I said no, weren’t you?”

      “You didn’t say no,” I reply, neither confirming or denying the statement.

      “But if I had?”

      “I guess we’ll never know.”
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      Sasha and me reach the docking cradle. I’m surprised to see Amelia standing there with Rozik, and more surprised to see Yari with her. She notices me first, her eyes lighting up as she rushes over to me.

      “Grayson!” she says excitedly.

      I drop low so I can accept her embrace. “How are things going, kid? It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too. I heard you were back, and then I heard you were leaving. I didn’t want to miss seeing you and Mr. Rozik.”

      “I’m sorry we can’t stick around longer.” Then I freeze suddenly, realizing I just left Sasha unattended while Amelia’s back is turned. I look up to see she’s already on the approach.

      Rozik notices her now too, but like me he’s too late. Sasha gets her hand on Amelia’s shoulder, and I expect a fist to follow.

      It doesn’t. Sasha gets Amelia’s attention, taking a step back as Amelia pivots toward her.

      “Sasha,” Amelia says, her voice harsh. “I’m letting them take you because they think they need you. Unless they plan to use you in their beds, I can’t imagine what the hell for.”

      Sasha flinches from the assault, but she doesn’t lash back. “Amelia. I was hoping we could part on better terms. For what it’s worth, I forgive you.” She doesn’t wait for a reply, moving past Rozik and over the threshold before vanishing into Sleipnir.

      “Forgive me?” Amelia turns her head and looks directly at me. “Is she kidding? I hope you really do have a good use for her, because I’d really like to put her back in her cage.”

      My mouth moves as if to answer her, but I quickly change the subject. “Is everything packed and loaded?”

      “Everything you requested,” Amelia replies between clenched teeth, still seething.

      Rozik is amused, but he wipes his expression clean  to talk to me. “We’re ready to head out. I was just waiting for you to return and having a chat with Yari.” He looks at her and smiles. “I’ll be back in a couple of weeks,” he tells her. “Maybe I can teach you to play chess.”

      “That sounds like fun,” Yari agrees.

      “Take care, Yari,” I say, waving to her.

      “You too. Will you be coming back with Mr. Rozik?”

      “Most likely. He can teach me to play chess too.”

      Yari laughs at that. I turn my attention to Amelia. “You know what to do?”

      She nods. “Yes. The fleet will be waiting for you at the coordinates you provided. You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Good hunting, Odin.”

      She doesn’t try to kiss me again, but she does offer a salute. I return it, and enter Sleipnir with Rozik right behind me. “You might be giving Yari a little too much hope,” I say to him.

      “I don’t have anything else to give her,” he replies. “We can do this, Greg.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Once we’re in the aether, I’d like us to meet with Mr. Sia and Sasha to review their part in the plan.”

      “Together or separately?”

      “Together.”

      “What do you have in mind for them?” I ask, intrigued by the combination.

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” he replies.

      “Can’t wait. I’m heading up to the bridge. We’ll be in the aether within the hour.”

      “Greg, before you go, I want to apologize for the VORN. I hope you understand, there’s a delicate balance when dealing with affairs of state, and especially with Fedor. I chose the path I thought was best to navigate through those rough waters.”

      “I was angry at first, but I understand. I also understand we won’t make it through these next few days without trust. And I do trust you.”

      “I trust you too,” he says. “I never thought I would say that to an Alliance officer, and especially not Odin Longknife.”

      “Strange times,” I say, with a half-grin. Then I turn and head for the bridge.

      Tejal and Mr. Sia are already there when I arrive. They stand at attention as I enter the small room.

      “At ease,” I say to them, my eyes drifting to the mesh seats. I still have Joie’s needle on me, and I find it in my pocket, taking it out. “Mr. Sia, how are our diagnostics?”

      “All systems are nominal, sir,” Sia replies. “Miss Rocklin prioritized repairs to Sleipnir over the station. They were crawling all over her during the two days before you arrived. The primary bridge is functional, if you prefer to command from up there.”

      “This is fine,” I reply. “I prefer the mesh.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Amara, are you ready?” I ask.

      Her projection appears already in her seat. “I’m ready, Commander,” she says.

      I snap Joie’s needle into the connector on the other seat before sitting down. Tejal could do this as easily as I can, but I want to be the one to bring us out this time. I lean back, sliding the needle into my DCI. My sense of being expands as my vision fades and I become part of the ship.

      A thought accesses the Mandelbrot. A second passes it the coordinates to RD-14. A third opens a channel to Naraka control. “Control, this is Sleipnir. Requesting departure on heading six-one-six.”

      “Sleipnir, this is Control. Request granted. You’re all clear.”

      “Roger, Control. Sleipnir out.”

      A fourth thought checks the reactor and a fifth begins pushing the corvette back away from the station as the docking cradle releases. I don’t shoot out too quick, easing the large craft back before rolling the bow toward the bottom of the core and adding thrust to the mains. I cut the vectors tight, bringing the ship in close to the station as we gain velocity. Within a few minutes we pass through the opening to the core. A few minutes after that we begin vectoring along the requested heading, up and away from Naraka station. Hopefully not for the last time.

      The Mandelbrot finishes its calculations. Another thought, and I hand control of the ship off to the computer. I pull out of the mesh before it executes the jump. The emotional effect is interesting, but not something I want to get too used to.

      “Jump complete,” Tejal says, monitoring the con from the station at the front of the bridge. “We’re in the aether.”

      “Three days to RD-14,” I reply. “Ensign Tejal, you have the bridge. Mr. Sia, join me in the conference room in thirty minutes.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both reply.

      I get to my feet fifteen minutes after I first sat down. I disconnect Joie’s needle and return it to my pocket before heading off the bridge.

      We’re on our way again.

      Will we ever make it back?
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      Sia, Rozik and Sasha are already in the conference room when I arrive. Rozik is on the opposite side of the table, arms crossed over his chest...waiting. Mr. Sia is directly across from him, anxiously tapping his foot. Sasha sits beside him, doing her best not to look as nervous as he does.

      I’m surprised when Rozik stands at my appearance. “Commander on deck,” he growls, and Sia and Sasha spring to their feet, coming to attention. He glances over at me, his smirk a little less annoying this time.

      “At ease,” I say, taking the seat at the head of the table. “Captain Rozik, I assume this means you’re accepting my command of this ship?”

      “Yes, sir,” he replies. “I’ll expect the same deference when we’re on the ground.”

      “You’ll have it.” I look at Sasha and Mr. Sia. “And you make a good point.” I don’t doubt intentionally. “You’re both sitting here because you have something valuable to offer. If we’re going to be successful, we need to defer to each other’s strengths. This isn’t an Alliance ship. This isn’t a Commune ship. We’re ghosts, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need order or chain of command. But rank isn’t the deciding factor. Experience is.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mr. Sia says.

      “Yes, sir,” Sasha says, though she has a little trouble spitting out the ‘sir.’ She’s not military, and I don’t think she’s accustomed to deferring to anyone except maybe her late husband. Or maybe not. “If I can be blunt,” she continues before I can say anything else. Or maybe not. “You say I’m valuable. You wanted me here. I still don’t understand why.”

      “I’m sure we’ll cover that,” I reply.

      “Commander, if I may?” Rozik says.

      “Go ahead, Captain.”

      “I didn’t ask for Sasha Rocklin on board,” he says, looking at her. “I need Sviat.”

      Sasha leans back in her chair, even more guarded than before. “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I,” I say.

      “I don’t expect you to. Not yet.” Rozik gets to his feet. “Let’s start with what we know about the banshees. Amara, are you here?”

      “I’m here, Captain,” Amara says, though she isn’t projecting her body into the room.

      “Can you please play the file I gave you?”

      “Of course.”

      I sit and listen, but I don’t hear anything. “Amara, are you playing it?”

      “I did, Commander,” she says. “Three times.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Neither did I,” Sia says.

      “I did,” Sasha says. “It sounds familiar. I think I’ve heard it before, but I can’t place it.”

      “Let me try a different one,” Rozik says. He seems pleased she was able to recognize the sound. “Amara.”

      Again, for me, there’s nothing but silence. But I can tell by Sasha’s face she can hear whatever sound is coming out. “Yes. I recognize it now,” she says. “I heard it on Naraka.”

      Rozik smiles. “It’s a recording of the subaural intonations the banshees use to communicate. Most people can’t hear it. You can.”

      “You’re saying it’s speech?”

      “No. Not speech. More like commands. The first sound you heard is how the banshees open the doors on their starships. The second sound is related to the golems, though I don’t know how just yet.”

      Sasha laughs. “And being able to hear this makes me valuable? It’s nonsense to me. Random noises.”

      “Is it?” Rozik asks.

      “Can I ask a question?” I say, interjecting.

      “What is it, Commander?” Rozik replies.

      “Can you hear the sounds?”

      “Not organically, no.”

      “Then how do you know they’re there?”

      “I captured them while we were on the dead mothership. The sounds I gave to Amara have already been processed by a computer. I can look at a visualization of them, but I can’t hear them.”

      “I see.”

      “Captain Rozik,” Mr. Sia says. “Do you think we can learn to reproduce these sounds? Learn their language, so to speak?”

      “I’m saying it’s an absolute necessity,” Rozik replies. “We have to determine if there’s a pattern to the commands, and if we can learn to translate them into something we can understand.” He looks at Sasha again. “When I say we need Sviat, what I mean is we need your ear for music, rhythm and patterns. You were known for such things during your days in the Commune. Subtle but effective. That’s how I guessed you can hear a fuller range of sound than most of us.”

      “You don’t need me to find patterns in sound for you,” Sasha says. “Any decently training neural network can manage the task.”

      “Decently trained,” Rozik says. “This kind of task isn’t in high demand, and so there is no well-developed learning machine that can do it for us, especially for this specific application. At least, not yet.”

      Sasha stares at Rozik a moment. Then she smiles, seemingly pleased to have a true value and use in this. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Good. Mr. Sia,” Rozik says. “I’ll need you to work closely with Mrs. Rocklin. I can provide you with the existing recordings and the meanings we’ve already derived. What we need to do is build a model that can begin comparing and matching sounds and hopefully create the beginning of a dictionary.”

      “I can do that,” Sia replies. “It sounds like fun.”

      “It does,” Sasha agrees.

      “Once we have the dictionary,” Sia says, already thinking ahead. “What can we do with it? I mean, it’s one thing to understand the language, but we’ll also need to be able to speak it.”

      “Yes,” Rozik says. “We can replicate the sounds through common speakers, which we’ll have to integrate with our combat armor.”

      “I don’t just mean replicating the sounds. I mean translation and integration. I’m assuming you intend to board another banshee ship, which is why you want to do this work in the first place. If that’s the case, you need something portable.”

      Rozik smiles, impressed with Sia’s flow of thought. “I do intend to board another banshee ship. It’s the only way we might be able to stop them. Do you have something in mind?”

      Sia shakes his head. “There’s nothing I can think of that we might be able to use. Standard combat armor systems don’t have the power to run an additional service like that one.”  He’s quiet again for a few seconds. “Well, there is one thing. I had this idea to duplicate Amara’s digitized mind and optimize it to fit on a smaller platter. Originally I was thinking the Alliance could use it to create artificial mesh partners and double our number of available pilots overnight. I mean, if we could copy minds like that we could let them fly all the ships, right?”

      “No,” Rozik counters. “It would be the same problem as with AI drones. Eventually they’ll all begin to think and act so predictably there can be no decisive victory.”

      “That’s true. But what if we could copy Amara’s mind onto a smaller computer and embed it into a mobile machine. It could go into the banshee ship with you.”

      “I think we need to remember a digitized mind functions as a nearly complete human being,” I say. “Treating it like a tool or little more than the controller for a machine is not only illegal, it’s immoral.”

      “Even if it means saving the Sphere?” Sia replies defensively.

      “In my opinion, yes,” I reply. “What are we if we lose our humanity?”

      “I disagree,” Rozik says.

      Of course he does. He’s got six of them stuck inside his skull already.

      “We can deactivate any duplicate minds as needed once this is over.”

      “Deactivate? It’s too late by then. They’re real people.”

      “They aren’t. They have no souls. The gods will never take them into the Great Beyond.”

      “I don’t want to get into that argument,” I say. “This is my ship. There won’t be any duplication or digitization of consciousnesses while I’m in command of it. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” Mr. Sia says.

      “Yes, sir,” Rozik replies.

      I initially think he’s going to stay quiet on the issue. I should know better.

      “However, there is an alternative.”

      “Which is?”

      “Gestalt. We could potentially alter one of the digitals I’m already carrying and teach it the banshee commands.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mr. Sia says. “What’s Gestalt?”

      “It’s a long story,” Rozik replies. “And I will explain it to you later. For now, consider that your plan to optimize a digital mind has already been carried out successfully by the Commune. I’m carrying six distinct digitizations on quarter-centimeter platters within my cranium, that are hardwired directly to my brain.”

      “No way,” Sia says in awe.

      “Yes. What you want to do can be done. But it took us many years to do it, and cost many lives.”

      “But they’re fully-functioning copies? Do they speak to one another?”

      “They don’t have the apparatus to express thoughts to one another, only to me. But they are very challenging to filter.”

      “Only six candidates out of thirty-thousand survived the process,” I say. “President Telev is a second. Who are the rest?”

      “I don’t know,” Rozik replies. “Their identities have never been revealed. They could all be dead for all I know. In any case, we don’t have the necessary tools on board Sleipnir.”

      “Let me guess,” I say, getting to my feet. “They have the equipment on RD-14.”

      “Yes,” Rozik confirms.

      “Is this a new idea, Captain, or are you just letting us think that we’re helping you formulate your master plan?” I can’t keep the hint of anger out of my voice. I also can’t help wondering if not only digital minds are tools to him, but organic minds too.

      “You said you trust me, Odin.”

      “I want to. Sometimes you don’t make it easy.”

      “That’s the true test, is it not?”

      “Okay. But humor me and answer the question anyway.”

      He smirks. “I guess we’ll never know.”
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      I intentionally choose a path through the aether that drops us far enough away from RD-14 that we have time to scout the immediate area and ensure we aren’t spotted the moment we slip back into regular space.

      I don’t like it, but I shut down the thrusters the moment we come out of the aether. It reduces our signature, making us little more than a speck of random non-emptiness in the vastness, further obfuscating our presence while at the same time opening ourselves to potential attack by banshee golems if they happen to be in the area. Even though we found and removed the alien tracker from the ship—even though the odds are exceedingly slim that the banshees would be in this sector of the Sphere—I’m still uneasy about slowing our velocity and maintaining a regular course.

      I do it anyway. We’re not supposed to be in Commune space. We’re not supposed to know RD-14 has anything on it worth coming to visit. We’re as good as pirates—illegal and unwanted—and the moment anyone realizes that is the moment we’ll have a fight on our hands.

      A fight we might not be able to win.

      We can’t go charging down to the planet and expect to come out alive. Discretion is the better part of valor, and our mission—at least for the descent—is to be as discreet as possible.

      Of course, Rozik has a plan for that. He seems to have a plan for everything, and there’s a part of me that hates him for it. Maybe it’s jealousy. Maybe I’m feeling inferior to the man who literally has seven minds in his head. I know I shouldn't. I can’t match him in intellect or breadth of knowledge, and it’s not like he has me beat at everything. I’m a better pilot, and I’m pretty sure I’m also a better father, but probably only because Rozik doesn’t have any kids.

      I’m standing in front of the terminal on the secondary bridge. Tejal is meshed, managing Sleipnir as we drift toward the Commune rock. Thrusters are idling, reactor power trimmed. Once we get in close enough a random sweep will ruin our disguise, but we’re all hoping to be deep into the mission by the time that happens.

      “Tejal, what do you see?” I ask her.

      “Looks like a single small carrier in geosync orbit over the complex,” she replies. “I’m also getting weak signals from a satellite network, and one stronger output that appears to be a synchronizer array.”

      “Just like Rozik described,” I say.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Maintain heading and velocity. Keep me posted if anything changes. You have the con.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I head off the bridge, jogging through the corridors to the central elevator and taking it down toward the freshly repaired main hangar. I wasn’t here when Naraka’s crews got to work on it, but Tejal described how a small army of repairships descended on the damaged area, tore away the damaged metal plates, and efficiently severed all of the internal connectors before quickly reconnecting everything including the hangar bay doors. She said the whole process took eight hours, probably half the time the same work would take at Bruxton. Amelia wasn’t kidding when she said she prioritized repairs to Sleipnir, though I think at that point she thought she would be using the ship to escape from the station when the banshees came again.

      I tap on my communicator. “Rozik, what’s your status?”

      “Commander, I’m in the hangar with Mr. Sia, waiting on you and Sasha,” he replies. “I’ve got everything set and ready to go.”

      “You’re sure this is going to work?”

      “I’m sure it’ll get us to the facility. After that? We’ll have to improvise.”

      “Improvise? I thought you always have everything thought through.”

      “I have a path planned out. The odds of us staying on it are questionable.”

      I’m nearing the hangar when Sasha turns a corner in front of me, taking another corridor to the location. She’s wearing skin tight ballistic armor similar to what we had inside the VORN, a stark contrast to the dark green flight suit I’m wearing, with no extra protection beneath.

      “Sviat,” I say, using the name to get her attention. She pauses, coming to attention, her posture is still a little off, but it’s the thought that counts.

      “Commander,” she replies, her eyes dropping to the flight suit. “You make a decent looking Commune pilot.”

      “I don’t think I present as Commune at all,” I reply. “Even in this thing.”

      “There are plenty of defectors, like my father. It’s the uniform and the attitude that will mark you accepted or suspicious.”

      “What about my walk?” I ask. I try to mimic Rozik’s stride as I pace past her.

      She laughs. “I advise sticking to your natural gait.”

      “It’s that bad?”

      “Yes.”

      I drop back into my normal walk, and we make our way to the hangar together. The inner door groans a little as it slides open, complaining about how hastily it was reassembled.

      The last time I was in the hangar it was in ruins, with the crashed wreckage of Geramin Rocklin’s Arrowhead smashed against the bulkhead and the gaping hole of the bay door letting outer space in. Yari and me barely got away.

      All of that is gone now, the only evidence of any damage to the area a small bit of scuffing along the ceiling, which evidently wasn’t replaced. The walls and floor are smooth and new, mismatched from the aged metal of the fifty-year-old starship.

      Rozik and Mr. Sia stand in the center of the space. Rozik’s wearing a Commune dress uniform, dark green with gold buttons and buckles and stiff black boots that swallow the bottom third of his trousers. Sia’s got on the same armor as Sasha, though she looks a lot better in it than he does. He’s the runt of the litter, small and scrawny.

      Four packs rest on the floor between them, each one unique to each of us, the contents added by Rozik over the last few hours. I don’t know what’s in mine yet, but I can guess. A holster and sidearm, maybe two. An external comm. Maybe some dummy items at the top so if security goes through it they don’t think anything’s amiss with the contents. We’re going down to the research facility as if we belong there. It’s up to Rozik and Sasha to sell the ruse.

      Everything we’re carrying is Commune made, and the ship we’re taking to the surface is no different. It rests behind Rozik, a small, boxy thing that isn’t  armed or armored. It’s a straight-up personnel shuttle, intended to ferry crews on and off the planet.  I’ve already expressed my discontent with the craft, but it’s not like Naraka has a huge selection of Commune ships to choose from. The good news is that it’s not the kind of vessel that’ll draw undue attention during the approach.

      The hard part is going to be transferring the shuttle from Sleipnir and convincing ground control that we’re vectoring in from a newly arrived official Naval vessel still out of sensor range behind the planet’s moon. It’s the reason for Sleipnir’s slow drift. We need to get into position without getting pinged, and that’s the easiest way to do it.

      That’s not to say it’ll be easy for Tejal or me. We’ll have a small window in which to make the exchange. One wrong move could give us away. It’s all about timing and precision. If we don’t make any mistakes, I’m confident we can pull it off.

      “We’ve got twelve minutes to launch,” I say as I approach Rozik and Mr. Sia, whose eyes seem stuck on Sasha. “Mr. Sia, you’re looking sharp in that armor.”

      His face starts to redden as he turns away.

      “I think he looks cute,” Sasha says. “There’s more to being a man than big muscles and big machines.”

      “There is?” Rozik jokes as Sia recovers from my ribbing.

      “I’m not accustomed to coming along on missions like this,” Sia says. “I’m a little nervous.” He pauses. “Okay, I’m a lot nervous. I like handling things from a safe distance.”

      “We’ve got Captain Commie here,” I reply. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Just remember who’s in charge once we’re off this ship, Commander,” Rozik says.

      “I will. Until then, everybody on the shuttle.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rozik points out which pack belongs to each of us, and then we all climb the small ramp into the shuttle. As the hatch closes behind us, I make my way to the small, single-person cockpit at the front. If I were claustrophobic I might get uncomfortable in the simple pilot’s seat that’s surrounded by control surfaces. It’s positioned so far forward there’s just a glass wedge in front of me, making it seem like I’m hanging out of the front of the craft. As it is, I’ve never flown anything with a view like this.

      Rozik and me spent a few hours over the last couple of days going through the controls, and I’ve got them committed to memory. It’s not that Commune ships fly any different from Alliance ships, but they do label things differently, preferring a special military shorthand that keeps every symbol descriptor short and sweet. It’s a tactic I wish the Alliance had either invented or stolen.

      I run through the pre-launch diagnostics with relative ease. This is the easy part. The harder part will be when we reach orbit and I have to speak to control. I think Rozik’s got me trained well-enough to understand most of what they might say, and I think I remember enough of it to respond. But will I keep passable Commune inflection over the comm? If not, I’ll likely come off as the poser I am.

      I hear movement in the cab behind me, and I look back to see Sia and Sasha finishing their preparations. The body armor they’re wearing is a secondary defense in case of trouble. Like Rozik and me, they’re playing a different role, in this case a research scientist and her spouse. Sasha’s getting into a pair of slacks and a loose blouse and coat, while Sia’s putting on ordinary civilian clothes he probably could have pulled out of his closet. Both outfits hide the protection underneath nicely, leaving all of us looking relatively ordinary.

      “Tejal, time to position?” I ask.

      “Six thirty-three,” Tejal replies.

      “Any sign of trouble?”

      “Negative, Commander.”

      I lean back in the pilot’s seat, relatively calm. Maybe we’ll finally manage to execute a plan without a hitch. While I’ve never been on a mission like this before, I’ve trained soldiers for them. I have an idea of what to expect, and what to look for. Right now, my biggest concern is Mr. Sia’s frightened expression. It’s bound to make the facility guards suspicious.

      “Mr. Sia, you need to relax,” I say.

      “Doing my best, Commander,” Sia replies.

      The next few minutes pass in silence. I’m down to two-twelve when Tejal cuts into the comm again. “Commander, I’m picking up motion from the Commune carrier. A wing of fighters just launched from the starboard hangar, and are vectoring in our general direction.”

      “Roger, Tejal. Standby.” I relay the message to Rozik.

      “Damn it,” he replies. “They aren’t taking any chances. We’ve got to make a choice, Odin. Try to get into position from here and continue the ruse or fight our way through.”

      “What do you recommend?” I ask.

      He smirks. “We’re still on Sleipnir. You’re in charge, remember? Just don’t take too long to decide.”

      I should have known he would put it on me. I activate the shuttle’s map, looking at our position and guessing the position of the incoming wing. If the shuttle had guns, it would be a harder decision to make.

      “Tejal, I’m launching now, going hard for a run around the moon. If those fighters start shooting at us, you know what to do.”

      “Wilco, Commander.”

      I fire up the thrusters. I want to shoot away from Sleipnir and into place before the wing gets close enough to identify the corvette. “Open the hangar doors on my mark.”

      “Standing by, sir,” Tejal replies.

      I watch the map. I’m not sure what the defenses think Sleipnir is. A large asteroid maybe?

      Can we really get away with this?

      “Mark!” I snap, ordering the hangar doors open. Tejal’s mind is faster than my voice, and the klaxons are going and the air draining before I finish the word.

      I hit the throttle as the doors begin sliding slowly aside, rocketing toward them without enough room to clear. Timing is everything.

      It only takes a couple of seconds to cross from the back of the hangar to the front, but it’s enough. The shuttle barely squeezes through the available space on its way out, shooting from the hangar into space.

      I immediately make a hard turn, accelerating toward the moon, the thrust shoving me back against my seat and causing the passengers to grunt from the sudden force of air driven out of their lungs. I keep one eye fixed to the grid. As soon as we have the incoming fighters on our sensors, we’ll be on their sensors too.

      The shuttle continues to add velocity, but it isn’t built for speed. I want to pound on the control board and beg it to go faster. Instead, I have to hold my breath and hope the fates are on my side for once.

      “Commander,” Tejal says. “The wing is breaking toward Sleipnir. I don’t think they’ve spotted you. But they are coming to investigate us.”

      I’m relieved and tense at the same time. I don’t want those ships near either of ours. “If they get too close, you need to take them out. Hit them hard and then get out of the area.”

      “You want me to leave, sir?”

      “Wait as close as the Mandelbrot will allow, make sure you stay in motion, no predictable paths. Pick us up in…” I look back at Rozik, who holds up both hands. “...ten hours. We’ll be out here.”

      “Roger, Commander.”

      I hate leaving Tejal and Sleipnir behind again. What else can we do? We’re committed to riding the shuttle down to the facility.

      “Commune fighters incoming,” Tejal says, giving me a play-by-play. “Ten thousand kilometers. Eight thousand. Six thousand. Four thousand. Arming weapons systems and activating shields. There’s no way they won’t see that. Two thousand. Charging the lances. Sir, are you clear?”

      “We’re clear,” I reply.

      “Firing.”

      I can’t see the shot, but I can imagine it in my mind, the bolts of electricity flashing out from the hammer-like bow of the ship and lashing into the incoming fighters. The Commune drone leader won’t know what hit him.

      “Drone lead destroyed,” Tejal reports. “The remaining fighters are going idle. Ninety-percent kill rate.”

      I sneak the shuttle in close to the moon and cut the throttle, coasting into its orbit. “Nice work, Ensign. What about the carrier?”

      “It’s beginning to move,” she replies. “Setting a course toward us.”

      “Mandelbrot?”

      “Calculations are nearly complete. We’ll be gone before they can get close.”

      “Roger that. Ten hours.”

      “Yes, sir. We’ll be here.”

      “Odin out.”

      I drop the comm. Rozik stands behind me. “This could be to our benefit, Odin. If we can convince them to rescue us.”

      “I can’t speak enough Commune to convince anyone of anything,” I say.

      “Not you,” he replies. “I’ll take over.”

      I set the ship on auto and get out of the pilot’s seat, letting Rozik take the controls. He coughs a couple of times before opening a channel and speaking in Commune, changing the pitch of his voice so he doesn’t sound like himself. I catch a couple of words he taught me mixed in. Permission. Orders. Otherwise, I’m left to stand there and hope he can make them believe we’re supposed to be here. Sleipnir is gone, which means we’re completely on our own.

      He goes back and forth with someone for nearly five minutes. I’m not sure what the lengthy discussion means, but when the wing of starfighters appears on the shuttle’s sensors I’m ready to grab the controls and try to get us the hell out of here.

      But then Rozik laughs, makes one last comment and disconnects. We both look out the front of the cockpit as the fighters draw near, breaking apart to surround the shuttle. They don’t blow us into debris, which is a good sign.

      “Our own personal escort,” Rozik says. “To ensure the safety of the VIPs.” He laughs and then glances back at me. “Idiots. We’re in.”
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      The fighters follow us all the way down, from behind RD-14’s moon into the atmosphere of the barren world to a three hundred-meter cliff face at the base of a nearly ten-kilometer high mountain. It’s one of hundreds that make the planet’s terrain some of the most impassable I’ve seen. The only sign of an installation is a small entrance to a hangar bay tucked into the shadows of the crags surrounding the cliff.

      The fighters don’t enter the hangar. Instead, they peel off as we draw near,reforming around the pilot controlling the drones and make their way back to the carrier waiting in orbit. We continue ahead, slowing as we near the landing area.

      “What did you tell them?” I ask.

      “That we deployed from the transport ship behind the moon, but our ride bugged out when her commander saw the corvette. I told them I believe the ship was a pirate vessel and that it had probably been drifting through the sector for a while, probably enjoying a little rest and relaxation. Our appearance in the area woke them up, and they took off as soon as their Mandelbrot would allow.”

      “And they believed that?”

      “Not straight away, but I’m a good liar.”

      “I know.”

      Rozik smirks. “I convinced them the pirates have no idea the facility is here. How could they? Just a random coincidence.”

      “Out here?”

      “The unlikelihood of the event can sometimes make the event more believable. It is too ridiculous not to believe.”

      “Or they might think we’re trying to infiltrate the facility to steal some equipment,” I say.

      “That’s an example of too ridiculous to believe. This location is highly classified.”

      “Your logic is astounding me right now.”

      Another couple of minutes and we’re touching down inside the hangar bay, which is mostly vacant at the moment save for a few large crates of supplies that have yet to be unpacked and stowed away. A facilities manager and a pair of armed guards wait for us off to the side, and I see them start heading our way the moment the skids touch the deck. We abandon the cockpit before they can see who was flying the ship, joining Sia and Sasha in the back.

      “Here we go,” Rozik says. “Sasha, you know what to do.”

      “I do. Let them take us to the admin center for check-in. Give them the false identifications we created. They’ll assign us housing facilities and badges and bring us there to settle. We’ll stay for twenty minutes and then return to the admin center. You should be there by then.”

      “We’ll be there,” Rozik says. “The important thing is to stay calm and act like you belong.”

      “I’m good at that,” Sasha says.

      “Can you make him good at it?” I ask, motioning to Sia. He’s practically shaking in his boots.

      She reaches out and takes Sia’s hand. “Just play along and we’ll be fine.”

      He nods, gripping her hand a little tighter as she looks back at Rozik and me and rolls her eyes. I didn’t expect Sia to be comfortable with this, but he needs to loosen up.

      “Odin, open it,” Rozik says. We’re on the ground, so he’s in charge of things now.

      “Yes, Captain,” I reply, going over to the hatch and tapping the control to open it and extend the ramp to the deck. I stand to the side at attention as Rozik leads Sia and Sasha off the shuttle, each of them carrying their packs.

      All of the conversation is in Commune, so I don’t understand a word of it. Rozik speaks to the facility manager first, and I can tell he’s introducing Sasha and Sia, who respond by shaking the manager’s hand. About twenty seconds later the manager heads off with Sasha and Mr. Sia. The two guards return to their other duties, while we’re trusted enough to be left alone in the hangar without so much as a debriefing from whoever is in charge of the station defenses.

      “That was easy,” I whisper.

      “They believe I’m a Commune officer,” Rozik replies.

      “You are a Commune officer.”

      “Precisely. They have no reason to question it. What we’re aiming to do has never been attempted before. Why would they expect it now? We benefit from being the first.”

      “Lucky us.”

      “Yes. Come.”

      We cross the hangar to the wide blast doors and exit into a tall, wide corridor. We follow it deeper into the mountain, coming across mostly civilian employees. At least they seem civilian by their clothes. I assume they’re primarily scientists and engineers, smart people doing smart things for their government. We do see a few soldiers, and they come to attention when they get a look at the bars on Rozik’s uniform, standing stiff until we pass them by.

      Our walk takes us to the facility’s CIC, where we come across the first officer who matches Rozik in rank. He introduces himself to Rozik while ignoring me. I’m just a shuttle pilot and Rozik’s mule after all.

      They talk for a couple of minutes while I take in the composition of the room, noting the terminals and displays. My gaze stops on the video feeds from the security cameras spread across the facility, and I try to get a quick count of the guards I see. It looks like the Commune has a single company stationed here. Maybe fifty MPs in total.

      “Grishek,” Rozik says, using my current alias to get my attention. “With me.”

      He calls me like he’s calling a dog. His conversation with the facility’s CO is over and he’s waiting near the exit. I hurry over to him, drawing a stern look and a laugh from the other man.

      “What did you get?” Rozik asks as we move along a quiet corridor.

      I explain what I saw in as much detail as I can.

      “We won’t have much opposition getting into or around in the lab,” Rozik says. “Captain Olev was kind enough to activate credentials on my request. He barely gave the orders I presented a second look. We should be safe to do what we need to do, so long as we don’t trip any security alerts.”

      “And here I thought this was going to be hard.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable yet. We need to stay prepared in case something goes wrong.”

      “Something usually does. In any case, we can’t move too quickly. Tejal won’t be back for another nine hours.”

      “The work we need to complete will take some time. I only hope nine hours is enough.”
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      Thirty minutes later, we exit the military section of the facility and enter the administrative area in front of the lab proper. The room is smaller than I expect, really nothing more than a couple of reception desks, a blast door that leads into the lab itself and another that heads to the unrestricted common areas. There are four guards stationed here instead of two, one pair by the lab door and another making separate random circuits of the space in an ultimate display of boredom.

      We’re only there a couple of minutes before Sasha and Sia come through the door to our left. I’m surprised to find them with a pair of scientists. Sasha is chatting casually with them in Commune.

      She notices Rozik and me there, says something else to the pair and comes over to us. We go to one of the reception desks as a group, and Rozik proceeds to tell the admin how he needs to go over improvements to the phase equations with the engineers he brought from headquarters. At least, that’s what he told me he was going to say. The clerk doesn’t seem to think much of it, but she types something onto her terminal before allowing us entry.

      The guards watch us pass with disinterest and not even the barest hint of suspicion.

      The outer part of the facility leads through a clean room, and we have to stop in an airlock while we’re doused with chemicals that are supposed to remove any contaminants from anywhere on our bodies. The stuff is thick and pale yellow, and I feel like I lose at least five years of my life as I breathe it in, even though Rozik claims it’s perfectly safe.

      Once that’s done we’re able to move through to the other side, into a small atrium with corridors branching out in three directions. Nothing’s labeled, but Rozik knows where he wants to go.

      “This way,” he says, taking us down the right fork.

      Sasha asks him a question in Commune. He responds in Standard. “We’ll start with the implant,” he says. “Mr. Sia, do you have the dictionary?”

      The guards pay him zero attention as he taps the bag he’s carrying.. “Right here, Captain,” he replies softly, making sure the guards and surveillance cameras aren’t within earshot to hear them speaking in Standard.

      “Good. Who were the scientists you were speaking with?”

      “They work on Mandelbrot efficiency,” Sasha says. “We’ll see them when we go for the equations. They live in the apartment next to the one we were given. Their names are Borak and Avelia.”

      “They trust you?”

      “They believe we are who I said we are. I don’t know if that’s trust, but we have a good rapport.”

      “Nice job. Perhaps you’ll be a spy in your next life.”

      “Life after Amelin,” Sasha says softly. “Right now I’m letting the fates take me where they will. I’m curious to see where I wind up. I never would have put inside a secret commune research base on that list.”

      We go silent as we cross paths with more scientists. They flash us curious glances as they pass us but don’t show any sign of worry or concern about our presence. They turn a corner behind us and go down  the connecting corridor.

      “How is this going to work?” I ask. “Transferring data from the storage device to your head?”

      “The interface is just below the skin here,” Rozik says, touching the back of his head. “We’ll need to cut the skin to access it.”

      “But the equipment is here? Is this where Project Gestalt was run?”

      “No. Simple data implants are typical in the Commune military. Rules and regulations, technical specifications for equipment, the sort of thing you might need in a pinch when you don’t have access to wider comms. The connector is the same, only the software is different. Since it was taken from the Alliance, it’s all written in Standard. I trust Mr. Sia can figure out the interface.”

      “It shouldn’t be too hard,” Sia says.

      “If we needed to install a different platter or do something more involved, it would be a different story. But the equipment here should suffice for injection. The hardest part is me having to trust you not to kill me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t be awake for the procedure. Too much brain activity could harm the data. The machines can deliver the sedative, but you need to be sure not to overdose me.”

      “Understood,” I reply.

      The section of the research facility in question is tucked away in a back corner behind an unmarked door. There’s nobody else there when we enter into a large, rectangular room that quickly reminds me of a hospital operating room. Multiple operating tables are laid out on the left side, each of them surrounded by white machines, their purpose a mystery to me. In the center are banks of terminals and an assortment of smaller machines, their wires snaking around the floor before vanishing beneath the matte white tile. The right side is similar to the left, but the machines there look older and no longer used, as if the equipment was all upgraded at some point and they didn’t want to dispose of the outdated units.

      Even the stuff on the left doesn’t look like it gets much attention these days. The machines are covered in protective plastic, which itself is covered in a layer of dust. Everything is coated in a film of settled particles, like we’re the first people here in over the last twenty years.

      Maybe we are.

      “There’s less interest in military applications of digitization these days,” Rozik explains. “Too many moral dilemmas, too many complications. RD-14’s focus is on the phase equations and studying the Disturbance now.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why are you so eager to get to the Beyond? What led the Commune to study it in the first place, especially in the middle of a war?”

      “It was Fedor’s idea,” Rozik says. “Nobody ever thought the Sphere wouldn’t be big enough for everyone, but politics and efficiency and human emotion got involved, and here we are fighting one another for almost two centuries now. The truth of it is, we thought if we could claim the space outside the Disturbance, we could negotiate a truce and bring our internal conflict to an end. Why fight for limited resources if they were to become truly unlimited? But we didn’t know what was waiting on the other side. We didn’t know someone might have created the Disturbance to protect us.”

      “Wait. What?” Sasha says. She hasn’t heard Rozik’s theory before.

      “So you wanted to go beyond the Disturbance to end the war?” I ask.

      “Potentially, yes. Is that so hard to believe?”

      “It’s hard for me to believe it was Telev’s idea.”

      “He hates war, for obvious reasons. Not quite as much as he hates you though.”

      “It didn’t work out for any of us.”

      “I’m still on the Disturbance,” Sasha says.

      “It’s a long story,” I reply. “I’ll have time to tell it once we get everything dusted off and set up.”

      We set about removing the plastic covers from the machines we need, and wiping the dust off the terminals. It doesn’t take very long, and there’s no indication we’re going to be interrupted any time soon. This part of the facility is pretty much forgotten.

      Rozik tells Sasha about the Disturbance while Mr. Sia works on getting the main systems running. It takes twenty minutes or so to bring everything online and run their diagnostics, and then connect the portable databank that houses the dictionary we’ve created.

      “Captain Rozik, everything’s ready,” Mr. Sia says. “It’s time.”

      Rozik nods. One of the machines on the left comes to life, lights flashing and a half-dozen or so robot arms moving into position around the table.

      “Commander, can you check the connector at the back of the table?” Mr. Sia asks. “The terminal is showing it as loose.”

      “I thought you checked all the connectors?” I ask.

      “It must have come undone.”

      I walk over to the table, crouching down to see the large wire that’s coming out of the floor to connect with the machine. It’s attached with a clip, but it looks secure.

      “It seems okay to—”

      I stop talking when I sense Rozik coming up behind me. I don’t like the way it feels, and instinct takes over. I spin around, coming up leading with my fist, trying to punch him in the gut. Of course, he’s ready for it. He turns slightly and catches my fist, pulling me into him and turning me around, holding me in a sudden, vice-like grip.

      “What the hell is this?” I snarl, kicking out with my feet. I push against one of the machines, but Rozik doesn’t budge. “Rozik, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Relax, Commander,” Mr. Sia says from his position at the terminal. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      “Sia? What are you doing?”

      Rozik turns me in his grip, lifting me and dropping me hard on the table. I fight to get away, but he’s stronger than me, and he manages to hold me down tight. I lift my head slightly, just enough to see Sia at the terminal, face red and nervous. Sasha is beside him, a confused look on her face. But she isn’t making any effort to help me either.

      Rozik shoves me down. My heart races in sudden panic. Have they all turned on me? Are they all loyal to the Commune? I don’t understand.

      The robot hands move over me, and I feel something jab into my arm. The sedative.

      “Tell me what’s happening!” I snap.

      They’re all looking at me. Watching me. Betraying me. My body is on fire, my mind losing its grip. I can’t believe they did this to me. I don’t even know what this is.

      I can’t ask them again. My mouth won’t work. A second later, I stop caring.

      A second after that, everything goes dark.
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      I don’t have any concept of the passage of time from the point the sedative puts me out to the moment I come to. I’m confused at first, and scared, waking up on the operating table in the cold room. Mr. Sia is standing at the end of the table, looking at me.

      “How do you feel, sir?” he asks.

      “What happened?” I reply.

      “How much do you remember?”

      “You were finishing your diagnostics. About to turn on the machine.” I stop talking. I feel like there’s more, but I just don’t remember. “Why am I on the table?”

      Mr. Sia’s face starts turning red. “Well…”

      “Why am I on the table?” I repeat, getting angry. It’s supposed to be Rozik. Not me. I push myself up, shoving the robot arms hovering in my path out of the way. I try to stand, but my legs give out.

      Sia tries to catch me as I fall, but he’s too slow. I hit the floor, coming down on my hands and knees.

      “What the hell did you do?” I growl, looking at him. Something’s not right.

      “It’s… uh... “ Sia looks at something behind him. I grab the side of the table and pull myself up, looking there too. Sasha’s on the other side of the room with Rozik, who’s sitting up on one of the tables of the older machines.

      “What is this, Mr. Sia?” I say. “Because I’m sure it wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “It was part of Rozik’s plan, sir,” he replies. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      I’m furious now, and even more angry because my body is still recovering. I can’t charge across the room the way I want to. I can’t confront Rozik about whatever this is. I’m tempted to reach for my sidearm, but I can tell by the lack of weight on my hip it isn’t there. Sia already took it away. Sia, who’s supposed to be on my side. Who’s supposed to be loyal to me.

      “What did you do?” I hiss again when he doesn’t answer fast enough.

      “We realized the dictionary can’t be added to an already embedded mind,” Sia says. “Not without risking damage to the entire system. We had to create a fresh digitization and insert the data into that, and then do a complete overwrite of an existing mind with it.”

      “What?” I hiss. “Can you explain that in Standard?”

      “Your mind was the best candidate,” he continues. “ Your skill and experience are incredibly valuable.”

      I feel dizzy all over again. “You made a copy of me?” I can’t quite get my head around the idea. “How? I was told it’s  impossible to digitize a mind without killing the source.”

      “I had a theory about why the copy was destructive. I was working on it the entire trip.”

      “A theory?” I shout. “A theory isn’t a solution.”

      “I admit, it was risky. But what choice did we have? Rozik said you would never agree to do it willingly—”

      “Because you could have killed me!”

      “—and we didn’t have time to argue about it. So we decided to just…” He trails off.

      “Just what?” I say. “Do it anyway?”

      He nods. “I’m sorry.”

      I want to be mad at him, but I’m not. At least, not as much as Rozik. “Where’s my gun?” I ask.

      “Sir,” Sia replies. “You can’t. The dictionary is in Rozik’s head now. It’s the only one we have.”

      I glare across to where he’s sitting again, surprised to see his head in his hands, his body shaking. What’s this now? He’s crying?

      I find my balance, strength growing, and start hobbling across the room. Mr. Sia tries to help me, but I wave him away. I don’t want to look at him right now. I feel violated in a way I don’t know how to react to. There’s a copy of my brain inside Rozik’s brain. It’s wrong on so many levels. But it doesn’t change who I am. Nothing really happened to me. I can’t say the same for Rozik. He looks like he’s falling apart. Am I that messed up?

      I get past the terminals to the other side. Sasha looks at me fearfully, unsure what I’m going to do.

      “Did you know about this?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Not until Mr. Sia started the procedure.”

      “You didn’t try to stop him?”

      “Why would I? It made sense.”

      I stare at her. Damn her for being right. If the situation is the way Sia says, then it does make sense. Rozik told me I would have to do whatever needs to be done, sacrifice whatever had to be sacrificed. This wasn’t any way I would have expected, but it still falls in that bucket.

      I look over at him. He looks up at me, eyes red and moist with tears. “You should have told me,” I say. “I would have done it.”

      “Would you?” he replies. “That’s easy to say after it’s already done.”

      Maybe he’s right. I don’t know. I’ll never know. “You should have asked.”

      “Better to ask forgiveness,” he says. “If it’s any consolation, your mind is very strong. I thought I could handle it.”

      “You have to handle it,” I reply, shoving all of the related emotions into a small box that I bury in the back of my mind with all the other emotions I don’t want to let out. “I can deal with what you did if it helps us win this thing. You go insane, I’m putting a bullet through your brain myself.”

      Rozik laughs at that. “And I would deserve it. You loved your family very much.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve never experienced that. And your loss…” He fades out, more tears streaming down his cheeks.

      I turn to Sia, who’s coming up behind me. “How long did all this take?”

      “Eight hours, sir.”

      “How much time do we have until Tejal gets back?”

      Mr. Sia makes a face like it’s the first time he’s thought about it. “Forty-five minutes? Maybe an hour?”

      Rozik raises his head again, his whole demeanor suddenly shifting. “We still haven’t got the phase equation.”

      “No, we don’t. Which means no more time for crying. Sia, I’ll ask you again. Where’s my gun?”

      “Packs are over there,” he says, motioning to the corner. “Everything’s in them.”

      “Mission first,” I say. “Let’s move. We’ll settle this when the banshees are gone.”

      “Agreed,” Rozik replies, getting to his feet.

      We hurry over to the packs. Sia’s got the databank back in his, while mine and Rozik’s are sitting open, sidearms resting inside. I crouch down to grab mine, looking up when the door to the room suddenly slides open and a squad of guards rush in.
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      I grab for my pistol as Sasha moves in front of us, shrieking at the soldiers in Commune. The squad leader talks back, his voice equally angry. Then he looks over at us, pointing at Rozik.

      “Telev,” Rozik says. “He wants the crystal.”

      “He can’t have the crystal,” I whisper back.

      “No. I left it on your ship anyway.”

      “You should tell them that.”

      “These are Commune guards. There’s only one explanation they’ll listen to.” He picks his gun up from the bag.

      Sasha’s still yelling at the guard. He’s lost patience with her now, and he thrusts out his hand, shoving her off her feet and onto her ass. The squad turns toward us, only now realizing we’re drawing weapons on them. They start to bring their rifles to bear, but they’re too late.

      Rozik and me both open fire, sending rounds through their helmets from only a few meters away. The guards drop one after another, leaving us alone once more.

      “Oh crap,” Sia says behind me. “How do they know we’re here?”

      “The Captain must have passed my orders up the chain of command,” Rozik says. “He was more suspicious than I thought.”

      “Or he was concerned about how long we’ve been holed up in here,” I reply, standing up straight. “Either way, we need to get the Mandlebrot update and get the hell out of here. The hows and whys don’t matter.”

      “Agreed.”

      I hold out my hand to Sasha, helping her back to her feet. Then I give her my pistol. “I assume Amelin taught you how to shoot?”

      She smiles. “Yes.”

      I grab one of the rifles from a downed guard. So does Rozik. Mr. Sia looks at them and passes them up. We move out into the hallway at the same time I hear a voice coming from the squad leader’s helmet comm.

      “They’re asking him to report in,” Rozik says. “We’ve got thirty seconds before they trigger the alarm. Run.”

      We sprint down the corridors, Rozik leading the way. I’m still feeling a little groggy. I know he must be feeling that way too, or maybe even worse. He’s got my mind inside his skull now, probably fighting him for control. I can’t imagine what that’s like for him or for the digital copy.

      The workers we encounter scurry aside to clear a path, no doubt wondering what the rush is. There’s no audible alarm, but I know it’s been triggered when a couple of guards come out of a side passage with their rifles ready to fire. They manage to squeeze off a few rounds as we duck away, returning the favor. Our bullets punch through their armor, and the guards topple.

      “This way,” Rozik says, taking us through another passage. I drop back to cover our escape, opening fire when another set of guards appears at our backs. They swing out of the line of fire and a moment later we turn left breaking the line of fire and sprinting onward.

      “How far?” I ask.

      “Not far,” Rozik answers. “Just ahead.”

      I stop running and turn, crouching low against the wall. The two guards chasing us come around  the corner, and I’m ready for them. I pepper their chests with six quick rounds, their body armor absorbing the energy but leaving them stunned. I spin back around and hurry to rejoin the others, vanishing around the corner into a corridor on the right.

      The entrance to this part of the lab is defended by live guards, and Rozik’s already on them when I catch up. He punches one hard in the stomach before grabbing him and flinging him into the other. Then he turns his rifle on them, firing into their helmets at point-blank range, keeping them down.

      The doors are sealed, but all Rozik needs to do is tap the panel and it slides open, his permissions not yet revoked. It’s a major oversight by the defense, but not unexpected. They’ve probably never had an intruder alert here before.

      “Mr. Sia, can you keep that door closed?” Rozik asks as soon as we’re through it.

      Sia turns and looks at the panel. “Give me a minute.”

      “If we hole up in here, how will we get out?” I ask. “They’ll bury us in here.”

      Too busy talking to Rozik, I don’t notice till now that the room is full of scientists and engineers. There’s nearly two dozen of them at stations throughout the space. Some are talking and pointing at a large white board at the back of the room that’s covered with math equations. It takes some of them a few moments to go silent and turn to look at us,  mixed expressions of confusion and curiosity crossing their faces. Obviously, they don’t know about the alarm rippling through the ranks of the guards. They don’t have any idea who we are or what we want.

      “There’s another way out,” Rozik says belatedly. “It’ll slow them down.”

      

      A woman says something in Commune. Sasha quickly answers, and I turn  to see Avelia coming toward us, Sasha walking forward to meet her. They speak animatedly, using a lot of hand gestures, and I move closer to Rozik for the translation.

      “Sasha’s telling her we need the phase equations and the adapter.”

      “Adapter?”

      “The Mandelbrot can’t do what it needs to do alone, there’s an add-on piece.”

      “Is it hard to install?”

      “No. But it’s hard to build, and very, very expensive.”

      The two women raise their voices at one another. Mr. Sia comes over from the door. “It should hold for twenty minutes at least.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Sia,” Rozik says.

      We head toward Sasha and Avelia as one. The rest of the people in the room are still fixed in place, waiting for the outcome of the womens’ argument.

      Rozik joins the conversation for a moment. It’s cut short when Sasha cracks Avelia across the face with a mean right hook and she drops to the floor.

      At his terminal, Borak shoots to his feet and rushes over to help his wife. He glares at Sasha but thinks better of shoving her out of his way  when Rozik steps between them. Instead, he steps around Sasha and crouches down  beside his wife, offering comfort while she nurses the already swelling red mark on her cheek.

      Then Rozik says something to Borak, who’s resistant to helping us until he points his rifle at Avelia. “I don’t have any problem shooting her if you won’t cooperate,” he says in Standard.

      Borak nods and gets to his feet. “This way,” he says, also in Standard, leading us to his terminal. As soon as Sia sits he rushes back to his wife.

      Sia taps on the control board and then looks at Rozik. “It’s locked.”

      Rozik’s head whips back toward Borak, and he stomps away to retrieve the scientist. I’m watching him go when I see the door at the back of the room open. A trio of guards barge in and shoot non-lethal PEP bolts into the room, hitting a few of the engineers, while more of the rounds flash into the walls and equipment around us.

      I rush to the corner of the space, using one of the terminals as cover while I return fire. I catch one of the guards in the leg, which convinces the other two to find cover while the wounded guard retreats out of the room. Rozik uses the break to drag Borak back to the station, literally throwing him into the control board.

      “Unlock it,” he growls.

      Borak is crying while he shakily enters his passcode. The rest of the workers are hiding wherever they can find cover. The guards are trying to sneak closer. I hit another one of them in the shoulder.

      “Commander, can you grab the databank?” I do as he asks, taking it out of his pack near his feet. “Put it there,” he directs. “Take the wire from the back and plug it into the connector.” He points to it. “There.”

      This is his expertise, and I’m not about to question it. I do as he says. Behind me, Rozik starts shooting, and I hear the grunt of the last guard succumbing to his rounds.

      “Rozik, where’s the adapter?” I ask.

      “On the way,” he replies.

      “Starting the download,” Sia says.

      “How long will it take?” I ask.

      “Ten minutes.”

      That’s a long time, especially with the base on alert. It’s only going to leave us twenty minutes to somehow get to a ship and get our asses back into orbit. Even once we’re there, we’ll need to find our way around the Commune carrier and it’s payload of fighters.

      Easy getting in, hard getting out. One thing at a time.

      Rozik and me cross the room to the exit, taking up a defensive position. Sasha joins us a moment later, trading Rozik’s sidearm for one of the fallen guards’ PEPs. We stay near the door, looking down a short corridor, nothing to do but wait.

      A minute passes. Another. Everything is suddenly so quiet, it’s making me nervous. I notice motion behind us, and I twirl around, seeing a few of the workers going for the main door. The seal only helps from outside, so I fire a few rounds ahead of them, scaring them back.

      “Stay away from the door!” I shout. “Nobody else needs to get hurt.”

      Two more minutes pass, and then a beam of plasma punches through the same sealed door, the guards using brute force to get in.

      “Keep this door covered,” Rozik says to Sasha. “Yell if anyone comes this way.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replies.

      Rozik and me move forward, finding cover close to the entrance. I check my ammo, note I’m getting low, and then exchange it for the other PEP rifle. Knocking them out is better than going empty.

      Two more minutes pass while the plasma moves around the door, putting a cutout in the middle. Then it draws back and vanishes. Rozik and me raise our guns, ready to shoot.

      The guards push the door in, and it collapses to the ground with a deafening thud. The guards rush in behind it, leading with shields that protect them from the worst of our barrage.

      They pour into the room nearly an entire platoon strong, too many for us to stop.
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      “Captain, Commander, let’s go!” Sia shouts. I look back. He’s running for the door, his pack slung over his shoulder.

      The guards see him too and they start shooting at him, live plasma bolts that just barely miss as he throws himself down behind a terminal. Rozik shoots the shooter a moment later, and then we’re falling back toward Sia’s position.

      “Captain, incoming!” Sasha shouts, starting to fire on the guards at the rear. We round the terminal where Sia is hiding, and I grab his arm, picking him up.

      “It’s up to the fates now,” I say, practically dragging him from cover.

      We sprint across the room, enemy fire peppering the area all around us. We’re fast and they’re inexperienced, and we make it to Sasha’s position without getting hit, reaching the back door and diving through.

      Rolling to my feet, I come up shooting at the guards in front of us, quickly hitting two of them. They both collapse, stunned. Rozik takes out another and Sasha drops the last.

      “Sia, the door!” I shout, turning around. He’s still on the ground, still moving but slow to get up. “Sia!” I kneel beside him, looking for a wound. He’s got a bullet hole in his side, and when I move it I see his body armor caught a round. The strike probably hurt like hell, but he’s going to live. “You need to get up and seal the door. Come on, soldier!”

      He groans and gets up. Rozik grabs him. “No time,” he says, pulling Sia away. Then we’re running again, reaching the corner.

      “We need the adapter,” I say.

      “I know,” Rozik replies. “Through there.”

      We reach the door in question, and he tries to open it. The door doesn’t budge, his permissions finally revoked.

      “Now what?” Sia asks.

      Rozik turns his rifle over and begins smashing the control pad with the butt, creating  a shower of sparks.

      “I hardly think that’s going to...” Sia stops talking as the panel shorts out and the door slides open. His mouth drops open in surprise.

      “Old, flawed model,” Rozik says. “Cover me.”

      The guards catch up to us outside, rushing carelessly around the corner. I drop two of them before they get smart and drop down out of the line of fire, shooting at us from cover. We tuck against the wall, stuck in a momentary standoff.

      Rozik comes back out of the room, carrying what looks like a box made of solid gold, heavy enough I can see the strain on his face. He doesn’t speak, breaking into a run down the passage and expecting us to follow. We do, Sasha and me laying down cover fire.

      The chase continues, and we’re slowed by the weight of the adapter. We keep sending potshots back at the guards, but they’ll only hang back for so long before they get bold. Can we escape before that happens?

      Is there any escape?

      Rozik swings around another corner, cursing as he runs right into another group of guards. His momentum lets him bowl two of them over, but he stumbles and falls, twisting to land on his back, keeping the adapter from hitting the ground.

      It’s a good thing I’m right behind him. The collision slows us down, but the guards are stuck in the open. I shoot one of the guards and slam the rifle into another, whirling on the third and hitting his arm with the PEP before he can shoot back. The pulse numbs his arm and he drops his weapon. I’m about to crack him across his helmet when Sasha  puts him down.

      I spin back the way we came, leaning out from the corner to pick off the guards still behind us, aiming for their legs. Each stunning blast numbs an appendage and takes them down, leaving them unable to catch up. Simple and effective.

      Rozik’s back on his feet, and he leads us to a secured blast door a dozen meters ahead. Sasha and me keep Sia covered while he opens the control panel and shorts the system, making the doors slide open. Then we hurry inside.

      I freeze up when I see we’re in a small hangar. A line of six ships sit side-by-side ahead of a door that has to lead outside. They’re escape craft, Spikes, small and agile, meant to first get into orbit and disappear, then emit a beacon for pickup. They won’t get us far, but they’ll get us far enough.

      “We’ll split up,” Rozik says. “Odin, take the adapter.”

      “You want me to take it?”

      “You’re the better pilot.”

      “You have my brain in yours. Doesn’t that make you better?”

      “Maybe once I acclimate. Not today.”

      I nod and accept the adapter. It’s heavier than he made it seem, and I struggle to carry it to the closest Spike.

      “Mr. Sia go with Odin,” Rozik says. “Sasha, you’re with me.”

      Sia trails behind me as I reach the ship, tapping the external control to open the hatch. There’s no security on these things. Nothing to slow down someone trying to get off the base in the event of an emergency. I know this wasn’t how the Commune planned them to be used, and I can’t help but smile. I glance back in time to see Rozik boarding another one of the Spikes with Sasha. I forgot to ask him how we’re going to open the outer doors, but knowing Rozik, I’m sure he has a plan.

      The Spike has narrow seats along the fuselage, six on either side plus the pilot’s seat in the cockpit. Mr. Sia drops into the first seat, face pale and body shivering.

      “You remember, I hate tight spaces,” he says.

      I put the adapter into the seat across the narrow aisle, securing the harness around it before I buckle into the pilot’s seat and look over the controls. A central stick for steering, main throttle on the left, vectoring controls with the feet. All pretty standard. The stick has a trigger on it, though I didn’t notice any weapons mounted to the outside of the Spike. Hiding a surprise, maybe? Everything’s labeled in Commune shorthand, but I’m ready for it. I don’t have any trouble getting the reactor powered on and the thrusters warming up.

      The comm is a little harder to figure out. I flip a few switches and start adjusting frequencies until I hear Rozik’s low growl. “Rozik, is that you?”

      “Yes,” he replies. “Stay on this channel. They’ll hear us, but they can’t stop us.”

      He hasn’t finished saying it when I hear the rattle of gunfire, and bullets start hitting the armored side of the Spike. “Are you sure? What about the hangar door?”

      It begins sliding out of the way, as if it read my mind. More likely Rozik has control of it from the cockpit.

      “Ladies first,” Rozik says.

      “Okay, I’ll wait,” I reply.

      We fire our thrusters at almost the same time, both ships rocketing forward through the hangar bay doors. Almost immediately, the ship’s sensors complain about the closeness of the rocky terrain. When the map comes up, it shows a lot more than that.

      The sky above is crowded with starfighters, an entire squadron of drones dropping from the orbiting carrier to intercept us.
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      “It looks like we have company,” Rozik says. “A lot of it.”

      “Roger that,” I reply. “What’s the trigger for?”

      Rozik chuckles. “Not a gun, I’m afraid. Turbo-thrusters.”

      I’m slightly disappointed by the lack of armament, but it’s understandable. Munitions are heavy. Even plasma cannons. And a typical escape pilot is hardly a pilot at all, likely having only rudimentary training.

      Rozik and me are anything but typical. If anyone can make this work, we can.

      “Let them come in after us,” I say, looking at the canyon ahead. The entire planet is covered in rough terrain, large spires and sharp peaks of stone. “Let them try to catch up.”

      “I like the way you think, Odin,” Rozik replies.

      “Mr. Sia, how long until Sleipnir returns?” I ask.

      “Any minute now, Commander,” he replies. “But who knows where the Mandelbrot will drop her off.”

      We just need to stay down here until the ship arrives. Then we need to get to it before the Commune carrier can make too much trouble for Tejal. “Let’s split up,” I say. “But stay close. Break on my mark.”

      “Roger,” Rozik replies.

      We dart toward a knifelike tower of stone ahead, the crevice cutting out on either side. The first wing of drones swoops down toward us, firing from above.

      “Mark!” I snap, cutting my Spike to the left while Rozik vectors right. Plasma fire flashes past, digging into the canyon floor and spitting up clouds of dust and debris. The wing breaks left to stay behind me, a second dropping in on Rozik’s tail.

      As far as I’m concerned I have them right where I want them.

      Just like that, I’m navigating through the canyon, using the ship’s maneuverability to cut in, out, over and under the terrain ahead. I weave around crags and spires, duck below natural bridges and make hard turns that the less agile fighters behind me can’t match. Drones crash into the rock behind me, too slow to maneuver, too big to avoid the features. The human pilot has better luck, reacting more naturally to the formations, and he stays impressively on my ass, choosing his moments to fire his plasma cannons.

      I swing from side to side, controlled chaos that puts the Spike close to the hard walls of the canyon with almost every evasive maneuver. I risk a quick glance back to check on the adapter and Mr. Sia. The adapter is fine, held tight by the harness I wrapped around it. Sia is slumped in the seat, out cold with a vomit stain down his shirt. I’ll make sure to get on him about it later.

      We continue racing through the canyons, staying low and tight. The targets behind me are thinning out, but the human pilot remains intact, taking occasional shots that threaten to send me into the walls to avoid them. The agility of the Spike is my only saving grace, the quick changes in vector allowing me to stay clear of the worst of the assault. The problem is I can’t keep it up forever. As soon as we’re in the open—if the fighter has any torpedoes—I’m as good as dead. Even with added thrust I can’t outrun a torpedo.

      I need to do something though. I check the grid, finding the other Spike on it. The canyons we’re in are pulling the two of us back together, and if it keeps up we’re going to meet about a hundred klicks ahead. I’ve still got the pilot and four drones behind me, while Rozik’s trailing eight. The number of craft he hasn’t teased into a crash may be a testament to his opposing pilot. Or it may be a result of his adjustment to my copy. He’s supposed to be greater than the parts, but right now he isn’t showing it.

      It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t need to do anything different to make this work.

      I don’t tell him what I’m planning because it will only cause him to make a mess of it. Instead, I drop the throttle, slowing down a little to reel my trailing Commune pilot in behind me.

      It’s a dangerous maneuver, letting him get a lot closer to putting a plasma blast up my ass.

      I whip the Spike from side to side through the terrain, cutting it so close I swear I’m scraping bottom against some of the rock. My counterpart doesn’t get quite so tight, forgoing shots for a more straightforward path, but he stays close enough. I watch him on the grid at the same time I watch Rozik, splitting my attention in ways few others can match. Then I shift my finger to the trigger, holding it on the surface and ready to fire.

      I’m not completely sure what the output will be like. All I know is that it’ll make me go faster in a hurry. Much faster.

      Holding my finger over the thruster trigger, I break so hard the lead fighter about slams into my tail, my proximity sensors going berserk over it.

      I hit the trigger and the thrusters fire, spitting superhot plasma out the back. It pours into the enemy’s nose, searing through the cockpit to the pilot inside. The ship crashes and explodes. The rest of the fighters chasing me follow him in.

      But I’m not done yet.

      I power through the canyon, the added velocity taking every ounce of my concentration and ability to keep from colliding with the rock walls. I barely have the opportunity to watch my position relative to Rozik’s on the grid. He’s managed to coerce another drone to crash, but he’s still got a heavy contingent on his tail.

      For now.

      I zip through canyons at a speed most pilots would find untenable. Even for me, it’s starting to get tricky; my brain can’t stay this focused for long. I need to get into position if I’m going to get Rozik clear.

      “Odin, you’re clear,” Rozik says a moment later, finally noticing my status on his grid. “You’ve got good velocity. Break for orbit. Sleipnir should be in system. I’m right behind you.”

      “Roger,” I reply, even though I have no intention of leaving the crevices. He can’t know what I’m going to do. It’ll change the outcome.

      “Odin, what are you doing?” he yells a moment later, as if he’s reading my mind. I guess in a way he is. Damn him—on so many levels—for taking part of me and sticking it in his brain.

      “Nothing,” I reply. “Don’t think about it.”  It’s a good thing I’m almost in position. In a few seconds it’ll be too late for him to botch it up.

      There’s a tower-like formation ahead of me, standing in the center of a clearing where Rozik and me will cross paths. I’m a decent distance ahead of him, approaching faster and harder than I probably should. When I reach the formation I release the trigger, pushing down as hard as I can with my foot to trigger the vectoring thrusters. The Spike responds the way I hope, rolling  as I add retros in an effort to keep from smashing into the canyon wall.

      I skid around the turn, circling the formation like I’m tethered to it. The Gs make me lightheaded, but I manage to hang on. Once around the rock, I punch the trigger again and take off like a rocket.

      I’m headed right at Rozik. Point to point. Nose to nose.

      He doesn’t pull up. Instead, he drops toward the rocks below us, flying so close to shearing off the entire bottom of his Spike it nearly takes my breath away.

      I’m flying head on now at the Commune pilot that was on Rozik’s tail, pushing so hard and fast his plasma shots are poorly aimed and flash past me without connecting.

      It takes just two seconds to reach him, and he does exactly what I expect. He banks  ninety degrees, his wings going vertical, to fit  between me and the canyon wall. Only he doesn’t have quite enough control. As I flash by him, his tail scrapes the canyon wall and he slams full-speed into the tower formation, the explosion causing the whole thing to collapse. The drones behind him all get caught in the rockfall and break apart against the surrounding crags.

      Now we’re clear.

      “Fancy flying, Odin,” Rozik says. “Couldn’t have done it better myself. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Roger that,” I reply, lifting the Spike’s nose skyward. I keep pushing the thrusters, gaining velocity and altitude in a hurry. “We aren’t out of this yet.”

      The Commune carrier is just a glint in the sky, but the distance between us won’t last for long. We’ll need to fly right past her if we’re going to make it back to Sleipnir, and it’s only a matter of time before another squadron launches to shoot us out of the sky.

      At least, that’s what I think until a flash of lightning arcs into the carrier from somewhere behind it. I watch in awesome fascination as the ship breaks apart, small bits of it falling out of orbit and burning up in the atmosphere.

      I don’t need to see the fury of the electro-lance to know Sleipnir is there, and I lean back in my seat, finally letting myself relax a little.

      We did it.
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      “Fedor is not going to be happy,” Rozik admits. It’s the first thing he says to me after we land the two Spikes in Sleipnir’s hangar. He seems both bothered and amused by the statement, as if he’s uncomfortable with what we just did and at the same time happy we did it.

      I know how he feels. I felt the same thing when I took Sleipnir away from Bruxton rather than surrendering the ship and accepting Drake’s forced retirement. It’s hard to go against the wishes of your superiors, as it should be.

      Right or wrong, in both cases it needed to be done.

      We have the banshee power source. We have the Mandelbrot adapter and the phase equations. We’re still in Commune space, but the carrier defending RD-14 is in pieces, the defenses shattered. Telev will learn we’re responsible sooner or later, and that will become a problem. But not right now. Not today.

      “If we can do what we aim to do, he’ll have reason to change his mind,” I reply.  I glance back when I notice Mr. Sia coming out of the Spike behind me. He stumbles going down the ramp, and I barely get back to catch him before he falls face-first onto the deck.

      “I’m still a little nauseous,” he says. He’s got fresh vomit on his shirt. He must have puked again when he came to.

      “I’ll help him to sick bay,” Sasha says. She’s the total opposite of Sia, practically radiating health and vitality after the mission. It’s like she was made to be a fighter, not a pop singer or the wife of a ghost station warlord.

      “Thank you,” I reply, passing him over.  “Run the automated medical diagnostics on him. Mr. Sia, I appreciate everything you did down there, but I need you cleaned up and ready to go asap.”

      “Yes sir,” he replies.

      Sasha tucks herself under his arm to keep him propped up, and begins leading him toward the hangar exit.

      “Amara,” I say loudly enough my voice should reach the comms unit near the door. “Can you hear me?”

      “I hear you, Commander,” she replies.

      “I want you and Tejal to bring us back to wherever you were hiding before. Both of you meet me in the conference room once it’s done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You don’t want to get cleaned up first?” Rozik asks, looking me over. I’ve got blood on my Commune flight suit, but luckily it isn’t mine. I’m sure my face is sweaty, and I probably stink as bad as he does...if not worse.

      “I do. I assume there will be time for that when we make the jump through the Disturbance?”

      “There always is,” he replies. The way he says is leaves me wondering if he means it the way it sounds.  He doesn’t give me a chance to ask. “That was some maneuver you pulled back there. I think you even outdid yourself.”

      “You would know,” I reply.

      “I already apologized.”

      “Forgiveness over permission, I know. What do I feel like to you? How does it work?”

      “Memories mostly, at least in the beginning. They flash in front of my eyes in bits and pieces. It’s your mind’s way of trying to assert control. For me, it’s not about pushing back against the memories but accepting them and looking past them without reacting. I almost lost it when I felt what you felt when you saw Spindle was gone. Your copy nearly overwhelmed me. The only thing that saved me was you.”

      “Me?”

      “You pushed me to get up and get moving. Every mind has a level of self-preservation, even if it means submission.”

      “So my mind is submissive to you now?”

      “In part. But it’s still fighting. It won’t for long, and when it gives up I’ll be able to fully integrate your specific intellect and skillset with the others. That’s when I’ll become a better pilot than you.”

      “You wish.”

      Rozik laughs. “Perhaps.”

      “You had to replace a mind to copy mine. Which one did you kill?”

      It’s a harsh word, and I use it intentionally. Uncalled for? I don’t think so. I’m still angry.

      “It was a hard decision, and I didn’t make it until Mr. Sia was ready to put me under. One of my aggregates was a philosopher. An intellect. I didn’t want to let her go, but the Sphere these days.” He shakes his head. “There’s little need for philosophy when it won’t help me stop the banshees.”

      It seems like an easy selection to me, but what do I know about it? “Do you ever have feelings for your aggregates?”

      “You mean did I love her? In a sense, yes. She spoke to me in a way no one else can. Her loss amplified my understanding of your loss, and nearly cost us the dictionary.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to operate the banshee controls?”

      “I don’t know. I think I have a better chance now than I did ten hours ago. I’ll still need Sasha’s help, I think. She has a good ear for the patterns. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without her.”

      I nod in response. Did he give up the mind he loved because he found another he cared for? Sasha’s turned out to be more useful than I would have guessed, but he saw it ahead of time. Unless he’s always had a crush on Sviat, the Commune pop star.

      “That kind of talk doesn’t sound like you at all.”

      “It’s the integration. It’ll fade.”

      It’s my turn to smirk. At least the copy of my mind is causing him a level of discomfort. It’s the best I can hope for right now.

      “Commander,” Amara says. “Mandelbrot is set and locked. We’re entering the aether now.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” I reply. “How long is the jump?”

      “Twenty minutes, sir. Not long.”

      Long enough to get away from here. “In that case, we’ll meet in the conference room in thirty minutes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I look over at Rozik. “You’re right.  If I smell as bad as you do, we both need to get cleaned up.”
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      I’m the last one to enter the conference room. Tejal is quick to stand and announce me. I settle the group back into their seats—everyone is here—and take my own at the head of the table.

      I feel better after a shower, a change of clothes and a bite to eat. I’m clean, hair combed, face shaved, fresh flight suit with the valknut positioned over my chest. Our success on RD-14 without losing anyone boosts my confidence, and I can see that same confidence reflected on the faces of everyone else in the room.

      “Nice work,” I say. “All of you. I know we’re all from different places, from different backgrounds. I know we’ve all had our differences with one another.” I glance at Rozik. “Some of us more than others. But we pulled it together when it counted the most, and we got the job done. I’m proud of all of you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Tejal says. The rest follow her response in rapid succession.

      “Each of you would make fine Commune Astros,” Rozik says. “Except maybe Mr. Sia. He should stick to computers and gadgets.”

      That gets a laugh from the team. It’s easy to laugh right now. As long as we don’t think about Earth. As long as I don’t think about Shaena.

      “We haven’t discussed this officially,” I say. “But I think by now most of you realize what our next course of action is.” I look around the room. “Are any of you still unclear?”

      Tejal puts up her hand.

      “Go ahead, Tejal.”

      “Sir, I understand the mission, and that you want to take Sleipnir beyond the Disturbance. What I don’t understand is what we’re hoping to accomplish? It seems to me we’re moving in the opposite direction of Earth, and that seems like a bad thing.”

      “Normally I would agree with you,” I say. “I’m sorry, Nora. You’re right. We haven’t been completely forthcoming about the full extent of our plan. Captain Rozik, can you brief the rest of the team?”

      “Of course,” Rozik says, getting to his feet. “Ensign, I think you can agree that if we went to Earth straight away, as we are, and confronted the banshee mothership, we would not last very long.”

      Tejal hesitates before shaking her head. “Negative, sir. I don’t agree. You and Commander Stone destroyed the other mothership from within. Why can’t we do that again?”

      “We were fortunate once. But the banshees are smart. They’ll protect themselves better from suffering the same failure a second time. Believe me, if that were still an option, I would take it. It isn’t an option, so instead, we’re going to use the banshee’s technology against them.”

      “How, Captain?”

      “You were there when the banshee mothership destroyed Warrick, were you not?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The enemy has technology that allows them to store the power of a star in a crystalline structure the size of your thumb. They can use that immense energy to keep their ships running for some time, though not as long as you might expect. They’ve also learned to harness that energy as a weapon.”

      “They used it to blow up Warrick,” Sia says.

      “Yes. A poorly calculated maneuver on their part.”

      “You keep saying they’re smart,” Tejal says. “That doesn’t sound smart.”

      “No? What if the enemy guessed there was one way we could defeat them under the right circumstances, and they were trying to stop that possibility before we even realized the idea had potential?”

      “You lost me, sir.”

      “They knew I took one of their power supplies. It was empty. Used up. But the possibility existed that we could recharge it. All we had to do was figure out how.”

      “I doubt it’s that trivial,” Sia says.

      “It isn’t trivial at all,” Rozik agrees. “But look at it from the banshee perspective. They don’t know the level of our intelligence. Yes, they hacked into Alliance systems on Warrick and pulled as much data about us as they could, but—”

      “They did what?” I say, surprised by the statement. He hasn’t mentioned that before now.

      Rozik looks at me. I don’t like his expression. He’s about to tell me something else I didn’t know, and that I’m not going to appreciate.

      “When they took the comm tower and the Alliance base in Walton,” Rozik says. “They used the synchronizer to begin pulling data from the network. As much as they could, as fast as they could.”

      “The synchronizer was on Spindle, and Spindle was destroyed.”

      “When they were done with it, yes.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. “What does that mean, when they were done with it?”

      Rozik stares at me in silence.

      “Damn it, Rozik,” I hiss back. “Enough of the hints and subtleties. Enough of you trying to spare my damn feelings, or whatever the hell this is. If you know something about Spindle you haven’t told me, you should say it now.”

      I see Rozik run his tongue along the bottom of his mouth. He’s trying to protect me with his silence. I understand it, but I’m not accepting it. Not where Spindle’s concerned.

      “Tell me,” I repeat.

      “Spindle wasn’t destroyed right away,” he says. “The mothership captured the entire station intact.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I saw it.”

      “What do you mean, you saw it? You crashed on Warrick, same as me and Joie.”

      “Yes. And no. I held my capsule a short distance from the fight so I could observe the outcome. I watched the mothership finish off your resistance. Then I watched it capture the station intact. My guess is they used golems to board and subdue the people on it.”

      “By subdue, you mean...”

      “Kill them.”

      I close my eyes, trying not to imagine the golems wreaking havoc throughout Spindle. Trying not to picture them encountering Shae or the girls, and gunning them down while they tried to run, hide or maybe even fight. No matter how they died, it’s a tragedy. But having the station blown apart, having them succumb to space in a matter of seconds is more tolerable than the thought of them spending hours in fear.

      But what if they were hiding? What if the golems never found them?

      “You said Spindle was destroyed,” I say. “That’s what you told me, multiple times. That’s what you told me on the mothership.”

      “It is destroyed,” Rozik agrees. “You saw the mothership come apart.”

      It takes all of my strength not to lunge at him. “You told me it was destroyed before we destroyed it!” I scream at him. And then I can’t stop myself. I throw my body at him, too angry to consider he’s kicked my ass every other time I’ve tried to fight him.

      He does it again, grabbing my arm, turning me, taking out my legs, and throwing me to the ground. He comes down on top of me, still holding my arm behind my back and putting enough pressure on it I know he can break it if he wants to.

      “They were dead, Odin,” he says softly in my ear. “Long dead before that. The enemy wanted the synchronizer, the datastores, the education. Not the organics inside. They aren’t running a zoo. I was trying to help you. To save you from yourself. Now that I have you in me, I know it was the right decision. You would have died on that ship, wasting your time searching for the dead.”

      It’s funny how sometimes you know things are true, but there’s that thread of disbelief or denial or lack of closure that just won’t let go, and in the back of your mind you’re clinging to it like it’s the last drop of air in the galaxy. And you don’t always know it’s there, but when it breaks… When it breaks it’s like the universe just rejected you outright, and then you’re floating in the vacuum—breathless, weightless, ready to die…but you can’t.

      That’s how I feel right now. It sucks all the strength from me. All the will to fight. I press my head against the cold deck. I let the tears run from my eyes. I don’t even notice when Rozik lets me go. I stay down there, lost for a moment in that last snap of hope for their survival. The one I didn’t even know I had until it was gone.

      I’m down there for ten seconds. Maybe fifteen. It feels like a lifetime to me. But then I stop crying. I stop mourning. I stuff it down and pick myself back up. Because that’s what Shae would tell me to do. What Jaycee and Raina would want me to do. Not feel sorry for them, but fight for them.

      I stand up and I look at the others. I even meet Rozik’s eye and nod. He’s right. I knew they were dead the moment I came back to Warrick. In my heart I knew, I just didn’t want to accept it. I lost them again on the banshee mothership when Rozik confirmed it. A third time just now.

      They aren’t coming back.

      “As I was saying,” Rozik says, picking up where he left off. “The banshees don’t know if we can figure out how to use the energy source. They know who we are and some of our history. They understand we’re pretty damn good at war. Maybe we’re a little down-trodden right now, but they can guess we have the potential to come roaring back. And after Klev I don’t think they’ll underestimate us again. They took Odin’s Needle knowing he’s a threat. They tried to kill him and failed. There’s a sense of fear in them. They want to put that same fear in us. Destroying a planet is a great way to do it.”

      “Wouldn’t destroying Earth be better?” Tejal asks.

      Rozik glances at me again. “Yes. I believe that’s their intent. The mothership that headed to Earth used all its power store to destroy Warrick. It’ll have to recharge either on Earth’s sun or a star between here and there. But I do think when they arrive they won’t settle for freezing the population out. They’ll fire their weapon against it. They’ll reduce it to dust.”

      A cold chill settles across the whole room. The confidence we all had minutes ago is lost. The hope fading. We’re days behind the banshees.

      “The Alliance and Commune fleets will slow them down,” Rozik says. “They won’t fire on the planet as long as they’re still under attack. They can’t draw that much power without losing their shields.”

      “You know that for a fact?” I ask.

      “I’m sure of it,” he replies

      I’m not convinced. “The fleets won’t last more than a few hours against that ship.”

      “They can if they’re smart about it.”

      “So what are we going to do?” Tejal asks. “How are we going to stop it? Like I said before, we’re going in the wrong direction.”

      “The banshees were afraid we would develop a means to refuel the power source I stole from them,” Rozik says. “What they didn’t consider is that I would swap the dead source for a live one. We’re fortunate we succeeded or Earth would already be in pieces.”

      “So you’re saying we can put the banshee’s superweapon on Sleipnir?”

      “No, Ensign. We’re going to bring the dead mothership back to life,” he says. “And then we’re going to give them a taste of their own medicine.”

      The mood in the room is somber and silent for a few seconds, broken by Ensign Tejal. “Mr. Sia, why are we sitting here? We need to be headed for the Disturbance yesterday.”

      “Since you mentioned it,” Rozik says in reply. “Commander, there is one other thing you should know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The Disturbance acts as a time dilation field. It’s one of the properties that makes it difficult to cross.”

      “Is the outside faster or slower?”

      “Faster, by nearly five hundred percent.”

      “Time dilation? So it’s like a time machine?” Sasha asks.

      “Not exactly,” Sia replies. “But one day inside the Sphere would equal five days on the outside. It means we can’t go to the Disturbance yesterday, but once we’re there, we can come back hours from when we leave, depending on how long it takes to get everything done.” He pauses, and I can tell he’s thinking about the deeper meaning of the structure. “It’s almost like whoever created the dilation did it to give us time to mature outside of the rest of the galaxy. If it was in fact created and not a naturally occurring phenomenon. The universe is strange.”

      “Bottom line, it means we have more time,” I say. “Why didn’t you tell us this sooner?”

      “I didn’t want to give you false hope to think we might make it to the Beyond.

      “This is just the shot of hope I need right now. Mr. Sia, Captain Rozik—Ensign Tejal is right. Enough talking about what we’re going to do. Let’s do it.”
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      We’re leaning heavy on Mr. Sia, but he turns out to be more than up for the task. After freezing up on RD-14, he’s more motivated than ever to prove his worth by adding the Mandelbrot adapter to the system in record time.

      Dealing with the Mandelbrot directly is no easy task. The device itself is highly radioactive and requires a special suit to get near, which itself needs to be washed, locked up and jettisoned into space once it’s single-use is complete. Moreover, accessing the Mandelbrot requires diverting all power away from propulsion while it’s offline, leaving us open to banshee attack if they happen to find us in the celestial wasteland I’ve settled us in. No stars, planets, asteroids, comets, wayward gasses or anything else. Just us and the dark. So if the banshees do show up—I don’t think they will but we can’t risk it—I’ll definitely see them coming.

      Tejal, Sasha and Rozik take guard positions at the most important sections of the ship—the secondary bridge, outside the Mandelbrot and at the main reactors. They maintain constant comms contact, while I maintain a mesh connection to the ship with Amara and Mr. Sia works on connecting the adapter. I’m able to track his movements that way, non-visually aware of his position inside the enclosure and the general status of the system. Meanwhile, Amara begins the installation of the phase equations into the Mandelbrot’s jump computer.

      We’re all doing something. We all have an important role to play. Every one of us feels the urgency. The desperation. But for now at least we’re using it as a strength. We need to get Sleipnir modified. We need to get underway as fast as we can. Every calculation we make puts the banshee mothership at least four days ahead of us and in firing range of Earth. Can the Alliance and Commune forces hold them off that long? Will Telev even try? Earth is an important planet for historical reasons, but it isn’t the capital of either the Alliance or the Commune. It isn’t the most valuable world we possess.

      It’s symbolic, and that’s what this is about right now. Losing Earth will hurt the morale of every human in the Sphere. Saving it will do the opposite. More than that. It’ll show the banshees we aren’t pushovers and that they can’t have the Sphere so easily. Maybe it’ll even convince the rest of them not to come at all. Wishful thinking? Maybe. I prefer to look at it as positive, hopeful thinking.

      “Commander, it’s done,” Mr. Sia says, about eight hours after he first goes into the Mandelbrot enclosure.

      I can feel the adapter now as if it’s a new organ attached to my body.

      “Good job, Mr. Sia,” I reply.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Once he’s clear we can bring everything back online. That takes him another twenty minutes, and even then he has to head to the shower directly outside the enclosure for a special cleanse to help reduce whatever radiation leached through. Machines handle ninety-five percent of the maintenance activity inside the enclosure, but some things have to be done custom.

      Those ten minutes pass in tense quiet, with only the constant round-robin of comms checks from Tejal, Sasha and Rozik breaking the silence. I turn most of my attention to the sensors, keeping a watchful eye out for anything out of the ordinary coming into range.

      When Sia reports he’s out of the area, a single thought brings propulsion back online, and I don’t waste any time setting a random course through the void. “Rozik, Tejal, Sasha, you can stand down,” I say.

      “Roger that, sir,” Tejal replies. “I’m thankful to be bored for once.”

      “Don’t get too used to it. Amara, how does the software upgrade look?”

      “It should be complete in the next twenty minutes, sir.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. Rozik, since we have a few minutes, do you know how the phase equations work?”

      “At a basic level,” he replies, though I wouldn’t doubt he understands them at a deeper level too. Or at least one of his minds does. “Essentially, there are two planes of existence we’ve discovered. Our living plane, what we call reality, and the aether, which as you surely learned at your Academy, twists through our reality like a thread, allowing us to travel faster than the speed of light as we know it. The phase equations allow us to exist in both realities at once.”

      “How is that possible?” Mr. Sia asks.

      “Phase modulation. Rapidly pulsing the Mandelbrot on and off, so that the field it produces around the ship is unbalanced. Yet everything is still connected. The equations themselves are ingenious.”

      “Who wrote them?”

      Rozik laughs. “I wouldn’t tell you if I did know, but I don’t know. Rumor was that one of the surviving gestalts has seven of the top scientists in the Commune inside her skull, and that she came up with the equation. It wouldn’t completely surprise me if it’s true.”

      It wouldn’t surprise me either. “It must draw more power than a standard jump. Are you sure we have the range?”

      “We should, Commander.”

      “You don’t sound confident.”

      “I think if you stop to consider the sheer complexity of the universe isolated to the single mote of matter that encapsulates the existence of this ship and everyone on it, you would struggle to approach the problem with complete confidence too.”

      I can’t help but laugh at the response. It sounds more like one of Rozik’s minds than Rozik himself. It’ll have to be good enough.

      The next twenty minutes pass slowly. The waiting is always the hardest part. Then Amara finally says the words I want to hear.

      “Mandelbrot navigation computers updated, sir. Diagnostics are clean. We’re ready to jump.”

      “Rozik, can we go from here or do we need to come in closer and then go through?” I ask.

      “Set a course for the following coordinates.” He reads them off to me.

      “I don’t recognize the heading for that system,” I say.

      “That’s because the Alliance doesn’t have a mapping system that functions outside the Sphere. If we make it to the aether without being scrambled into a billion particles, we’ll have proof the upgrade is functional.”

      “There has to be an easier way to find that out.”

      “Not really. Relax, Commander. I’ve done this before, and I’m still here.”

      “Amara, input the coordinates.”

      “Already done, sir. Processing now.”

      I monitor the progress of the computer, waiting for it to finish calculating. I’m surprised by how quickly it plots the course.

      Three days. That’s a lot sooner than I expect. We’ll pick up two days on the banshees if it’s accurate.

      “Mandelbrot set and locked,” Amara says. “Would you like to do the honors, sir?”

      I don’t need to speak out loud, but I do. “Engaging…now!”

      A thought triggers the system, and I wait to be scrambled into a billion particles.
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      “We’re approaching the Disturbance, sir,” Amara says.

      I stop mid-pushup, lifting myself to my feet. I’m in my quarters, in my underwear, getting in a little bit of morning exercise before spending the next twelve hours going over the arrival plan with Rozik for the third time. Two days into the trip, and there’s been no indication the jump is any different than any of the hundreds of others I’ve made during my lifetime and career.

      That’s about to change.

      “Thank you, Amara,” I reply. “I’m on my way to the bridge.”

      I wipe off my sweat with a towel and then grab my flight suit, pulling it on and closing it before hurrying from my quarters to the bridge. Maybe I’m excited over nothing. Maybe passing through the Disturbance will be just like going anywhere else in the aether. Even if it is, I want to experience it myself.

      I see Tejal in the passage ahead. “Nora.” She jumps slightly, not expecting me behind her. She stops and looks back at me. ”We’re about to go through the Disturbance,” I tell her as I jog past.

      Tejal breaks into a jog behind me. I guess Sia and Sasha got the same message, because they’re both at the door to the primary bridge, waiting to get inside when Tejal and me reach it. Rozik’s the only one not here, but he’s seen all of this before. It’s probably boring to him. Or maybe it brings back bad memories.

      I tap my hand against the security panel and the doors to the bridge slide open. It’s the first time I’ve been up here since it was damaged in the attack that killed Rowdy. I hesitate at the threshold, looking in. There’s no sign of the prior damage. In fact, the stations all look brand-new, likely transferred from one of Amelia’s other ships to this one. I find the spot where Rowdy died, bowing my head in respect before heading over to the command station.

      Tejal takes navigation while Sia and Sasha stand beside one another on my left. Amara’s projection appears at the front of the room, and she looks it over for a moment before turning to me. “Commander.”

      “Lieutenant,” I reply. “How long?”

      “Five minutes, sir.”

      I tap on the command station controls, opening the feed from the bow cameras on the primary display. The aether is as black as ever but there’s a hint of something up ahead, a multi-colored gaseous wall blotting out the rest of the universe. I’ve seen photos and vids of the Disturbance, but this is the first time I’ve ever seen it up close and in person, despite Warrick’s proximity. I understand it’s an endless cloud of gases thousands of light years thick. Inside it, sensors cease to function, the exotic matter providing the color will eat through even the heaviest shields and armor in less than a week’s time.

      Most people think of the Sphere as a perfect sphere, completely round, but I know better. It’s jagged and rippled, not unlike the surface of RD-14, with its own share of crags and crevices. The important part is that it’s present here in the aether as well as reality, and nothing’s ever been able to  get through it. Until now.

      Rozik’s already been through and I’m about to join him.

      My heart beats faster in anticipation but I don’t try to calm it. This may be old hat to Rozik, but it’s a momentous occasion for me and everyone else on the ship. We have reason to be excited, nervous and scared. By all rights, what we’re about to do is supposed to be impossible.

      Five minutes become two, and at that point I can almost hear the change in the sound of the Mandelbrot. The smooth hum suddenly turns into a rapid cadence, like a thousand feet tapping on the metal decking.

      That’s not all.

      The universe changes around us, creating a sudden blur. There are two Tejal’s sitting a few meters ahead of me, sliding back and forth over one another, interposed and juxtaposed, existing both in the aether and in reality at the same time. The entire ship is like that, two copies slipping back and forth over one another, but not quite in any sort of sync. When Tejal looks back at me, her heads speed up and slow down, her two sets of eyes blinking at a different rate, everything moving slightly wrong.

      That’s not all.

      Sleipnir begins to shake, only a little at first, but it gets more violent as the seconds pass before calming again. It’s enough to send Sasha stumbling. Mr. Sia grabs her hand before she hits the deck, steadying her. I lean back in my seat and buckle my harness. The ship is moving at different speeds and phases, causing the quaking.

      That’s not all.

      We reach the gaseous cloud of the Disturbance, the red and orange mingling with the blackness of the aether. I stare at it in fascination that turns to panic as it begins seeping into Sleipnir, passing through the hull as if it’s not even there.

      Why didn’t Rozik warn us about this? I’m tempted to get up, to run away, but it’s on me before I can move, thick and cool—but not corrosive.

      The fog settles over the bridge, reducing our visibility to a few meters.

      That’s not all.

      The fog seems innocuous. But then something moves in it, a form that’s there one moment and then gone the next, leaving a swirl of gas behind. I turn my head, trying to track it, unsure if it was real until a second one goes back the other way. Sleipnir stops shaking, and I unbuckle my harness and get to my feet. Three more swirls appear, but I don’t see the mass that causes them.

      “Is something there?” I hear Tejal say.

      I step into the void between two of the stations. Amara’s projection struggles to form in the gas, leaving her more ethereal than usual. She stares at me in silence, watching the way the others react.

      Then it appears through her. A form of shadow and gas that materializes into something worse. It raises what looks like an axe in its hands, bringing it up in front of me. I stumble backward, caught by surprise, landing on my back and raising my hands to protect my face.

      The axe comes down at my head. At the last second it disappears, spreading apart into nothing but gas. Am I hallucinating?

      I hear Sia shout, and when I look I see the back of a similar creature or form. It reaches for Sia before vanishing.

      What the hell is this?

      “Rozik,” I say, activating my comm. “There’s something on the ship.”

      “Relax, Alliance,” he replies calmly. “They can’t touch you.”

      “What are they?” I ask. His answer sends a chill down my spine.

      “I don’t know. I think they reside in a plane between the aether and ours.”

      Another appears right beside me. It lunges at me only to fade away before we make contact.

      It continues this way for nearly thirty minutes. The double-vision, the gas and the creatures in it. By the time things settle back to normal and the solid hum of the Mandelbrot resumes, my hair is sopping wet with sweat. My entire body is tense and shaking. Tejal looks the same, while Sasha and Sia are sitting on the deck with their heads in their hands.

      “We’re through,” Amara announces, her voice filled with amazed wonder. “Past the Disturbance. We’re in the Beyond.”

      I look up at the primary display. There’s nothing but black through the bow cameras. It sounds a lot more impressive than it looks.

      “Gods,” Sia says weakly. “And we have to do this again on the way back?”
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      We did it. We’re on the other side of the Disturbance.

      In the Beyond.

      Sleipnir floats through a part of the universe no one else in the Alliance has ever set eyes on before. I still can’t quite believe the readings coming from the nav station and the ship’s sensors.

      It’s not like space changes all that much from one place to another. It looks the same as anywhere else. Dark. Empty. Massive. Stars are visible everywhere around us, except where large objects block their light. Except where we’re headed.

      I still get chills every time I think about passing through the Disturbance. Every time I see the mangled faces of the creatures that live in the place between the planes. It seems impossible, but then so did crossing into the Beyond not that long ago.

      “Is that it?” I ask, looking out the main display, through the bow mounted cameras that offer a wide angle view of the black.

      “That’s it,” Rozik replies. I’m at the command station. He’s standing next to me. All hands are on deck, watching the approach. “You should put shields up.”

      I glance over at him. “Debris?” He nods. “Tejal, do it. Keep it on automatic.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replies, activating the system.

      “Turn up the sensitivity on the sensors, too. I want to see everything we’re about to dive into.”

      “Yes, sir. Are you sure you don’t want to go downstairs?”

      “To the mesh? Not yet. When we get close, Rozik, Sia and me will take one of the Spikes over to the derelict. You and Sasha will stay here to keep an eye on things. Whatever you do, don’t come to a stop, don’t run a predictable path.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I wouldn’t mind staying here, sir,” Mr. Sia says.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” I reply. “And I’d like to bring Sasha over with us, but we’re too short on crew as it is.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The sensors reveal some of the debris in the field ahead of us. It’s what remains of the Commune ships caught in the banshee mothership’s initial attack, the pieces that didn’t have enough momentum to escape the gravity field created by the massive craft. Most of them are small and unrecognizable, but the sensors do catch a few bodies among the mess.

      “Gods be with them,” Rozik says as we get close enough for the debris to come into view.

      Shields are flaring sporadically, deflecting or burning up anything that gets too close and creating a small light show in the darkness. The blue flashes paint the patinated metal of the derelict in an ominous light that makes the hairs on my arms stand up.

      I coast through the debris, positioning Sleipnir a few klicks away from the banshee ship and then running a long range sensor sweep. No sign of other incoming banshee ships. Hopefully we can avoid confrontation.

      “Ensign Tejal, head on down to the secondary.”

      “Yes, Commander.” Tejal gets up to head off the bridge. I give Tejal  sixty seconds and then abandon the command station, joining Rozik beside it.

      “Mr. Sia, Captain Rozik, with me. Sasha, I know I’m asking a lot of you. Do your best.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replies. She’s carrying a pair of rifles, bandoliers hanging over her shoulders. It’s not fair to ask her to manage the defense of the ship alone should the banshees and their golems try to board. But what else can I do? There are only five of us on this mission. Far too few.

      Rozik, Sia and me leave the bridge. Sasha isn’t far behind, making her way closer to the Mandelbrot and the main reactor. It’s a better position for a single defender. I can’t help wondering if I should even bother trying to protect the ship and take my chances the banshees aren’t nearby. We’re in their territory now. Beyond the Disturbance and behind enemy lines. And we know they were called to this part of the universe. I don’t know how much Sasha can do on her own, but it has to be better than nothing.

      We head down to the hangar. Rozik and Sia have already loaded the Spike with everything they think we’ll need. Guns of course. Light body armor in the form of less bulky starsuits for Sia and me, and Rozik’s special combat armor for him. Comm-linked helmets and a larger comm terminal to stay in touch with Sleipnir.

      And most importantly the cylinder containing the active crystal.

      I take the pilot’s seat while Sia grabs one of the back seats. Rozik’s too big in his armor to sit, so he crouches in the aft section, locking his magboots to the floor and leaning over to press his shoulders against the bulkhead. I’ll still need to be careful how many Gs I put us under.

      I activate the ship-to-ship comm. “Tejal, we’re ready to go.”

      “Roger, Commander. I’ll begin evasives the moment you’re clear.”

      “Roger that. Odin out.”

      The hangar door begins to open while the air is pulled from the space. It doesn’t take long before the narrow Spike can squeeze out, and I let the incoming vacuum help pull us out into space before gently adding thrust, bringing us around toward the target. I’m only just starting to pull away from Sleipnir when her vectoring thrusters fire and she starts taking an uneven tack away from the banshee vessel.

      “Contact in t-minus two minutes,” I say. “Rozik where do I go in?”

      “Cross under the hull,” he replies. “Come up on the starboard side. There’s a small launch bay there. The doors are open. Reserve power was critical last time I was here, so it’s possible the ship’s lost life support. Once we’re in, I’ll make my way down to the core and see about getting the power on. Hopefully some juice will bring systems back online and the ship will take care of the necessities itself. At that point we’ll be clear to head to the control room to see what we can make her do.”

      It’s easy to forget what we’re attempting here, and how hard that goal actually is. We have a dictionary of terms, concepts and ideas we believe align with banshee subaural commands, but only a few have ever been put to use and proven out. For all we know, we’ll find ourselves standing on an active bridge waiting for Rozik’s output to activate thrusters or set navigation, and we’ll wind up flushing all the heads instead.

      Honestly, it’s hard for me to believe we’ve even made it this far. So many obstacles, so many things that had to go right. So many challenges. At least we’re moving at five times the speed out here. If we do fail, we still have a chance to correct.

      I guide the Spike along the path Rozik suggests, keeping it close to the hull. The banshee ship is fully intact, with no signs of damage along the patinated surface. I can’t help but wonder how they managed to run out of fuel and strand themselves out here so close to the Disturbance. The power of a star should have kept them going for thousands of years. What are they doing with all that energy to use it all up?

      The thought reminds me that Rozik believes there’s something else out here beside banshees. Something they’re trying to defend themselves against. Something they want to escape. Is that why they ran out of juice?

      I spot the open hangar a few seconds later. It’s a black cave against the side of the ship, a perfect circle creating an ominous pit against the hull. It’s massive. Not big enough to swallow Spindle, but large enough to allow masterships to enter.

      There are none present when we pass through the hole and I activate forward beams. The docks for them are obvious. Long, thick beams jut out from the sides of the bay, each with multiple locking apparatus not all that different from our own but with extra protrusions along the sides. A quick count brings me to nearly fifty docks, though each and every one of them is empty.

      “Best guess is they took their masterships and jumped out of the system when the power ran out,” Rozik says.

      The sheer scale of the hangar keeps me silent. While Spindle wouldn’t fit through the door, the enemy could stick two of them in the empty space around us. And this is only about an eighth of the full size of the banshee vessel.

      “It’s unbelievable,” Mr. Sia says, leaning forward to see past me. “Majestic and terrifying at the same time. But not claustrophobic.” He laughs at his joke.

      “Bring us in over there,” Rozik says, pointing to one of the long beams jutting out into the empty space. “It’s the closest to the core, and I know that door’s already open.”

      “Wilco,” I reply, adjusting our vector. I aim the Spike toward the docking beam, bringing it in close.

      “Mr. Sia, your helmet,” Rozik says. “Unless you don’t like breathing.”

      “Right,” Sia replies. He grabs his helmet from the deck near his feet and snaps it on. The star suit has a lot less air supply than a full space suit, but it’s more than enough for the duration of Rozik’s transfer. “Good to go.”

      “Depressurizing,” I say, switching my helmet to draw from the star suit’s reserves instead of the cabin before tapping the controls to activate the compressor. It pulls all of the air out of the Spike, matching the conditions outside the ship. Then I open the side hatch.

      Rozik jumps out, losing gravity as he clears the Spike. He floats across to an open airlock sized for a banshee. It’s nearly eight meters in height and half as wide.He’s swallowed up by it, vanishing into the darkness. He reappears when he turns his LEDs on, passing light deeper into the passage.

      I seal the hatch and repressurize the interior, returning our breathable atmosphere.

      “Rozik, do you copy?” I ask, checking the comm.

      “I copy, Odin. Making my way down the docking beam. I was right. It looks like reserve power is gone. No gravity. No air. We’re lucky. The inner seal is open. Better than having to blow it out.”

      “The power died with the inner passages exposed to space?” I say. “That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Could have been a malfunction. Or maybe it’s designed for access when the power dies. Why keep the doors closed if you can’t produce atmosphere? I don’t know. It is what it is.”

      “Roger that,” I reply, even though I still don’t like it. This whole scenario is giving me the creeps. “Standing by. Stay in contact.”

      “Wilco,” Rozik says.

      I lean back in the pilot’s seat, my eyes tracing the far side of the hangar. It’s a long way away, illuminated by the light from the Spike, beam after beam poking out from the bulkheads. It’s a shame we have to be enemies. I bet there’s a lot we could learn from the banshees. But I don’t suppose there’s much they could learn from us.

      “Tejal, status?” I say, switching to the ship’s comm.

      “All clear, Commander,” she replies. “We’re just dancing around you out here.”

      “Odin, I’ve crossed into one of the main passageways,” Rozik says. “Heading toward the core. I’ll probably be out of comms range soon. You’ll know I’m done when the hangar door closes.”

      “Roger that,” I reply.

      My eyes remain forward, staring into the distance. There’s nothing to do right now but wait. Everything’s looking good so far.

      Then something moves.
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      I’m not sure it’s real at first. It moves so fast, it could just as easily be a trick my eyes are pulling on me. A dark spot crosses from one side of the illuminated portion of the hangar to the other and back out of view.

      I tap on the Spike’s controls, bringing up the sensor grid, certain it’ll come back quiet.

      It doesn’t.

      A spot appears on the far end of the hangar. Still moving. And fast. It makes it from the back to the corner in a few seconds, staying along the bulkhead as it travels back toward us.

      “What the hell is that?” I can’t get the lights on whatever it is without moving the Spike out of position.

      “What’s going on?” Mr. Sia asks from behind me.

      “There’s something out there,” I say.

      “What? What does that mean?”

      “It means hold on.”

      I use the foot pedals to trigger the vectoring thrusters, swinging the Spike ninety-degrees, trying to get the light on whatever’s out there. I have to turn fast to get the beam ahead of it, the movement pushing Sia sideways. He keeps looking ahead, catching himself with a hand on the cockpit bulkhead.

      The light sweeps over and ahead of the dark spot. It moves into it.

      And freezes.

      I freeze too, my body shivering at the sight of the creature.At first glance, it reminds me of an octopus with a central mass and multiple tentacles stretching away from it and anchoring it to the wall. It has to be at least six meters wide, its flesh dark purple, thick and oily. It sits in place for a couple of seconds, and then its central mass stretches out, turning as it does to reveal three rows of eyes at the top of its mass and an open maw below them, filled with thousands of teeth.

      “What the hell?” Sia says. “How can that thing even be alive? It’s like a cross between an octopus and a tardigrade.”

      “With big teeth,” I add. “Rozik, do you copy?” Silence. “Rozik?” More silence. “If you can hear me, we aren’t alone on the ship. Not banshees. Something else. Do you hear me? There’s something else on this ship.”

      He doesn’t reply. “He’s probably out of range,” I think out loud.

      “What is it doing?” Sia asks.

      It hasn’t moved. It’s just looking at us, mouth open. Staring. I don’t like it. At all.

      “Commander, look.”

      Sia’s hand brushes past the back of my head, pointing at the grid. I glance over. There’s more movement behind us. Three more creatures are skirting the hangar bulkheads.

      “Commander,” Tejal says. “You won’t believe this, but I’m tracking movement on the outside of the banshee ship.”

      “What kind of movement?” I reply.

      “It’s like the hull is alive and rippling,” she says. “It just started.”

      “Which direction is it going?”

      “Over the top. Starboard aft.” She pauses. “Oh, hell. They’re coming your way.”

      I’m still staring at the first one. It still hasn’t moved. Or has it? I noticed the ends of its tentacles now, shivering as if they’re blowing in the wind. But we’re in a vacuum. There is no wind. Is it communicating?

      “Rozik,” I say. “Rozik, we need to get out of here. Rozik, do you copy?” Still nothing.

      Part of me wants the creature in front of us to do something. Run away. Attack. Whatever, just so I can react to it and decide what to do. The other three are coming up from behind. What if it’s waiting for reinforcements?

      “What do we do, Commander?” Sia asks.

      I activate the Spike’s thrusters, planning to push back and away from the bulkhead, toward the empty center of the hangar. I need a better view and more distance.

      The creature reacts now, pushing off from the wall with its tentacles. The force sends it  rocketing toward us too fast to escape.

      It hits the viewscreen, tentacles wrapping around the front of the needle nose. I can see now that each of the appendages ends in another small mouth, with rows of eyes above it. It’s easily the most horrifying and disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh hell!” Sia cries out behind me, at the same time the creature shoves its head forward, slamming its mouth against the transparency. The reinforced material absorbs the first blow, and it pulls back to do it again.

      The Spike shakes and shudders, and when I look at the grid I see the three behind us are on top of us now too, covering every part of the Spike. I should have gotten away from them sooner. Damn it.

      “Tejal, they’re hostile. Get a line on them and open fire!”

      “Roger,” Tejal replies. “Coming around.”

      The Spike groans, sudden outside pressure threatening the frame. If they pop us in here, it won’t be pretty.

      “Mr. Sia, now! Strap in and hang on,” I say.

      When I hear his harness click, I put the Spike in motion, dropping it like a rocket-powered stone toward the hangar deck, using the grid to fly nearly blind. Proximity alarms go off as I barrel downward until I fire vectoring thrusters and level off, dropping so close to the deck the ground catches one of the creatures, ripping it away. I climb and vector toward the bulkhead, angling toward one of the docking beams, going mostly by feel. I’m just as likely to crash into the wall than crush the octopus things against it, but it beats dying doing nothing.

      Eyes on the grid, I’m aware the moment Sleipnir swoops around the mothership, dropping toward the hangar. The opening’s more than big enough for the corvette to slip through, but Tejal keeps it outside, plasma cannons firing at the octopus creatures that are climbing in through the open bay door.

      I’ve got troubles of my own. The ship’s computer starts complaining about structural integrity. The creatures wrapped around us are about to squish us like an apple in a press. I push the thrusters, shooting harder and faster toward the bulkhead. Pulling back on the stick, I yank hard on it, trying to get relatively vertical before I finish what these aliens started.

      The belly of the Spike hits the side of a docking beam, hard enough for both the beam and the Spike to crumple in. We scrape free, rushing toward the ceiling while the second monster floats away, its body flattened and spewing blood.

      I hit the retro-thrusters, slowing in a hurry. The force yanks me hard into my restraints, and Sia groans from the force. I manage to swing on a tight ninety-degree vector, nearly sliding into the bulkhead before leveling out and heading toward the center of the hangar.

      The first octopus is still clinging to the viewscreen, and it slams its mouth against it for the tenth or eleventh time, teeth smacking against the hardened transparency.

      This time the transparency cracks.

      Son of a bitch.

      There’s no way I can get the bastard off the front of the Spike without crashing the ship headlong into something, and I can’t do that without killing myself and Sia in the process. It leaves me slowing as I vector toward the center of the hangar, glancing at the grid. Nine or ten of the creatures have managed to make it inside past Tejal and Amara’s barrage, crawling along the bulkheads and trying to get closer to us.

      Or to head down the passage after Rozik.

      “Tejal, how many of them are out there?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure, Commander. Every time I think there’s no more of them, more start crawling out of the crevices. We’re keeping most of them from making it inside, but we can’t do this forever.”

      “If Rozik makes it to the core he’ll restore power and it should seal the hangar doors. Let’s hope they can’t get through them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I look at the grid again. The ones that made it inside are heading for the docking beam Rozik went down. It’s almost as if they can smell him. Meanwhile, the creature on the Spike slams its face against the transparency two more times, the crack spreading a little more each time.

      “Sia, make sure you’re on backup oxygen,” I say, remaining calm.

      “Yes, sir,” he replies.

      “And pass me a rifle.”

      “Sir?”

      “Just do it.”

      Sia grabs his plasma rifle and starts handing it forward.

      “Projectiles, if you don’t mind.”

      The creature slams its face into the transparency again. One or two more hits and it’ll collapse into the cockpit.

      I make one last course correction and then lock down the controls for the Spike, leaving us floating slowly backward through the hangar. Then I take off my harness and take the carbine Sia hands me. The alien draws its head back again, all of its eyes looking in at me, teeth gnashing inside its maw.

      “Mr. Sia, grab our gear and get ready. We’re going for a ride.”

      I glance back, watching Sia unstrap his harness and then wrap the straps of our equipment over his shoulders. It’s a heavy load with the gravity still active, but it won’t be active for long.

      “Got it, sir,” he says, a slight quiver in his voice. I think he’s figured out what I’m going to do.

      The creatures head starts forward again. I bring the carbine up and open fire.

      The bullets punch through the transparency, slamming point blank into the alien’s eyes and mouth, tearing its ugly face nearly in half. At the same time, the sudden loss of pressure vents our atmosphere, and I kick the gravity controls on the cockpit panel to turn off our pull, leaving us floating free with everything else in here not tied down. We’re pulled out through the open cockpit, the momentum yanking us toward the dying monster.

      “Gods help me,” Sia says fearfully as we rise out of the Spike, crossing over the creature, whose two remaining eyes swivel to watch us. Maybe it wants to grab us with one of its tentacles, but its brain is too damaged to make it happen. We float right past, the Spike sinking toward the back bulkhead while we rise toward the docking beam where Rozik entered the ship. As long as he doesn’t get the power turned on in the next twenty seconds, we’ll make it to at least temporary safety.

      Temporary because the aliens that have gotten through the hangar bay doors are closing on the same position we’re headed for. I can’t shoot at them without changing my momentum. All I can do is watch them skirt around the sides of the hangar in a silent clamor to get there first.

      “We aren’t going to make it,” Sia says in the comm.

      “Like hell we won’t,” I reply. If I shoot forward I’ll slow down. But if I shoot backward…

      I turn in space, careful not to disrupt my vector. Sia is only a meter behind me. I turn to  reach out with my feet, hooking his waist, and pull him directly into my chest. We press together like lovers, chest-to-chest, helmets touching.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      “Speeding us up.” Then I open fire, letting Newton’s third law do its thing. Our velocity increases, pushing us faster toward the beam.

      I look over my shoulder to check on the aliens. A few more made it past Sleipnir and are trailing the others. Even if we make it deeper into the ship, there might be too many of them to handle.

      A flash from outside the hangar lashes through the opening, smacking the patinated metal where the aliens got through. The heavy blast practically disintegrates one of the creatures. A second and third blast follow, slamming the alien ship and killing more aliens.

      I lose sight of the hangar door a moment later as we float up next to the beam. My aim was a little off, leaving us about to go past the airlock entry. I swivel the carbine out at an angle and fire, using the rest of the magazine to vector us to the side of the extension.

      “Sia, grab it!” I snap, the airlock opening approaching in a hurry. We aren’t really moving all that fast, but I’m not sure the engineer is strong enough to stop our forward momentum.

      He reaches out, grabbing the edge and holding tight. Physics pulls me into the side and I bang off the beam, only able to get my free hand on it. I try to get a grip to help slow us down, but the metal is too smooth.

      Sia cries out in pain as he holds fast to the edge, dragging us to a full stop and then he manages to move us back the other way until we float into the corridor Rozik had used to access the ship’s internals.

      We’re only half a meter through the hatch when the gravity suddenly returns, pulling us to the deck. I land  on my feet, swinging the dry carbine toward the opening, as if it would do anything to stop one of the aliens should one come around the corner.

      Then I turn my head to look down the corridor, unable to see very far in the pitch darkness. I tap the side of my helmet to turn the LEDs on at almost the same time as Sia. The inner door is fifty meters ahead.

      If the gravity is on, it means Rozik made it to the core. It means the power is on and systems are coming back online.

      It means the door is going to close any second.

      I look back at Sia. “Run!”
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      We don’t really run down the corridor. We skip in leaps across it, the banshees’ lesser gravity allowing us to hurry down the passage toward the airlock door. We’re about halfway down it when I catch movement behind us from the corner of my eye. It’s the first of the creatures passing through the hatch behind us.

      “Hurry!” I snap. I didn’t waste time grabbing a new magazine or a new rifle, so I’m as good as unarmed.

      Mr. Sia isn’t. He’s got the plasma rifle over his shoulder, and he grabs it and swivels, taking a few potshots backward. I already know from RD-14 he hates guns, but maybe doesn’t mind blasting aliens as much as humans.

      Not that it matters. His aim is crap, and he only manages to put a few plasma bolts into the bulkhead in front of the creature, momentarily illuminating its frightening form. Our feet touch down again and we skip off, hurtling forward side-by-side.

      We’re being outrun, but not by much. Two more skips get us tantalizingly close to the door, the trailing creatures a good ten meters back.

      Fates be damned, that’s when the door starts to close.

      “Rozik, do you copy?” I say, hoping maybe now that we’re both inside we’ll have better range. “Rozik, damn it. Don’t close the door.”

      There’s no response. The airlock is sliding shut too fast for us to reach it in time.

      “Rozik, if you hear me, we’re en route and under attack. Hold the inner airlock door, damn it!”

      It continues sliding closed, already too far gone for us to pass through. Sia and me look at one another, an understanding that we’re going to die crossing between us.

      Not without a fight.

      We hit the ground again, staying down this time and trying to slow our momentum. The packs Sia is carrying make him heavier, and he struggles to stay upright as he lands, stumbling forward and smacking into the nearly closed door. I get up next to him, grabbing my pack and dropping it to the deck to pull the seals open.

      The aliens are coming at us—one along the floor, another on the ceiling—their tentacles making them quicker in the enclosed space. Every part of me wants to panic except the part that matters most. I don’t forget my training and I don’t lose my nerve. I pull the plasma rifle from my pack, pivoting on my knees. When I shoot, I pull the trigger with purpose, the plasma bolts sinking into the eyes of the aliens. There’s still no air in here, so no sound, but its mouth moves as if its screaming in pain.

      It doesn’t matter. Two is one too many, and they don’t go down easy. They close the gap on us quick, coming within a few meters.

      “Sir,” Sia says. He shows me one of the explosives we brought along.

      “Throw it,” I reply.

      He does, tossing it down the passage at the creatures. I tilt my head to sight along the plasma rifle, taking my time to get my aim right despite the oncoming aliens. When I fire, I hit the detonator dead on.

      The explosion is limited by the lack of oxygen, but it’s enough to send heat and shrapnel pouring into the aliens, knocking the one from the ceiling onto the one on the floor. They slump there together as Sia and me drop to our stomachs and turn our heads away, avoiding the bulk of the debris. Smaller pieces glance off my helmet and starsuit, but the reinforced material manages to hold.

      I get back to my knees, checking on Sia before bringing my rifle up again. The explosion makes the rest of the aliens a little more cautious, and they slow their approach, lingering behind the two carcasses of their brethren, tentacles writhing around them.

      “Rozik, where the hell are you?” I curse into the comm.

      “Odin,” Rozik replies. “Do you copy?”

      “I copy,” I hiss back. “Where are you?”

      “Coming back up. The power source is installed and active. The inner atmosphere is restabilizing. If you get into the airlock, I can make the transfer so you can enter.”

      “We’re already in the airlock,” I reply.

      “You’re one step ahead, then.”

      “We aren’t here alone.”

      His voice becomes tense. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s something else on this ship, Captain.”

      “Banshees?”

      “No. Not banshees. Some other aliens that can survive exposed to a vacuum.”

      “Like a tardigrade?”

      I glance at Sia. “A tardigrade with really big teeth and tentacles. They’re not friendly. At all.”

      “Bollocks,” Rozik says. “Are you safe?”

      I look back at the aliens. They’re beginning to move forward again. Worse than that, they start lifting their dead, moving the bodies in front of them like a shield.

      “No. We aren’t safe. Not even close.”

      Rozik is silent. I kneel beside my pack, looking inside for another explosive. We brought them to open stuck doors, not throw them at alien monsters. I find another and turn back to the creatures.

      “Odin,” Rozik says. “I’m closing the outer airlock. You need to hold them off.”

      I stop myself from throwing the explosive. The first one might have damaged the airlock already. It’s our only chance of getting inside the ship and out of the vacuum. I start shooting instead, forcing the creatures to lower their heads and bring their tentacles up to protect their eyes. It slows them down a little. But is it enough? I can only wait and see.

      “Sia, get ready to slip through as soon as it opens,” I say. “I’ll cover you.”

      He lowers his rifle to pick up the two equipment packs, shuffling back toward the corner where the airlock door will open. The aliens shift forward again, using the eyes on their tentacles to see.

      I hold up the explosive. I don’t know if they’re intelligent or if they understand, but I make sure they can see it. That seems to work. They drop back slightly, hiding behind the carcasses.

      “Rozik, any day now.”

      “Standby,” he replies. I can’t see the airlock past the creatures. I have no idea if it’s closing or broken or what. “You have explosives in your pack.”

      “I know. I’m holding one of them now.”

      “Of course. Set the detonator for ten seconds.”

      I turn it over in my hand, using my thumb to activate the touchscreen and set the timer, keeping it there to activate it.

      “Activate and throw it,” he says.

      I tap my thumb down on it and then fling it like a frisbee, tossing it high so it’ll go over the dead aliens. The others see it coming and try to run away.

      Only the door behind them must be closed now, because they don’t get very far.

      The airlock door ahead of us begins to open.

      “Commander,” Sia says as the atmosphere begins rushing in. The sudden presence of matter for sound waves to pass through ignites a din of squealing hisses and slapping appendages, the creatures stuck trying to decide if they should attempt to escape from the rear or move past us through the airlock.

      The closest aliens decide on the latter, pulling themselves over the bodies as the explosive vanishes among them. I don’t linger, jumping back at an angle, facing the aliens as I fly toward the partially opened door. A tentacle snaps out, reaching for me, and I fire the plasma rifle at it, severing it a few meters down. The alien cries out, reaching with another, trying to get to me before I get through the door.

      Too late. I pass through as the tentacle grabs my waist. I can feel the smaller teeth trying to find purchase through the starsuit, and I angle my rifle down to shoot it.

      Then the airlock door slides closed, crushing the limb and severing it for me, leaving the creatures trapped inside the corridor. I look over to where Rozik is standing, lowering his fingers one at a time. He saves the middle one for last, smirking through his helmet as he drops it.

      The explosive detonates. The airlock door shivers but holds. I can’t see the effect on the other side. I’m sure it isn’t pretty.

      I turn back to Mr. Sia to make sure he’s okay. His helmet’s already off and he’s vomiting onto the deck. He’s fine. I return my attention to Rozik, keeping my helmet on and switching it to pull from outside. “Took you long enough.”

      “I just reactivated an alien starship that’s been dormant for years using a crystal charged with the energy of a star, a dictionary of a language we barely understand and the mind of an idiot Alliance war hero, all without blowing us all to hell.”

      I stare at him a moment before smiling. “Like I said. Took you long enough.”
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      “What the hell are those things and where did they come from?”

      It’s the question on my mind too, but Mr. Sia asks it first, even as he’s still dry heaving. I look over to Rozik. If anyone here has an answer, it’s him.

      “Don’t look at me,” he says. “They weren’t here before.”

      “You all were here only four weeks ago,” I reply.

      “Thirty days inside the Sphere. That’s a hundred and fifty out here. Plenty of time for something else to have found this ship.”

      “Something else,” I repeat. That much is obvious, but hearing it that way makes it more frightening. “Do you think these things are what the banshees are running from?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Whatever these things are, we seem to have them contained. Or excluded, as the case may be.”

      “Is the hangar door closed too?” I ask.

      “It should be. The automated systems started booting the moment I inserted the crystal. I made sure to record everything and pass it through the dictionary. I think we picked up a couple of new commands.”

      “Those things were waiting for us,” Sia says, finally well enough to wipe his sleeve across his mouth. “They started advancing on us the moment we entered the hangar. They knew someone would come.”

      “You can’t prove that,” Rozik says.

      “If they weren’t here when you were, then something put them here. Dropped them off to wait for you to come back. On a ship with no power. With no food. What would the purpose be, if not to lie in wait to ambush whoever showed up?”

      “You don’t know what they eat. They could have been floating out here, and just happened to make contact with this ship.”

      I laugh at that. “You don’t really believe that.”

      “No. I actually believe Mr. Sia is right. They were waiting for the banshees. A gift from whoever they’re at war with perhaps? It doesn’t matter. That’s not our fight.”

      “Doesn’t matter?” Sia echos. “They nearly killed me.”

      “But they didn’t.”

      “We can’t bring those things into the Sphere,” I say. “If this ship is contaminated, we have to leave it behind. We have to forget about this mission.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Rozik says. “We don’t know the ship is contaminated, and even if it is we don’t know we can’t clean it out. We didn’t come this far to throw up our hands at the first sign of adversity.” He pauses and looks at me. “And we’re not on Sleipnir, Odin. That means I’m in command, and we aren’t leaving. The systems are coming back online. We’ll go to the control center and see what we can do.”

      I don’t argue with him. I don’t want to leave the ship behind either. But I also don’t want to introduce another alien invader to the Sphere. One is more than enough.

      “With that being said,” Rozik continues, raising his plasma rifle, “Mr. Sia, put your helmet back on. Weapons hot and ready. Stay alert.”

      Sia nods, putting his helmet back on and picking up his pack. I shoulder my own pack and lift my plasma rifle. “How far to the control room?” I ask Rozik.

      “Six klicks,” he replies. “Stay bouncy, we’ll be there in no time.” Then he kicks off down the corridor in long, low arcs that carry him faster than a run.

      “I don’t like this, Commander,” Sia says.

      “We don’t have a lot of choices.” I reply. “Let’s move.”

      We follow Rozik away from the airlock, bouncing down the long corridor taking us deeper into the banshee ship. I listen carefully for wayward sounds, filtering out the intermittent tapping of our boots on the deck. I catch an occasional creak and pop every once in a while, but it’s nothing that can’t be attributed to the restoration of the atmosphere.  Even so, I don’t want to get caught flat-footed again.

      The six klicks are pretty straightforward, down the long passageway to one of the banshee lifts, down three decks and forward again. We’re at the seven-meter-tall, double-wide hatch to the control room within ten minutes.

      Rozik offers the necessary subaural command to open the doors, revealing a bridge very different from one of ours. Yet, it bore a level of similarity, the largest station sitting in the center of the area—a raised, banshee-sized seat behind a pillar-like podium with no obvious controls. There are other seats distributed around the space, each of them angled in a reclining position with a pillar rising beside them. A large, octagonal monolith sits closer to the front of the room. It’s made of the same patinated metal as the hull and coated with countless etched swirls.

      Of course, there’s no light, no terminals. No displays. The banshees don’t have eyes. None of those things are useful to them. The only illumination comes from our LEDs, leaving parts of the room shrouded in darkness.

      It’s those areas that concern me, especially here. I swing my headlamp over them, ensuring nothing is hiding in the shadows. Rozik walks up to what I assume is the commander’s seat, drops his pack and begins rooting around in it. “We need to get to the substrate beneath the exterior enclosure,” he says, pulling out a plasma torch. “Mr. Sia, prepare the terminal.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sia replies.

      Rozik kneels beside the pillar and activates the torch. He moves the superheated tip close to the matte black carapace-like material of the pillar’s shell, careful not to go too deep. Then he starts tracing a square along it.

      “How is this supposed to work?” I ask.

      “The substrate carries power throughout the ship,” Rozik says. “As well as sound. We can use it to amplify our comm signal so it’ll reach Sleipnir.”

      “You’ve done this before,” I say, watching how he makes the cuts.

      “Many times. Damn ship always heals itself.”

      He finishes the cut and looks at Mr. Sia. “Hurry, before it closes up.”

      I can see it already beginning to seal again, small specs of white extending out from the wound on all sides like fresh skin filling in the hole. Sia carries the terminal over and hands Rozik a wire, which he pushes into the gel-like substrate.

      “Boot it up,” he says.

      “Roger,” Sia replies, tapping on the terminal’s controls. It takes a few seconds to start, and then he looks at me. “Opening a channel.”

      “Sleipnir, do you copy?” I ask. “Tejal?”

      “I copy, Commander,” she replies. “We were worried about you.”

      “We’re on the banshee ship’s bridge. Comms are working as expected. What’s the status of the creatures on the hull?”

      “Still there, Commander. I thought it best to conserve power once the hangar doors closed and locked them out. But there are at least a hundred of those things gathering around it, probably trying to tear it open. Should I handle them, sir?”

      “Not yet,” Rozik says. He faces the command seat and then jumps up into it, turning back toward the pillar. “I’m going to try to activate the shields. Ask Tejal to report if anything happens with the ship.”

      “Negative, Tejal. Leave them be for now. Captain Rozik is trying to enable the shields. Please verify if you see any change.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rozik leans in toward the pillar. I can see his lips moving, speaking the commands that should emit the translated tones from the speakers in his armor, but of course I can’t hear it. I wait for Tejal’s confirmation instead.

      “Anything?” Rozik asks a moment later.

      “Tejal, no change?” I ask.

      “Negative, sir. Whatever Captain Rozik tried, it didn’t work.”

      “Bollocks,” Rozik curses. “Well, we can eliminate that from that term in the dictionary, at least. Trying again.”

      We wait a few seconds.

      “Still nothing, sir,” Tejal reports.

      “This isn’t working,” I say.

      “It’s been two minutes, Alliance,” Rozik says, annoyed with my impatience. “Give it time.”

      I’m annoyed with my impatience too. It feels like we’re so close, but we’ve clearly still got work to do. “Does the ship have sensors or anything we can use to verify those things aren’t inside?”

      “No,” Rozik replies. “You’d need to do a physical sweep. Taking the size of the ship into account, you’ll be done in four or five years.”

      Mr. Sia laughs at that until I glare at him. “We shouldn’t minimize the threat potential.”

      “I’m not, I assure you, Odin. But one thing at a time.”

      “Yes, sir,” I reply. “Tejal, let us know as soon as something happens.”

      “Roger.”

      I remain standing for the next thirty minutes, watching Rozik move toward the pillar and then back, recording his efforts and adjusting the dictionary accordingly. After that, I start pacing the room, examining the identical stations for signs of differences. The only thing that seems to change is the pattern of the etchings on the shell. I do that for another hour, and then return to the command station, sitting with my back against it. I get up to pace again three hours after that, fighting to stay calm

      Patience is one thing.

      This smells more like failure to me.
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      “We missed something,” Rozik says. “Or mistranslated one of the root commands. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Can you play it again?” Sasha asks over the link between the banshee mothership and Sleipnir.

      “We’ve played it a thousand times,” Mr. Sia says. “We’ve tried a thousand things.”

      “Ten thousand,” Sasha says.

      “None of them work.”

      Rozik, Sia and me are sitting against the command station’s comms pillar with the terminal in front of us. We’re going on two days now, still unable to make the banshee mothership do so much as turn on her shields. We’re tired and frustrated, and our already thin hope is getting more strained with every failed attempt to control the vessel.

      “I’ll play it again,” Rozik says.

      Mr. Sia rolls his eyes and slumps further against the pillar.

      “That should convert to an activate command,” Sasha says.

      “You said that already,” Sia replies. “Fifty times.”

      “At least I’m trying to do something to help, instead of bitching about everything,” Sasha fires back. “You helped design the system. That means this is partially your fault.”

      “Me? I was relying on your ears. Maybe you need to clean the wax out of them.”

      “Enough!” Rozik barks, quieting them both. “Let’s take a break. Fifteen minutes.”

      “Roger,” Tejal says. “I think I need to disconnect anyway. I’m starting to feel aches in my superstructure.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” I repeat, getting to my feet. I turn to Mr. Sia as he switches off the comm. “I know this is frustrating, but we have to keep trying.”

      “We need to try something else, sir,” he replies. “What we’re doing isn’t working.”

      “I’m open to ideas.”

      “I wish I had one.”

      “Rozik, what about you? You’re supposed to be the super-genius.”

      “You overstate the purpose of the gestalt,” Rozik replies. “It offers added aptitude in a range of skills, but it doesn’t mean I can do the impossible.”

      “You’re giving up too?”

      “No. I can’t give up. There’s no other option for us. We can’t go back empty-handed. We’ll die, and what a waste that will be. Even if we can’t figure it out in time to save Earth, we can still confront the enemy before they destroy more worlds.”

      “I still want to figure it out in time to save Earth.”

      “We all do.”

      “I’m going to take a walk,” I say. “Do a little more exploring, take some time alone to think.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Rozik replies. “Take all the time you need. You can’t help us with this, and maybe it will bring you the clarity we’re missing.”

      I nod and turn to the doors into the control room. “Can you open her up for me?”

      Rozik walks over to them and emits the command through his armor’s speakers. The doors slide open.

      “I’ll be back,” I say, grabbing my plasma rifle and helmet. I put the helmet on and check the comm. “Do you copy?”

      “Roger,” Rozik replies.

      I’ve been off the bridge a few times already, heading out in different directions to explore the massive starship and try to work out our dilemma. The effort’s been fruitless so far, but like Rozik I refuse to give up. I push off, making a low arc above the deck toward the exit.

      The lower gravity helps me move through the ship at a faster pace and with less effort, allowing me to cover a couple of kilometers of corridor in less than a minute. I’m limited in what I can explore because I can’t operate the lift platforms or open any locked doors, but there’s still plenty of area for me to look around. Besides I came out here to think.

      The problem is that our understanding of the subaural commands is incomplete. We think we have the right sounds and frequencies, but from what I understand we may be stringing them together wrong. It’s like the different classical languages on Earth. In Standard, we typically use subject-verb-object. I kill aliens, for example. But there are different variations on that. Old Japanese might phrase it I aliens kill. And according to Mr. Sia, it’s possible the banshees don’t use subjects or objects as we know them. They could have a number of generic terms for either, they could reverse the order, and so on. And since none of it is in a pattern we can hear directly, it makes it even harder to reverse engineer.

      We thought we had it because of the data Rozik provided and Sasha’s incredible ear. And I still can’t help but think we’re close. It’s like a puzzle with a single missing piece, but we don’t have that piece lying nearby.

      In part, I explore because I’m hoping it’ll help me find it. Not as a physical thing, but a hint, a clue, something visual that kicks my mind into gear. Unlikely? Sure. But what about any of this has been easy?

      I bounce off again, coming to a familiar intersection. I decide to turn left this time, taking a different route. All of the corridors on the ship are generally the same, nearly identical save for their length and the pattern of doors that line them. It would be easy to get lost in here if I didn’t have a mind for direction and a system for remembering which path I chose. If I were wearing full combat armor, my helmet would have integrated mapping components to keep position for me. But full combat armor is bulky and heavy, and not ideal for this scenario. Rozik’s only wearing his because it’s custom.

      I make my way along the route, stopping at each hatch I come across. If it’s unlocked, it’ll open when I get close to it. Otherwise, I need to speak the magic words, which I can’t. When none of them open for me I continue on, getting to another intersection I haven’t reached before. I stop in the middle of it, deciding which way to go. Since I went left at the last one, I decide to go left again. This brings me to a shorter passage that turns right when it reaches what I guess is the port side outer bulkhead, against the hull.

      “Odin, status?” Rozik asks, checking in.

      “All clear,” I reply. “All the doors are shut tight.”

      “Yes. We found that too. But there isn’t much beyond them. Personal quarters, mostly.”

      “Personal quarters? What kind of knick-knacks do banshees collect?”

      “They don’t collect anything. The rooms are essentially shaped recliners and simple wardrobes with an adjacent room we called the head, but it’s more than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The space emits ultra high frequency sonic waves that sterilize whatever they come into contact with. It’s like having a shower, a washing machine and a toilet all combined in one device. Walk in, it obliterates waste, walk out. If you find an open room, give it a try.”

      “It won’t hurt humans?”

      “No.”

      “How’d you figure that out?”

      Rozik laughs. “We sent the redshirt in. He came out alive. I tried it after. Nothing we possess makes you feel so clean.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I keep going, staying in the outer corridor as it stretches long past my helmet’s ability to light it. I stop at the doors I come across but none of them open.

      Until one does.

      I’m probably four klicks from the control room when I finally locate an unsealed hatch. It slides away when I get close, and for a moment I’m ready to take Rozik up on his advice to try the sonic cleaner or whatever it is. We’ve been here for two days without a shower, forced to defecate in a dark corner with nothing to sterilize with after. I’m willing to risk horrific side effects at this point.

      I don’t get the sonic cleaner. Fates be damned, I get the booby prize.

      My eyes come face-to-groin with an apparently still-living armored banshee.
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      “Oh hell,” I say, springing back and bringing my rifle up from my relaxed carry position across my chest.

      The banshee is like the ones I encountered on Warrick, clad in dark carapace armor and a helmet that makes it look like a humanoid ant. It’s carrying a blaster in its left hand, and it raises it in reaction to my sudden presence, with no hint of hesitation.

      “Rozik!” I snap, twisting to spring off the bulkhead. I push away from it just in time to avoid the energy blast that smacks into it, cutting through part of the patinated alloy. “I’m under attack!”

      “Odin,” Rozik replies. “What’s happening?”

      Low gravity allows  me to cross the corridor to the opposite side and flatten my back against the same bulkhead as the hatch. The banshee is coming through it, turning to get a fresh bead on me. The area he shot is already healing, the material beginning to knit itself back together.

      “There’s a damn banshee in here. I need backup!”

      “That’s impossible. I’m on my way. How do I get to you?”

      I push against the wall, trying to slow my momentum as I sink to the deck. I open fire with the plasma rifle, blasting the banshee in the chest as it emerges. The rounds dig into its armor without completely passing through.

      “First intersection, right. Second intersection, left. Third intersection, left. You should be at the outer bulkhead. Turn right, follow the plasma light.”

      The banshee shoots back, and I roll to the side, barely avoiding the energy blast again. I come up, fire a few more bolts, and then spring forward instead of back, toward it instead of away. The maneuver catches it by surprise, and I try to get my rifle against its helmet, ready to blow its brains out.

      It’s quicker than the other banshees I’ve faced. It recovers in a hurry, getting its arm up between me and its head, so when I shoot I hit the forearm instead. The range is close enough to pierce its armor there, melting through to the flesh.

      Except there is no flesh. Only the gray goop of a golem.

      Or a robot.

      The surprise almost knocks me off-guard, a bad place to be as I’m sailing over the enemy’s shoulder. It’s spinning the other direction as I go past, taking a quicker route to bringing its blaster into my face. I swing my own weapon out to the side, shooting wildly at the gun in an effort to stop it from getting into position.

      The attempt works well enough. I miss the gun but slow the turn, buying the split-second I need to reach the bulkhead and push off, down and across the passageway. Banshee armor is heavy and it doesn’t react quite as fast, its energy blasts sizzling the air behind me.

      “Rozik, where the hell are you!” I snap at the same time I hit the ground and roll sideways. I’m too close to the banshee now, and it lashes out with its foot to kick me.

      I try to duck away, but I’m a little too slow and its boot connects with my chest, the force knocking the wind out of me and throwing me across the passageway. The good news is that it gets me the distance I wanted. The bad news is it takes me a few seconds to get my air back.

      It’s impossible to hit too hard in this gravity, but I roll a bit when I land, and I can hear the banshee running after me. Then I feel the heat of the energy blast that comes within centimeters of taking my life.

      I push off the bulkhead with my hand, rolling again, fast enough that the next two shots miss. I open fire again, sending bolt after bolt at the banshee, peppering its chest. The plasma rifle isn’t strong enough against this thing from any kind of distance.

      It’s fortunate then that Rozik doesn’t come to my rescue with a plasma rifle. He brings the biggest gun we’ve got—an assault rifle loaded with depleted uranium rounds that he fires into the thing’s back— the crackle of the weapon echoing through the corridor. I can’t see the bullets hit. I can’t see Rozik either, but I’d know the sound anywhere.

      The banshee shakes slightly on its feet, still trying to get a bead on me even as it’s back is torn apart.

      “Rozik, the head!” I shout, trying to direct him.

      “Negative. All this time, this bastard was hiding in here. He’s active. We might be able to use that.”

      “Easy for you to say; he isn’t shooting at you.”

      Rozik doesn’t answer. He keeps firing as I scramble away, trying to stay out of the banshee’s crosshairs. The banshee shudders and jerks, and then finally falls forward, crashing onto his stomach.

      I’m a little slow getting to my feet, and I take a second to check myself for damage before walking back to the prone enemy. Rozik comes around him from the side, stopping near its helmeted head. He kicks it once, making sure the thing doesn’t move.

      “I don’t know how you didn’t come across him the first time you were here,” I say.

      Rozik looks around. “I don’t think we explored this area.”

      “In a year?”

      “It’s a big ship.”

      “A year is a long time.”

      “And it’s still a big ship. What do you want me to say, Alliance? Oops. Sorry.” He smirks. I remind myself we’re all a little frazzled by our struggles with getting control of the alien ship. We deal in different ways. Not that Rozik doesn’t have his moments of general smugness already.

      “You think you can salvage its brain?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I think at this point we need to try whatever we can to get a better grip on how the things work.”

      “It might take months.”

      “Sleipnir has enough supplies on board to keep us here for a while.”

      “Except we can’t bring her in without opening the hangar doors and letting the parasites in too.” That’s what I’ve decided to call the tentacled aliens. “Not to mention, Earth will be long gone by then.”

      “Gone. Not long gone. It’s better if we don’t think about it that way.”

      He’s right. We can’t force ourselves to know something we don’t know. We need to learn it. Right now, the downed banshee is one potential means.

      My eyes shift from the fallen golem to the door it was hiding behind. “Why do you think it was behind that door, out of all the doors on this ship?”

      Rozik looks over at the door and then back at me. “Good question. Why don’t we find out?

      Me and Rozik go back to the door the banshee golem was hiding behind to find just another corridor behind it, one long enough that our lights can’t pierce the darkness to the end of it. Our rifles leading the way, we start forward, skipping off the deck and building speed. I’m expecting another banshee to appear at anytime, and by the way Rozik moves, it seems he is too. We don’t go in a straight line, using the walls and occasionally the ceiling to alter our paths.

      We travel about six hundred meters before the end of the corridor comes into view, revealing a tube lift partly embedded into the wall. There were no doors along the route, and there’s nothing past the tube. The only way to go is up or down.

      “What did you uncover here?” Rozik wonders out loud. There’s a hint of excitement in his voice at the discovery. It still boggles me that his people never came down this way.

      “Nothing too deadly, I hope.”

      We travel the rest of the distance to the tube, and he calls the platform to our level. The tube splits apart to reveal the platform and we step onto it. The ceiling is directly over our heads, showing we’re at the top of the shaft.

      The only way to go is down.

      Rozik gets us moving, the platform beginning to descend. The tube flashes past on either side of us, and I figure we travel nearly two kilometers before it comes to a stop.

      “Only one stop on this ride,” Rozik says when it does. “We have to be near the bottom.”

      “In the belly of the beast.”

      The tube separates, revealing another corridor. We’re weapons hot and ready as we move out into it side-by-side. A glance over at Rozik shows him making almost identical movements to mine, so similar it’s downright creepy. I think about mentioning it before deciding against it.

      We’re in another corridor, but this one is short, with a standard banshee hatch at the end. We approach the door, and Rozik commands it open.

      The door slides out of the way.

      “Gods be with us,” Rozik whispers.
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      My heart starts racing despite my training. I can’t help it. Not in reaction to what I’m looking at.

      There should be another long corridor here, one matching the rest of the alien mothership’s design. But there isn’t. First glance tells me it’s a city. Monolithic structures line the area ahead of us, vanishing into the darkness above and fading into the darkness ahead. I can see eight of them from here, the front pair the most clearly. They’re made of a material I haven’t seen before, dark like the carapace armor but covered in swirls like the patinated metal. I can spot openings at the head of each structure, open doorways leading into them.

      That’s the most normal part of the experience. The least unnerving. The least horrific.

      The place smells, the stench so powerful I absently reach up and switch my helmet to pull air from the starsuit before I realize I did it. Even so, it takes a few more breaths to filter the fetid air, allowing it to linger in my nostrils and tie my stomach into knots. I cough uncontrollably, trying not to vomit.

      Not only from the smell. The sight isn’t much better.

      While the structures are intriguing, the scene around them is disturbing.

      Banshees, dozens of them, are gathered around the buildings. They’re all clearly dead, partially decomposed, their skin drying out and starting to flake off, their bodies much too thin. They’re male and female, old and young, including an infant wrapped in cloth. They don’t look peaceful, they look terrified. As if they were trapped down here against their will.

      I shudder when I realize they most likely were.

      “Look at them,” Rozik says. “They suffocated when the ship ran out of power. When it ran out of air.”

      I glance over at him. “Didn’t the ship still have air when you were on it?”

      “Yes.”

      I keep staring at him. He doesn’t look back at me. He walks forward, between the structures. Between the corpses. “We knew they evacuated. They probably didn’t have enough lifeboats. Going by the smell, there must be thousands of them down here. The remains of a dying race.”

      “How could they just leave them like this?” I ask.

      “Maybe they didn’t have a choice.”

      “The banshee golem up top. Was it defending them or preventing them from leaving?”

      “A little bit of both, I think.”

      “We should go. This place is a tomb.”

      “There might be something valuable to find here.” Rozik counters. “The quarters up top, they must have been crew. These are civilians. Regular folk.”

      “They aren’t folk. They’re the enemy.”

      Rozik points at the infant. “You call that the enemy?”

      “You know what I mean,” I growl back.

      “Come on. We need to dig a little deeper here.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      Rozik looks at me. “Do I have to remind you that I’m in charge?”

      “No, sir,” I reply.

      “Then let’s go.”

      We start moving, bouncing lightly into the mix of dead banshees. Getting a closer look at them, I can spot some of the physical differences beyond the genitalia. The female’s faces are wider, their heads more tapered in the back. Some of them have etch marks in their skin, not unlike the structures around us.

      While all of the adults wear simple robes, none of the children are clothed. Strangely enough, their nakedness makes more sense to me than the robes. Why does a race without vision need to cover themselves up? What are they hiding, and from who?

      It’s one of a thousand questions that float in and out of my head as we travel deeper into the area, remaining outside the towering monoliths for now. I try to keep a count of the dead as we go, losing track after nearly five hundred. I’m thankful to have the startsuit as we move among them. Who knows what kind of strange bacteria the corpses harbor.

      We travel nearly two kilometers in a straight line from the entrance before we come across anything other than identical tall structures and dead banshees. The building ahead of us is the first one that’s round instead of curved though it’s at least tall enough to vanish overhead like the rest. It’s larger than the others too, occupying what I think is the entire center of the massive chamber.

      “Interesting,” Rozik says.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I reply.

      The entrance is straight ahead of us, in the shape of a large, dark archway. The banshees around it are different than the others. They’re all male, and they’re facing toward the structure and away, mingled together, their robes torn, their withering skin scratched and cut.

      “It looks like they got into a fight,” I say.

      “Agreed,” Rozik replies.

      I’m sure we’re both thinking the same thing. Why would the banshees be fighting with one another. What happened here?

      “Let’s go inside,” Rozik says.

      We make our way through the dead to the entrance. There’s a single armored banshee just inside, slumped over and dead from the catastrophic loss of atmosphere. Was he letting the people outside fight without intervention? The rest of the space looks almost like a waiting room. There are slabs against the walls and a pillar in the center. The top of it is slightly angled, with a smooth surface. There are doors on both sides.

      We head for the one on the right. Rozik opens it and we move through into a curved corridor that runs along the outer wall. The track is lined with doors, one after another, so close together there can’t be much space inside each one of the rooms. Rozik picks one door, seemingly at random, and sends the command for it to open. It slides aside, revealing a tall pedestal near the back of the tiny room, with a machine of some kind dangling from the ceiling over it. It looks like a robot claw, with three wide prongs surrounding a central, round surface.

      I’m tempted to ask Rozik what it is, but I don’t think it’s likely he knows either. I approach the pedestal instead, noticing there’s a set of black wires running from the rear of it into the wall.

      “Get up on my shoulders,” Rozik says. “See if you can get a look at the top.”

      He holds his arms out, pressing against the pedestal for balance. I pull myself up his back, squatting on his shoulders before rising to full height.

      What I see nearly makes me fall off.

      The pedestal is concave at the top, shaped like a bowl and filled with a thick green liquid. A dead banshee, what looks like a newborn, floats in it. The sight makes me sick to my stomach.

      “It’s a baby,” I say. “A banshee baby.”

      “Dead?”

      “What do you think?”

      “This place must be a nursery,” Rozik says.

      “That doesn’t explain the brawl outside.”

      “Maybe it does.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The ship was low on power. Stranded. The crew took the masterships as lifeboats to escape, leaving the civilians behind. Low power. Probably no food.” His tone conveys his meaning well enough.

      “You can’t be serious,” I reply, feeling doubly sick.

      “Some of them probably figured they could hold out a little longer if they started eating the young. Logically it makes some sense. They won’t have much time to mature, and they do provide a small level of sustenance.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “Emotionally, it’s disgusting. Logically, it works.”

      “Screw logic.”

      “That’s probably what the banshees defending the nursery said. They disagreed, they fought, and then the reserve power went out anyway and they all died.”

      I’m suddenly eager to get out of this place and go back to trying to find a way to communicate with the ship. I turn away, ready to jump down off Rozik’s shoulders.

      The claw moves so fast, I barely have time to see it coming out of the corner of my eye. And I don’t have nearly enough time to react.

      It grabs my head, the three prongs closing tight around it, holding me as it retracts. “Rozik!” I shout, at the same time it pulls me upward, dragging me over the pedestal so my feet slide into the green goop.

      Rozik leaps from the ground to the pedestal, balancing on the edge. He swings his rifle up toward the claw, and then skirts the edge of the bowl in an effort to get a clean shot. “Odin, you need to relax or you’re going to injure your neck.”

      He’s right. I stop struggling, hanging from the claw. I could unlatch my helmet and go bare-headed and probably escape. But I’m hesitant to take it off in this environment. It’s better to stay calm, to give Rozik time to find an angle to blast the mechanism to pieces and force it to let me go.

      “I’m okay,” I say. “It’s not hurting me. Let’s just figure out how to make it let go.”

      “Roger that,” Rozik replies. He lowers his rifle and inches around to the back of the pedestal to get a closer look at the claw.

      A few seconds pass, and the first moment of panic fades to resignation. I don’t know why the claw grabbed me, or what its purpose is. Something to do with the baby in the green liquid, but I have no idea what. All I can do is hang here until Rozik gets me down.

      He gets all the way around as close as he can to the device. I can’t see him from my position. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure,” he replies.

      “Can you get me down?”

      “I think so. You’re so close, I don’t want to shoot it and have the round ricochet into your head. It’ll go right through your helmet at this distance.”

      “Agreed. Let’s try to avoid that.”

      “Just stay calm, give me a minute to examine it.”

      “I’m calm. I feel a little dumb for getting grabbed like this.”

      Rozik laughs. “If I were up there, it would have been me.”

      “I can’t believe you spent a year on this ship and never found this place.”

      “We were focused on the control room, the research labs, the power core. What surprises me is the second banshee ship, the golems they sent over, they never gave any indication these survivors were down here.”

      “Maybe they didn’t know.”

      “If they didn’t know, that would mean the lifeboats never reached them. And if the lifeboats never reached them, where did they go?”

      “The parasites?”

      “Possible.”

      “Or maybe the civilians were already dead and they knew it. Why point out their failure to the strange new species?”

      “Also possible. We’ll never know the whole truth.”

      “And it won’t get my head out of this thing.”

      “It’s kind of satisfying, seeing you dangle helplessly like this. I’m recording it. Maybe I’ll send it to Fedor when our work is done.”

      “You never know when to stop being a Commie, do you?”

      He doesn’t respond, but I can almost feel his smirk behind me.

      “Odin, stay calm,” he says, the humor suddenly gone from his voice.

      “I told you, I…what’s happening?”

      Before he can answer, a warmth suddenly surrounds my head, a light glow forming at the edges of my peripheral vision. It takes all of my will not to start struggling again, especially as the warmth increases.

      “Rozik?” I hiss.

      “Just relax,” he replies.

      “What is it doing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can’t you stop it?”

      He doesn’t answer. I don’t know if that means he can’t, or if he can but he doesn’t want to.

      Son of a bitch.

      The heat continues to overtake me. My eyes start to blur, my concentration failing. I don’t know what the machine is doing to me. I don’t know why Rozik isn’t stopping it. I try to reach up, to move my arms, but they don’t respond. I can’t even feel them. All I feel is the heat.

      And then…

      Nothing.
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      “Commander, can you hear me? Commander?”

      I open my eyes, disoriented at first as I look out into the dimly lit room. Where am I?

      The world spins around me, rotating me to a presence on my left. I turn my head slightly.

      “You’re awake,” Mr. Sia says. “It’s about time.”

      I take in a deep breath and blow it out. My heart is racing. I still don’t know where I am. I turn my head again, finding the light source at the edge of the large room. Patinated walls. A matte black, hardened hatch. Mr. Sia. “What happened?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he replies. “Maybe you can tell me. What do you remember?”

      I close my eyes again, scanning back. “A dead banshee infant in a pool of green liquid. And then something grabbed me.”

      “A machine of some kind,” Sia says. “It emitted soundwaves into your head for about three hours, and then lowered you into the pool. I guess it thought you were the baby. Do you feel okay?”

      “I’m alive. That’s something.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”  He raises his hand.

      “Three.”

      “That’s right.”

      “How long was I unconscious?”

      “Sixteen hours. Rozik carried you back up here after the machine let you go.”

      “Where is here?”

      “Crew quarters near the bridge. He carried you into what he called the sonic cleaner. Then he took your helmet off. Then he laid you out here. You’re in a banshee bed. It’s much too big for you.”

      I smile at that. “Where is Rozik?”

      “Control room.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Sleeping, I think.”

      “I didn’t think he ever slept. He sent you to look after me?”

      “I’ve been coming back to check on you every couple of hours. You looked more restless this time, so I stayed.”

      “Thank you. Have you made any progress with the commands?”

      “No. We’re dead in the water, Commander.” The statement reminds me of the banshee infant, and my face must go pale because Sia grimaces. “Sorry, sir. It was a bad choice of words.”

      I nod, and then swing my legs over to the side of the sculpted platform. It’s surprisingly soft and supportive, though it appears to be made of a material similar to the hard, black carapace.

      “Are you sure you’re well enough to get up?” Sia asks.

      “I’m not dead. That means I’m well enough.”

      “No side-effects from whatever that machine did to you?”

      “I feel refreshed and clean. Probably because I just slept for sixteen hours. Otherwise, everything’s the same. Where’s my helmet?”

      “Back in the control room.”

      “Come on.”

      We make our way from the quarters to the control room. Rozik’s not sleeping when we get there. He’s on his feet, hands clasped behind his back, pacing. He looks up as we enter.

      “You’re alive,” he says.

      “Disappointed?”

      “A little. How do you feel?”

      “I’m fine. What’s our status?”

      “No change.”

      “Sleipnir?”

      “Sticking close.”

      “No sign of any other life forms?”

      “Negative. You feel exactly the same as you did before?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You were bombarded with sound for over three hours. I thought there might be a reason for it.”

      “It didn’t kill me. I’m grateful enough for that.”

      I don’t like the shape of his eyes when he looks at me. There’s something behind them that gives me a chill. “I guess we’re back to square one.”

      “You thought I was going to wake up and save us?” I ask.

      He smirks. “I was hopeful something would.”

      “The fates are never so kind. We need to earn this. What about the golem we took down?”

      Rozik points to the left. I follow his finger, my eyes landing on the things severed head. The terminal we brought is hooked into both it and the command pillar. “It’s not a golem. That would suggest a banshee was controlling it.”

      “Fine. Let’s call it a robot then.”

      “We’re trying to figure out how to access its operating system.”

      “It has an operating system?”

      “It’s a machine. It needs something to act as its brain. To pass it instructions.”

      “And we can decipher it?”

      “I don’t know. The banshees do everything through soundwaves. In some ways, it’s more efficient, and it leaves us at a major disadvantage. They were able to bypass our network security protocols because we don’t defend against sound-based attacks. If we can’t translate the subaural responses to something visual, we’re stuck.”

      “The good news is that we can use the dictionary to fill in some of the blanks,” Mr. Sia says. “Which in turn helps us guess more of the sounds that are missing in between. It might be exactly what we need to start driving forward again.”

      “How can I help?” I ask.

      “I don’t think you can,” Rozik replies. “Mr. Sia?”

      Sia goes over to the terminal and taps on the control board. “Sleipnir, do you copy?”

      “We copy,” Tejal replies.

      “Is Sasha on the comm?”

      “I’m here,” she says.

      “You’ll be happy to know Commander Stone is awake. He’s here on the bridge with us.”

      “Commander, I’m glad you’re awake,” Tejal says. “How are you feeling?”

      “Thank you, Ensign,” I reply.  “I’m fine. No negative consequences.”

      “Great.”

      “I’m going to try sending electrical stimulation into the robot’s head,” Sia says. “I’m trying to find a correlation between signaling input and sound-based output, but I won’t know if it’s functional without your ears, Sasha.”

      “I’m ready,” Sasha says.

      “Can you explain that in Standard?” I ask.

      “I want to make it speak,” Sia replies. “It needs to know some commands, and like I said, we’re trying to help fill in the blanks.”

      “Got it.”

      Sia turns back to the terminal. “Here we go. Sasha, tell me if you hear anything.”

      He taps on the control board. Waits a second. Taps again. Waits. Taps a few more times. Waits. It’s a clear pattern of trial and error.

      He repeats it about a dozen more times. Then he taps again. A short, faint whine sounds in my ears, causing me to flinch. Sasha doesn’t react, so I figure it’s coincidence.

      Sia changes settings and tries again. It takes another minute before I hear anything else. Again, there’s no reaction from Sasha.

      “Nothing?” Sia asks.

      “Nothing,” she replies.

      “I’ll keep going.”

      “Wait,” I say. “Repeat the same signal.”

      He does. My eyes narrow when I hear the tone.

      “You can hear it?” Rozik asks.

      “Do it again,” I say.

      “Yes, sir.” Sia taps again. I hear the tone a third time.

      “Yes. I can hear it.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Sasha says.

      “You couldn’t hear any of the sounds before, could you?” Rozik asks me.

      “No. Nothing.”

      “Interesting. Mr. Sia, standby. I’m going to play one of the commands we thought we had translated.”

      A moment later I hear a sound like a high musical note. “I hear it,” I say. But I realize there’s more to it than that. It’s registering in my mind in a way that allows me to understand exactly what it’s supposed to do. “It’s wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” Rozik asks.

      “The sound is wrong. It’s missing the second layer.”

      “What second layer?”

      “The one Sasha can’t hear.”

      “And now you can?”

      “I guess I can.”

      “If I play the right sound, do you think you would recognize it?” Sia asks.

      “Yes. I think so.”

      Sia’s eyes light up. So do Rozik’s. “I guess the fates are kind to us today after all,” he says.

      I can’t disagree. “Let’s do this.”
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      It turns out our original plan would only ever have ended in failure. It turns out it might not be Sasha’s ears that keep her from hearing the secondary tonal layer. Our speakers simply aren’t capable of replicating the highest-pitched sounds that serve as added security for the ship’s controls.

      With my newfound gift, the banshee robot’s head, Mr. Sia’s expertise and Rozik’s multiple minds, we’re able to begin compensating for our prior mistakes. I can not only hear the head’s emissions, I can identify the purpose of them as Sia runs through the entire range of stimuli. Meanwhile, that identification is translated to a dictionary local to the terminal, which Rozik sets about memorizing into my custom-built digital mind. The end intention of the exercise is that Rozik will be able to speak verbal commands in Standard that the robot will then output into banshee directives and thereby pilot the ship.

      Though maybe pilot is the wrong word. The verbal method of interaction is much too inefficient to offer more than a minimum of control over the behemoth, at least when it comes to human design parameters. Maneuvering the ship anywhere but slightly off-center will be difficult and doing more than one thing at a time impossible.

      At our best, it’s going to be like going into a fistfight with both arms tied behind our backs

      “I think that’s it,” Mr. Sia says, twisting his head to look back at me. “I’ve run through every signal.”

      “How does the dictionary look?” I ask.

      “There are still a few blanks, but I think we have enough to get back into the Sphere and head for Earth. We can try to work out the rest en route.”

      “Just like that?”

      “We’ve been at this for four days,” Rozik replies. “Hardly just like that.”

      “I still don’t understand why that claw thing would give me the ability to hear better. Or how it did that.”

      “I don’t think it did,” Mr. Sia says.

      “You don’t think it did anything? I definitely couldn’t hear the sounds before.”

      “Oh, it did something. I just don’t think it changed your physiology at all. Your ears could always technically hear the sounds, but your brain ignored them. Same goes for Rozik and I. The machine taught you how to identify the sounds instead of filtering them.”

      “And it taught me to know what they mean?”

      “My best guess there is that it’s a method of speeding up the infant’s ability to absorb information. Teach it to understand what it hears, and it can learn that much faster. Kind of like the VORN. Your helmet and size must have made you look like a banshee baby to the control system.”

      Rozik laughs out loud, drawing my glare. “Big baby,” he says.

      I’m so relieved we made some progress, I’m able to relax enough to laugh. We share the moment before falling into a more solemn silence.

      “So all systems are a go, Mr. Sia?” I ask.

      “There’s only one way to find out, sir.”

      “Okay, then. Captain Rozik, would you like to do the honors?”

      “With pleasure,” Rozik replies. He moves over to the command seat and jumps up, facing the front of the room. No eyes, no visuals. No matter what we do, we’ll always be flying blind.

      “Ensign Tejal, let us know if this works,” I say.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Rozik, in three. Two. One.”

      Rozik triggers the command. I don’t need Tejal to tell me it works because I hear the robot vocalize it. Then I hear another sound from the command pillar. An acknowledgement of the command.

      “It’s working!” Tejal says excitedly. “It’s working! Shields are coming online.”

      Rozik looks over at me. “We’re in business,” he says, pumping his fist.

      I can’t help smiling widely at the outcome, but we’re not out of the woods yet. “We still need to get rid of the parasites. They’re beneath the shield generators.”

      “It’s not a problem, Commander,” Rozik replies. “Most of the defensive and offensive systems are automated. The ship still has squadrons of fighters on board. Shall I deploy them?”

      “Can we ensure they don’t target Sleipnir?” I ask.

      “Good question.” Rozik hesitates, searching for the right commands. He passes them down the line, the pillar beeping acknowledgement.

      “I think it worked,” I say. “Turn off the shields so we don’t burn any of our own craft.”

      I hear the chatter of the banshee robot and the response from the command pillar.

      “Already done.”

      “Sleipnir, stay on alert in case this doesn’t work.”

      “Roger,” Tejal replies. “Shields are already up. Sensors are registering the banshee drones. Fourteen deploying from the starboard rear. They’re angling toward us. Coming our direction.”

      I look at Rozik. “Call them back.”

      “Wait,” Tejal says. “They’re changing vectors and dropping toward the deck. They’re opening fire.”

      We can’t see the action, but there’s a steady stream of sound coming out of another one of the pillars in the control room. When I close my eyes, I can almost picture the scene beyond the hull based on the rapidfire sounds. I open them and glance over at Rozik, unable to see his face through his helmet. His posture leads me to believe he’s doing the same, his advanced access to the dictionary helping him translate the input in near real time.

      “They’re taking out the parasites,” Tejal reports. “Really pounding the hell out of them.”

      “How many are left?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. They’re still hard to make out, even with sensors.”

      “The drones won’t return to their racks until the threat is eliminated,” Rozik says. “I consider this exercise a resounding success.”

      “Copy that,” I reply. “Once we’re done with the banshees, I owe you a beer, Captain.”

      Rozik laughs. “Negative, Commander. I owe you a beer.”

      “For getting my head stuck in a vice?”

      “And for donating your mind.”

      “I didn’t donate it. You took it.”

      “And we’re all better off for it.”

      We’re both in a good enough mood that the banter doesn’t go sour despite the content. I go silent to listen to the reports from the pillar for the next couple of minutes until it sends a success signal.

      “Drones are returning to the ship,” Rozik says. “We’re all clear.”

      “Thank the gods,” Mr. Sia says.

      “Ensign Tejal, I’ll need a ride back to Sleipnir,” I say.

      “Sir?”

      “We don’t need two of me on this ship. Mr. Sia and I will redeploy to the corvette.”

      “You’re going to leave me here alone, Odin?” Rozik asks. “Are you sure you trust me with this ship?”

      “You’ve already proven multiple times I can’t take you in a fight. Even if I didn’t trust you, being here wouldn’t help me stop you. But I do trust you. In this, anyway. If you’re afraid you’ll get lonely, maybe Sasha would be willing to join you.”

      “I don’t get lonely, Alliance,” he says.

      “Then Gungnir is yours,” I reply.

      “Gungnir?”

      “Odin’s spear,” Mr. Sia says. “Said to never miss its target.”

      “Oh,” Rozik says. “I like that.”

      “Ensign, bring the second Spike over to transport Mr. Sia and me back to Sleipnir. Rozik will open the hangar bay door for you.”

      “How will I know where to park?”

      “Follow the light. We’ll meet you there.”

      “Roger.”

      “You know the rendezvous coordinates?” I ask.

      “I do,” Rozik replies.

      “And you know how to move through the Disturbance?”

      “The ship only has one FTL method. I don’t know how it works, but I know how to initialize it. Let’s hope we’ve translated their mapping system correctly or we might never see one another again.”

      “Fortunately, space is fairly constant,” Mr. Sia says. “So is math. The banshee approach isn’t much different from ours. Your coordinates are fine, Captain.”

      “Then I suppose I’ll see you both on the other side,” Rozik says.

      “I’m counting on you not to bring Gungnir back to Telev,” I say.

      “I didn’t give him the crystal, why would I give him this ship?”

      “Because it’s fully operational now. And you know how to use it.”

      “He can’t be trusted with something this powerful. I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point, Odin. We’re going to Earth.”
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      “Exiting the aether now, Commander,” Tejal says.

      “Thank you, Ensign.” I activate the ship’s internal comm. “Mr. Sia, what’s your status?”

      “Sir, I’ll be right there. Just finishing up with something.”

      Tejal glances back at me in response to the statement.

      “Care to elaborate?” I ask.

      “It’s complicated, sir. And also relatively minor. Just making a few last-minute optimizations to the systems.”

      “That’s him,” Sasha says. “Always optimizing something.”

      I glance over to where she sits at one of the observation seats near the back of the bridge. Somehow she and Sia have gotten to be friends over the course of our time together. But then, she’s surprised me in a lot of ways. I never thought Amelin Rocklin’s wife would become such an integral part of our crew.

      I don’t push Sia on his activities. I’ve come to trust him to do whatever he wants with the corvette’s systems. Instead, I put my attention on the primary display, watching space resume its star-filled view as we fade in from the aether.

      “Is anyone here yet?” I ask as soon as that fade-in is complete. If all things were equal, I wouldn’t question. But the time dilation means the time we spent outside the Disturbance only amounted to a little over a day in the Sphere.

      “Sensors are active,” Tejal replies. “Standby.”

      A minimum of forward velocity propels us toward an uninhabited planet a few AU from Earth. I sit back in my seat, waiting for the sensors to reach out into the distance and back.

      “Any sign of Gungnir?”

      “Not yet, sir.”

      I didn’t expect Rozik to beat us here. I’m not worried about his absence.

      Yet.

      Mr. Sia enters the bridge at almost the same time Tejal turns back toward me. “Confirmed, Commander,” she says. “Thirty-four ships are staged in orbit around the planet.”

      “Amelia?”

      “As far as I can tell from the readings.”

      “Thirty-four ships isn’t her entire fleet.”

      “No, sir.”

      Did something happen to the ships? Or did Drake not send enough Astros to crew them? Either way, I’m slightly disappointed by the numbers. We need every ship we can get our hands on.

      “Increase velocity to a quarter light-speed. Send out an ID ping, make sure they know it’s us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tejal replies.

      “Sorry I’m late, Commander,” Mr. Sia says, standing at attention beside the command station.

      “Apology accepted,” I reply. “As you were.”

      “Yes, sir.” Mr. Sia heads over to the station opposite Tejal, glancing back at Sasha before taking his seat.

      We continue toward the distant planet and the fleet waiting in orbit around it. It takes nearly an hour before we’re close enough to converse without an overly long delay.

      And there’s still no sign of Rozik and our banshee ship.

      “Sir, maybe you shouldn’t have given him unfettered control of the ship,” Tejal says. She’s got the same worry I’m fighting. He said he wouldn’t bring the mothership to the Commune, but he’s lied plenty of times before.

      “I have to be able to trust him,” I reply. “We can’t win this fight otherwise.” Not that he’s making it easy.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sir, we’re receiving a hail,” Mr. Sia says.

      “Open the channel,” I reply, waiting a second for him to do it. “This is Commander Grayson Stone of the Alliance corvette Sleipnir.”

      “Don’t you mean Odin Longknife?” Amelia says. “That’s who we’re supposed to meet out here. And you’re definitely not Alliance.”

      “Amelia,” I reply. “Thank you for coming. But—”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she says, cutting me off. “Where are the rest of the ships? You’re lucky I came at all after Admiral Drake confiscated them.”

      “What? He was supposed to provide crews under your command.”

      “I don’t think he got that memo. Oh, he gave us crews, but he told me some of the ships were needed to shore up the defenses. And that he couldn’t afford to wait for a washed-up so-called war hero to complete—and these are his words—some BS hail-mary operation to find an exploitable weakness in the enemy’s defenses. He wanted the entire fleet. I told him I would self-destruct every last ship before he would take them all, and this isn’t what Osiri agreed to.”

      Damn Osiri and Drake. She had to know he would make that move, which meant she approved it. I’m sure they expected Amelia to resist. They probably settled on the number of ships they would be satisfied with beforehand.

      I don’t tell Amelia any of that. It’ll only make her angrier, and I still need her participation in this.

      “I’m sorry, Amelia,” I reply instead. “I should have guessed they would pull something like that.”

      “I can live with it if it means putting the hurt on the banshees. Besides, what else am I going to do? I’ve got professional Astros crewing my fleet, and let me tell you they’re three steps up from what I had before. And they follow my orders.”

      “You’re an unofficial Admiral now.”

      “Hardly. As far as the Alliance is concerned I’m a warlord and a problem. We just have the same bigger problem at the moment. Speaking of which, you were supposed to come back with a banshee mothership. Yet here you are, same as when you left.”

      “Gungnir is inbound,” I reply. “Rozik has the con.”

      Amelia laughs. “Oh, Admiral Drake will love that. Are you expecting him to show up late?”

      I was, but not this late. There’s no reason Amelia needs to know that. “The banshee ships have a different FTL mechanism, but it also uses the aether. Depending on the route, it can be faster or slower.”

      “So you aren’t concerned?”

      “No. He’ll be here. Was there any news from Earth before you left Naraka?”

      “Do you mean had the banshee ship arrived? Not yet. They don’t seem to be in any hurry to get here.”

      “The enemy is regrouping,” I reply. “Recharging their power source from a sun in an uninhabited system. Preparing for the assault. If they haven’t arrived already, they will soon. If Drake took some of your ships, at least that means they’re getting their fleets into position to defend Earth. Every ship, and every minute counts.”

      “Recharging,” Amelia says. “To what end?”

      “Earth’s end. They mean to obliterate it.”

      “Obliterate? As in, destroy?”

      “Yes. To show us what they’re capable of. To break our morale as quickly as possible.”

      “That’ll do it.”

      “If we can stop it, we can break them instead. Whether or not it’s too late depends on how long the combined fleets can hold back the enemy. From past experience, they need to do a lot better than they’ve done before.”

      “They need to resist the urge to shoot at one another.”

      “Yes.”

      “And we need Rozik to get here soon.”

      “He will be here,” I say. I have to believe it. Letting him have full control of the banshee mothership was a test for both of us. My faith. His trustworthiness. He killed his own people to get us to this point. I can’t see him double-crossing me now.

      Another hour passes, tensions growing as Sleipnir reaches the fleet proper, settling into orbit close to Amelia’s flagship. Tejal, Sia and Sasha are getting edgy and worried. I can feel the thickness in the atmosphere. The increasing fear. Did we go through all of that to help humankind or only the Commune? Did Rozik play us for fools?

      “Odin,” Amelia says over the comm. “He’s not coming. He screwed you over again.”

      “He screwed all of us,” Tejal says. She wants to say more but she’s a good Astro. She won’t question her CO, even if she thinks I made the wrong move.

      “He’ll be here,” I repeat.

      I’ve said the same thing in my head a thousand times already. Looking back at everything from the moment he saved Joie and me on Warrick, for all his manipulations, half-truths and outright lies; for his part as a special agent for the Commune, the enemy…

      I still believe it. I believe in him.

      “We need to make a plan,” Amelia says. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do now.”

      “He’ll be here,” I say again.

      “We can’t assume that. Even if he wants to be here, how do we know something didn’t happen to the ship? Maybe it malfunctioned. We need another option. Another approach.”

      “There is no other option,” I snap. “This is our one shot. Our only shot. He left before us. We made sure the jump was good. He’ll be here.”

      Amelia doesn’t push again. Not right away. But as the minutes continue to pass and Rozik doesn’t show, I can almost sense her frustrated anger across the distance between our two ships. I’m willing to bet she’s making alternate plans of her own and getting ready to lead her fleet away from here, either to Earth or back to Naraka.

      “Commander,” Sasha says. “With all due respect, we can’t wait any longer. We have to jump for Earth. We have to try. It’s better than thinking we could have done something but we’re sitting here instead, waiting for that...”

      She stops talking as the view of space from the primary display vanishes in a sudden maelstrom of blue, orange and white flame. Sleipnir begins to shudder, rumbling internally as all kinds of alarms start blaring across the bridge. I can imagine a similar scene across the other nearby ships in the fleet, their commanding officers panicking at the suddenness of the arrival.

      I ignore it, resting back in my seat, a smile spreading across my face. It feels good to put your faith in something and have that faith rewarded. It feels good to get that vindication.

      “Odin,” Rozik says as the flames fade away. “Sorry I’m late.”
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      It turns out there’s a fault in the plotting algorithm we designed to map banshee coordinates to ours. A mistranslation of one of the characteristics, whatever that means. It got the banshee ship to our position, but too close and too late. Tejal brings Mr. Sia back over to the banshee mothership to work on the correction. According to him, it’s easier to make the update now that he has a point of reference from our current location, but it still takes nearly two hours to complete the updates.

      By that time, I’ve got Amelia and her fleet set onto our next jump path, the entire fleet’s Mandelbrots calibrated and synchronized. Like with Klev, I need to make a decision. The slower, more ideal path that brings us closer to Earth or the faster approach that leaves us on the outside looking in. Like Klev, there’s no wrong answer. There’s also no good answer. It’s a judgement call. A gut feel.

      My instincts tell me to go with slower and closer this time. I figure that if the enemy is closing on Earth, we need to get ahead of them to stop them. If it’s too late, then it’s already too late. But I can’t accept that idea. We need to make it on time. Shaena needs me to get there.

      Tejal and Sia want to come back to Sleipnir, but we can’t afford to delay any longer. We already brought over enough supplies for a short stay and the banshee quarters provide enough other amenities for them to handle the extended deployment, and besides there’s no way I’m letting Tejal take the mesh once we reach the other side.

      That leaves me alone with Sasha. It’s something I would have groaned at a week ago, but she’s one of us now. She trails me down to the secondary bridge and takes a seat at the terminal.

      I turn to the mesh seats, pausing when I see there’s already a needle locked into position at my seat. I reach into my pocket, momentarily confused and thinking I had put Joie’s needle into the connector and forgotten. But her Lucier is where I expect it to be.

      “Amara,” I say. “What is this?”

      Amara’s projection appears beside me. “What is what, Commander?”

      “There’s a needle connected to my seat. Where did it come from?”

      “Mr. Sia brought it down right after we came out of the jump. He said I should strongly recommend you utilize that needle instead of Ensign Joie’s.”

      I move in, taking a closer look at the device. I recognize it after a moment. It’s the one I took out of Starfire. The one that I had left in my quarters. Quarters which I had explicitly ordered Sia not to break into again.

      “Did you know he went into my quarters again?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Amara replies.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “He said it was important to run some tests on it. He said you didn’t need to know.”

      “That’s not his decision to make. Or yours.”

      “He said it was better to ask forgiveness than permission.”

      “Did Rozik give him that line?” I reach for the back of the needle, ready to unplug it.

      “Commander, he was quite firm in his belief that you should use that needle. He said to tell you he understands your affinity for Ensign Joie, but her AI is barely trained. You need all the help you can get.”

      Unless that’s a copy of my needle, and unless it’s compatible, Sia wasted his time. “Why didn’t he tell me all this himself? He had time.”

      “He knew you wouldn’t listen to him.”

      “But I’ll listen to you?”

      “Yes. Because you trust me. Because we’re mesh partners.”

      I look at the projection, and in that moment I see it as a real living, breathing Lieutenant Amara Rocklin. My mesh partner. Damn Sia for being right about that.  “You trust him?”

      “I think he’s earned it, Commander. Even if you don’t agree with his means, I believe he has your best interests at heart.”

      I take my hand off the needle and stare at it for a few seconds. Damn her for being right about that. My other hand is on Joie’s Lucier. I want to do this with her, but I can’t argue the facts. Her needle doesn’t have a lot of optimization. And when we get to Earth every millisecond of reaction time might count. She’s still with me in spirit. Just like Shae and the girls.

      “Okay,” I say. “He’s sure this is compatible?”

      “Positive.”

      I look at it again. Who did this needle belong to?  I always assumed it belonged to whoever brought Starfire to Warrick, in which case, how can Sia be so sure it’ll sync with my DCI? My curiosity is almost enough of a reason to make me want to use it, all of the other reasons be damned.

      “Commander, we’re wasting time,” Sasha says. I look over at her. She’s smiling politely, but her eyes are telling me to hurry up.

      I pivot around and drop into the seat. Then I lean my head back until the needle is against my DCI. I glance over at Amara, who nods in response before taking her own seat.

      I push my head back, inserting the needle, sliding back into a comfortable position in the seat. Amara’s projection does the same.

      Using a new needle isn’t like synchronizing with a new partner. There are no memories to exchange. Just a rapid back and forth connection between the device and the DCI, which links the embedded AI to the mesh. Even as I become part of the ship and the ship becomes part of me, there’s still no way for me to know for sure who the Lucier’s prior owner was.

      One thing I can tell as soon as it’s active...my commands are going through it in a hurry, the AI responding to my thoughts much more readily than Joie’s ever did. It’s as though the needle was made for me.

      It’s almost as if I were the prior owner.

      How could that be? It would only be remotely possible if my mind were digitized and transferred, with the memories of that process completely erased. Which isn’t possible because Starfire was active at the same time I was part of the Navy.

      There’s only one other explanation. I’ve had other mesh partners before. I was meshed with Frigg for nearly ten years before she got kicked out. I never knew what happened to her after that.

      Maybe now I do?

      It’s a big universe. The odds that she was on Warrick the whole time I was stationed on Spindle are slim. The odds her needle should end up in my possession are even more astronomically slim. The Navy should have taken it from her when they gave her the boot.

      And yet here’s this needle that seems to fit me like a glove, and I can’t exactly understand how or why. I’d rather think it’s Frigg’s than try to work out anything more complicated.

      If the Lucier fits, wear it.

      “Valkyrie One, this is Sleipnir,” I say, activating the comm. I was surprised to learn what she decided to name her battle group, but I can’t help thinking it fits. “We’re ready to jump. Are your assets in position?”

      “Sleipnir, this is Valkyrie One,” Amelia replies. “All ships are primed for jump.”

      “Roger that. Gungnir, this is Sleipnir. Are you ready for jump?”

      “Sleipnir, this is Gungir,” Tejal replies. “We’re ready.”

      “Gungnir, please inform Mr. Sia that I forgive him.”

      “Forgive him, sir?”

      “Just tell him.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “All ships, jump on my mark,” I say. “I’ll see you all in three days. You know the plan.”

      There’s silence across the comm as every ship in our small fleet waits for my command.

      “Gungnir, mark,” I say, having to verbalize to the banshee mothership. I give it a ten second headstart to make sure it makes it out, ready to cancel the signal if there’s a problem.

      The mothership’s exodus doesn’t occur on a bed of fire, but rather wrapped in a cloud of thick reddish gas that quickly spreads around the banshee mothership until it’s completely shrouded. When the gas vanishes, Gungnir vanishes with it.

      A thought triggers Sleipnir’s Mandelbrot, which in turn activates the rest of the Mandelbrots in the fleet.

      In three short days our battle fleet will drop out of FTL so close to Earth, it’ll feel as if we can reach out a hand and touch it.
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      “Sasha, we’re ten seconds to drop,” I say, alerting her to our imminent inception.

      “Roger that, Odin,” she replies.

      My eyes are closed, my consciousness part of the mesh. But we entered the secondary bridge together thirty minutes ago, after spending three long days waiting for this moment to come. Our time together brought us closer. I would hazard we might be something like friends by now, as far as that goes given the situation of our meeting. She still hates Amelia for wresting control of Naraka back from her and Amelin, even though Amelin aimed to turn the station into a greater hub of criminal villainy rather than a refuge. She’s still angry her husband is dead, and she still blames me for my hand in it. But she’s a smart woman, strong and capable, and she’s not wallowing in what came to pass. This mission, our needs bring her purpose, and her focus is squarely on that.

      It’s why she’s on the secondary bridge with me, secured in the seat in front of the small terminal. A plasma rifle is strapped to her shoulder and she has a carbine in her hands. A pair of belts strapped around her waist carry plenty of cells and magazines, and she wears a starsuit underneath a set of Alliance Navy utilities. She’s ready to come to my defense if the enemy tries to sneak golems on board. She’s ready to defend Sleipnir and me with her life.

      Unlike the other times I was afraid the golems might get on board, going where we’re going, I’m fairly confident they’ll be in play. Whether or not they can get any sort of lock on me once we’re in deep is another story.

      “Amara, are you ready?” I ask through the mesh.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be, Odin. I’m honored to fight this fight with you.”

      “The honor is mine. I couldn’t have gotten this far without you and Tejal.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The scariest part of the drop is that we won’t have comms with the fleet for a few seconds after we arrive, and if we dump directly into the chaos I expect those few seconds will be real meaningful. Even once we do, we’ll have to get a handle on the tactical in a hurry, to regroup and organize for the best chance to give Gungnir a shot at the banshee mothership. Thank the gods for the mesh, because there would be no way to absorb that much information fast enough otherwise to stand a chance at reacting in time.

      Assuming the banshees are already closing on Earth. Who knows, maybe the Alliance and Commune fleets managed to destroy the mothership on their own?

      Doubtful.

      The Mandelbrot timer reaches two seconds. A small flare of nerves reaches through the wall I’ve erected against it, threatening to leech out into Amara’s consciousness too. I shove it back down as the fade-in begins.

      “Here we go,” I say out loud, alerting Sasha.

      A thought brings up the tactical, at the same time sensor data begins coming in through the mesh. With Amara’s help I’m able to manage both streams in parallel.

      “Amara, shields!” I snap reflexively, and almost too late. As fast as we are through the mesh, the moment we become present enough in real time is when the debris starts pelting the hull. An instant later the shield generators begin pushing a web of energy around us, deflecting or absorbing the space junk. It’s all happening so fast I haven’t had time to identify the garbage yet. Pieces of destroyed satellites? Ships? Or Earth itself?

      The needle, Frigg’s needle, processes reams of data in milliseconds, and I’m aware that of the three options I considered before we jumped, the second one is miraculously in play. The banshees are here. Earth is still intact. The sun is active. Shaena is still safe.

      The battle is already underway. Has been for some time.

      The tactical gives me a quick look at what’s left of the Alliance and Commune fleets. Hundreds of ships, thousands of fighters and there’s barely twenty capitals and a couple hundred Skirmishers remaining, to go along with a few squadrons of Commune fighters and small torpedo boats. As near as I can tell from a half-second overview of the massive battlefield, the combined fleets have done their best to harass the enemy, to throw everything they have at the banshee mothership to keep it from reaching Earth.

      It’s a valiant, brave effort. It’s also doomed. No matter how many ships we have, we aren’t capable of stopping the banshees. That much is obvious by how little remains of our fleets, and how much remains of theirs. It isn’t only the single mothership, which I have to assume is fully refreshed and ready to fire its planet-killing weapon. Masterships flank it on both sides while banshee fighters are all over the place, closing in on the remaining capital ships and flashing in for the kill. There’s so much action out there the mesh can only give me the most rudimentary visuals, offering basic polygons to represent each of the hundreds of ships in the field.

      It’s time to get to work.

      A thought puts Sleipnir into motion, accelerating toward the fray. The remaining distance will give us a few seconds before the enemy can redirect their forces toward us. On the tactical, Amelia’s fleet appears from the aether.

      “Valkyrie One,” I say. “This is Sleipnir. I’m setting targets. Two battle groups, Alpha and Gamma. Split up and target the masterships. Give them everything you’ve got.”

      I’m placing markers through the mesh at the same time I’m talking, handling the tactics while Amara steers. I don’t just put down which ships are in battle group Alpha and which in Gamma. I don’t just highlight specific enemies. I work in tandem with Frigg’s Lucier AI, processing information so quickly and efficiently I’m able to set approach vectors and speeds for thirty-four ships almost simultaneously. It’s not a skill any old mesh pilot has when they leave the Academy. It’s a skill I’ve honed over years of experience and training. A skill the Alliance has wasted for a long time.

      “Roger, Sleipnir,” Amelia says. “We’ve got your marks. Adjusting assets and setting course correction now. All ships, shields up, point-defense at the ready. Weapons systems active.”

      The Valkyrie fleet begins breaking apart, altering their positions to make their approaches toward the targets. Our few seconds of breathing room are gone. The banshee masterships begin to change their formation, shifting to better absorb the new threat.

      Thirty-four ships don’t seem like much, but it’s more than twice what the combined fleet had two seconds earlier.

      “Commune corvette,” a familiar voice says through the mesh. “Identify yourself immediately.”

      “Admiral Drake,” I reply. “This is Odin Longknife, commander of the corvette Sleipnir and the Valkyrie battle group. You should have been expecting us.”

      “Odin,” Drake says, a hint of venom oozing through his response. “This is what Osiri meant by waiting for a special attack group to arrive? We’re getting our asses handed to us, Saint. What the hell do you think you’re going to do with an ancient bucket of Commune bolts and a fleet a tenth the size of what we just threw at that thing without making more than a few small dents?”

      “Sir, you did what you needed to do,” I reply. “You slowed them down long enough for us to get here.”

      Drake laughs into the comm. “I know you pulled off a small miracle on Capricorn, Greg. That isn’t going to happen here.”

      I find Drake’s battleship on the tactical. He’s sitting near the edge of the grid, away from harm while he manages the fight. He’s got a pair of support destroyers flanking him, but everything else is already committed.

      “Admiral, I need your ships,” I say. “I need you in the fight.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do, Commander,” he hisses. “You should be taking orders from me. You’re a traitor to the Alliance. I can’t believe Osiri brought us here to depend on you. I can’t believe thousands of good men and women have died for this.”

      “I’m a servant of humankind,” I reply. “And I need you out there. I’m sending coordinates now.”

      “This is my fleet, Commander. My fight. If we all die, we’ll all die under my command.”

      Drake is wasting my time with his garbage. Valkyrie Alpha and Gamma are sweeping across the field, shields flaring as the banshee fighters close in, launching their attacks. Plasma toroids flash out from the point-defense, rings of fire striking at the nimble ships. A mastership zips from one side of space to the other in a heartbeat, its first volley cutting one of Amelia’s ships to pieces in a matter of seconds.

      “Damn it, Paul!” I growl. “Get your firepower in there. Vigilant and her escorts have more guns than half our ships combined. We can still win this fight.”

      “Take a look at your tactical,” Drake replies. “We’re dead men floating. You’ll need the wrath of the gods to win this fight.”

      I have to force the anger back down or risk inadvertently firing every weapon along Sleipnir’s hull. Drake’s hopeless attitude is infuriating. His refusal to engage only slightly worse.

      It’s easy for me to forget about Drake a moment later, when a parcel of space on my starboard flank suddenly begins to burn. The star fire lights up the darkness, flames spreading through the void as the ship appears as if from hell.

      “We don’t need the gods, Admiral,” I say, my voice returning to calm. “We have Gungnir.”
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      “Odin,” Rozik says. “We’re here.”

      “I noticed,” I reply. “Can you get a shot at the mothership?”

      “Negative. We’re too far out. We need to pull closer.”

      “Saint,” Drake says. “What is this?”

      “This is our special force,” I reply. “Now, you can help us win this damn battle, or you can sit there with your thumb up your ass.”

      “Odin, we need backup,” Amelia says. “We’re taking heavy fire. Valkyrie Nine, Twelve and Twenty-two are already down.”

      “We’re on our way,” I reply, at the same time Amara increases our acceleration. “Your choice, Admiral.”

      Sleipnir shoots forward, while Gungnir begins accelerating behind. Banshee drones begin launching from our mothership, hundreds of dark starfighters pouring out and zipping across space ahead of us. They’re into the mix near the Valkyrie battle groups within seconds, engaging the drones from the banshee mothership.

      “Sleipnir, make some room,” Rozik says. “I’ve got more fireworks ready to go.”

      Amara adjusts our vector, dropping us below the massive ship as it suddenly begins to open fire, its thunderous array of smaller gun batteries pulsing out hundreds of energy bolts. The shots stretch across space, flashing around the Valkyrie ships, dozens of them smashing against the shield of one of the masterships. Those shields go dark a moment later.

      “Valkyrie Four,” I say. “Open fire. Give it everything you’ve got.”

      Torpedoes launch from the smaller destroyer, zooming across the distance and pounding into the side of the defenseless mothership. Venting atmosphere lights up the black as the alien craft begins to break apart.

      A thought activates Sleipnir’s gun batteries as we close on the battlefield. I turn my attention to the weapon systems, triggering the plasma cannons and firing on the closest banshee fighters. The mesh improves my aim. Frigg’s needle improves it more. I lead the fighters perfectly, blasting at them and taking three down in the first pass. Meanwhile, Gungnir continues with the massive barrage, helping the Valkyries cut down two more masterships in a matter of seconds.

      “Sleipnir this is Vigilant,” Admiral Drake says. “Pass us coordinates. We’re moving in.”

      “Roger, Admiral,” I reply. “Setting marks. Welcome to the party.”

      I place targets for the meshed battleship, the Astros reacting instantly to the shift. Torpedoes begin launching from the three remaining Alliance capital ships, stretching across space and finding their Gungnir-weakened targets. Two more masterships break apart from the assault.

      I monitor the tactical, watching the shapes moving around one another in three dimensions. Gungnir’s intense firepower puts a lot of pressure on the masterships, while her drones match maneuvers with their enemy counterparts. Valkyrie Alpha and Gamma continue pushing into the thick, turning the tide of casualties from them to the banshees.

      Our reinforced counter strike is more effective than I would have imagined. We aren’t just holding our own against the banshee force.

      We’re routing it.

      The banshee mothership starts to slow, easing its forward velocity toward Earth and beginning to come about. The masterships also start to pull back,  firing as they regroup.  Plasma toroids and energy blasts litter space, the sheer immensity of firepower on both sides lighting up the darkness.

      “Gungnir, are we in range yet?” I ask, eager to put the finishing touches on the sudden change of momentum. It seems the enemy doesn’t want to get involved against one of its own, and is eager to rethink the assault.

      “Negative,” Rozik replies. “We need to get a bit closer. The beam will diffuse quickly through all of this debris.”

      It’s disappointing, but understandable. Besides, we’re gaining on the enemy mothership, which is suddenly facing away from us again, thrusters flaring as it tries to escape.

      “Why isn’t it jumping?” Amara asks.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “Maybe it needs more distance? Maybe it thinks we can follow?” Whatever the reason, it does seem curious and a little suspicious.

      “Valkyrie, Gungnir, Vigilant, stay alert,” I say. “It might be trying to lead us into a trap.”

      “A trap?” Admiral Drake replies. “There’s nothing but empty space behind it.”

      “It hasn’t left the area,” I say. “Something about this isn’t right.”

      “Agreed,” Rozik replies. “But we can’t afford to let them get away. We need a decisive victory, Odin.”

      “I know. Remain in pursuit, but be ready to maneuver if she swings back around again, or—”

      I go silent as new targets begin to appear on the tactical, suddenly bursting from the sides of the fleeing banshee mothership. It isn’t that the enemy is launching more fighters at us that leaves me speechless. It’s the nature of the ships.

      My mesh AI identifies them as Skirmishers.

      Over a hundred of them rocket toward the two battle groups, replacing the retreating drones. Amelia’s destroyers open fire, dozens of streams of plasma toroids racing out to meet the incoming Skirmishers. I watch in stunned silence as the alien ships dance around the attacks, forming into squadrons and strafing the Valkyrie vessels. The banshee Skirmishers don’t have torpedoes like the Alliance version, but their energy weapons sink into the Valkyrie shields, breaking them down and cutting through.

      Rozik sends Gungnir’s drones out to intercept them, the black fighters joining the fight. I don’t have a full, high-resolution view of it. All I get are polygons sweeping through my visual cortex, the two sides interacting in a way that looks oddly familiar.

      The Valkyries continue to fire. Vigilant and its escorts join in, and together they manage to torpedo a couple of the Skirmishers, but the amount of firepower it takes to down one should be enough to take out the entire flight.

      “Valkyrie Thirty is down,” Amelia says. “Valkyrie Twenty-six. Valkyrie Four. Odin, we’re getting hammered.”

      Sleipnir is closing on the position, entering the full-on fray. I fire her plasma cannons, leading the Skirmishers and watching as my shots miss by mere centimeters, the craft changing vectors at the last instant, always one step ahead of my attack. They come around on me, energy blasts pounding at our shields, Amara working hard to keep the point-defense on target.

      The Skirmishers move through our ranks like oil spreading through water, always managing to stay away from our defenses while closing on the trio of Alliance capital ships and loosing their barrage. It seems impossible that Skirmishers without torpedoes should be able to hurt a ship like Vigilant, but their attacks begin to defeat Vigilant’s shields near the aft, causing massive damage. Whatever or whoever is flying these Skirmishers, they’re unbelievably skilled.

      “Odin,” Admiral Drake says. “We can’t take this. We need to fall back.”

      “They’re Skirmishers, Admiral,” I reply. “There is no falling back.”

      I continue firing at them, watching the way they move. The patterns in their evasives. The smoothness of their paths. A sudden sense of dread understanding begins to overtake me, my mind rewinding to the bridge of Sleipnir and the golem who took my needle. My heart catches in my throat, sudden fear threatening to pull me out of the mesh, to rob me of all my focus.

      “They’re me,” I say across the comm, to all the connected ships. “They’re using my AI from my needle to control their Skirmishers.”

      It’s a trap. The mothership convinced us to give chase so it could reel us in and make it impossible for us to move away from the fast and nimble ships—each one of them flown by the best pilot I know.

      Son of a bitch.

      “We need a new plan, Alliance,” Rozik says. “And we need it fast.”

      How do we fight a hundred Odin Longknifes? They’re picking off the Valkyries one-by-one, and there’s almost nothing we can do that we haven’t already tried. I need to figure something out. Giving up isn’t an option. Neither is losing hope.

      I spare a thought for the tactical. I’ve still got the electro-lances. Maybe I can put them to use. I just need to convince the Skirmishers to follow me while I get clear of the rest of our fleet. It’s a longshot, but maybe it’ll work, at least well enough to give us a chance to rebound.

      “Amara, I’ll take the con. Focus on shields.”

      “Yes, Commander,” Amara replies.

      We swap duties, and I begin accelerating, adding velocity while starting to take evasive action of my own. The one benefit to fighting myself is I can guess what I’m going to do next. It allows me to start maneuvering Sleipnir into a better position. I can’t manage all of the gun batteries while I steer, so I focus on only a few. I consider my shots more carefully before I take them, managing to score a few hits as I try to convince the Skirmishers I’m a threat.

      It doesn’t take much. The banshees know I’m in the corvette. They’re still eager to take me out of the fight. The bulk of the alien craft break off their assaults, vectoring to intercept me as I work to draw closer to the mothership. Rozik continues sending Gungnir’s firepower along with mine, forcing them to stay alert.

      “Come on you bastards,” I say. “That’s right. Follow daddy.”

      I’m moving away from the Valkyries, away from Gungnir and the damaged, retreating Vigilant. I’m starting to think this plan might actually work. Hope springs eternal, and I can sense the fates at my back.

      Waiting to stab me in it.

      No sooner do I start to think more positively than the space changes in front of me again. A massive ball of fire ignites dead ahead, the energy of it scrambling my sensors and leaving me suddenly blind. I don’t panic, but I can sense my body shivering, the knowledge of what caused the interruption digging deep into my gut.

      The sensors return to normal within seconds. When they do, there isn’t one banshee mothership on the tactical.

      There are four.
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      I have my mind on the tactical for what feels like hours to me, when in reality only a few hundred milliseconds pass. I’m frozen in shock and surprise, the other parts of my brain trying to catch up with the data streaming through the mesh, to string the pieces of the puzzle together and understand exactly what’s happening in the universe outside.

      A trap. I already know that. The banshees set a trap, not just for Earth or humankind, but for me. Somehow, they decided I was their greatest threat from almost the beginning. From the moment they captured Spindle and discovered who I am and who I was. But it has to be more than Capricorn. My legend might have started there, but it’s only a slice of time, a single action that had far-reaching consequences, but was still only a single action. No, they’ve seen my file. They know my full range of experience. It seems impossible. How could they? Even Spindle’s records held some of my background back as classified. Unless…

      There was one person who knew it all. Every facet of my life, because she shared it with me.

      Could it be? Did they pick out Shae among all the survivors on Spindle? Did they hurt her to learn about me? Or did they learn about me after hurting her? Did they make the connection when I survived to reach Warrick, and then escaped?

      However it happened, the banshees expected me to be here. Worse, they waited for me to come. The combined fleets didn’t hold the line. The banshees held back until my arrival. They waited to spring this trap, to unleash their Skirmishers— clones of my needle that know my moves so well—to bring in their reinforcements and prove to the Sphere who its new masters are.

      It isn’t enough to just take out our homeworld. They want to take me out too. They think I’m our species’ greatest warrior. I hate to break it to them that I’m not, but it doesn’t much matter. They think I am, and that’s enough.

      And they aren’t taking any chances. They weren’t late to Earth just because they were refueling. They were late because they were waiting for more ships to arrive. It makes sense that when they sent out the synchronizer message they told their brethren where to meet up. But if that’s the case, are these four ships all there are? Am I looking at their entire species, here to finish us off to save themselves?

      I can’t say I blame them.

      But I also can’t let them.

      “Odin, we have a problem,” Rozik says, putting it simply.

      The three new banshee ships are positioned further away than the original, which is in the process of coming about again. Meanwhile, the Skirmishers haven’t just forgotten about Sleipnir in my shock. They’re pounding me with fire, Amara’s quick reflexes the only reason we’re still in one piece.

      “Commander, I need your help,” she says, reminding me she’s still flying the ship. I’m vaguely aware of gunfire, and it reminds me that it’s anything but safe to freeze up for even a second.

      I refocus on the controls, putting Sleipnir into a series of evasives—turning the ship vertical, accelerating hard and then slipping back into an even plane again—before activating vectoring thrusters to throw the corvette into a wide corkscrew, flying her like a Skirmisher. The banshee Skirmishers give chase, but have trouble matching my moves. They take weak shots Amara easily blocks.

      Meanwhile, the new banshee motherships aren’t idle. They begin releasing their payloads, launching dozens of masterships from their massive hangars. These, in turn, release their drones.

      As they resume their advance, I pass flight control over to Amara and get on the comm. “Rozik, you need to use the spear.”

      “We’re too far away,” he replies.

      “Then get closer, damn it!” I snap back.

      “Four to one, Alliance? This fight is lost. Regroup what’s left, get them into the hangar and we can get the hell out of here.”

      “And what happens to Earth?”

      “You know what happens.”

      “I don’t accept that.”

      “There’s no other way. We’re outnumbered on every side of this, Odin. We cannot win.”

      “Then we’ll die here!” I shout, loud enough in the mesh that it causes Sleipnir to shudder. “When I’m on Sleipnir, I’m in charge, remember?”

      Rozik is silent for a moment. Then he sighs into the comm. “Okay then. If you want to lead us to our demise, I’ll do as you ask. I’m going to haunt you in the Beyond, Alliance.”

      “Fine by me,” I reply. “Valkyries, regroup on Gungnir. All units, regroup on Gungnir. Concentrate firepower on the banshee Skirmishers. Keep them off the mothership.”

      “Roger, Odin,” Amelia says. “Valkyries, close ranks. Keep firing.”

      “Admiral Drake, if you’ve got anything left we need it now.”

      “Oh, what the hell, eh Odin?” Drake replies. “I never thought I would go down fighting at your side. Maybe you’ve got one more miracle up that stubborn ass of yours.”

      “Commander,” Mr. Sia says, breaking through the comm. “I have an idea.”

      “Get off the comm,” Rozik says. “Ignore him.”

      “If he has a plan, I want to hear it.”

      “Forget it. It’s a bad plan.”

      “He already told you?”

      “He mentioned it to me on the way here. A last-ditch possibility. It’s a fool’s idea. We did the math. It won’t work.”

      “What’s the idea?”

      “I told you, Alliance, it isn’t going to work.”

      The masterships are getting into firing range, their batteries opening up on the remaining Valkyrie ships. We started with thirty-four. Only eighteen remain, and nearly all of them have taken some kind of damage. Another goes dark within the first seconds of the barrage.

      “We’re all going to die out here. Tell me the damned plan!”

      “Sir,” Mr. Sia says. “The damage to the shield generators I repaired when you got to Bruxton. It came from overloading them in order to divert extra power to the lances. That’s what you told me.”

      “Yes. And? I could use Sleipnir’s full reactor and not make a dent in one mothership. At best I might take out a few of the masterships.”

      “Yes. But what if you weren’t relying on Sleipnir’s reactor? What if you had a stronger power source?”

      “We’re dying out here, Sia. Get to the point.”

      “I believe we can tune Sleipnir’s shields to absorb Gungnir’s spear and pass the energy through the electro-lances. It’s definitely enough power to destroy the masterships and the Skirmishers. It might be enough to take down the motherships.”

      “Might?” I ask.

      “No guarantees, Commander.”

      “Odin, forget it,” Rozik says. “I told you, the math doesn’t work.”

      “It could,” Sia counters. “There’s a chance. We did the calculations against standard generators, but they aren’t standard. I spent weeks hardening them. They can take the shock.”

      “So what’s the downside?” I ask.

      Mr. Sia doesn’t answer right away. I flinch as I watch Valkyrie One begin to break apart on the tactical, succumbing to the enemy’s assault.

      Amelia.

      “The generators can handle the output for a few seconds,” he says. “After that, Sleipnir will...evaporate.”

      It would make sense for me to freeze at the statement, but there’s no hesitation in my response or my will. I knew from the moment Rozik pulled me off the banshee mothership that I would have to give everything to see this done. I’m ready. More than ready.

      But I’m not alone on this ship.

      “Sasha,” I say, ready to tell her Sia’s plan.

      “I heard, Commander,” she replies. “Amara put the comm live. We have to do it.”

      “But—”

      “We have to do it,” she repeats, cutting me off. “I’m with you, Commander.”

      “All right. Amara?” I say.

      “Geramin digitized me so we could stay together, Commander. But Geramin is gone to the Beyond. It’s only fitting that I should join him there. And only right that I should go in this way, defending all that he believed in. The freedom of all people.”

      My resolve becomes iron in response to theirs.

      “Okay Mr. Sia, tell me what we need to do.”
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      “Sasha, point defense is yours,” I say.

      “Yes, sir,” she replies.

      “Hang on, we’re going in hard.” I push Sleipnir into a tight turn, nearly G-locking my body. Sleipnir shudders from the strain as we maneuver, going into a roll as we begin passing through the enemy line.

      What we need to do is simple to explain and damn hard to accomplish. In truth, it might be more impossible than bouncing the spear off the ship. Amara needs to follow Mr. Sia’s instructions to recalibrate the generators, allowing them to accept the energy from the spear without trying to deflect it. We want them to absorb the blast and shunt it to the lances. Meanwhile, I need to get us from our current position at the head of the defensive line to the midpoint between Gungnir and the banshee motherships without getting blown to bits.

      And we have to do it with limited shields, without Amara to help manage systems, and against hundreds of banshee ships that all want to see us destroyed, including a slew of banshee-made Skirmishers using my needle’s AI.

      And when we get there—if we get there—and Rozik fires the spear...I’m going to die.

      I’m not afraid to die. I’ve been an Astro, a warrior, so long I always thought I would be dead long before now. And really, when fighters say there’s honor to die in battle, they mean it. What better way to go than fighting hard for what you believe in.

      There are regrets too. Of course there are. Most of them revolve around Bryce and Shaena. They still don’t even know what happened to their mother. But I can save them. I have a chance to stop this threat from swallowing the Sphere. Who could ask for more than that?

      The banshees must know we’re up to something, even if they probably don’t know exactly what. They see my ship, shooting out ahead of the rest of the fleet including Gungnir, advancing when I should be retreating. Their reaction shows how much they fear me. How much they’ve bought into the stories they’ve picked up from our datastores, even though they’re all exaggerations and clickbait meant to make a profit. They practically ignore the rest of the ships at my back, diverting all of their energy to taking me down.

      It’s a mixed blessing. With the ships focused on me, they aren’t paying much attention to what’s left of Valkyrie, or the remaining firepower of Vigilant and her escorts. They aren’t weighing the more general attack Gungnir produces heavily enough, especially because of the nature of its pilot.

      Rozik has my digitized mind inside him. He has an innate feel for the moves I’m going to make before I make them, and it allows him to adjust Gungnir’s firing patterns, keeping up a powerful barrage while ensuring I don’t get hit by a wayward blast. The other ships have to keep their shots well away from my flight path. Rozik gets in close, the balls of energy smashing the banshee ships that try to get too close, picking them off one after another as they move to intercept.

      I send Sleipnir soaring through the enemy line, in a constant state of altering vectors and unpredictable rotation. Sasha works the limited point defense, blocking as many of the shots as she can, staying focused on protecting the reactor and lances, the two most important parts of the ship right now.

      We get hit. There’s no way to avoid it. Sleipnir shudders from the impacts, the AI passing constant streams of damage reports through the mesh, which Frigg’s needle dissects into simple bites that take little effort to ignore. We can take as much damage as the enemy can dish out, as long as we make it into range with the generators and lances intact.

      The seconds pass as hours. Everything moves in slow motion. Dozens of Skirmishers, hundreds of dark fighters, handfuls of masterships and four motherships are all around us. The motherships hold their fire, waiting to see if the smaller craft can shut me down, surely prepared to let loose if I get too close.

      If I do get too close, it’ll be too late for them.

      “Amara, status.” I pass the thought through the mesh in silence.

      “Nearly complete, Commander,” she replies.

      “Mr. Sia, how confident are you that this will work?” I ask.

      He hesitates a moment. “Thirty percent.”

      In other circumstances, I might blanch at the odds. But even thirty-percent of our ten percent chance of getting into position is better than the alternative. I put my focus back on steering, rapid-fire thoughts adjusting the main thrusters and over twenty vectoring thrusters with varying pushes and pulls that keep us winding through space like a hyperactive snake.

      I’ve managed to make it pretty far, but I can sense the defenses becoming more intense, the numbers more overwhelming. For every ship our side takes out, five more replace it. They swarm around me, working to get into firing position to take their shot. I do my best to avoid them, to evade as many strikes as I can. It’s getting harder. For me. For Sasha. We can’t do this for much longer, and we’re still two minutes out from our mark.

      We aren’t going to make it. It doesn’t matter how good I want to be. It doesn’t matter how hard I’m trying. It just isn’t enough.

      “Generator modifications complete, sir,” Amara says.

      “Good. Bring weapons systems online, give me some defensive fire.”

      “Standby,” she replies. Standby? “Sasha, please retrieve Ensign Joie’s Lucier from Odin’s pocket and attach it to the other mesh connector.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask through the mesh, the request threatening to steal my focus.

      I can sense Sasha’s hand on my thigh, reaching into my pocket to find the needle. I can tell when she removes it, and I hear it click into place.

      “You forbade Mr. Sia from copying the needle into my datastore,” Amara says. “You never said we couldn’t integrate it through the mesh. Activating now.”

      Amara says she’s activating it, but I don’t sense any change. Nothing about our mesh feels different in any way, and really I can’t spare the time to give it much thought. I keep Sleipnir racing through the storm, rising and falling in three-dimensions as if I’m riding invisible waves. Amara opens up with the plasma cannons, her aim surprisingly solid as she wipes out a pair of Skirmishers in her opening volley.

      We forge ahead, the seconds ticking away too damn slowly, the enemy gaining in number, to the point it’s nearly impossible for the sensors to get beyond them. We take a few more hits, somehow still managing to absorb the blows without serious damage.

      Until we don’t.

      Something hits the back of the ship, and Sleipnir rocks hard, the AI complaining loudly about loss of pressure, venting atmosphere and severe damage to the reactor. A moment later, it tells me the mains are done, the reactor offline, and only reserves to keep us moving.

      I lock down the secondary bridge with a thought, focusing all of our life support into our tiny bubble. Gravity shuts down everywhere else. The air scrubbers go out, the lights go out. Everything that isn’t a necessity goes away. Within seconds we’re left with our little cocoon, and still a minute’s distance left to travel.

      Without the mains, I can’t maneuver as much as before. We need to stay on a more direct route, and we aren’t continuing to add velocity. It puts us in bad shape. It pretty much signals the end.

      Only I’m not giving up. I won’t even let that thought enter my head. I double-down, sinking deeper into the mesh, letting go of every human idea I have left. I fully become what’s left of Sleipnir, with a higher sense of my ability to evade fire and shoot back at any obstacles.

      Amara joins me there. It has to be because of Joie’s needle, because somehow we manage to fall into RAPTUR. Our two minds, organic and digital, become one. Everything we do is perfectly synchronized, every move smooth and graceful. I take point defense from Sasha, and the two of us manage all of the ship’s functions with ease.

      We glide through the maelstrom, point defense energy shifting at lightning speed, guns firing perfectly timed shots to deflect incoming attacks. Reserve energy is dropping fast, estimated to run out only seconds after we’re supposed to reach our destination.

      RAPTUR renews me, and restores my hope. We’re a tornado through the field of banshee ships, reaching impossibly through the mob on our path to destiny. For all the years I believed the fates had it in for me, I realize now that they’ve simply guided me to this moment, for better or for worse.

      This is what I’m here to do.

      We rise and fall, swing and buck, spew our plasma out around us, and continue pushing through the enemy line, each second bringing us that much closer. We’re out of Gungnir’s defensive range by now, no longer aided by cover fire. The last tiny hope for humanity diving deep into a patinated ocean.

      I hardly notice when the banshee Skirmishers and starfighters pull away, or when the masterships fall back. Not because they’re afraid but because they’re clearing the area, getting out of the way of the four motherships ahead, and their thousands of guns that will tear Sleipnir apart as surely as the spear at our backs.

      Except…

      A thought shuts nearly everything down. It’s painful to do, because without warning, without a goodbye, I bring Amara offline too. I kill her in an instant, shutting her down.

      Only the mesh remains, and I have to manage it alone.

      “Commander?” Sasha says.

      We’re dead weight, drifting through space toward the banshees, who I imagine are worried right now because we just fell off their grid. They’re smart. I’m sure they can adjust their sensors to get us back.

      But by then it will be too late.

      The mesh doesn’t strain me this time. There’s hardly anything left to control. There’s nothing left to do. The generators are primed. The lance is ready. We’re almost in position.

      “Sasha,” I say softly. “Thank you. It’s been an honor.”

      “Thank you, Commander Saint,” she replies. “For letting me be part of this new legend.”

      “It’ll only be a legend if it works.”

      “It’ll work.”

      I watch the tactical. The banshee motherships are moving in closer to me, no doubt trying to triangulate our position through their shared sensor data. It’s perfect. More perfect than I realized when I made the maneuver.

      Rozik said the enemy is smart, that they learn fast from their mistakes. Maybe they know I’m up to no good, but I think they’re underestimating exactly what we’re about to do.

      And that knowledge, that joy fills me as Sleipnir hits her mark. As I send the thought that reactivates the shield generators. It brings me comfort and peace as I open my eyes and pull myself from the mesh, so rapidly it makes my head feel like it’s going to explode. I don’t care. I want to see this with my own eyes.

      Sasha’s strapped to her seat. A pair of dead golems float against the ceiling. The small display is active, showing the feed through the bow, the lances visible ahead.

      Space begins to glow around us, a deep reddish hue. I can feel the heat of the spear as it smashes into us from behind, captured by the generators and passed into the lances as quickly as they can manage. The teeth at the end of the ship begin to glow, the heat steadily increasing inside the craft as the power intensifies.

      The banshees seem to figure out what’s going on. The Skirmishers and fighters are fiery specks in space around us, their thrusters flaring as they move to intercept again. The motherships don’t dare open fire, risking holes in their shields.

      If this beam is as powerful as Rozik claims, shields aren’t going to help them.

      I unsecure myself from my seat and push forward, coming up beside Sasha. She reaches out, grabbing my hand to hold me in place, and so she doesn’t die alone. I clench it tight. The heat is becoming unbearable. It’s impossible to breathe.

      The lances unleash the fury of the spear, massive bolts of red lightning filling space around us. The bolts reach right through the banshee shields, crackling against the patinated hulls of the gathered motherships, striking them in multiple places. The damage is catastrophic, tearing right through the craft and punching holes the ships can’t heal.

      The smaller craft aren’t spared either. They’re caught in the lightning, even the faintest of glancing blows enough to tear them apart. They flare up like hundreds of little stars ahead of the four massive stars, and us the supernova in the center.

      I wish my last moment could be filled with joy. It can’t. For as thankful as I am that the spear is saving humankind, I’m equally saddened knowing it’s killing the banshees. Possibly their entire race. Maybe it seems strange to feel sorry for them after what they’ve done and were trying to do. But I fought the parasites. I saw the fear in the eyes of their dead. They aren’t evil. Not at the heart of them. They were looking for safe haven. Freedom. Same as any of us.

      They just came to the wrong place.

      The universe turns red around me. My entire body goes numb and begins to tingle. One last thought, and I save it for Shae. We’ll be together again in the Beyond. Only a couple of seconds to go...

      The end comes.
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      “It worked,” Mr. Sia says, his voice solemn but tinged with excitement. “I can’t believe it worked.”

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Ensign Tejal says from beside him, her voice faint. Fragile. “I should have been on Sleipnir. It should have been me.”

      I look out at the two Alliance officers from behind the faceplate of my Commune combat armor. My skin is tingling, my heart racing, but I won’t let them see it. I’m still surprised Sia’s plan was successful, and slightly annoyed I didn’t think of it myself. It’s a weakness I’ll need to correct.

      The banshee mothership has no cameras. No video feeds. But the golem head is linked to our terminal and to the ship’s sensors, and it collects the subaural tones none of us can hear and translates them as Standard, deciphering what the ship can see.

      The simple version is, it sees nothing. No more motherships. No more masterships. No more fighters or Skirmishers.

      No more Sleipnir.

      As expected, the corvette is destroyed. Evaporated by the sheer power of the spear. Odin Longknife, Commander Gregory Saint, is no more.

      Not exactly no more.

      I close my eyes, pushing back against the voice in my head. Trying to silence it. I managed to conquer the others they implanted. It took work and resolve, but I overcame their desire for control. I subverted them to my will.

      Odin. Damn him. He’s more stubborn than they were. Stronger in that sense, at least. His mind is different. I don’t know exactly how or why, but he isn’t like the rest of them.

      If you had given me a chance, I would have told you as much. Not that you had much of a choice. It was a beautiful sacrifice. Shae will be proud of me.

      “Captain Rozik,” Ensign Tejal says. “We’re getting a general hail from Vigilant, sir.”

      Drake. I died, and that career idiot got to live. How is that fair?

      “Connect it,” I say.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “This is Captain Verge Rozik.”

      “Captain Rozik. This is Admiral Drake, Alliance of Planets Navy.”

      “What can I do for you, Admiral Drake?”

      “It appears the banshee forces are defeated.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      He’s going to ask you to turn over the mothership to him.

      Drake hesitates before speaking. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Captain, that this was an Alliance-led defensive action. All resources are currently under the jurisdiction of the Alliance Navy.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. You can refer to Article Sixteen of the Alliance Shared Asset Conventions for specifics. The bottom line, Captain, is that your involvement in this exercise makes the ship you’re crewing property of the Alliance of Planets.”

      He’s so full of bollocks, I can’t believe he isn’t choking right now.

      That one draws a laugh.

      “What’s funny, Captain?” Drake asks.

      “Admiral Drake, you are aware that I am not a member of the Alliance of Planets, are you not? You do realize that I’m a Commune officer?”

      “Yes, Captain, I do. Unfortunately, none of the Commune ships involved in this interdiction survived, or I would be commandeering their remaining craft as well. I’ll be sure to see to it that you’re returned to the Commune as swiftly as our resources allow.”

      “They didn’t survive because they actually joined the fight,” I reply. “While you and your escorts watched from the sidelines. Oh, you had a moment of heroism somewhere inside you, and I appreciate that, but in my estimation Admiral, you’re an idiot.”

      Good one.

      “Captain Rozik, you’re out of line. I’m an Admiral of the Alliance Navy, and—”

      “I’m a Captain in the Commune military. I hold no allegiance to you Admiral. In fact, our two nations may have joined forces to defend Earth, but we’re technically still at war. It’s within my rights to fire on your ship as I see fit.” I pause for effect. “You’re welcome to do the same.”

      More silence from Drake. Then the comm disconnects. I turn my attention back to Mr. Sia and Ensign Tejal.

      “You two are still Alliance Navy. You’re welcome to take the Spike out to Vigilant to rejoin them.”

      Mr. Sia shakes his head. “I’d prefer to remain here, Captain. There’s still so much to learn.”

      “Very well. Ensign Tejal?”

      “Thank you, Captain Rozik. For all you’ve done. I’d like to shuttle over to Vigilant, but I do have one concern.”

      “What is it?”

      “What are your intentions for this ship, Captain? I mean, with Gungnir in the Commune’s arsenal, we—”

      There’s no way I’m letting you bring this ship back to Telev.

      I put up my hand to quiet her. “I understand, Ensign Tejal. You have every reason to be concerned. But no, I have no intention of leaving this craft in the hands of the Alliance or the Commune. I have unfinished business on Naraka. I’m going to bring her there and hope we never need to refuel her. Mr. Sia can spend the rest of his life unlocking her secrets, if that’s what he wants.”

      “Do I have your word on that, sir?”

      “Yes. I promise. This ship is too dangerous to fall into the hands of any faction who would use it against another human being.”

      Ensign Tejal smiles. “You’re not bad for a Commie.”

      “Thank you. The respect is mutual. I trust you’ll provide Admiral Drake with a full report?”

      “Mostly full,” she replies. “It might not hurt to leave out the non-essential details.” She turns to Mr. Sia. “Take care of yourself.”

      “You too, Nora.”

      Tell her to try not to crash into anything else.

      “Oh, and Nora,” I say, frustratingly unable to deny the request. “Try to make it through the rest of your career without crashing into anything else.”

      Ensign Tejal stares at me a moment. Then she smiles. “You’re in there somewhere, aren’t you, Odin?”

      I smile even wider instead of smirking. That isn’t me either.

      “Commander,” she says, coming to attention and saluting. I return the gesture, and then she makes her way off the bridge.

      “Mr. Sia,” I say. “Do we have enough power left to jump?”

      “More than enough,” Mr. Sia replies. “The spear used sixty percent. Too much to fire it twice without recharging, not enough to limit our overall operations.”

      “Very good. Let’s set a course for Naraka.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      We saved her, Verge. We saved my Shaena. Thank you.

      You gave your life for this, Greg,” I reply softly. “Thank you.”
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      I return to Naraka with the remaining Valkyries in tow. Only nine of the ships survived the battle, and only two had none-Alliance crews. They’re the only two that come back with me.

      There’s set to be a new power vacuum on the ghost station. Amelia is gone, killed in action. The next most likely contender for control is Sasha, and she’s dead too. If word gets out that Naraka is free and clear for the taking, every pirate, scoundrel or trader without morals who have a decent-sized mercenary crew will be chomping at the bit to stake their claim. Or maybe someone on the inside would decide to make a move. After the events of the last few weeks, the last thing this place needs is a turf war.  It’s not what Amelia Rocklin would want.

      It’s not what I want either.

      Bottom line, Naraka needs stability right now, and it just so happens I’m looking for a new place to call home. An enemy of the Alliance, cast out by the Commune. I’m not really interested in taking the position, but I guess the fates aren’t giving me much choice.

      You sound more like me every day.

      “That’s because your mind is bleeding into mine, Alliance,” I reply. “I don’t know if it’s because you’re just that stubborn or if something went wrong with the transfer.”

      I’m that stubborn.

      I’ve already convinced the crews of the two warships that I’m the right man for the job. It won’t be hard to convince anyone else, considering I have the most powerful weapons platform in the Sphere at my disposal. For as large as Naraka station is, Gungnir dwarfs it at nearly four times the size. It’s pretty damn persuasive.

      Control is more than accommodating when I comm in, Amelia’s former employees open to me taking the job. They send a transport out to me straight away, and within thirty minutes of arrival, I’m in a docking interlock in the core, Mr. Sia at my side. We leave Gungnir unattended and locked down, using a modified comm badge to transfer signals to the terminal, convert them to the machine head, and spit them out for the control room pillar receivers. It’s a complex, diluted process, one I think we can improve over time. For now, it works.

      Captain Hall is the top-ranked remaining member of the Valkyrie crews, and she meets me at the interlock, coming to attention when Mr. Sia and I step out. She’s got a squad of her people with her, ready to back me up if we run into any resistance.

      I make my way through the corridors, up to station control. I’m surprised to find Yari there when I arrive, sitting in Amelia’s usual seat. She’s excited to see me, and she runs over for a hug.

      “Mr. Rozik!” she says. I return her embrace. “Where’s Amelia?” she asks once she backs away. “Where’s Commander Stone?”

      “They didn’t make it,” I reply. “They gave their lives to save the galaxy.”

      “They did it? Are we safe?”

      I’m not completely sure how to answer. I think so, but there’s no way to be sure just yet. That’s part of the reason I hurried back here.

      “Yes,” I reply anyway. There’s no point worrying the kid. “The banshees are gone.”

      “Who’s going to be in charge of Naraka?”

      “I am.”

      She smiles and straightens up like she’s seen the others do. “Sounds good to me, sir.”

      “I’ll need a general comm ready when I return,” I say to Hall. “To let the citizens know what happened to Amelia, that the station is secure and that there are going to be some changes.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hall replies. “Where are you going?”

      “I have an appointment. Yari, do you want to go up to the synchronizer with me?”

      “Sure,” she replies.

      We leave the control room together, head to the central elevator and take it to the top. Kratz is fiddling with the synchronizer controls when I enter the area, and he freezes and stares at me, a glint of fear in his eyes.

      He’s still loyal to the Alliance. And he doesn’t know what you want. For all he knows, you killed me.

      “Chief Kratz,” I say. “It’s over. Earth is safe. The banshees are defeated.”

      “Right,” Kratz says, not falling for the truth too easily. “What happened to Odin? To Miss Rocklin?”

      “They died so we could live. They’re going to become legends, with your help.”

      He smiles. “So what? You’re a good guy now?”

      “Was I ever a bad guy?”

      “That’s a matter of perspective, I suppose.” He pauses. “Amelia’s dead. Sasha went with you. Where is she?”

      “Dead.”

      “You’re here for Naraka, aren’t you?”

      “Not by desire. I want to minimize the bloodshed. I can do that with Gungnir.”

      “Gungnir?”

      “Do you ever look outside, Chief? You can’t miss her.”

      “I’m busy in here. I take it you need something.”

      “I need to go into the VORN.”

      “It’s your VORN. You can do whatever you like with it.”

      “I’d also appreciate your support in this.”

      “Sure, why not? You’ve got to be better than Amelin.”

      I point to one of the seats. “Then hook me in.”
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      I push open the door to the apartment, entering cautiously. It’s probably unnecessary, but the last thing I need is to be VORN-locked. I still have other matters of importance to deal with before I can call this thing complete.

      Low voices from the kitchen inform me my guests are already here. I’m partially surprised by their responsiveness. I sent an anonymous message through my personal channels, and I wasn’t sure they would come, nevermind arrive on time.

      I push open the door to the kitchen. Chairwoman Osiri is sitting on the bench seat of the small breakfast nook, while Telev occupies the chair on her right. A third chair waits for me.

      They go silent when I enter, turning their heads to look at me.

      “Captain Rozik,” Osiri says.

      “Verge,” Telev says.

      “You both made it,” I reply, claiming the free chair. “Good.” I sit down, looking at both of them. Waiting.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      “So,” Telev says. “You have the banshee ship. And you don’t intend to bring it back to me.”

      “No, I don’t,” I reply.

      “And I’m sure you aren’t giving it to the Alliance,” Osiri says. “Admiral Drake already told me as much.”

      “No. Neither one of you can be trusted with it. I won’t let the banshee ship become a tool for your war.”

      “So why did you want to meet us here?” Osiri asks. “What’s the point?”

      Telev laughs. “The point, my dear Chairwoman, is that Verge Rozik, former Commune officer, is in possession of a superweapon. That means he has leverage, despite the small size of his kingdom.”

      Osiri looks at me. “Is that right? You’re looking for a piece of the pie?”

      “Not exactly,” I reply. “I’m looking to make the pie whole again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You managed to work together against the banshee’s assault on Earth.”

      “Our fleets were decimated,” Telev says.

      “And yet you didn’t turn on one another. That’s a start. I also heard you talking as I came in. Warm conversation, not cold bollocks. You are capable of being civil with one another.”

      “One is business, one is pleasure,” Telev replies. “And never the twain shall meet.”

      “You’d better figure out how to make it meet,” I say. “I expect the war between the Commune and the Alliance to end. Soon.”

      “Expect? You can’t force us to negotiate.”

      “Oh, but I can, Fedor. As you said, I’m in possession of a super weapon. And I will use it if I need to, in order to bring you two in line. There’s no value to continuing your war. There’s nothing to be gained and plenty to lose.”

      “You don’t just mean the mothership.”

      “You know me well, Fedor. No, I don’t just mean the mothership. For one, we can only guess that we destroyed all of the existing banshee ships, and all of the banshees in the universe. We really have no idea. If they come back, it’s essential that we’re ready. We can’t do that if we’re still squabbling with one another.”

      “He’s right about that,” Osiri says.

      “There’s more,” Telev says. “I see it on his face.”

      “There’s more,” I admit. “When we went to retrieve the ship, it was crawling with another alien life form. A creature Greg called parasites. There were hundreds of them on the ship, large and difficult to kill. We believe the banshees are running from these aliens. As of right now, all indications are that this other species has no idea the Sphere exists. They can’t get through the disturbance. But will that remain true forever?”

      “Nothing is forever.”

      “Exactly. We need to be ready for them too.”

      “Two aliens that we know about,” Osiri says. “There could be more out there. Who knows how many more.”

      “A good point,” I say. “There could be more.”

      Osiri looks at me, and then at Telev. “President Telev, Mr. Rozik is right. It’s in our best interests to see if we can come to an accord. Don’t you agree?”

      Telev looks at her, and then at me. A smile spreads across his face. “Well played, Verge. Very well played.” He looks back at Osiri. “Yes, madam. I believe we don’t have any other options that are viable long-term. Perhaps we can discuss this in person?”

      Osiri’s face reddens at the suggestion. “You want to meet in person?”

      “Why not? Verge is right. Things need to change. Perhaps the twain should meet. You’re welcome to visit my mansion. We can arrange it through our emissaries.”

      Osiri smiles. “Okay. Consider your invitation accepted.”

      I stand up, eyes shifted between both of them. “I’m glad you see it my way. If either of you reneges, if one of you assassinates the other or shows any sign of bad faith, you can expect a visit from me. And believe me, you won’t like it.”

      “Message received,” Telev says.

      “Good. Then if you’ll excuse me.”

      I activate the exit sequence, vanishing from the room the two leaders are sharing. The VORN logo appears over a black background, signaling my emergence from the virtual world. I take my helmet off and look over to where Chief Kratz is standing with Yari. He’s in the middle of showing her something.

      “Chief,” I say, getting his attention.

      He looks over at me. “Are you good, Captain?”

      “Almost. Do you still have the frequencies the banshees used to send their message out past the Sphere?”
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      “It’s ready,” Kratz says, tapping one last item on his control board. “Press the circle there to begin transmitting.” He takes a few steps back.

      I look over at Yari. She’s watching me with intense curiosity, wondering what I intend to do.

      You have no idea if this will be at all effective.

      “No, but I have to put it out there,” I reply.

      “Who are you talking to?” Kratz asks.

      I glance at him, not realizing I was talking out loud. “Nevermind.”

      I step forward, reaching down to hit the circle. Then I start to speak.

      “I hope this message reaches you. Your brethren who came here learned to translate our languages. They understood our words. I hope you will too. Your words are hard for us to speak.

      “You received a signal earlier from one of your ships. They told you there was safe haven here. A place where you could survive and thrive, away from whatever threat you face. I’m responding to you now to tell you this is not the case. The Sphere belongs to humankind, and in humankind’s control and in our defense it will remain. Your ships that arrived here, five in total, are all destroyed. Your kind who lived within them are all dead. We have no desire to continue the bloodshed, but we will not hesitate to defend our property with the utmost ferocity.

      “I’m sending this message to you as a warning. Do not think to enter the Sphere. Do not think to bring your problems to our door. Whatever threat you face, you must face it alone. If you do come, you will be met with force, and you will be destroyed.

      “This is Odin Longknife, Defender of the Sphere. Out.”

      
        
        THE END
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      Interested in a little bit more? Please go to the next page!
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      Okay. I admit. I wrote ‘THE END,’ but it isn’t the end, the end.

      What does that mean, you ask?

      You see, I’d really like you to join my mailing list. I want you to know right away when I’ve got new books out, and since you read this entire series I’m hoping you like my work enough that you’ll want to read more of it.

      To that end, I’ve written a special bonus epilogue to the Stars End series exclusive to people who sign up for my mailing list. Want it? Head over to mrforbes.com/starsendbonus and tell me where to send it.

      I promise I’ll only send e-mails about the things you request, with a no spam guarantee.

      If you’re already on my mailing list, you can re-enter your e-mail address at mrforbes.com/starsendbonus to get the chapter.

      Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!
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      Thank you so much for reading Star Fall, and the entire Stars End series. I’m grateful you decided to keep coming back to these books, and I hope you’ll decide to stick around and check out more of my work.

      Also, a special thank you to Michael B., one of my beta readers who gave me the idea for Rozik’s backstory, which I think was both original and added a lot of flavor to the overall plot.

      Now that you’ve completed all the books, one amazing thing you can do for me to show your support for the series and my work is to leave a review for one, two, or all of the books you just read. Social proof is incredibly important for an author to draw in new readers, so the value of your feedback is, like Rozik, greater than the sum of its parts.

      Here are the links to make it happen:

      mrforbes.com/reviewstarfall       

      mrforbes.com/reviewstarfire        

      mrforbes.com/reviewstarkill   

      mrforbes.com/reviewstarrage       

                                       

      Thank you again for reading.

      Cheers! 

      Michael.
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        Want more M.R. Forbes?

        View my complete catalog here

        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.

      

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      A desperate escape to the most dangerous planet in the universe... Earth.

      Nathan's wife is murdered. The police believe he's the killer, and why wouldn't they? He's a disgraced Centurion Marine pilot, an ex-con, and an employee of the most powerful crime syndicate on Proxima.

      The evidence is damning. The truth, not as clear. If Nathan wants to prove his innocence and avenge his wife, he'll have to complete the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life:

      Steal a starship and escape to Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there. He's wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Earth isn't what he thinks. Not even close. What he doesn't know isn't only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him.

      If it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      

      
        
        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 Marines 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.
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      M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of  Amazon best-selling science fiction series. He currently resides with his family and friends on the west cost of the United States, including a cat who thinks she’s a dog and a dog who thinks she’s a cat.

      He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.
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        Send me an e-mail:
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        facebook.com/groups/mrforbes
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