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    Prologue: Kanoor 
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 054.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 26/04/2079) 
 
      
 
   T he deafening Death Siren cried out like the wail of a thousand trapped animals being slaughtered. 
 
    Tarq, holding his baby granddaughter Varma in his arms, was dosing off on a comfortable sofa in his private residence when the scream of the siren hit his ears. They were in the living room, a large well-lit chamber with two huge windows and white or cream furniture. Tarq had recently redecorated his home based on the style he had seen and liked on Earth. Varma did not wake up. Like all Akakie children, she was practically deaf for the first three months of her life. With the ear-splitting sound giving Tarq a headache already, he wished he had been deaf too. 
 
    The Death Siren was an ancient planet-wide warning system, installed long before the Akakies’ technological superiority in the galaxy discouraged their enemies from trying to attack Kanoor. It was activated when an unknown (presumed enemy) fleet approached the planet, telling civilians to go to shelters and military personnel to report to their posts. It had not been heard in centuries, and why the Akakies still kept it running was a mystery to Tarq. Granted, his people were paranoid, but having a warning system for a planet that no one was so bold or stupid as to attack was too much, even for them. Someone had probably thought the Death Siren was a valuable historical relic or something. 
 
    Tarq carefully put his granddaughter down on the white sofa. He was reaching for his personal digital device when it started vibrating. His assistant, Barook, now a colonel, appeared on the screen, looking terrified. “The Xortaag fleet has just appeared in orbit,” he said, his voice shaking. 
 
    Tarq burst into laughter. He was a legendary prankster, and if Barook had thought he could pull a fast one over him, he had not learned anything during all the years they had spent together. “Seriously, you think you can prank me? And with such an outlandish idea? How stupid do you think I am?” 
 
    Barook gave him a sour look. “At times like this, very, actually. You do remember the Death Siren is fully automated, right? I could not have activated it even if I wanted to frighten half our people to death just to pull a prank on you.” 
 
    Tarq’s hearts started beating faster, and it took him a few seconds to realize Barook was serious. “How many ships?” 
 
    “Twenty thousand.” 
 
    Tarq’s four eyes widened. “How is it possible? After everything that has happened recently, how the hell did they get so many ships? And why did we not see them coming?” 
 
    “I have no idea, and it gets worse.” 
 
    “How can it possibly get any worse?” asked Tarq. 
 
    Barook disappeared from the PDD screen, and the image of the enemy fleet replaced him. It was undoubtedly the Xortaags’. Designed for fast-paced dogfights, their single-pilot space fighters, with their rectangular shapes and the side laser cannons, were unmistakable. They were moving in close formation, looking ready for battle. For a brief second, Tarq thought he could hear the terrifying roar of their engines, which the Xortaags did not even try to mask because they knew it would strike fear into the hearts of their enemies whenever they started attacking the planet-based targets. 
 
    And then he saw what Barook wanted him to see. 
 
    Tarq’s PDD fell from his suddenly numb fingers, and his hearts started pounding so wildly that he felt he was about to have a heart attack. He did not pick up his PDD. His knees—all four of them—wobbled, and he had to sit on the sofa next to Varma. He held his head in his hands and shut his eyes. 
 
    Tarq had never been a brave person. He was a strategist, not a warrior. He had been afraid plenty of times in his life, like when their fleet was destroyed on Alora’s orbit (where her only child Varina was killed), which meant his whole species faced extermination, or when they were about to lose the final battle on Earth, and he decided to commit suicide if it had happened. However, when he opened his eyes and looked at his granddaughter, sleeping peacefully on the sofa, the mind-numbing fear that grasped his soul was ten times worse than whatever he had experienced before. Panic pierced through his chest like a huge nail and made it difficult to breathe. 
 
    Not again! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter One: Alora 
 
      
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 036.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 05/03/2079) 
 
      
 
    
     “S 
 
   
 
    pace. The final frontier,” I said. 
 
    “Seriously?” said Venom. 
 
    Kurt covered his eyes and growled. 
 
    Undeterred, I continued, “These are the voyages of the starship Invincible. Her mission: to kick the Xortaags’ ass and free their conquered worlds. To boldly go where no man has gone before.” 
 
    “Jim, do you have to do this every time we have a meeting?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “Between this ridiculousness and your perfume, one of these days I’m gonna lose it, and we’ll have a mass shooting on our hands, starting with you two,” said Oksana. 
 
    I grinned at them. “Why aren’t you more excited? We were about to invade another planet. Who would’ve thought?” 
 
    We were sitting around a white oval table in Invincible’s briefing room. There was a small built-in monitor in front of each of us, and several VR screens were mounted on the walls. There were two huge windows to my left, through which I could see, well, space. Kurt and Oksana were dressed in the Marines’ khaki long-sleeve shirts with green trousers, and I was wearing the fighter pilots’ dark blue uniform. We were waiting for Tarq, who was late as usual, to make his grand entrance. Experience had taught me the more important the meeting, the grander his entrance would be, and with us getting ready to liberate the first Xortaag-occupied planet, this briefing was as important as it got. 
 
    When the Earth and Akakie officials met four weeks ago, less than three months after the insectoids helped us liberate Earth from under Xortaag occupation, they decided to form a task force to kick the Xortaags out of some of the planets they’d conquered before they got the chance to kill off all the inhabitants. The idea was as long as the enemy didn’t know how we freed Earth, we could use the same trick again and again. Akakie Intelligence believed with the complete destruction of Maada’s fleet and the colonists’ convoy, the Xortaags didn’t have enough ships to mount an offensive or even to fortify their defenses, and it was the perfect time to strike. They estimated there were around thirty planets whose local population were still alive and needed to be saved before the Xortaags used their mind-control machine (called Orbital Mind Control and Brain Over-Write System, aka Mind-Frak Machine) to annihilate them. With the Akakie Space Folding Device, which had a much better range than the Xortaags’, the task force could reach each of those planets in two or three days. It was our chance to pay the Xortaags back for what they’d done to us before they could figure out how we’d hit them. 
 
    The Akakies gave us Invincible, two transport ships, and five thousand brand new top-of-the-Akakie-line space fighters called AH-35. They looked exactly like the old Vipers (triangular, twin-elliptical fins and rudders, a bulbous cockpit and droopy nose), but they were much faster and had better firepower. We called them Viper Mark II. My own fighter was painted gold, and yes, I still wished I could make love to her. The Akakies politely requested that we return the remaining four thousand original Vipers (Tarq had stolen them, after all), but we refused, equally politely, claiming we needed to keep them on Earth for planetary defense. The task force also included an Akakie starship and five thousand space fighters flown by their own pilots, whatever good that would do. One of our transport ships, Serenity (still a nerd and still proud of it), also carried two thousand Marines—experienced Commandos trained for things like boarding and defending a starship or dropping on a planet and establishing a beachhead. I’d urged Kurt to call them Space Force, but Mr. No-Sense-of-Humor turned me down flat. 
 
    I was initially surprised when Earth’s new president, Edward Jackson, announced we’d join force with the Akakies to attack the Xortaags. Jackson hadn’t struck me as a brave man, and to be honest, I didn’t really care for him. He was a career politician, the shady type, and a populist, with a history of questionable policy decisions and business deals. He had risen to power on a platform of xenophobia and fear, playing on people’s hatred towards the Xortaags, having made promises he couldn’t possibly keep, such as invading Tangaar and killing all the aliens. His campaign had also been extremely successful in third-world countries, where he’d promised the locals to provide them with the same level of economic progress as Europe and North America, another promise he couldn’t keep even if he intended to. Later on, I realized he saw our invasion of the Xortaag territory as a PR campaign that would appeal to his core supporters. 
 
    Whatever Jackson’s motivation was, I was happy about his decision. For one thing, both Kurt and I believed the Xortaags would come back for Earth if we gave them the chance to regroup and plan another invasion. For another, my thirst for vengeance hadn’t been quenched by massacring first the aliens on Earth and later their colonists—all twenty million of them. And we had to consider the fate of the people on the Xortaag-occupied planets too. I wouldn’t want us to stand by and watch idly as the enemy committed genocide on thirty planets, especially if we could do something about it, great-power-great-responsibility and all. Liz had once compared me to Spider-Man. That memory brought a sad smile to my face. 
 
    Tarq finally graced us with his presence, followed by Barook. They were both in their Native-American holograms. It was good news for me because I still had nightmares about the Akakies’ real appearance, which looked like a cross between a praying mantis and a shark. Plus, Barook’s bushy beard never got old. Tarq wore black armor, complete with a cape and gloves in the same color. There were control panels on his armor’s belt and chest plate. He’d probably thought this was some sort of a spacesuit, but all he needed was a helmet to start saying, “Luke, I am your father.” First that Luftwaffe uniform and now this. I decided to have a word with him after the meeting and encourage him to space-google his appearance the next time. 
 
    “Where is Captain Wood?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m on the bridge, Commander,” said a woman’s voice with a British accent. “Some last-second ship business came up, but I’m monitoring the briefing from my command chair. Please proceed.” 
 
    Tarq raised an eyebrow. “We are about to attack the Xortaags, and you did not see fit to join us in person?” 
 
    “I assure you I’m perfectly capable of multitasking, Commander,” said the woman. 
 
    Tarq looked displeased. I knew he loved these briefings and his presentations. He shook his head and sat at the head of the table. With a flick of his hand, he brought up a holographic image of a yellowish planet at the middle of the table. “A quick recap: this is Alora, which as you all know, is where the Xortaag fleet defeated us and then occupied the planet using OMC-BOWS. There are currently twenty-two million Xortaags on the planet, supported by three thousand Deathbringers. Like the first few months of Earth’s occupation, security is practically non-existent because the Xortaags do not expect any trouble on a planet where the local population worships them as gods. We will send down a small team wearing Xortaag uniforms in one of our invisible spy ships, and …” 
 
    He went on and on, explaining the details of the operation, but I didn’t pay much attention. It was mostly the same plan as Operation Royalty. We were going to hack into the MFM controls and use their former slaves to attack them by surprise. There was one thing I really wanted to know though. “Are you going to finally tell us how you found out where the MFM controls are? Don’t tell me Allen has come back from the dead and figured out this one too.” 
 
    “Do you remember I once mentioned there was a Xortaag spy who used to work for Mushgaana’s brothers but switched sides and started working for us? We sent her ahead in one of our spy ships. She landed on the planet, went to SH-3, and found the information we needed to carry out the plan.” 
 
    Slaughterhouse had officially become a military term, for which I took all the credit. 
 
    “How did she manage that?” asked Kurt. “She couldn’t have just asked, could she?” 
 
    “Actually, I think that is exactly what she did”—Tarq’s eyes twinkled, which told me he was about to pull something—“why don’t you ask her yourself?” 
 
    As if on cue, the briefing room door opened, and a goddess walked in. 
 
    There hadn’t been a shortage of attractive women in my life. My own wife, Liz, was one of the most beautiful girls who’d ever walked on this planet. Hell, Oksana, who even in uniform and with no make-up could feature on a Vanity Fair cover, was sitting right there. But this was next level. The woman was stunning. She had flowing golden curls and piercing green eyes, and the body-hugging knee-length black dress she wore showed that everything in her sculpted figure was perfectly proportioned. My testosterone-bombarded brain still noticed she didn’t have a Xortaag-pleasing unibrow. Her skin glowed, and something radiated from within that made her irresistible. She was at least 6’1” and had long, long legs (sucker for long legs, that was me). It was like two-thirds of her height was because of her legs. 
 
    “Not exactly a compliment,” said Venom. “And listening to you, one would be forgiven to think feminism never happened.” 
 
    Kurt and Oksana were staring too, speechless. 
 
    “I fail to see what the big deal is,” said Cordelia. 
 
    Both Tarq and Barook paled a little, like every single damned time they heard Cordelia’s voice. They’d both vehemently objected to letting her roam freely in Invincible’s systems, but I was the commander of the fleet, so what I said went. I’d even given her full access to my Viper. 
 
    Tarq exchanged a triumphant look with Barook and giggled; then he told the Xortaag woman, “Xornaa, can you please take it down a notch?” 
 
    The woman nodded, and suddenly it felt like a weight was lifted from my brain. My hormones subsided to their more or less normal levels. She was still hot, only not enough to burn your eyes out, and with my heartbeat returning to normal, I realized despite the way she was dressed, she carried herself with an unmistakable air of military professionalism. 
 
    I blinked a few times. “This was some sort of a psychic attack?” I couldn’t help raising my voice. 
 
    The woman, Xornaa, held her hands palms up. “No, not an attack. This happens naturally because of my psychic powers, but I usually have it under control. Today, however, Commander Tarq asked me to come in guns blazing. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    Her speech patterns were different from the other aliens I’d met: she used both contractions and idiomatic expressions (the aliens never used the first, and always had problems with the second, except for Tarq who apparently spent hours learning and practicing English idioms). She could blend in as a human and nobody would even notice. 
 
    Tarq burst into laughter. “The look on your faces! Jim’s hair looks like an Afro, as if he has been hit by lightning, and Oksana was practically drooling all over the floor.” 
 
    I ran my hand through my curly hair. I’d let it grow long after Operation Royalty. Maybe it wasn’t such a good decision. 
 
    Oksana gave Tarq a hard look and started patting her sidearm. “One of these days …” 
 
    Kurt leaned forward and stared at Xornaa, anger flashing in his gray eyes. “You do this again, and you and I are going to have a problem.” 
 
    “You’ll have to get in line, buddy,” I told him. 
 
    “Seriously, it isn’t my fault,” said Xornaa. “Commander Tarq is my boss, and I honestly thought you were used to his pranks by now.” 
 
    “Well, this is the first time he pulls a prank that involves an erection,” said Venom. 
 
    I could swear I blushed. 
 
    Captain Wood’s voice reverberated in the room. “What’s going on? What’re you all talking about?” 
 
    “You really should have been here in person,” said Tarq, still grinning like the idiot he was. “Everyone, meet Xornaa. As you have just noticed, she possesses considerable telepathic powers.” 
 
    Kurt paled and looked like he wanted to run for the door. “You brought a Xortaag who can read minds to a room with us?” 
 
    Tarq shook his head. “Relax. She cannot read your mind. She can make you tell her what she wants to know, but she needs to touch you for that.” 
 
    “From a distance, I can feel a person’s state of mind; for example, I can tell if they’re happy, sad or frightened, but that’s about it,” she added. 
 
    I was still pissed, but it was always difficult to stay angry at Tarq and his silly practical jokes for long, and we had more important things to discuss. “So, Xornaa, how did you find out where the MFM controls are?” 
 
    “I hacked into the Xortaag database and found a man who worked there.” Xornaa batted her luxuriant eyelashes at me. “I picked him up in a bar and took him to a place I’d rented in the city.” 
 
    “I thought Xortaags didn’t do this sort of things,” I said. “Don’t you people have sex only for procreation?” 
 
    “That’s accurate, but no one can say no to this.” She humbly pointed at herself. “Anyway, once we were alone, he told me everything we needed to know, including the location of, eh, MFM, SFD, and the subspace communication center.” 
 
    Kurt narrowed his eyes. “And what’ll happen if he mentions to someone that a woman pumped him for sensitive information?” 
 
    Xornaa waved her hand in dismissal. “I killed him and dissolved his body in acid.” 
 
    Kurt, Oksana and I exchanged an uncomfortable look. It was a bit chilling. 
 
    “Just kidding,” said Xornaa. “I made him forget the encounter. Anyway, those assholes really believe they’re gods. It’s about time someone reminded them they weren’t,” said the woman, disdain and hatred dripping from her every word. 
 
    “Why do you hate your own people so much?” I asked. 
 
    She averted her eyes. “Long story.” 
 
    The meeting continued for another hour or so, and we discussed all the details relevant to Operation Free Alora. My PDD beeped. It was a message from Tarq that read, play along. 
 
    Then he said, “By the way, Jim, the other task force is progressing as planned. You will receive a full report in a day or two.” 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about, but I nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kurt looked up from his PDD. “What other task force?” 
 
    “There is a second task force which is attacking Xortaag targets as we speak,” replied Tarq. “It consists of the Talgoinians, the Vanaaries, and us.” 
 
    This was news to me. The Talgoinians and the Vanaaries were two of the fifteen space-faring species in the galaxy. I knew Tarq was trying to form an alliance with them, but I had no idea his efforts had been so successful that they’d already formed a second task force. 
 
    Kurt didn’t look happy. “Why is it the first time I’m hearing about this?” 
 
    Tarq shrugged. “You did not need to know. Jim knows, because at some point in the future we might have to coordinate our efforts.” 
 
    When Tarq announced the meeting was adjourned and left with Barook and Xornaa, I asked Kurt, “You and Oksana haven’t met Captain Wood, have you?” 
 
    “How could we?” he answered. “With us aboard Serenity and her apparently living on Invincible’s bridge?” 
 
    I raised my voice. “Captain Wood, I’d like you to meet Colonel von der Hagen and Major Zelenko. How about a drink?” 
 
    “Sorry, Colonel,” she said. “Extremely busy here.” 
 
    That accent! 
 
    “I could make that an order,” I said. 
 
    “You can’t order me to do anything aboard my own ship.” 
 
    I played with my wedding ring. “I can demote you, appoint another captain, and then order you to come have a drink with us in the mess.” 
 
    Captain Wood sighed. “Will meet you there at twenty hundred, for exactly fifteen minutes. Wood, out.” 
 
    “Stand-offish, isn’t she?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “Well, she is British,” I said. 
 
    Oksana giggled, and Kurt gave me a look. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I protested. “Saying something that’s one hundred percent true isn’t racism. Like saying the Japanese are hardworking, the Germans are disciplined, and the Canadians are nice.” 
 
    Kurt pretended to cast bait using a fishing rod; then he started reeling in the imaginary fish he’d caught. 
 
    “You know what you will find if you google stereotypes?” asked Oksana. 
 
    “A picture of me?” I answered with disgust. 
 
    “No,” she said, “you’ll find the word racism under related words.” 
 
    On our way to the mess, Oksana told me, “I see you’ve started wearing your wedding ring again.” 
 
    I stared at my hand for a long second. “Yeah. It looked silly to keep wearing it around my neck.” 
 
    Kurt put his hand on my shoulder. “Baby steps.” Then he added, “How’s the book going?” 
 
    “You’re writing another book?” asked Oksana. “What’s this one about?” 
 
    A couple of years before the Xortaag invasion, I’d written an autobiography (an international bestseller, no less) about my missions during the “Civil War”, when I became a flying ace. Come to think of it, it was my experiences during the war that prompted MICI to choose me as the commander of the fleet. “Another autobiography, this one about the Xortaags’ attack and how we kicked them out.” 
 
    “The main hero of the story and the savior of humanity, of course, is His Highness here,” Cordelia chimed in. 
 
    “Well, it is an autobiography,” I answered. “I’m stuck though. Just can’t think of a good title. I’m trying to choose between Winterfell and Tarq’s Gambit.” 
 
    We entered the mess hall. It was a smaller replica of the one in Winterfell—luxurious, with wooden dining tables and very comfortable upholstered chairs, all white. Several crew members were there, eating, drinking and talking, but they all hushed their voices when they saw me walk in. 
 
    “I have the perfect title for you. Picture this.” Kurt theatrically waved his hands in front of his face. “The Crimson Deathbringer.” 
 
    I couldn’t stifle a laugh. “Dude, pretentious much? That’s a terrible title. Also, do you really want me to name my book after Maada’s space fighter, the one he used to kill Liz and Keiko?” 
 
    A flush crept across Kurt’s cheeks. “Sorry. Didn’t think about it that way.” 
 
    I patted his back. “Don’t worry. Being creative is difficult. Not everyone can be an illustrious author like me.” 
 
    “Real genius is nothing else but the supernatural virtue of humility in the domain of thought,” murmured Oksana. 
 
    “Only a pompous ass keeps quoting things no one else understands,” I countered. 
 
    Kurt smiled. “Seriously, look who’s talking.” 
 
    “I meant literary quotes,” I said. “Movies are cool.” 
 
    “Let me know when the new book is out,” said Oksana. 
 
    “Miss Speed-Reader here devoured my first book in half an hour,” I told Kurt. “Memorized it, in fact, with her freakish photographic memory. And you, supposedly my best friend, haven’t even read it yet.” 
 
    “I’ve watched the movie,” said Kurt defensively. 
 
    We sat in a corner. 
 
    “Why’re you writing another book?” asked Oksana. “I don’t imagine you have any particular use for money, under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Writing keeps Venom quiet,” I answered. “Also, I’m supervising Liz’s charity. You know, the one for New York orphanages. We’re planning to expand and provide for all the orphanages in the world, so I can actually use a few hundred million dollars.” 
 
    My first book—Nights of Thunder—had sold a few more million copies during the past few months, with me being the savior of humanity and all. I’d donated all the proceeds to Liz’s charity, but we were still way short. The Xortaag invasion had left millions of orphans, given that the couple of hundred thousand soldiers who died defending Earth were a small fraction of the total human casualties. 
 
    Seven hundred million. 
 
    I still couldn’t wrap my mind around that number. 
 
    “Who’s Venom?” asked Cordi. 
 
    I ignored her. I wasn’t going to try to describe my imaginary friend, slash subconscious self, slash alter ego, for an AI. Plus, if she knew I talked to myself inside my own brain, she’d make fun of me for the rest of my life. 
 
    We’d just started drinking (Kurt had a Paulaner beer and Oksana drank vodka, and these guys had the nerves to give me a hard time about stereotypes) when Captain Wood joined us. She was a small woman, maybe 5’6”, in her mid-thirties, with short blonde hair and baby-blue eyes. I introduced her to my friends and asked her what she wanted to drink. 
 
    “Tea, Earl Gray,” she answered. 
 
    “Captain Picard much?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me. “Who’s that?” 
 
    I gasped and feigned horror. “You don’t know Captain Picard? Does starship Enterprise ring a bell?” 
 
    Kurt smiled. “I can already see the two of you will get along famously.” 
 
    “Not really,” said Wood. “I don’t watch TV. I grew up with eight brothers and one sister and got married when I was nineteen. I have a life.” She paused a second. “Or at least, had one.” 
 
    Kurt opened his mouth to ask a question, but I gave him a shut-the-hell-up look. 
 
    I tried to change the subject. “Tell these guys how you ended up being the first human captain of a starship in history.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I was a submarine captain with the Royal Navy. We were engaged in a military exercise off the United States’ West Coast. When the Xortaags attacked, we ended up staying in an American naval base for a few months, waiting for orders that never came. When we received the message to kill the Xortaags, I put my crew back together, and one look at our CIC monitors told me where the battle was going on.” 
 
    She paused to pick up her tea from a tray carried by a small robot. I finished her story. “Barook noticed them approaching SH-1. Using the coordinates sent by him, Captain Wood and her crew flattened nearly a third of the city using the submarine missiles.” 
 
    Kurt and Oksana looked at her with newfound respect. “The Xortaag laser turrets couldn’t stop the missiles?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “By the time we arrived, most of them were already destroyed,” she said. 
 
    I added, “When we were looking for people to man our fleet, MICI determined the people most suitable to run a starship are navy personnel, so, voilà.” I pointed at her. “Also, her first name is Ella. Sounds kind of silly that we three call each other by first names but keep calling her ‘Captain Wood.’ ” 
 
    “By the way, before I forget, what was that about another task force with the Talgoinians and the Vanaaries?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “Beats me,” I said. “The Akakies are trying to put together an alliance against the Xortaags, but this was the first time he mentioned that to me. He’s up to something. I’ll ask him after Operation Free Alora.” 
 
    Ella left us after exactly fifteen minutes. “Impressive woman,” said Oksana. 
 
    “Does she seem traumatized to you?” I asked them. 
 
    “What? No,” said Kurt. “Maybe a little sad, but certainly not traumatized. Why?” 
 
    “Let me tell you what happened to her during the Xortaag attack on Earth,” I replied. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Ella Wood stared incredulously at the TV screen, where Kurt von der Hagen (the infamous terrorist!) explained that Earth had been under occupation by an alien race for months. 
 
    Ella was alone, in a cheap motel room, wearing her Royal Navy uniform. She couldn’t remember how and why she’d ended up in that room. Worse, while she had some scattered memories from the last few months, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d talked to her husband or teenaged twin daughters. Ella ran to her PDD, dialed a saved number, and heaved a sigh of relief when her husband answered. “John! Thank God! How are you? How are the girls?” 
 
    At first, John didn’t answer; then he burst into tears. He sobbed unceasingly and kept mumbling something Ella couldn’t make out. And when she did, her blood turned into ice in her veins. She desperately tried to remember how to breathe, how to speak, how to move, as the words she’d just heard kept reverberating inside her skull, getting louder and louder every second, until her brain was about to explode. Her legs folded, and she collapsed onto the floor, stunned, staring blankly at her PDD. 
 
    “I buried them both,” repeated John. 
 
    There was a gunshot on the other end of the phone line. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “Her twin daughters were killed due to brain aneurisms caused by MFM during the Xortaag attack,” I said. “And to make things worse, she never even found their bodies. Only her husband knew where he’d buried them.” 
 
    “That poor woman!” Oksana pressed a hand against her breastbone. She looked a little pale. I’d probably reminded her of her sister, whom she’d lost during the Xortaag occupation. 
 
    Kurt put down his drink. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “None of us came out of the Xortaag invasion smelling like the proverbial rose.” My voice broke for a second or three. “We all lost someone. I lost Liz, right after we got married. You lost Allen and Keiko. Oksana—” 
 
    She raised a hand and stopped me. “I really don’t need you to remind me whom I lost.” 
 
    “And yet, a few months later, we’re all functioning more or less normally.” I said. “Yes, the loss still stings like hell, but look at Ella, for example. She lost her husband and both her daughters, and four months later she’s here, commanding a starship. When Keiko shot me down during the war, I needed three months of intensive therapy!” 
 
    Kurt tugged at his goatee. “You think the Akakies have something to do with it?” 
 
    “You remember Tarq said they were planning to use MFM a few minutes every day to send out soothing messages? I think they used the machine to brainwash all of us into forgetting what we’ve lost.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you think it’s a bad thing?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “Because it’s a reminder that they still control MFM. It’s still on orbit and very much active, and it’s going to stay there for a few decades. We’re allies now, but who’s to say one day they won’t use MFM against us?” 
 
    “There’s no trust, no faith, no honesty in men: all perjured, all forsworn, all naught, all dissemblers,” said Oksana. 
 
    I was confused. “Does that mean you disagree with me?” 
 
    She glared at me. “Yes, it does. Read a book, seriously.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it expands your horizon and—” 
 
    “Not why read a book! Why do you disagree?” 
 
    She sipped her vodka. “You remember Tarq saved us, all of humanity, from certain annihilation, right? I think he’s earned our trust.” 
 
    “For the record, I love the funny little alien,” I answered. “He’s my Tonto, and before you ask, yes, I’m the Lone Ranger in that comparison.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he thinks you are his sidekick,” Cordelia pointed out. 
 
    I continued, “But as Allen once put it, he didn’t do it out of the kindness of his heart. One could argue he used us to defeat the Xortaags.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you quoted Allen,” said Kurt. “But I agree with you. I also thought it was weird that everyone on Earth so eagerly voted for a central government. It took my dad half a century to convince people to have a federal one while keeping their independence.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “And you think it’s merely a coincidence that the candidate who shouted loudest against the Xortaags was elected as the new president?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me an alien power has interfered with our election results,” said Oksana. It was hilarious when she said it with a hint of a Russian accent. 
 
    “With all that said, what do you think we must do about it?” asked Kurt. “You know Tarq says the MFM satellite system can’t be destroyed or removed.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t know, but we must find a way to deal with this MFM thing as soon as the task force mission is complete and we return to Earth.” 
 
    Shortly after, Kurt and Oksana said they had to go back to Serenity. I went to my quarters and did what I did most nights: I watched a movie (I was in the mood for a love story, so I chose Deadpool 2) while half my brain kept thinking about the comments Liz would’ve made if we were watching it together. 
 
    I looked at the right side of the sofa, where Liz would’ve been sitting, empty now except for her pillow—still carrying her scent—that I’d brought from our quarters in Winterfell. A longing so intense that it manifested itself as pain in my heart overcame me. I pictured Liz the same way I’d last seen her, in her flight suit, and let deep, deep sorrow wash over me. Guilt followed misery’s steps, as usual. It was all my fault. If I’d killed Maada when I attacked him, Liz wouldn’t have died. She’d be alive if I were a better man. 
 
    I remembered how much she loved classic movies. We both did. 
 
    “I miss you three thousand,” I whispered. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “This is creepy,” said Kurt, looking at six Kaldooks prostrating before him and praying hysterically in the empty streets of SH-3. 
 
    The Kaldooks, Alora’s native inhabitants, were humanoid, except for four extremely long and slender arms. Kurt, Oksana, and Xornaa had just got off the vehicle the Xortaag woman had commandeered by approaching its driver, touching his arm, and asking him to give it up. They were in SH-3’s “slaves” residential area where thousands of Kaldooks, who ran the city, lived. It was right before dawn, and the streets were deserted, except for these few poor souls. The neighborhood consisted of several residential blocks—brown, dull, cheap-looking buildings that reminded Kurt of the old photos of Soviet Union cities. 
 
    Xornaa, wearing the Xortaags’ black uniform and sporting a fake unibrow, smiled and asked, “Is it your first time being worshiped? Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    They took their tactical backpacks and entered a high-rise building. 
 
    “This is so much easier than Operation Royalty.” Oksana pushed the elevator button. “Nobody’s shooting at us, and we don’t even need to run up and down the stairs.” 
 
    Kurt thought about Fate’s schemes on their ride to the building roof. Just a few short months ago, humanity was on the brink of extinction, and all hope seemed lost. Now, here they were, having saved Earth, on the verge of liberating Alora and saving some fifteen billion sentient beings. 
 
    Thank you, Allen. 
 
    And Keiko. If she hadn’t sacrificed herself to kill Maada, it was likely the general would’ve slaughtered them all. Thinking of the Japanese girl made him feel a painful tightness in his throat. She’d made him happy, but for a very short time, and Kurt couldn’t help wondering if it was worth all the pain and suffering that followed. He tried to push Keiko’s image away and focus on the job at hand. 
 
    “You know what hurts?” he asked Oksana. 
 
    “Looking at me with this stupid unibrow?” she answered immediately. 
 
    “That, and the fact that we do all the work, but I bet somehow Jim will end up taking all the credit again.” 
 
    Xornaa looked surprised. “What do you mean? He did kill Maada and led his forces to victory against the Xortaag fleet, didn’t he?” 
 
    Kurt crossed his arms and told Oksana, “See what I’m talking about?” 
 
    Oksana shrugged. “Ours is to do and die.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Fidgeting in the cockpit of my golden Viper and checking the time every two minutes, I watched Operation Free Alora unfold and wished for things to move faster. 
 
    Kurt, Oksana, and Xornaa went down to the planet in three invisible spy ships (those ships were tiny; we could barely fit one person in them) at zero dark thirty. Right before dawn, they shot a few missiles into the force field protecting the MFM controls from the top of a high-rise building. Then Tarq hacked into MFM and made the planet’s local population, the Kaldooks, turn on their former masters. 
 
    There were roughly fifteen billion Kaldooks on the planet. The Xortaags, most of them sleeping soundly in their city, were caught by total surprise and slaughtered by the thousands, and whenever they did put up a fight, they were overrun by hordes of Kaldooks. 
 
    My heart started beating faster when I saw some enemy ships get off the ground, but a few minutes later, I realized there were less than twelve hundred—against the ten thousand of us. And with Invincible behind me and my fighters, I had every right to feel, well, invincible. 
 
    “Such eloquence,” said Venom. 
 
    “You have to admit she’s an impressive ship,” I said. 
 
    She really was. The starship had a silver, stretched oval hall, with twin side engines, and more laser turrets, blaster cannons and missile launchers that I could count. It was like I had Battlestar Galactica’s pretty sister in my fleet. 
 
    I opened a channel to my people. “OK guys, showtime. No grandiose speeches this time. Just don’t get cocky. It might sound easy, but a momentary lapse in concentration will get you and your comrades killed.” 
 
    “Very inspirational,” said Venom. “It’s like Churchill and Patton had a baby.” 
 
    I heard Tarq’s voice. “Jim, we are sending you over in three, two, one!” 
 
    Using SFD, we made the final jump. My view changed. One second, I could see nothing but a dark blanket with hundreds of small bright spots on it, and the next, I was looking at a yellow Terra-type planet with cloud-blurred seas and continents, and two moons. Alora, where the first Akakie-Xortaag encounter happened, where Tarq’s daughter was killed, and where the chain of events that ended up with seven hundred million dead humans started. And we were about to get it back from the Xortaags. Choke on it, Maada’s ghost. 
 
    I looked at my display and saw the Xortaag fleet, all twelve hundred of them, were scrambling to meet our fleet. Not that they could do anything to stop us. With ten thousand Vipers behind me, I’d never felt so powerful in my entire life. It was bloody intoxicating. There was nothing I couldn’t do. My confidence and dominance grew. I could conquer the world, which was literally what I was about to do. Hell, I could even turn to the dark side and obliterate that planet, if I wanted to. 
 
    Wow! Where the hell did that thought come from? 
 
    “Absolute power corrupts absolutely,” said Venom philosophically. 
 
    I looked at the enemy fleet and growled, “These guys can’t count.” 
 
    I asked Invincible to open a channel to the Xortaags. “My name’s Colonel Jim Harrison. I’m sure you know who I am, but in case you need to refresh your memory, have a look at the Viper I am flying,” I said in Xortaag language. 
 
    Tarq had told me the story of me and my golden Viper going toe-to-toe with Maada and the Crimson Deathbringer had spread in the whole galaxy, and I’d become some sort of a living legend—the man who killed Maada. 
 
    “That was a different Viper, in point of fact,” said Cordelia. 
 
    I ignored her. “I killed your precious General Maada, and the fleet under my command defeated yours at the height of its power. What exactly you think you’ll achieve here by attacking us is beyond me.” 
 
    “Also, you didn’t kill Maada. Keiko did,” said my annoying AI. 
 
    “You think I don’t know? It’s called ‘psychological warfare.’ ” 
 
    “Also known as lying in layman terms.” 
 
    “Can you please shut up and let me focus?” I didn’t try to hide my annoyance. 
 
    “I told you we should’ve sent her back,” said Venom. 
 
    No answer from the Xortaag fleet. They just kept racing towards us. “OK. Be that way,” I told them, tapping my fingers on the Viper’s stick. 
 
    We flew in, and the first human-Akakie-Xortaag battle in the galaxy started over Alora. 
 
    This was the first time I took my Viper Mark II space fighter into battle, and despite having the memory of hundreds of ours of doing exactly that in my brain (compliments of MICI), I was still astonished by how fast and maneuverable the ship was. The laser cannons were more powerful, too. My heart pumping with excitement, I drew a bead and fired dead center at an approaching Deathbringer, lighting it up like a Christmas tree. Another enemy ship disintegrated when I shoved a pair of Sparrows down its throat. I blew up the third approaching from underneath. We were so close that when the Deathbringer exploded, I had to fly through its expanding debris. 
 
    “It’s like taking candy from a baby,” said Cordelia. 
 
    I’d always loved two things with consuming passion: flying and destroying enemy ships. Nothing ever made me feel more alive. This, however, was too easy. I felt like I was a professional footballer playing against a bunch of elementary school kids. I got bored and pulled away. The people under my command, especially the Akakies, could use some practice. 
 
    Despite our significant technological advantage and the fact that we outnumbered the Xortaags almost ten to one, our alien allies still managed to put their feet (all four of them) in their mouths. I watched in horror as not two, not four, but freaking six Akakie ships ran into each other and exploded. There were also a few blue-on-blue casualties. The human pilots spent half of their energy and concentration trying to keep a safe distance from the insectoids instead of focusing on the Xortaags. 
 
    I lowered my head and pressed my lips tight. This is hopeless. 
 
    “They should give their space fighters to us and let human pilots fly them,” said Cordelia. 
 
    “I did mention this to Tarq,” I said. “He insisted the Akakies had to learn how to fight at some point.” 
 
    “Fat chance of that,” she said. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I couldn’t sleep that night. Despite the easy victory, there was enough adrenaline left in my blood to keep me awake. Plus, I was super excited as the result of our spectacular success, even though this particular vengeance dish hadn’t been served cold. I watched a movie, wrote a few pages of my new book, and then decided to head to the mess hall. 
 
    The mess was almost empty, except for a few insomniac souls like me. I poured myself a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon. I’d just started sipping my wine when all the male hormones in my body spiked even before I heard a soft, mellifluous voice from behind. “Would you mind if I join you?” 
 
    I turned around and found Xornaa standing behind me, wearing a tight black bodysuit that hid her body less than what it showed, complete with ridiculously high-heeled boots. How she’d managed to sneak up on me wearing those was a mystery. I tried to gulp down the frog that had suddenly appeared in my throat and be my usual cool, confident and manly self. “By all means. Didn’t know you’re back on board. Kurt and Oksana are here, too?” 
 
    She sat on an armchair right next to me, uncomfortably close. Her right leg touched mine when she sat. “No, they’re still dirtside, along with the rest of the Marines, helping the Kaldooks restore order on their planet. What are you doing here, sitting alone?” 
 
    I pointed at my drink. “Celebrating our glorious victory.” 
 
    “You should celebrate. What you did today added to your already impressive reputation.” 
 
    She looked pointedly at the wine bottle. I poured her a glass. “My achievements are highly exaggerated by the Akakies.” 
 
    “Probably, but you’re the one who killed General Maada. Do you know you have a nickname?” 
 
    “Really? What’s that?” 
 
    She leaned even closer. I could smell, well, not sure if it was her perfume or just the way she naturally smelled, but whatever it was, it was more intoxicating than the alcohol I was drinking. “Kingslayer,” she said. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my ears. “Seriously?” 
 
    Venom laughed. “LOL. Ha-ha. So funny!” 
 
    Yeah, it’s hilarious. Shut the hell up. 
 
    I was certain Tarq had something to do with it. This couldn’t have been a coincidence. I wished I hadn’t recommended Game of Thrones to him. 
 
    “Not being a Xortaag yourself, it’s difficult for you to truly understand the magnitude of what you’ve done,” said Xornaa. “For several generations, all Xortaags thought Maada was immortal, even me, despite seeing him as the pompous jackass he really was.” 
 
    “So, you want to tell me why you hate your own people? Looks like we have time to kill.” 
 
    She shrugged. “A member of the royal family raped my mom, which is how I ended up having telepathic powers. My mother killed herself a few months after I was born, not being able to deal with the humiliation. What kind of a warrior woman lets herself get raped, after all?” 
 
    I was certain I didn’t want to know any of that. 
 
    And here I thought I had it rough with my parents. 
 
    My father, consumed by a burning desire to unite humanity, had no time for me, and my mom had totally forgotten I even existed. In her defense, she suffered from various mental disabilities, which was probably how I’d ended up with Venom stuck in my brain. Xornaa’s story beat my parent issues hands down though. 
 
    Everyone has a family story. 
 
    It was as if she read my mind. “Here’s to screwed-up families,” she raised her glass. 
 
    I smiled sadly and raised mine. 
 
    She continued, “I grew up in shame, the illegitimate child of a spineless coward. When I was in my mid-twenties, I changed my identity and started working as a spy for the Xortaags Intelligence Service, with my particular set of skills being very useful for them, as you can imagine. Later on, I approached one of the king’s sons and volunteered to work for him, given that we had a common enemy: his brother, and my father.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for the penny to drop, and when it did, I nearly fell off my seat. “You’re Mushgaana’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yep. And I must say, I’m pretty pissed you guys killed him before I got the chance to.” 
 
    Heavy! 
 
    “You probably know the rest,” she continued. “Tarq found me and offered me to work for the Akakies. I faked my own death and ran to Kanoor, and here I am now.” 
 
    I tried to lighten the mood, after all the rape-suicide-murder talk. “Have you been a victim of his stupid pranks already?” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Several times. I’ll run back to the Xortaags if he keeps doing it.” 
 
    I smiled and sipped my wine. She said, “Let me ask you a question: how many times do I have to touch your arm before you invite me to a drink?” 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed she was touching my arm, being pre-occupied with the fascinating conversation and with, eh, the view. 
 
    “Get her a drink!” yelled Venom. 
 
    I’m still mourning for Liz. 
 
    “So?  Are you planning to live like a monk for the rest of your life?” he asked. 
 
    I frowned. It sounded like something I would’ve said in another life, before I understood what losing someone really meant. 
 
    “You did say that, idiot,” said Venom. “To Kurt, when he said he didn’t want to start a relationship after Janet died.” 
 
    I looked at the Aphrodite sitting right next to me and basked in her incredible beauty. Measurement for measurement and pound for pound, she was more perfect than anything I’d ever imagined possible. Then I wondered how much of it was real, and how much was the result of her psychic powers. 
 
    No, I wasn’t going to stay a monk forever. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to jump into bed with every manipulative succubus that came my way either. 
 
    I bit my bottom lip, gathered all my willpower, and pulled away from her. I raised my left hand so that she could clearly see my wedding ring. “See, the thing is, I lost my wife just a few months ago. Way too soon for me.” 
 
    She pulled her hand back. “She must’ve been an amazing woman.” 
 
    I could almost hear her thinking “so that you turn me down for her memory.” I must’ve been developing telepathic powers too. 
 
    “She was,” I said. “She was a fighter pilot, and a brilliant one. And she had guts. She attacked Maada. Twice.” 
 
    “Is that how she got killed? Not very bright then.” 
 
    I glared at her. No one could insult my wife and get away with it. “Who are you to judge? You’re a super-spy working for an insect.” 
 
    “I apologize for my last comment,” she said. “You’re loyal to the woman who loved you even though she’s gone now. I respect that.” She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, her lips gently touching my skin. “But if you ever change your mind, I’ll be around, Kingslayer.” 
 
    Xornaa stood and walked away. I watched her go and tried my best to get my mind out of the freaking gutter. 
 
    “That figure!” said Venom. 
 
    “I hate you,” I told him. 
 
    A feminine voice with a British accent called out, “I can’t believe you just turned that down.” 
 
    I looked around and saw Ella sitting in one corner, a tablet in her hand and a PDD on the table in front of her. I hadn’t noticed her when I came in, probably because she was mostly hidden behind a vase. She looked like she was working. She tipped an imaginary hat. “There’s hope for you, after all.” 
 
    “Venom disagrees with you,” I said sadly. 
 
    “Who’s Venom?” 
 
    “I have purely obsessional OCD,” I said, remembering a conversation I had with Liz about my mental problems, “and a common therapeutic technique is to personify the constant stream of negative thoughts—aka ‘the voice’—in your brain, as a way to differentiate it from your own conscious thoughts. I call mine Venom.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Cordelia interjected. 
 
    Ella looked amused. “And do you talk to this, eh, Venom?” 
 
    “All the time,” I answered. “Don’t you ever sleep, by the way?” She had a reputation for working twenty-four-seven and expecting the same from her subordinates. 
 
    “A starship captain’s job is never done,” she said with a gleam in her eyes. “But witnessing what just happened is worth not sleeping for a month. I’d be watching my back if I were you. Trust me. That Xortaag woman isn’t used to being rejected.” 
 
    “What’s she gonna do? Kill the commander of the fleet in our own starship?” 
 
    “There are a lot subtler ways for a woman to get even, my boy.” 
 
    I wondered if I should’ve been offended. “ ‘My boy’? You’re, what, five years older than me?” 
 
    “And a lot more experienced by the looks of it,” she answered. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “I need your advice on something,” I told Tarq with a wavering voice, trying to keep my agitation under control. He was sitting on a sofa in front of me. I’d called and told him I urgently needed to have a word, and he’d come to see me in my quarters. 
 
    “Happy to help, if I can,” he said. “What is going on?” 
 
    I rubbed my temples and told myself to calm down. “Last night, or more accurately, early this morning, Xornaa came on to me in the mess. I rejected her. Then today, I wake up and feel all of a sudden I’ve fallen madly in love with her, as in I literally can’t think about anything else.” 
 
    Tarq sat up straight. “Did she touch you?” 
 
    “Only about a million times, which is why you’re here now. I vaguely remember you saying that if she touched people, she could make them tell her their secrets. That made me wonder what else she might be capable of, and to be honest, I’m freaking out about it.” 
 
    Tarq smiled soothingly. “I dare say you are talking to the right person. Here is what we are going to do.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    In a short blue dress and matching high-heeled shoes, Xornaa was breathtaking when she entered my quarters. “I must confess I’m surprised by how quickly you changed your mind,” she said. 
 
    I grinned widely, feeling happier than I’d been in a long, long while. “I decided there’s no point in being lonely and miserable for the rest of my life. I’m sure Liz would’ve wanted me to be happy.” 
 
    “You’re such a cliché,” said Venom. 
 
    I’d set a romantic table. Flowers, candles, light music, red wine, the whole nine yards. We ate, drank, talked, laughed, and had a great time. Her beauty was so mesmerizing that I mostly forgot what we talked about as soon as the conversation was over. There was lightness in my chest, and I kept imagining what would happen once the meal was finished. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she said, “what’s with you and classic movies?” 
 
    “It was an escape when I was a child,” I said. “I wasn’t close to my parents, I had no siblings, and believe it or not, I wasn’t a popular kid.” 
 
    She smiled. “Shocking. So how did you end up being so cocky?” 
 
    “I am not cocky,” I said. “I watched everything, but my favorite genre has always been sci-fi. I used to live in a different world growing up, one with spaceships, alien creatures, and galactic battles. Sometimes I feel I still live in that world.” 
 
    “I bet you fantasized about sexy alien women when you were a teenager.” 
 
    “Good thing I don’t need to fantasize about that anymore.” 
 
    After dinner, we moved to a sofa, the one in front of the TV, where I spent most of my evenings alone, with the memory of my dead wife to keep me company. I kissed her strawberry-sweet lips, first gently, then more passionately. I felt her body loosen and her arms enwrap my back. I’d died and gone to heaven. This was the only way I could explain this much happiness. 
 
    All of a sudden, she pulled away. “Can I please ask you a question?” 
 
    I had to open and close my mouth three times before the word “please” came out. 
 
    She angled her body towards me, eyes smoldering with intensity. They looked much larger than a second ago. “Tell me about this other task force. Is there now a formal alliance between the Akakies, the Talgoinians, and the Vanaaries? And where are they now? How many ships do they have?” 
 
    In a tiny earpiece deep inside my ear canal, I heard Tarq say, “The secret word.” 
 
    “Twenty,” I answered. 
 
    She looked surprised. “What, twenty thousand?” 
 
    She gasped and her posture stiffened. I guessed she’d just realized she had made a deadly mistake. 
 
    “No, but this gun has twenty bullets.” I pulled an M-25 handgun from under a cushion. “And I’ll empty every single one of them into your stomach if you don’t back the hell off right now!” 
 
    Hatred burned my soul like a dark, uncontrollable flame, and wrath came at its heels. There was a roaring in my ears, and I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw hurt. I loathed Xornaa with every fiber of my being. I wanted her dead, this alien creature who’d tried to mind-frak me into forgetting my wife. My wife! 
 
    Xornaa paled and pulled away, something primal and ugly flickering in her eyes. At the same time, the door to my quarters opened, and Tarq and Kurt entered. Tarq’s eyes sparkled, and he wore an ear-to-ear grin. Kurt, on the other hand, looked dead serious, and he was packing his favorite machine pistols. He stared at Xornaa with cold, hard, gray eyes. 
 
    When I’d gone to meet Tarq earlier that day, he’d explained that Xornaa could affect people’s emotions, behavior, and thoughts by touching them. Nothing too drastic; for example, she couldn’t make people commit suicide, but she could plant an idea in their minds that would grow and take shape on its own later. And given how she looked and the effect she had on men, her weapon of choice was her femininity. The only reason I wasn’t already completely under her control was probably because I loved another woman. 
 
    “Wasn’t MICI supposed to protect us against Xortaag mind control?” I’d asked him. 
 
    “It does,” Tarq said. “The Xortaags cannot directly control you or influence your behavior. This is a lot more subtle, and it works only if you have some natural inclination for it to begin with.” 
 
    “I have no ‘natural inclination’ towards that woman,” I protested angrily. 
 
    Tarq laughed in my face. 
 
    “OK, maybe just a tiny bit,” I confessed. 
 
    “That is all she needs.” 
 
    Tarq then had taken me to MICI and removed the memory of our meeting (because Xornaa would’ve noticed if I only pretended I loved her), and told me I’d remember everything as soon as I heard the secret word. Given the intensity of my reaction, I suspected that he’d also used MICI to make me really hate Xornaa to counter her effect on me. 
 
    And, yes, his secret word was “the secret word”. Stupid alien. 
 
    Xornaa looked speechless. She only said one word, “How?” 
 
    “How?” I burst into hiccupping laughter. “I’ll tell you how. You made two mistakes. First, you forgot who Tarq is. This guy here is the greatest strategist in the universe, and you thought you could pull one over on him? And FYI, that whole second task force thing was a trap to test your loyalty, and you fell head-first into it.” 
 
    Tarq smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Your second mistake is fatal. You forgot who I am”—I stared into her eyes—“I’m the Kingslayer.” 
 
    I pointed the gun at her head and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Tarq and Kurt shouted, “No!” 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The eardrum-rattling noise of the gunshot filled my quarters. I pulled the trigger again, and again, and again, until the gun clicked empty. When I stopped, Xornaa had covered her face with shaking hands, but that was the only sign of fear that she showed. I was disappointed. I’d hoped to see her roll on the floor, scream, and tremble uncontrollably. 
 
    I leaned over and whispered in her ear, “You try to pull something like this again, and I won’t use blanks the next time.” 
 
    Tarq clapped his hands with pleasure. “This was very well done, even by my standards.” 
 
    I stormed out, leaving those three behind. 
 
    Half an hour later, Kurt found me on the starship’s observation deck, still fuming. He sat beside me and asked, “You OK?” 
 
    “That bitch tried to take Liz’s place using voodoo,” I grumbled. “What do you think?” 
 
    Kurt nodded and didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Every morning, when I wake up, the first thing I remember is Liz is gone,” I whispered. “Every day, except for today. I should’ve killed that woman just for this.” 
 
    Kurt put his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “So, what happened after I left?” I asked. 
 
    “We had a fascinating conversation with Xornaa.” 
 
    Even hearing her name made me cringe. “And?” 
 
    “She says, and I quote, ‘I’m a spy; learning people’s secrets is my job’. Apparently, she was planning to sell the information to a third party, some sort of an independent mercenary group that, in turn, would sell it to the Xortaags.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “Why? If she wants to sell secrets, she already knows a lot about our task force, and worse, how we took back both Earth and Alora.” 
 
    “She does, but she’s a part of this task force herself.” Kurt pulled his goatee. “She can’t leak any information that might ultimately get her killed. Plus, she really does want the Xortaags to lose, so she won’t reveal our MO to the enemy.” 
 
    I was exhausted all of a sudden. “So what happens now?” 
 
    Kurt looked pensive. “Something bothers me. You remember Tarq was planning to put a small bomb under Xornaa’s skin and threaten to kill her if she betrayed us? When she was talking about ‘people’s secrets’, she looked pointedly at Tarq, and he totally backed off. He told her we’d keep a close eye on her and do the bomb thing if she betrayed us in the future.” 
 
    “You think Xornaa has something on Tarq? What? A sex tape?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it must be something very serious to make Tarq worry. Anyway, I protested, saying I didn’t understand why he let her off the hook so easily, but he said we needed her and he’d deal with it, enigmatic as ever.” 
 
    “Did you guys at least convince her to dress professionally?” 
 
    Kurt smiled. “Yes. She’s officially a Marine now, and under my command. She’ll be wearing a Marine uniform from now on.” 
 
    “Not sure if that actually helps. Have you seen Oksana in uniform?” 
 
    “You’re hopeless. I also made it very clear for her the next time she does something like this, I’ll personally put a bullet in her brain.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not sure if that helps either. Leopards and spots.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Tarq went to his quarters, locked the door, and thought about pulling his antennae. 
 
    Bringing Xornaa along might have been a huge mistake. She was one of the few people who knew Tarq had used Earth as bait to defeat the Xortaags. There was no telling how the humans would react if she told them. Tarq doubted they would see this as a genius masterstroke that brought the Xortaags to their knees and saved the galaxy. 
 
    On the other hand, what else was he supposed to do? Without Xornaa, there would be no task force because they had no way of telling where the OMC-BOWS controls were. That woman was very useful, and she had already proved it. 
 
    He decided pulling his antennae would not help. He needed a plan, and he knew exactly what to do. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Xornaa woke up with a jolt, and she was overcome by unspeakable horror when she realized she couldn’t move. All she could do was roll her eyes or wiggle her fingers and toes, and soon she couldn’t even do that. She wasn’t dead. She could see the ceiling of her quarters and feel her body on her bed, but that was it. She was completely paralyzed. 
 
    And then she couldn’t even breathe. Her lungs screamed for oxygen, but none came. The panic made her heart hammer against her ribcage, and then it stopped beating too. She desperately tried to shout, to call for help, but she couldn’t make any noise. She kept trying to struggle, but she was suffocating, getting closer and closer to fatal oxygen deprivation with every passing second. 
 
    After all she’d been through in her life—the constant starvation she’d suffered as a child, the physical and mental molestation she’d endured as a teenager, her dangerous job as a spy, the suicidal missions she’d taken part in, and facing death a thousand times over and surviving—it’d never occurred to her she’d die drowning in her own bed. 
 
    Tarq appeared in her view. 
 
    “Hi, Xornaa,” he said casually, as if she wasn’t about to suffocate. “You are going to need this for your heart and lungs to work.” He put a small portable device on her chest and fixed an oxygen mask to her face. 
 
    Xornaa’s heart started beating again, and the rush of oxygen to her brain cells made her delirious. She was going to survive, yet again. And then she remembered at whose mercy she was right now, and panic returned, tenfold this time. Her breathing became more rapid, and she felt she was about to black out. Asphyxiation might’ve been a mercy compared to what she knew Tarq was capable of doing to her if his hearts so desired. 
 
    “I have used Serenity’s environmental controls to pump a chemical compound into your room,” said Tarq. “It has no effect on us Akakies, but it completely paralyzes the humanoid species. I once tried it on a human whose name was Allen. I am positive he was shocked when he woke up the next day and found out he had soiled himself in his sleep. I felt guilty about it a few weeks later when he sacrificed his life to save us all.” 
 
    Tarq sat on a chair next to the bed. “So, let me start off by saying how much we appreciate your help in saving Alora. We could not have done it without you. Not to mention if it was not for you, Mushgaana and Maada had conquered Kanoor, and there was no stopping them. Come to think of it, you helped me save the whole galaxy.” 
 
    I’m honored, asshole. 
 
    “With all that said, please allow me to add that I do not like being threatened. You should not have referred to ‘secrets’ in front of Kurt, of all people. He is very sharp, and I am sure he picked up on that. Naughty, naughty.” He leaned over until his face was only a few inches away from hers. “As Jim pointed out, your problem is you have forgotten whom you are dealing with. A fatal mistake, indeed.” 
 
    Tarq’s face suddenly melted away. Xornaa knew the Akakie was hidden behind a hologram, but logic and conscious thinking lost their power in face of terror. The monster that appeared in front of her was an image straight from the depths of hell. It had reptilian skin, huge mandibles opening a wide mouth to display big teeth, yellow eyes, and hair-like appendages set into its skull. Xornaa had seen plenty of scary shit in her life, but she knew Tarq’s real face would haunt her nightmares for years to come. 
 
    The monster pressed a hypospray onto her skin. “This should take care of the paralysis”—it had a raspy voice and couldn’t pronounce the words normally, probably due to the shape of its mouth—“and it will also put you to sleep. Then, some of my people will come and inject a small capsule in the base of your skull. It contains a tracker and a detonation device. When you wake up, remember that I can follow your movements, and I can kill you whenever I want. Please do go ahead and betray me. I have never exploded anyone’s head, and I really, really want to do it at least once in my life.” 
 
    Xornaa’s eyelids got heavier. 
 
    “Also, curiosity is killing me,” said Tarq conversationally. “Jim told me you mentioned that Mushgaana was your father. Did you sleep with your own father? Gross!” 
 
    No, you lunatic. I didn’t have to sleep with him. I gave him a memory of us having sex. But I would have if it was necessary. Anything to bring down that monster. 
 
    Right before she lost consciousness, Xornaa heard Tarq say in his normal voice, “I am very happy we could have this talk. Thanks for listening. And by the way, if at your age you still wet your bed, you really should go talk to a doctor.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “She is out. You can come in now,” said Tarq. 
 
    Barook and two other Akakies entered Xornaa’s quarters. “Well done, Commander,” said Barook. “You certainly scared me half to death. What was that species?” 
 
    The other two Akakies went to Xornaa and pushed her onto her side. 
 
    “It is fictional,” said Tarq. “I asked the boys on Earth to search the human databases and find a scary monster. You know, I have always admired the humans’ imagination. Anyway, it is called Predator. Apparently, it is from an old movie.” 
 
    “It was an ugly mother—” Barook whimpered, took two unsteady steps backward, and lost his balance. 
 
    In his Predator disguise, Tarq said innocently, “I am thinking about coming to our next briefing looking like this. What do you think?”

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Two: Voltex 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Year: 5260 
 
    (Earth Year: 3167) 
 
      
 
   F altaz rushed down Mount Darkas as fast as he could hover. He had not seen his mate and their seventeen younglings for what felt like ages to him because he had been busy working on a research facility on top of the mountain. This was the drawback of being “the brightest mind of his generation” as everybody called him these days: he was involved in several projects, each with the possibility of changing the future of Voltex forever. Well, he was planning to forget all about that tonight and spend time with his family. They would eat a sumptuous dinner, and then they would all pray together, even the very little ones who could neither utter the words properly nor fully understand them. It was a time-honored tradition. 
 
    Istak, his eldest daughter, would not be there though. She and her new-born son (his first grandson!) would join them tomorrow. Faltaz had chosen the babe’s name: Kavmar. It was a good, strong name. Faltaz hoped the child would grow up to be a scientist, like his grandfather. 
 
    It was a warm, beautiful day, with Voltex’s suns shining down on him. He made a turn, and Pandar came to view. Voltex’s biggest and most populous city with almost thirty billion inhabitants, Pandar was a commerce center not only for the planet but the whole solar system. He stopped for a second to admire Pandar’s magnificence. There were huge, black sky-towers in an exact grid pattern, spread in every direction as far as he could perceive, with millions of Volts, the organic part of the city, hovering among them. It was the end of the school day and many parents were busy picking up their children. Not the best time to arrive home. 
 
    Faltaz took a deep breath and let happiness swell within him. 
 
    Home. 
 
    He had plenty of reasons to be grateful. Still a young Volt, he already had several critical discoveries and inventions under his belt, which had contributed to his planet’s technological and economic success. More importantly, his mate adored him, and his younglings loved him. What else could a humble Volt possibly want from life? 
 
    Praise Vilyek. 
 
    The only issue that bothered him was the fact that the war with the carbon-based aliens was not going very well. The Volts had never felt the need to spend too much time on developing weaponry. They were peaceful people, and their numerical advantage had always meant there was no need for advanced weapons, until now. The carbon-based creatures had spaceships and energy weapons the Volts had not encountered before. Still, the Volt warriors, called the Vox, outnumbered the enemy a hundred to one, and their courage and commitment compensated for their lack of weaponry. He should know; four of his siblings were highly decorated Voxes. Moreover, the Volts had already sent a delegation, suing for peace. Not all aliens could possibly be silicon-hungry monsters, could they? Between the humans, the Akakies, the Xortaags, the Talgoinians, the Vanaari, and the rest of them, someone had to listen to reason. 
 
    Humans! He chuckled. What kind of stupid people called themselves human? Still, he could not help wondering how much they could learn from each other once this needless war ended. 
 
    Faltaz had just started hovering again when the ground shook violently. Caught by complete surprise, he was thrown backward and went tumbling onto the road. He rolled over, looked at the city, and froze. His brain could not name what he was looking at. He had never seen anything like that in his life, except … 
 
    Except for some old photos related to the carbon-based aliens’ history. 
 
    A nuclear mushroom cloud, right where Pandar used to be. From a weapon that had supposedly been obsolete for centuries. 
 
    And then the shockwave hit him. He was thrown to the ground again and rolled uncontrollably. All around, the plants covering the mountain disintegrated, but Faltaz’s shell was too thick to break, even though several painful cracks appeared on it. 
 
    When Faltaz finally stopped rolling, he just sat there on the ground, unable to hover, unable to breathe, unable to think, and knew with deathly certainty that everything he once held dear in his life was gone. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “They are all dead,” said Faltaz’s brother, Shapzan, sitting next to him. “Well, not all. Istak and her new-born baby have survived. What was the child’s name?” 
 
    “Kavmar,” said Faltaz. “I figured as much. They were not in Pandar. She had to leave to take care of something.” 
 
    Faltaz did not recognize his own voice when he started talking. In fact, it was not him at all. He had died with his family. This other individual talking with logical detachment was someone else. 
 
    “I thought nuclear weapons were considered obsolete,” he said. 
 
    “All the intelligence we have gathered says they have not been used for centuries,” said Shapzan. “And at any rate, who would have thought the aliens would use such a monstrous weapon on a densely populated civilian target?” 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    “The carbon-based creatures have asked for our unconditional surrender. The High Council has voted to accept their demand. We have lost the war.” 
 
    Faltaz’s shell turned a few shades darker. “We cannot! After what they just did to us?” 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Shapzan asked glumly. “Do you want them to do what they did to Pandar to the whole planet? We have no defense against their diabolical weapons.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” said Faltaz. “We have me. Me. I will make them pay. All of them—the humans, the Xortaags, the Akakies … all the carbon-based aliens will pay for what they did to us.” 
 
    “Are you planning to travel back in time and stop the enemy from dropping those bombs? Because I do not think anything else will actually help us.” 
 
    “Time travel is not possible. But trust me: I will find a way to wreak vengeance on them. There is not a place they can hide. I will exterminate those mass-murderers who killed our children, and I do not care what it will cost me.” 
 
    Shapzan smiled sadly. “Knowing you, I feel bad for the aliens already.” 
 
    “I can hear the disbelief in your voice, Brother,” said the scientist. “I think you are underestimating how much I loved my family. All the carbon-based aliens are as good as extinct.” 
 
    “Not all of them participated in the attack. In fact, some of them are at war with each other.” 
 
    “At this point, does it make a difference? They are all the same. And they are all dead.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Three: Talmak 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 047.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 29/03/2079) 
 
      
 
   I  knew there was something wrong as soon as I saw Tarq’s message asking me to attend an urgent meeting. Those were never good news. 
 
    Ella was already in the briefing room, typing something on her PDD, when I entered. “Do you know what’s going on?” I asked her. 
 
    Without looking up, she said, “No, but it’s a safe guess it has something to do with our imminent attack on Talmak.” 
 
    I’d come to the same conclusion. After Alora, we had liberated three other planets with little resistance from the Xortaags. There was no fleet presence on those three planets, so one theory was they were pulling back their forces in preparation for a major confrontation. This could be it. 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” said Venom. “I’m getting really bored in here.” 
 
    He was right. Life on a starship sounded fascinating, but it was, in fact, super boring, for the simple reason that there wasn’t much one could do in their spare time, and we had plenty of that. I’d arranged for movie nights which soon turned into a dating scene and became very popular, but it was only once a week. I begged Kurt to play squash with me (I was a tennis player, but there were no tennis courts on Invincible, so squash was the second-best thing). Unfortunately, he was rubbish with a racquet, and it wasn’t fun for either of us. Kurt and I got together and watched movies a few times, but that lasted only until Oksana taught him how to play chess. After that, they played whenever they had free time, and Kurt had no time for movies and me. 
 
    Yep. Oksana stole my best friend. Those Ukrainian girls! 
 
    We had VR battle simulators on board; however, after I’d experienced a few real dogfights, the simulations held no interest for me anymore, and the few times I arranged for competitions, I wiped the floor up with the other fighter pilots who participated. So, boring. 
 
    I was so desperate that I would’ve welcomed Tarq’s distasteful pranks just to distract myself, but he spent most of his time aboard the Akakie starship, and we had to entertain ourselves with hearing the stories of his masterpieces. Once, while trying to make MICI work remotely (kind of like a short-range MFM), Tarq made everyone aboard Serenity throw up uncontrollably. After that, Kurt threatened him with bullet-in-the-brain sort of consequences, and the little alien stopped messing around. 
 
    Kurt, Oksana, and Xornaa, who were aboard Serenity, appeared on the wall-mounted monitors in the briefing room. Xornaa smiled and nodded politely to me, but I completely ignored her, just like I’d done during our last few meetings. Tarq and Barook, aboard the Akakie starship, showed up on another monitor. Tarq wore his simple white suit and was smoking a ridiculously big pipe. 
 
    “Is he seriously smoking aboard a spaceship?” whispered Ella. 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s Tarq for you. I had to threaten to shoot him to stop him from smoking when he was here, but the Akakies aren’t known for their military discipline, so I guess he can do whatever he wants over there.” 
 
    “I am afraid I have bad news,” said Tarq. “Our spy ship has just reported from Talmak’s orbit. The situation on the surface has completely changed. The Xortaags have enlisted the planet’s local population to beef up security, and now there are guards, checkpoints, and fingerprint scanners everywhere. It looks like we will not be able to use our old trick of wearing the Xortaag uniform and waltzing into their cities.” 
 
    “Deja vu,” said Kurt. 
 
    “It’s a glitch in the Matrix,” I said without missing a beat. “It usually happens when they change something.” 
 
    Ella looked confused. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The others didn’t even bother. 
 
    “Liz would’ve gotten that reference,” said Venom. I wasn’t the only one who was missing her. 
 
    “Isn’t this exactly what happened after Operation Free Earth?” asked Kurt, playing with his goatee. 
 
    “It is,” I answered. “Do you think Maada’s ghost has come back and told them what to do?” 
 
    Tarq wiggled his middle figure at me. “Do not even joke about it.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Oksana. 
 
    Tarq puffed on his pipe. “There are eight thousand Deathbringers on the planet, plus almost fifty million Xortaags, now supported by whatever is left of Talmak’s forces and a big chunk of the local population. We could attack and destroy the Xortaag fleet, but there is no way we could kick them off the planet.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath. It was disappointing to see our mission cut so short. I’d really set my heart on saving all the people on Xortaag-occupied planets. “So, we go back home with our tails between our legs?” 
 
    “I did not know humans had tails,” said Barook. “Do you hide it in your pants?” 
 
    Tarq ignored him. “Our intelligence suggests the Xortaag fleet is preparing to mobilize. We cannot just leave them here. If we do, they will attack another planet as soon as they are done with the Arshans. They might even try to take back the planets we have just liberated, or worse, join up with the rest of their fleet and attack Earth or Kanoor. We, however, do have another option: there is a planet buster aboard.” 
 
    I thought it was one of his distasteful jokes. “Are you planning to use the same planet buster Maada used to ambush us?” I asked. Then I looked into his eyes, dead serious, and somehow I just knew he wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “How many people are down there?” Kurt asked with a stony expression. 
 
    “Besides the Xortaags?” said Tarq. “We estimate there are less than a hundred million Arshans on the planet.” 
 
    “Around eighty million, to be exact,” said Barook. “There used to be some three billion of them, but they have perished in the past few years. With the planet’s colonization process almost complete, the Xortaags have no reason to be particularly worried about the wellbeing of their slaves.” 
 
    I knew the Arshans, Talmak’s indigenous people, were humanoid, only smaller than average humans, kind of like the Hobbits. I stared incredulously at Tarq. “Are we seriously talking about killing eighty million innocent people, plus God knows how many Xortaag women and children?” 
 
    Tarq didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” 
 
    Oksana, Ella and I started protesting at the same time. Kurt didn’t join in. He sank back into his seat and tugged at his goatee harder than usual. 
 
    Tarq raised his hand to stop us. “The planet is in its final stages of colonization, so there are still no Xortaag children there, and you know all Xortaag women are soldiers, even though at this stage some of them might be pregnant. As for the local population, they are already dead. The planet’s colonization will be complete in less than three of your months, at which point, as you already know, the Xortaags will kill them off using OMC-BOWS.” 
 
    When we met Tarq for the first time, he told us how he’d wiped out all the colonists on two Xortaag-occupied planets. We didn’t pay much attention then, with our own species facing extinction. We should have. I rubbed my temples, feeling the onset of a sudden headache. “How many Arshan children?” 
 
    Tarq exchanged a look with Barook. “We do not know, but with most of the adults busy working for the Xortaags, there is no one to take care of children, so most of them have died already. There are five million kids left, tops” 
 
    Five million kids! 
 
    Judging by the flame erupting in Oksana’s green eyes, she would’ve shot Tarq if she could. Ella, who was normally the very picture of composure, covered her face and grunted. Even Xornaa looked disgusted. 
 
    “We are not doing this,” I said firmly, anger creeping into my voice. 
 
    “We thought you might object,” said Tarq. “Let me show you something our spy ship has just sent us.” 
 
    A holographic image appeared on the briefing room table. It was the aerial view of a city. When the camera moved closer, I realized the city was deserted. It looked like a scene from a post-apocalyptic movie: lots of ruined buildings, vehicles left everywhere, everything covered by greenish vegetation. And many, many decomposing bodies, mostly animals, but some humanoid. 
 
    The camera zoomed in on a group of small kids, walking in the middle of a street, probably looking for food or something. They were all white and blond, wearing rags, looking dirty, tired and frightened. Some were injured. A taller girl, who looked slightly older than the rest, was walking in front, leading them on. 
 
    “There is a Xortaag city nearby, and all the adults have been relocated to help in construction, so the children are left alone,” explained Tarq. “They are dying by the thousands, due to starvation, diseases, or something like this.” 
 
    An animal appeared on the screen. It was like a cross between a wolf and a lion, and it had two freaking heads. It charged towards the kids, who scattered, screaming. A small boy lost his balance and fell. The tall girl ran back for him, but the beast was upon them. She knelt in the street, hugged the boy, and hid his face on her chest. 
 
    The creature tore into them. 
 
    I gasped and felt tremors in my hands. Oksana and Ella covered their eyes, and Kurt and I averted ours. Xornaa looked away from the screen too. All the bloodshed I’d seen in the last few months had thickened my skin; still, a monster devouring small children was too heartbreaking to watch. I would’ve been running for my Viper if I had thought I’d be able to reach the planet in time to save the kids. Instead, all I could do was hang my head and hope those children’s suffering ended as fast as possible. 
 
    Our insectoid allies kept staring at the images with interest, showing zero emotions. 
 
    I loved Tarq. After everything we’d been through together (fall of Earth, Liz’s death, Operation Royalty, all of it), I’d come to consider him an alien stepbrother I never had, not to mention the fact that he’d saved us all. Still, at this particular moment, I couldn’t help wondering what the hell I was doing in here with these freaking soulless insects. 
 
    “To clarify, it is not only the kids who are perishing, even though they are the ones suffering the most,” Tarq said casually, as if two small children weren’t being eaten alive right in front of our eyes. “As I said, with the planet’s colonization nearly complete, there is no need for the Xortaags to make an effort to keep the local population alive. Thousands die every single day. We will be putting them out of their misery if we blow up the planet.” 
 
    “These people are suffering, and your solution is to kill them all?” I asked, my voice shaking. I wished I could’ve punched him in the face. 
 
    “Do you have a better suggestion?” asked Tarq. 
 
    “Yes!” I raised my voice, feeling my veins straining against skin. “How about not killing them? Let’s at least try to come up with a way to save the poor bastards.” 
 
    Tarq shook his head. “These people are under OMC-BOWS control. They do not want to be saved; they want to die serving their gods. Even if we could put enough Marines on the planet to take it back from the Xortaags, which we obviously cannot, the Arshans would fight us tooth-and-nail to defend them.” 
 
    “You are being unreasonable,” Barook chimed in. “All these people will die in a few months, and then the Xortaags can use this fleet to attack Earth or us. We have an opportunity to destroy it with little risk to us.” 
 
    “It might help if you think of the Arshans not as sentient beings,” Tarq added, “but as Zombies whose minds are being controlled by an evil overload. Will you object to killing Zombies if it saves billions of people?” 
 
    “The Arshans are no threat to anyone,” I objected. 
 
    “But the Xortaag fleet stationed here is,” said Tarq. “If we leave them, they will kill all the Arshans, and then attack another planet and massacre untold billions. How would you feel about that?” 
 
    “We can destroy the Xortaag fleet!” I said. 
 
    Tarq shook his head. “You know full well that if the Xortaags feel they are about to lose the battle, they will kill off the Arshans using OMC-BOWS, so the end result will be the same, but we will lose hundreds of, even thousands of, our pilots.” 
 
    “The Arshans are being tortured to death,” said Barook. “If I had been in their shoes, I know I would have wanted for someone to come and push me out of my misery.” 
 
    “Put me,” I mumbled. 
 
    “And after this?” asked Oksana, anger flashing in her eyes. “We’ll keep destroying planet after planet until we reach Tangaar?” 
 
    “We can use this trick only once,” answered Tarq. “Unlike Operation Royalty, the Xortaag subspace communication center is fully active, so they will figure out what we did and stop us the next time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I growled. “I’m here to save people, not kill them. I’m not going to participate in massacring children. I call for a vote.” 
 
    We had a similar setup to the one back in Winterfell’s Command Center: Tarq had operational authority, but if we disagreed with him, we could ask for a vote, with Tarq’s vote the tiebreaker in case of a tie. Not that it mattered. There was no way a human would vote for this atrocity. 
 
    “You sure about that?” asked Venom, whose faith in humanity’s integrity was unshakable. 
 
    “Do I get to vote?” Xornaa asked optimistically. 
 
    “Over my dead body!” I yelled so loudly the briefing room windowpanes shook. Or at least I thought they did. 
 
    “Or yours,” Oksana told her. 
 
    Tarq frowned. “Sometimes, there is no reasoning with you humans. I think you people are inherently incapable of seeing the big picture.” 
 
    “They probably have a genetic problem,” said Barook. 
 
    “OK, let’s vote,” said Tarq. 
 
    “I think it is obvious what I vote to do,” said Barook. “Leaving the Xortaag fleet on Talmak will have severe consequences. We cannot attack them without suffering serious losses, and the Arshans will die in every possible scenario. This is the only way.” 
 
    Alien bros before, well, everyone else. 
 
    “I see Commander Tarq’s point, but I’m with Colonel Harrison,” said Ella, bless her heart. 
 
    Oksana was next. “Me, too.” 
 
    So, it came down to Kurt’s vote, who sank even deeper in his seat, looking at us with sad, sad eyes that right now were even grayer than usual. He looked like a man who was about to shoot a puppy. 
 
    No freaking way! 
 
    Kurt spoke very slowly and deliberately, almost word for word. “If there was a way for us to save the Arshans, I’d agree with Jim, but since there isn’t, destroying the Xortaag fleet takes priority. I vote for Commander Tarq’s plan.” 
 
    I blinked in astonishment, and my world came crashing down on me. My best friend, my brother, the only family I’d left, had just sentenced eighty million people to death. His betrayal cut me. It was like someone poured acid into my soul. I grabbed my seat to stop my hands from trembling and fought to keep myself from throwing up. That Judas! 
 
    Oksana and Ella stared at him, speechless. 
 
    “Told you so,” Venom gloated. 
 
    Shut up shut up shut up shut up! 
 
    “Spoken like a true terrorist,” I told Kurt, venom (no, not that one) dripping from my words. 
 
    Kurt’s face turned red, and he clenched his fists. He looked so mad I thought he might’ve hit me if we’d been in the same room, like that time I made fun of Allen for using a flash drive as a sex toy. 
 
    “You’re a terrible human being,” said Venom. 
 
    Kurt stood up and looked me in the eyes. “The hardest choices require the strongest wills.” And then he disappeared from the monitor, probably storming from the room. 
 
    Now I was really pissed. Quoting movies was supposed to be my thing. I stood too, my pulse elevated, seeing red. “You can’t force me to butcher five million children. I step down as the commander of the fleet, and I’m going to confine myself to my quarters.” 
 
    Tarq raised an eyebrow. “You would give up your command for some aliens whom, until a few hours ago, you had not even heard of?” 
 
    “The path of the righteous man,” I said solemnly. 
 
    “Since when do you quote the Bible?” asked Oksana. 
 
    “The Bible? This was written on Nick Fury’s gravestone.” I left the briefing room, banging the door hard behind me. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Later that evening, Kurt came to my quarters. I was lying on the bed, drinking beer and pretending to read a book. I’d calmed down, but I still didn’t even bother to get up. I just nodded towards the fridge. 
 
    Kurt came back holding a Paulaner. “Since when do you drink Molson Canadian?” he asked. 
 
    I looked at the bottle in my hand. “I developed a taste for it after Allen’s wake.” 
 
    Kurt sat on a chair in front of me, stared at his feet and avoided eye contact. “He’s right, you know. And just in case you’re thinking about staging a mutiny, I should tell you the Marines are on high alert.” 
 
    I had thought about a mutiny but decided against it. The fleet personnel would probably follow me, but a confrontation with the Marines would end in only one way. More importantly, fighting Kurt and his Marines wasn’t even an option. The simple fact of the matter was he was more important to me than a race of aliens whom I’d never met, even if the said aliens weren’t going to be extinct in a few short months. 
 
    Was that selfish? Probably. Was I going to take up arms against Kurt because of the Arshans? Fat chance. 
 
    I’d also thought about asking my pilots not to follow Tarq’s orders. They’d probably listen to me, but then Tarq would try to this using the Akakie pilots, and the stupid insects would get themselves massacred without us to hold their hands. 
 
    So, my plan was to sulk in my quarters, being an unwilling accomplice to murdering an entire race, whatever the justification. This would’ve been absolutely unthinkable just a few months ago. I wondered if Tarq had messed with my head again. 
 
    “You did kill twenty million Xortaag colonists in their sleep,” said Venom. “The destroyer of worlds, remember? Though I bet you didn’t mean it literally.” 
 
    I mumbled a few words, most of which started with an F, under my breath. 
 
    “Language! And I have to point out—” Cordelia started saying, but I growled, “Privacy mode.” Then I glared at Kurt, “I’m in no mood for her wise-ass remarks. Plus, I think the emotionless, heartless, inhuman AI will take your side.” 
 
    “Hear me out,” said Kurt. “I understand how you feel. Believe me when I say I do. I once killed one of Zheng’s top henchman in front of his kids—I didn’t know they were there. I had nightmares about it for weeks.” 
 
    “Why do I feel there’s a but coming?” 
 
    “But Tarq’s right. The Xortaags will exterminate the Arshans very soon, and there’s nothing we can do to save them. What we can do is to make sure the fleet down there doesn’t participate in destroying another planet. We’re saving people here.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. This was unreal. “By killing five million children?” 
 
    “The Xortaags will kill them anyway!” 
 
    “Yes, but we shouldn’t.” I finally put the book down and sat up on my bed. “And to be honest, massacring the Xortaags by the millions has gotten under my nerves too.” 
 
    That one caught Kurt by surprise. “Seriously? The people who killed seven hundred million humans, including God knows how many kids?” 
 
    “They’re trying to save their own people; plus, they can’t all be bad. I bet a lot of them are just normal people trying to live their lives. In fact, let me ask you this: how many Xortaags do we know?” 
 
    “Other than Zaart? Two, I guess. Maada and Mushgaana.” 
 
    “I’d forgotten about Zaart. Whatever happened to that guy?” 
 
    Kurt shrugged. “Probably still on Earth with the rest of the POWs.” 
 
    “As for the other two, I’d come to actually respect Maada. Don’t get me wrong. He was a monster and I still hate him, but he was an honorable man in his own way, and his people would’ve happily died for him—” 
 
    Kurt interrupted me. “They did die for him. Not sure if they were happy about it though.” 
 
    I continued, “And Mushi. Have you seen the footage of his death?” 
 
    “Yeah. He shouted something about meeting his small friend.” 
 
    “He was quoting Scarface,” I said. “Know anyone else who might quote movies while staring death in the face?” 
 
    Kurt smiled. “You told me you quoted something about people saying goodbye to their balls when you thought you were about to get killed by SCTU goons. Speaking to a woman, I might add.” 
 
    “One of the goons happened to be a woman. I did feel guilty about not including her, but what was I supposed to say? Say auf Wiedersehen to your Nazi balls and ovaries? Anyway, the point I’m trying to make is, maybe we should sit down and talk to the Xortaags instead of going around the galaxy killing them indiscriminately.” 
 
    “We’ve been trying to talk to them to at least arrange a POW exchange. They don’t respond.” 
 
    “Didn’t you and your dad spend your whole lives trying to achieve world peace? That couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “Imagine this,” he said. “Let’s say we leave this fleet here and return to Earth. What if the Xortaags attack us again, and these eight thousand ships here end up winning them the battle? Do you really want to be responsible for the destruction of Earth?” 
 
    “This is all hypothetical,” I said. “What we are about to do here is very real.” 
 
    Silence stretched, but I didn’t try to add anything else. 
 
    Kurt shrugged. “OK. Listen. This discussion won’t end anytime soon, so let me use another argument. Back then, when I was busy killing Zheng’s people, I felt genuinely guilty whenever I got one. The first time I took a life, I couldn’t eat or sleep for a week …” His voice trailed off for a moment, and he offered his trademark staring-into-nothing expression. “Do you remember the first person you killed?” 
 
    “To be honest, no. For me, it was always shooting down the fighter jet that was important, not what happened to the pilot, and most of the time I had no way of knowing who punched out and who went down with the plane.” 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is assassinating Zheng’s goons was a dirty job, but it had to be done. So is this. We’re going to do it tomorrow, with or without you. I’ll be down on the planet, and I know my chances of coming back alive will drastically improve if the Kingslayer is watching my back.” 
 
    Kurt was my best friend. He was the brother I never had; in fact, he was closer to me than any real sibling would’ve been. We’d grown up together. We had fought, bled, and lost loved ones by each other’s sides. Hell, we’d saved humanity together. I would’ve happily given my life for him, as I knew he would for me. 
 
    But a man had to draw the line somewhere. 
 
    I’d killed several enemy pilots when I was with the Air Force on Earth and had never given it a second thought. I led the attack that ended the lives of twenty million Xortaag colonists sleeping in the cryogenic pods in their convoy, and I was partially responsible for the untold millions who died on the four planets we’d liberated. I was worried I’d turn into a monster if I took part in this one. 
 
    And what if there was judgment after death? I didn’t want to lose whatever was left of my soul, just in case. 
 
    “Sorry, Kurt”—my voice cracked—“but I draw the line at killing five million kids.” 
 
    It was just like the time he came to me to ask for my help in fighting Zheng and I turned him down, only a million times worse. I regretted my words as soon as they came out of my mouth, but I stuck to my guns. I was nothing if not stubborn. 
 
    No women, no children. OK, maybe some women, if they were armed soldiers, and it was really necessary, and even that would be against my Southern upbringing. But absolutely no children, not even baby Hitler. 
 
    “And, my friend, to be honest, I’m worried about you too,” I continued. “I know you’ve done a lot of crazy shit during your terr … eh, freedom fighting days, but this is something else. If you do this, something will permanently break inside you. Trust me when I say you don’t want eighty million ghosts to follow you around for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Has to be done,” he repeated doggedly. “And those eighty million people you keep talking about? They’re already dead. They just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Cliché much?” I said tiredly. 
 
    Kurt left, and I wondered if this would be the last time I saw him alive. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I hope we aren’t making a huge mistake, thought Ella, sitting on the command chair of Invincible. 
 
    All around her, the crew was busy doing their job. They’d been briefed on the mission’s goal, and if anyone had any objection to destroying a whole planet, they’d kept it to themselves. They were all seasoned Navy men and woman, and they were good at following orders. 
 
    When she’d joined the British Navy all those years ago, her brain full of naïve notions of honor and duty, she’d never imagined she would take part in space genocide, killing millions of sentient beings. But she didn’t know there were aliens in the galaxy who would kill humanity off without giving it a second thought. She wondered if Jim was right. Murdering all those children on the planet couldn’t possibly be right, whatever the justification. Then she thought about her two dead daughters, and her resolve to do what needed to be done solidified. 
 
    She opened a channel to the fleet. “This is Captain Wood speaking. We’re going to make the final jump in T-minus two minutes.” 
 
    She’d picked up that expression from her American counterparts right before the Xortaag invasion and had been looking for a chance to use it. 
 
    “Just a reminder: we are bait. Don’t take any unnecessary risks trying to destroy the Deathbringers; only distract them long enough for the Marines to do their job, and then we can leave the Xortaag fleet to die in space, which is exactly what they deserve.” 
 
    In short, please don’t get yourselves killed on my watch. 
 
    Ella heard Tarq saying, “We are sending you in three, two …” 
 
    “Godspeed,” she said right before the fleet jumped. 
 
    ***** 
 
    After pacing back and forth in my quarters for what felt like hours, with my brain—in full OCD mode—thinking in circles, I stopped and asked, “They’re going to be all right, aren’t they?” 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Deactivate privacy mode.” I’d forgotten to do it after Kurt left last night. 
 
    “What did I miss?” asked Cordelia immediately. 
 
    “Nothing. What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “We’ve just made the final jump. So far so good, but no battle plan ever—” 
 
    “Survives contact with the enemy,” I interrupted her. “I know. You learned it from me. Do you think I made the right decision?” 
 
    “Let me ask you a question. If you had to choose between the Arshans and Liz, what would you do?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to bite my nails just like Tarq. “That’s easy. This is the same choice Neo had to make at the end of The Matrix Reloaded. He chose Trinity. I’d choose Liz.” 
 
    “And yet, somehow, you decided to choose the Arshans over Kurt?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I protested. “I simply refused to become a child murderer. Kurt is going to be fine.” 
 
    “And if he isn’t? Will you ever be able to forgive yourself?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about it that way. Just thinking about the possibility that Kurt could’ve died down there while I was here doing nothing made my breath catch. And worse, what if he was right? What if by sacrificing the Arshans (who would be wiped out in a few months anyway), we were going to save God only knew how many other people? 
 
    Goddamn it! 
 
    ***** 
 
    “It’ll be our turn soon,” said Kurt, following the battle on a VR screen. 
 
    Which, if I’m being honest, I’m not looking forward to at all. 
 
    He was sitting on the copilot seat of a Firefly. Xornaa was piloting the ship, and Oksana, along with nine other Marines—all in full combat gear—was sitting behind them. Kurt thought about what they were carrying in the ship’s cargo bay and shuddered. The planet buster made Little Boy look like a BB gun in comparison. It was too bulky and heavy to be carried by an invisible spy ship (they were very small and couldn’t carry more than one person), which had made Operation Trojan Horse necessary. 
 
    There were few things in life Kurt liked more than planning a flawless operation and executing it, but not today. The feeling of anticipation he always felt before a mission was all gone. If anything, a part of him wished something went wrong and they didn’t have to go ahead with their plans. 
 
    Kurt watched as their fleet attacked the Xortaags, but he could see the usual intensity of a battle was missing. The Vipers were trying to shoot at their targets from a more or less safe distance. Still, a few Vipers, piloted by the Akakies, got shot down within the first few minutes of the battle. Those freaking insects would never learn how to fight. 
 
    A squadron of Vipers entered the planet’s atmosphere, attracting the Xortaags’ planet-based laser turrets fire. This was the cue Kurt was waiting for. His heart started beating faster. If their plan failed, this would be a very short flight, or a very long one if they had to fly all the way to heaven. “Here we go,” he announced and touched the VR screen in front of him. 
 
    Thick black smoke emanated from the ship. Xornaa put the Firefly in a spinning dive while shouting hysterically in her mike, “Mayday! Mayday! I’m hit. I’m going down! Oh, dear God!” 
 
    “A little bit too much,” Kurt whispered to her. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” whispered Oksana. 
 
    They were hoping the Xortaags, having their hands full fighting the fleet, wouldn’t pay attention to a disabled ship falling uncontrollably onto the planet. This was why Tarq had said they could use this trick only once. Even if it succeeded this time, it was unlikely the Xortaags would fall for it a second time, which made the planet busters useless from this point on because they could only operate from the planet surface. Not necessarily a bad thing; otherwise, Tarq wouldn’t have hesitated to destroy every single Xortaag-occupied planet. 
 
    “It looks like our plan worked,” said Xornaa, “since nobody is shooting at us.” 
 
    Kurt heaved a sigh of relief. “If Jim were here, he’d make a Star Wars joke.” 
 
    “How come?” asked Oksana, looking out of a shuttle window. 
 
    “There’s this infamous scene in the original trilogy where the bad guys didn’t shoot down an escape pod, which later resulted in the destruction of their whole empire.” 
 
    Xornaa frowned. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “If Jim were here, he’d make a joke about trying to explain Star Wars to women.” 
 
    “You are so sexist!” exclaimed Oksana. 
 
    “I certainly am not.” Kurt turned in his seat to look at her. “I appointed you as my second-in-command, didn’t I?” 
 
    “That’s because I kick everyone’s butt in hand-to-hand combat. Isn’t that right, big guy?” she asked a huge Hispanic man sitting opposite her. 
 
    The man blushed. 
 
    Kurt hid his smile. The Marine, Juan Martinez, one of the five surviving members of his Operation Royalty team, was a brute of a man and easily two hundred fifty pounds. Getting beaten by a girl half his weight couldn’t have possibly been fun for him. He shouldn’t have been so embarrassed though. Oksana was insanely good at hand-to-hand combat. She had a lot of natural talent, and MICI had done the rest. Moreover, she’d trained diligently for a long time until she’d developed championship-level skills. And she wouldn’t shy away from fighting dirty. She’d scratch your face, bite your hands, or gouge your eyes out, which was why Kurt himself never got into the ring with her. Allen did that once, and he regretted it after he lost a few teeth. 
 
    “Ouch, man. Burn!” Li Xing, a Chinese Marine and another surviving member of Operation Royalty, told Juan. 
 
    The rest of the Marines laughed. 
 
    Xornaa looked over her shoulder and told Oksana, “You and I should go a few rounds.” 
 
    “Bring it, alien,” said Oksana. 
 
    Kurt smiled. “I’d pay good money to see that.” 
 
    “You’re getting more sexist by the second,” Oksana said flatly, “and you appointed me only after both Allen and Sergei died.” 
 
    “That comment had nothing to do with sex. Tarq has told me Xornaa’s fighting skills and her, eh, markswomanship, are legendary,” said Kurt. “And Sergei was gay. Was appointing him over you still considered sexist?” 
 
    “No, but it would’ve been homophobic if you hadn’t,” replied Oksana. 
 
    “Humans are so complicated,” said Xornaa. 
 
    “You think this is complicated?” said Kurt. “You’re lucky most SJWs disappeared after the Xortaag invasion.” 
 
    Xornaa gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Social Justice Warriors,” Kurt explained. 
 
    “Were these warriors killed fighting the Xortaags?” asked the alien woman. 
 
    “No, but once people realized the galaxy was full of sentient species, some of them hostile, most of our conflicts became meaningless. One human race, after all.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the ship landed on a vast, uninhabited desert, which Tarq had chosen to be as far away as possible from a population center. Kurt stepped out and looked around. The cruel sun beat down, and his steps sank into the hot sand. The Marines fanned out and established a perimeter. Xornaa opened the cargo doors, and Kurt used his PDD to extract the planet buster. The gigantic weapon looked like a cone, held upside down using a scaffold, and it moved using caterpillar tracks. Tarq had told Kurt the weapon used antimatter to dig a hole in the surface of the planet all the way to its core, storing all the energy generated when matter and antimatter met. Once there, the planet buster would detonate an antimatter bomb, strong enough to blow the planet into several pieces. Kurt hadn’t bothered to ask Tarq how the Akakies had produced enough antimatter to build a planet-destroying bomb. 
 
    “Damn, it’s hot,” Juan mumbled. 
 
    Kurt hesitated when the weapon was ready. Eighty million people will die if I do this. He couldn’t wrap his mind around that number. But he’d already made his decision, and this was no time for second thoughts. 
 
    “You can’t kill people who are already dead,” he told himself. He knew he was right. This was more like euthanasia. He’d cut those poor people’s lives a few months short, but he’d save them from all the pain and suffering they were going through, and the end result was the same anyway. 
 
    With a heavy heart, he touched his PDD screen before he could change his mind. He expected the planet buster to start digging like a huge drill, but the weapon just fell onto the surface and disappeared. All that was left were the scaffold, the tracks, and a large, round hole. Kurt approached the hole and looked down. It was so deep that he couldn’t see the bottom. “That was fast,” he said. 
 
    Kurt suddenly heard Ella’s frantic voice in his earpiece. “We have six fast movers approaching you from eight o’clock. Get the hell out of there, now!” 
 
    He shouted, “Time to go,” and ran back to the Firefly, followed by Oksana, Juan, Li and the rest of the Marines. He’d barely sat in the copilot seat when Xornaa touched a few VR screens and flew the shuttle off the ground. 
 
    “How long?” he asked, panting slightly. 
 
    “Less than a minute.” she pointed at the shuttle’s tactical display, showing six bogeys closing fast. “How did this happen? I thought the fleet kept the Xortaags occupied.” 
 
    “These aren’t the Xortaags,” said Ella. “They must be from the Arshan fleet. Tarq tells me they have the same capabilities as Deathbringers. Backup is on the way.” 
 
    “They won’t be here in time,” said the Xortaag woman, looking calm and relaxed as usual. 
 
    Kurt gripped his seat so hard that his knuckles went white as the ship kept ascending. “Give me the cannon’s control.” 
 
    Fireflies had a revolving retractable laser cannon under their hull. Not a very effective weapon against space fighters, but better than nothing. Xornaa didn’t reply, but the cannon controls appeared on a blue VR screen in front of Kurt. 
 
    “Here they come,” said Xornaa. “Hold on!” 
 
    Suddenly, red energy beams were all over the Firefly. Xornaa threw the ship all over the sky, trying to shake the pursuing fighters, but they were much faster and more maneuverable. The Firefly was hit a few times in quick succession, each hit shaking it violently. Fire erupted from a console, but it was immediately put out by the ship’s fire control system. His heartbeat racing, Kurt looked at the screen in front of him, targeted the closest space fighter and started to shoot back, but he didn’t seem to be able to hit the lead enemy ship. He pinched his lips together and felt his throat closing up. With six space fighters against the slow and lightly armed Firefly, this encounter had only one possible outcome. He ground his teeth in frustration and kept shooting at the Arshan space fighters. 
 
    “And to think we originally came here to save these guys!” said Oksana, her voice strained. 
 
    “Maybe they found out we were planning to blow up their planet.” Kurt swept a hand across his forehead to get rid of sweat, still focused on hitting the leading enemy ship. 
 
    “Well, it was nice knowing you guys,” said Xornaa, fighting with the Firefly’s controls, showing no signs of stress. She looked so calm that she might as well have been in a simulated battle. 
 
    The lead enemy ship streaked in for the kill, spitting a deadly stream of laser bolts at the Firefly. Xornaa made a frantic dash, but the Arshan space fighter closed in on their tail. Kurt tried to get it in his crosshairs. It was no use. The Firefly vibrated intensely, which made targeting the enemy vessel even more difficult. This can’t be how it all ends. He shook his head in denial, but inside the cargo ship he was every bit as helpless as he felt. He could stand against an army with nothing but his sniper rifle on the ground, but what was he supposed to do in this flying coffin, being followed by the people whose planet was about to go up in smoke? 
 
    Karma is a bitch. And she acts surprisingly fast. 
 
    “We should’ve listened to Jim,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    Now that he was about to die, and with everything he was going to lose, his biggest regret was that he turned his back on his best friend during their last briefing. He rubbed a hand over his goatee and panted for air, breathing becoming increasingly more difficult. 
 
    “Speaking of the devil,” Xornaa said with glee in her voice. 
 
    Two air-to-air missiles appeared above the Firefly and shrieked past her towards the enemy ships. 
 
    “Where did these come from?” asked Kurt, stunned. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I stared at my tactical display, my mouth dry as dust, mentally urging the Viper to move faster. My body wanted to run out of the pilot seat, hoping to reach the battle sooner, and my mind was doing its usual crazy-making ruminating, envisioning the worst possible outcomes. I kept trying to push away the very vivid image of a coffin with my best friend in it and focus on flying. Kurt’s Firefly was making wild twists and turns, but she’d already been hit a few times, and the enemy ships were gaining on her. I had my Viper firewalled, but there was no way I could reach there in time. 
 
    But, fortunately, my Phoenix missiles could. The lead Arshan space fighter avoided the first Phoenix, but the second hit it dead center. The vessel disappeared behind a blinding explosion. 
 
    There was a second explosion, this one inside my brain. “Alpha Mike Foxtrot,” I yelled excitedly at the dead enemy pilot who had very nearly killed Kurt and his team. 
 
    “You know the Arshans’ minds are being controlled by MFM, right?” asked Cordelia. “That poor pilot was a victim.” 
 
    “Not giving a rat’s ass right now,” I growled, focusing on the remaining targets. 
 
    My golden Viper’s engines roared as I pushed the stick. Drowning in adrenaline, I dove in and let go of my fighter’s laser cannons. Another Arshan ship disintegrated under my fire. The others scattered in different directions. I jerked the stick hard left to peruse the closest one which was highlighted by my head-up display, centered my gunsight, and kept firing, peppering the enemy ship. Laser bolts after laser bolts tore into the gomer, and it soon turned into a ball of vaporized metal. I allowed myself the luxury of punching the air. 
 
    Three down, three to go. 
 
    The other enemy ships were turning around, trying to get on my six. I made a sharp turn inside another fighter’s curve, lined up a shot and squeezed the trigger. Number four went down in flames. I resisted the temptation to quote Gladiator. Very mature of me. Keiko would’ve been proud. 
 
    But now, I was in serious trouble. The last two gomers were on my ass. White-hot energy bolts passed by my fighter. As a fighter pilot, my worst nightmare had always been to see an enemy behind me, and two was a kiss of death. With my heart trying to leap out of my chest, I swung my Viper into a power dive, but the two enemy ships had me in their death grip, and I couldn’t shake them. I jerked the stick hard right to avoid the incoming fire, but my ship was hit a few times, and a number of warning systems started flashing. 
 
    “Cordelia?” I asked, hoping the AI had some brilliant ideas. 
 
    “Out of options,” she said. “Maybe you should parachute out?” 
 
    “You want me to punch out on a planet that’s about to go kaboom? That’s your expert advice?” 
 
    “I’m an AI, not a miracle worker, and what you need right now is a miracle.” 
 
    Not a believer of divine intervention, I thought. 
 
    “In retrospect, maybe singlehandedly attacking six enemy ships wasn’t such a bright idea,” said Venom. “I always knew your over-confidence would get you killed one day.” 
 
    What was I supposed to do? Watch Kurt get incinerated in that flying coffin? 
 
    “If it saved my ass? Yes, definitely.” 
 
    I wished I could at least rub my temples. Beads of sweat trickled down my brow (in the temperature-controlled canopy), and my already high adrenaline level surged so much that I felt I was going to lose consciousness. There were only two things I could do: keep twisting and turning my Viper, and pray. The former would only postpone my death a few minutes, and the latter wouldn’t help at all. 
 
    And then, one of the Arshan ships turned into a million tiny splinters. 
 
    The Firefly flashed by like a comet. Xornaa had used the cargo ship’s weight to put her in a blistering vertical dive and rain deadly laser bolts on the bandit. The Firefly disappeared in the clouds below. I followed her on my screen, holding my breath, to see if she’d survive her pilot’s suicidal maneuver. Xornaa managed to gain control of her ship literally inches away from the surface. 
 
    All that happened right after I rejected the possibility of a divine intervention. Maybe it was a sign? 
 
    “Fly, you fools,” I growled, but I was happy they hadn’t; otherwise, with two enemy ships on my six, nothing would’ve been left of my body for a proper burial. But now, there was only one left. That I could deal with. 
 
    I let go of two Sparrows, which streaked backward towards the Arshan ship. The pilot shot one; then he twisted his ship up and down, right and left, and avoided the other, but by the time he was done, I was in his back, and I’d never miss from that position. 
 
    And finally, it was over. I was slightly lightheaded after my most recent brush with death. One of these days, I’d run out of luck (or miracles), but not today. I sank into my seat, let out a huge breath, and watched my racing heart calm down. 
 
    “All done,” I spoke into my mike. “Now blow this thing so we can all go home.” 
 
    “That sounded like a bad line from a porn movie,” said Venom. 
 
    “We have to leave the atmosphere before we blow up the bomb,” said Kurt, “which you would’ve known if you’d come to the briefings.” 
 
    I pulled the stick and my Viper started gaining altitude. “Didn’t I just save your life?” I asked. “Again?” 
 
    “Are we keeping scores now?” said Kurt. “And didn’t we just save yours?” 
 
    I heard Ella’s voice in my ears. She sounded annoyed. “Coronel Harrison, would you mind telling me how you left Invincible without my knowledge or permission?” 
 
    “Tarq showed me a way to sneak out without anyone noticing. He thought he’d have a laugh when you found out and got mad. As for your permission, I just happen to be the commander of the fleet, so I don’t need anyone’s permission to take my Viper out for a spin.” 
 
    “Didn’t you resign?” she asked. 
 
    “Tarq didn’t accept my resignation, so I’m still your boss. I suggest you get all the way off my back, or I’ll demote you.” 
 
    “You’ll be doing me a favor. Hopefully, I can find more professional people to work with than you and that alien clown.” 
 
    I laughed. “ ‘Alien clown.’ Good one.” 
 
    “You people know I can hear you, right?” protested Tarq. 
 
    “And we’re about to blow up a planet and kill eighty million people,” Kurt said with the tone of a fed-up adult listening to children argue. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” I asked, always having to have the last word. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Ella asked me. 
 
    “What? Hell, no,” I said. “But I have to do it.” 
 
    “Your funeral,” she said. 
 
    “I’m tearing up because of the confidence you’re showing me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve thought this through, so let me voice my objection one more time,” she said with a hint of anger in her voice. “What’ll happen if they attack you all at once, and we can’t pull you out in time?” 
 
    “All men must die,” I said philosophically. I was sure my response pissed her off even more, not that she actually let it show. 
 
    They sent my golden Viper back to Talmak’s (or whatever was left of the planet) orbit. I hadn’t seen the planet explode. It happened after we’d jumped away, and I didn’t have the heart to look at the footage later on, but the view in front of me was exactly what I’d expected: millions of asteroids, still kept close together by gravity, and more than seven thousand Deathbringers hovering in space, having nowhere to go. I tried not to think about millions of corpses trapped in the asteroid field, especially the tiny ones. 
 
    They didn’t immediately attack my ship. That was a good sign. 
 
    I opened a channel to the enemy fleet. “Who is in charge in here?” I asked in their language. 
 
    A woman answered, “I am Arittaa, the commander of the Xortaag Royal Fleet in Talmak.” 
 
    “I guess you know who I am, do you not?” I asked. 
 
    “You are the mass murderer who just destroyed a planet with fifty million people on it,” she said. 
 
    And not a word about the poor Arshans who’d been caught in the crossfire. 
 
    I clenched my fists, took a deep breath, and counted to ten. “That is true, but I am also the man who holds your fate in his hands, so I do not think pissing me off is the way to go.” 
 
    “You know,” said Venom, “have you ever asked yourself why alien languages don’t have contractions? Sounds like such a basic thing.” 
 
    “How so?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Let me summarize your predicament: you are stuck here. Without the SFD, you cannot reach another habitable planet, and you cannot call for help because we have destroyed your subspace communication center. Even if your fleet decides to send someone to investigate, it will be a couple of months before they arrive, by which time you will have died of thirst, hunger, suffocation, or all three. And that is if you do not decide to do yourselves a favor and blow your own brains out.” 
 
    I paused to give Arittaa and the people under her command a chance to picture their very unpleasant future. Then I added, “Or I can save you.” 
 
    “And why would you do that?” 
 
    Good question. “To be honest, today so many people have already died that thinking about it is enough to make anyone go insane. I am hoping that by saving you and your pilots, maybe, just maybe, I can get a few minutes of sleep some time during the next few weeks.” 
 
    Arittaa didn’t immediately answer. She was probably talking to her people. 
 
    “Come with me if you want to live,” I said in my best fake German accent. 
 
    “I cannot understand your language,” she answered. 
 
    “Did you really think that Xortaag woman had watched The Terminator?” asked Venom. 
 
    All of a sudden, two dozen Deathbringers separated from the rest of their fleet and came straight for me. 
 
    I might’ve been one of the best flying aces in the galaxy (hell, according to the Akakie propaganda I, He-Who-Killed-Maada, was the best), but even I couldn’t hope to survive if these guys decided to fight. I opened my mouth to ask Ella and Tarq to get me out, hoping they could do it before the enemy ships reached me. 
 
    The whole Xortaag fleet started shooting. 
 
    At their own ships! 
 
    The Deathbringers approaching me disappeared under a hailstorm of laser bolts. With that many space fighters shooting at them at close range, I doubted you could find pieces bigger than my thumb left. 
 
    I heard Arittaa’s voice. “Sorry about that. Some people thought killing the Kingslayer was worth all of us dying a horrible death.” 
 
    Brutal. 
 
    “What is your plan?” 
 
    “We are going to have you jumped to our fleet, a hundred ships at a time. There, you can land on one of our transport ships’ hangar bay. Also, to be clear, we have ten thousand Vipers on the other side. If any of your pilots as much as looks at us funny, we will kill everyone who has already surrendered and leave the rest to die here.” 
 
    “And how do we know you will not murder us all once we are defenseless on your transport ship?” she asked. 
 
    “Tell the stupid Xortaag to look around her,” said Cordelia. “If you wanted them dead, there was no need to go through all this trouble.” 
 
    That was a good answer, but I had a better one. “I am the Kingslayer. Everyone in the universe knows I keep my word,” I told Arittaa. 
 
    Cordelia sounded surprised. “Do they?” 
 
    “Plagiarize much?” asked Venom. 
 
    Arittaa got back to me a few minutes later. “We surrender.” 
 
    “Good decision,” I said. “Please allow me to add that you have just saved more than seven thousand people under your command. There is no shame in that.” 
 
    “There is no shame in surrendering to the Kingslayer, period,” answered Ariitaa. 
 
    “This whole Kingslayer thing is getting weird,” said Venom. 
 
    For once, I agreed with him. 
 
    When I landed my Viper in Invincible’s hangar bay, Tarq was waiting for me, wearing a World-War-One-style flight suit for no reason. With a wide smile, he said, “If I did not know any better, I would think you are actively trying to enhance your status as a living legend. The man who made fifteen thousand Deathbringers surrender without even shooting a single laser bolt.” 
 
    “There were just a few more than seven thousand,” I protested. 
 
    “By the time we spread this story in the galaxy, there will be fifteen.” 
 
    “Kurt’s going to be pissed when he hears this,” said Venom. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t sleep that night. I wasn’t able to get my OCD brain under control to focus on watching a movie or writing. All I could think about was what we’d done, its moral justifications or the lack thereof, and its consequences. I had a few fascinating conversations with Venom, and a few more one-sided ones with Liz, until Cordelia said she was worried I’d finally gone insane. 
 
    The few minutes that I did doze off, I had a nightmare about thousands of dead children who looked like zombies attacking me. I was probably better off not sleeping for a while. 
 
    At around 3 a.m., I got a message on my PDD. It was from Kurt. You up? 
 
    The bear and the woods, I wrote back. 
 
    Drink in the mess? 
 
    When I arrived in the mess hall, I found Kurt drinking whiskey and Oksana drinking vodka. I pulled up a chair, grabbed a glass, and filled it up with half of each. I needed something very strong. “We keep this up, we’re going to have a drinking problem.” 
 
    Kurt raised his glass to me. “We wanted to say thank you for saving our butts today.” 
 
    I nodded. “What are friends for?” 
 
    “Xornaa wanted to come and say ‘thank you’ too, but she figured you might not want to see her, so I’m supposed to convey her gratitude.” 
 
    “That was one hell of a maneuver she pulled. She must be a great pilot,” I said. “I still don’t like her though. She’s too much of a Mary Sue. You know, good at everything: flying, shooting, martial arts. I bet she’s very good in—” I stopped talking and looked sheepishly at Oksana. 
 
    She completed my sentence. “In the sack. All adults here. On that note, if I was a man, I’d totally go for her”—“Or a lesbian,” Venom added helpfully—“I don’t understand why you guys don’t try.” 
 
    “One word: Elizabeth,” I said. 
 
    “Two words: Keiko and Janet,” said Kurt. 
 
    “Is this a competition?” I asked. 
 
    “In all seriousness, she’s never come on to me, or slept with anyone I’m aware of,” said Kurt. “In fact, she conducts herself with the professionalism you’d expect from a career Marine officer. I think, despite her initial slutty behavior, which she’s completely toned down, she just uses sex as a weapon, which sure as hell is very helpful in her endeavors as a spy. Kind of like a space Mata Hari.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask who that was, but Cordelia anticipated that and sent a link to my PDD. 
 
    “As a woman, I can tell you with certainty the ‘slutty behavior’ you saw is all an act and has nothing to do with her real personality,” said Oksana. 
 
    “And going back to our original discussion,” continued Kurt, “she is genetically enhanced, after all.” 
 
    “Aren’t all Xortaags?” asked Oksana. 
 
    “They are, but the enhancements’ effectiveness varies in different individuals. In her case, they’ve apparently turned her into Superwoman.” 
 
    I twisted my wedding ring. “Good thing she’s on our side then.” 
 
    Oksana frowned. “Is she?” 
 
    “Also, I’m seeing someone, sort of,” Kurt added. “We’ve been on a couple of dates.” 
 
    That surprised me. Except for Keiko, Kurt had been alone since Janet’s death, and I knew he was trying to avoid emotional attachments. “Seriously? I thought you were planning to stay away from people for the rest of your life. What changed?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Something I learned from Keiko. She said we should cherish every second of life, and the fact that it can be cut short at any moment makes it more precious. I decided spending all my evenings alone in my quarters playing the piano is neither fulfilling nor sexy.” 
 
    “I loved Keiko,” said Oksana sadly. “I cried for an hour when I heard she was dead.” 
 
    I clapped him on the back. “Good for you, buddy. Who’s the lucky girl?” 
 
    “Her name’s Patricia. She’s an engineer aboard Serenity. You’ll meet her soon, I guess.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it. So, what’s going to happen now? To the mission, I mean.” 
 
    “The Akakies had a look at a few other Xortaag-occupied planets,” said Kurt. “All are under tight security, so we’re going back to Earth. Tarq says he has to go to Kanoor to deal with a few things, but the Akakie fleet will come with us. Tarq hopes you guys can teach them how to fight.” 
 
    I scowled. “I’ll have better luck teaching pigs how to fly. Did you know a few hundred Akakies got shot down today, despite clear instructions to try to keep their distance from the Xortaags?” 
 
    “No. I was busy supervising the Xortaags’ surrender. Any human casualties?” 
 
    My throat went dry, even though I was drinking. “A few.” 
 
    Kurt put his hand on my shoulder. “Sorry to hear.” 
 
    Oksana sipped her vodka. “I, for one, am not looking forward to going back to Earth.” 
 
    I knew what she meant. The news from Earth wasn’t good. There had been some unrest, and President Jackson had decided to respond with an iron-fist approach. He encouraged his supporters to use violence against his critics, which made the situation even more volatile. 
 
    “Rumor has it Jackson has formed a secret police, which arrests people who oppose him,” she continued. 
 
    “How very SCTU of him,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “It isn’t only a rumor,” Kurt said with disgust. “I’ve heard the same thing from a few ex-resistance people back on Earth.” 
 
    “It’s ironic that we put Jackson where he is now, sort of,” I said. “Maybe we should do something about it?” 
 
    Kurt narrowed his eyes. “What, exactly?” 
 
    “The fleet is loyal to me, and the Marines to you. We can kick Jackson out of office in five minutes.” 
 
    Kurt’s face hardened. “We’re not discussing a military coup d’état! How is it different from what Zheng did? My father fought for a democratically elected United Earth government all his life.” 
 
    Oksana interrupted us. “Guys, we’ve just destroyed a planet. I think that’s quite enough for today. Let’s discuss the coup another day.” 
 
    I raised my palms up. 
 
    She finished her glass and put it down; then she looked at me. There was deep pain in her eyes, but it could’ve simply been a reflection of my own. 
 
    “Tell me we did the right thing,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. 
 
    The rush of emotions was disorienting. Suddenly, Liz was there, sitting with us, smiling and playing with a curl of her wavy black hair. How many times had I joked about Liz being obsessed with doing the right thing? I’d even once said (with my usual tactfulness) it’d be written on her epitaph. 
 
    And she died doing the right thing. 
 
    Did she though? Was attacking Maada the correct decision? I’d watched the footage of that battle and listened to the radio communications a million times. If Liz had stayed away from Maada for two minutes, she would’ve been alive now. Instead, she attacked Maada head-on, and all she accomplished was getting herself killed. Keiko and I were much better fighter pilots than she was, and the two of us together beat him by a sheer stroke of luck. If my energy bolt hadn’t hit the general’s Crimson Deathbringer exactly when Keiko was doing her Kamikaze run, chances were Maada would’ve killed both of us. 
 
    I opened my mouth to crack a joke, unconsciously trying to use my especial brand of gallows humor to defend against pain, but I looked at Oksana, looking so vulnerable, and for once in my life I managed not to say something stupid. I wondered how much more she could take: first her sister, then Matias, and now this. Having eighty million dead souls on her conscious couldn’t have been easy. I fervently hoped suicide didn’t run in her family.
           “I wish I could,” I told her. 
 
    “We’ve probably saved billions of lives today,” said Kurt without any real conviction in his voice. 
 
    “Those hypothetical people whom we’ve saved must build our hypothetical statues,” I said. “Hypothetically.” 
 
    After Kurt and Oksana went back to Serenity, I stayed in the mess and poured myself another drink. Two Marines entered the mess hall. When they saw me, they exchanged a look and walked towards where I was sitting. I knew them both: Juan and Li were members of Kurt’s strike force in Operation Royalty. 
 
    “Hey, guys. Aren’t you supposed to be aboard Serenity?” 
 
    “Very crowded there, with two thousand marines and seven thousand POWs,” answered Li. “We decided we’d earned some peace and quiet and asked permission to remain here for a few days.” 
 
    Juan offered his hand. “We were planning to come and thank you for saving us. Might as well do it now.” 
 
    I shook his hand. “The fleet’s happy to have the Marines’ back.” 
 
    Juan chuckled. “Now I feel guilty about putting those three pilots in the hospital back in the day.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. During a brief period of tension between the Commandos and the pilots in Winterfell (which started when Keiko decided to attack a dozen pilots because they called her names), some of Kurt’s soldiers had beaten up some of my people, and Tarq had stopped me from doing something about it. 
 
    Well, Tarq wasn’t here now, and I was the freaking Kingslayer. 
 
    “Cordelia?” 
 
    “Yes, Jim?” I could swear she purred. 
 
    “Go Zeus on his ass.” 
 
    A lightning bolt hit the floor two inches away from Juan’s right foot. The big man yelped, jumped to his left, and ran into Li. They barely managed to keep their balance and not fall onto the floor. 
 
    “If you ever lay a finger on anyone under my command again, the next lightning will fry your brain,” I said pleasantly. 
 
    Juan raised his palms up. “Hey, Colonel, we’re on the same team here.” 
 
    “We aren’t when you beat up my people!” 
 
    “They jumped me. What was I supposed to do?” Juan was getting angry. Li put a hand on his arm and shook his head. 
 
    “You’re a big man, and I’m sure you can take a few punches,” I said. “A lightning bolt in the head, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “When this pissing contest is over, can someone please get me a drink?” said Ella, who had just entered the mess, from behind the two Marines. “Alternatively, I could kick you all off my ship, you included, Colonel.” 
 
    “Doesn’t anyone sleep on this ship?” I complained. 
 
    “After what we did today? Do you really have to ask?” she said. 
 
    “In that case, pull up a chair and join me, all three of you,” I said. “It’s time for me to make some new friends anyway. Ella, tell them what you did during Operation Royalty.” 
 
    A few minutes into the conversation, however, I realized friendship with these three wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you telling me all of you have good relationships with your parents? That’s statistically impossible.” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “The Kingslayer has daddy issues. Now I’ve seen everything.” 
 
    All superheroes have daddy issues. 
 
    I was delighted to find out Ella played squash even though she said, “These days I have no time for sports.” 
 
    “I order you to play with me twice a week,” I said, not misusing my authority as the commander of the fleet at all. She rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    “Is this how you get chicks?” asked Juan, who’d already had a few drinks. “By ordering them to do stuff with you?” 
 
    “Call me a ‘chick’ one more time,” Ella said calmly, “and you’ll have a date with an airlock.” 
 
    “Apologies, Captain,” said Li. “He’s a tad tipsy.” 
 
    “Never an excuse for not being a gentleman,” I pointed out, showing off my Southern roots. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Xornaa hesitated when she reached Tarq’s ready room. She figured there was at least a fifty percent chance she wasn’t going to walk out of that room alive. Adrenaline flooded her veins, and she wanted to run for the safety of her quarters. She didn’t want to die here, but there was something she really needed to do. 
 
    She entered Tarq’s ready room before she could change her mind. “Next time you want to commit mass genocide, leave me out of it.” 
 
    From behind his white desk, Tarq looked up from something he was reading. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Xornaa tightened her fists. “You heard me. I knew I’d have to kill people from time to time when I came to work for you, but I won’t be doing any more mass murders.” 
 
    Tarq laughed in her face. “Define mass. Where do you draw the line? Fifty? A hundred? A thousand? Come on, Xornaa. You know I have read your file.” 
 
    Xornaa felt her face burn and wondered if she should get angry or even more scared. Probably the latter. “You don’t need to remind me I’ve done a lot of bad shit in my life, which is why I thought I could get through this one too. I was wrong. I just can’t.” 
 
    “Do I have to remind you there is a bomb under your skull, and my fingers are on the figurative red button? Oh wait, I never told you the best part: the detonation device is tied to my vitals, and it will explode if I die. You had better hope I live forever, because when I go, you are coming with me.” 
 
    The Xortaag woman bent forward and stared him in the eye. “Let me put it this way. The next time you order me to get involved in something like this, I’ll try to kill you. I do have a few tricks up my sleeves that you might not be able to anticipate, so I may succeed. Or you might kill me. Either way, you’ll lose me, and I’d like to think I still have value to you.” 
 
    Tarq chuckled. “So, you have grown a conscience? I never thought I’d see this day.” Then he looked closely at the woman. “But it is not a conscience, is it? I tell you what. You tell me what is bothering you, and I might let you off the hook.” 
 
    Xornaa hesitated, but she didn’t have a choice. “You just said you’ve read my file, so you know I can’t have children.” 
 
    Tarq nodded. 
 
    “There were probably hundreds of pregnant Xortaag women on Talmak, and maybe even some kids.” 
 
    Tarq leaned back in his chair. “Oh, that is it then. I thought only humans were obsessed with children.” 
 
    Xornaa didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I share a secret with you.” Tarq picked up his pipe from the desk and took a drag. “Contrary to what you might have heard, I am not a monster. I take no pleasure in killing the Xortaags, children or adults, and I am not indifferent to other people’s suffering. Back on Earth, when all those humans died as the result of my actions, I seriously considered killing myself. But I am fighting for the survival of my species in here, and sometimes that means making tough choices. I will take your request under consideration.” 
 
    Xornaa turned to leave. 
 
    “And Xornaa?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. 
 
    Several hidden panels behind Tarq’s desk opened, and Xornaa found herself staring down the barrels of a dozen huge laser weapons. 
 
    “Do not ever threaten me again,” said Tarq, his face hard and emotionless. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “So, are we going to do this or what?” said Oksana. 
 
    Xornaa smiled and bowed her head. 
 
    They were standing on the training mat in Serenity’s gym, wearing karategi; Oksana’s was white, Xornaa’s black. It was 5 a.m. ship time and the gym was empty. They’d chosen this early hour on purpose. The last thing they needed was a bunch of testosterone-controlled Marines to cheer them on while they engaged in hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    Oksana didn’t hesitate. Full of confidence, she took three quick steps forward and attacked the Xortaag woman. Oksana was excellent at martial arts and she knew it, and she was certain she could take on Xornaa—genetic enhancements or not. So, it was really surprising when she found herself on her butt less than ten seconds later. Oksana stood up and charged again. Xornaa blocked Oksana’s strikes one after another with ease, and the next thing the Ukrainian girl knew, she got a right hook in her kidney. She fell onto her knee, coughing. 
 
    “I think this is quite enough,” said Xornaa. 
 
    Oksana raised her right index finger to stop her. She brushed aside strands of blonde hair from her eyes and rose to her feet, panting. 
 
    They continued for another fifteen minutes. Oksana used every technique she’d learned using MICI and practiced during months of rigorous training. At some point during the fight, she even bit into Xornaa’s forearm. The alien woman’s calm expression didn’t change. Finally, after Oksana’s head hit the mat for the tenth time, she lay there and made no attempt to get up. 
 
    “Now, that’s enough,” murmured Oksana. 
 
    Xornaa offered her gloved hand and helped Oksana get up. “Let me say you’re really, really good. I know few people who last so long against me.” 
 
    “Because you break their necks in the first thirty seconds?” Oksana asked wryly. 
 
    “Our body’s touched a few times during the fight.” Xornaa looked rather sheepish. “I wasn’t trying to read you—I can’t anyway, even if I wanted to. All I get is some general feelings, but right now, it’s enough for me to know you are a rape victim. You and I have a lot in common.” 
 
    Oksana’s anger rose like superheated steam, burning her on the way out. Xornaa’s words brought back memories—nightmares—she’d tried her hardest to forget. Flashbacks of her time in The Harem rushed to her, reminding her of all the suffering, the humiliation, the hopelessness, the shame … and the fact that she wasn’t able to help her baby sister. Xornaa’s claim—while standing there cool, calm, and collected, with not a strand of hair out of place—that she understood Oksana’s pain, the pain she shared with Anastasya, was an insult both to her and to her sister’s memory. 
 
    Fuming, she pushed Xornaa back forcefully. “I’m nothing like you, alien.” 
 
    Oksana turned and left the gym without saying another word, leaving Xornaa behind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Four: Tangaar 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 048.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 01/04/2079) 
 
      
 
   T he Xortaag king found it difficult to hide his dismay. 
 
    He was in a lab, staring at an alien machine they had found on a conquered planet. The machine was a cross between a torpedo and a coffin, with a few dozen tubes connected to it, apparently moving some sort of fluid in and out. Several scientists were working on various control panels around the machine. They all looked stressed, terrified even. They knew the price of one more failure. 
 
    Despite the Xortaag scientists’ legendary ability to reverse-engineer alien tech, all their attempts to find out how the machine worked and build another one had failed. Unfortunately for them, they found it after they had obliterated the planet’s native population, so there was no one left to tell them how to operate the machine. Now, they had depleted the machine’s limited raw material and unknown energy source while trying to make it work properly, and he was close to losing both his son and the greatest military genius in Xortaag history, not to mention the secret to his own immortality. Yes, the scientists had promised the machine would work this time, but that was exactly what they said the last time and the time before that, and all they had delivered up to now were deformed beasts who died within five minutes. 
 
    “The process is complete,” said a scientist, his voice shaking, probably wondering if his own life had just ended. 
 
    The silver torpedo-coffin opened in the middle. Two scientists ran to the machine and helped a man pull himself out. The man took a few wobbly steps; then he pushed away the people trying to help him and stood straight. He looked exactly how the king remembered him: tall and muscular with olive skin and straight black hair. No beard though. Those scary scars on his face had disappeared too. 
 
    General Maada looked down at his naked body; then he stared at the king and growled, “You have got to be freaking shitting me!” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “I have never even imagined such incompetence in my entire life!” shouted Prince Polvaar. 
 
    He was yelling at a group of Xortaag pilots, just back from performing a military exercise under his supervision. After Maada was killed on Earth, the king had appointed him as the temporary commander of the fleet. Polvaar had thrown himself at his new position with fiery zeal, hoping to gain his father’s approval and lead the fleet into glorious victory the way his brother Mushgaana had done for so long. However, weeks had passed, and the king had issued no new orders. It was almost as if he was waiting for something. But what? 
 
    “All leaves are canceled,” he continued. “You useless losers will stay in the base and keep practicing with simulators until you get everything right in the next exercise.” 
 
    An old man, sitting in the back of the briefing room, raised his hand. He was a veteran of several campaigns and had retired years ago, but the lack of space fighter pilots after that fiasco on Earth had forced Polvaar to recall him and many other old-timers. “There are recordings of our old briefings, Your Highness. I humbly suggest you watch them. General Maada never treated us in this manner.” 
 
    Polvaar raised his voice. “I do not give a damn how Maada treated you. He was a commoner; I am a prince.” 
 
    The old man smirked. “Would you have dared say this to his face?” 
 
    Blood rushed to Polvaar’s brain. His first instinct was to kill the insolent fool where he sat, but there were some thirty pilots in the briefing room, all armed, and he wondered if he would survive a direct confrontation. 
 
    Maada would never allow anyone to talk to him like this. Polvaar hated himself for thinking that. 
 
    The briefing room door opened, and a woman rushed in, breathless. “He is back!” she announced. “General Maada is back! He was seen being escorted to the royal palace. Check your PDDs.” 
 
    Stunned silence dominated the room, but just for a second. The pilots jumped out of their seats, pulled out their PDDs, stared incredulously at the screens, and started talking excitedly all at the same time. They rushed out of the room, pushing and shoving each other out of the way. 
 
    None of them paid any attention to Polvaar. Not even a glance. 
 
    The prince just stood there and watched them all leave, feeling alone and worthless. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada still could not wrap his mind around the fact that he was a freaking clone now. 
 
    He was sitting in the royal palace’s conference hall, next to Mushgaana, who looked every bit like his usual confident self, smirking as if he had not just come back from the dead. 
 
    “I cannot get used to you looking like this,” said Mushgaana’s voice inside Maada’s skull. “You look younger, and dare I say, sort of innocent.” 
 
    Maada gave him an angry look. 
 
    The prince continued, “Relax, General. I am kidding. I am not the enemy in here; they are.” He nodded toward three of his four brothers, sitting at the conference table across from them. The three brothers, Darlaan, Montaari and Polvaar, were bigger versions of Mushgaana— blue eyes and curly light brown hair, but tall, muscular and wide-shouldered. They all waited for the king to arrive. 
 
    A long, long time ago, the Xortaags had found an alien machine called the Duplicator that could store a person’s consciousness and decant it into that individual’s clone. Since then, Maada had had to endure sitting in a stupid alien device once a month to “store” his memories and consciousness, to be sent to Tangaar in the event of his death; only he never thought that would actually happen. Knowing that he was now a copy of his original self, a mere shadow, made him feel worthless. Worse, he did not know how he had died because he had no memories of the last three weeks of his life. He must have been assassinated by those damned humans. He was the best fighter pilot in the galaxy, but there was little he could do against a bomb or a bullet. 
 
    “How did I die?” he asked. 
 
    Mushgaana’s oldest brother, Prince Darlaan, taunted him. “Our supposedly undefeatable commander of the fleet died in a dogfight with a filthy huma—” 
 
    Maada cut him off by slamming his fist on the table. “It is a lie!” 
 
    “Sadly, no,” said Mushgaana. “I just read their minds. Apparently, thanks to the Akakie propaganda machine, everybody in the universe now knows you were killed by the commander of their fleet, who was flying a golden space fighter.” 
 
    A memory flickered in the back of Maada’s mind, and then he remembered it was not actually his, but the original Maada’s. “It is not possible,” he growled. “I fought him once. It took me less than a minute to get the upper hand, and when his friends came to his rescue, he flew away in a straight line, running for his life.” 
 
    “So, you were killed by an incompetent coward.” Darlaan smirked. “Well done, General.” 
 
    His brothers laughed. 
 
    Maada started to get up, taken over by fury. Going against the three brothers with their immense telepathic powers was suicide, but he did not care. He was a cheap copy anyway. 
 
    Mushgaana, shaking his head, grabbed his arm. 
 
    The king entered. Maada rose to his feet, and so did everyone else. The king sat at the head of the conference table and told Mushgaana, “I did not expect to see you back here ever again.” 
 
    Mushgaana sat down. “Under the circumstances, I cannot say I am happy to be back, Father.” 
 
    “So, what happened on Earth?” asked the king. 
 
    Mushgaana looked surprised. “You do not know?” 
 
    “No. You went completely dark. No messages. No communication. Nothing. All we know is the humans took their planet back with some help from the Akakies, and a human—who everyone now calls the Kingslayer—killed General Maada.” 
 
    Maada’s face grew hot. He was not sure if it was from anger or shame. 
 
    “The Akakie government has informed us that they have captured more than half a million of our people, and they are willing to negotiate a POW exchange,” continued the king. “Moreover, in the past few weeks, a combined Akakie-human fleet has taken back four of our planets, starting with Alora. They stopped when we beefed up security on our colonies, but not before blowing up an entire planet with fifty million of our people on it. You can read the details on your PDDs.” 
 
    Maada could not hold his tongue. “And you have done nothing to retaliate?” 
 
    “I was waiting for our greatest military leader to come back to us,” answered the king, looking at Maada. “It took our fleet only a few weeks to find the cylinder carrying your consciousness and transmitting its contents here, but we had no idea it would take our scientists such a long time to make the Duplicator work.” 
 
    Yeah, I am a duplicate now. Do remind me, thought Maada sourly. 
 
    “On that note,” continued the king, “the two of you cannot get yourselves killed again, thinking we will bring you back every time. The Duplicator’s raw material and power source are both depleted now, after several failed attempts to get it to work properly. Our people estimate it can be used only once or twice more, and I intend to keep that for myself.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” asked Mushgaana. “Can we not just recharge its energy source and feed it more raw material?” 
 
    The king shook his head. “No to both. Our scientists took samples of the material the machine uses to build clone bodies, but they could not figure out how to produce more. And its energy source is completely unknown to us. We need a completely new branch of physics just to understand how it works, let alone how to recharge it. Let me point out by spending what little energy the machine had on bringing you back, I have already sacrificed my own immortality.” 
 
    “He probably needed guinea pigs to find out how the machine worked anyway,” Mushgaana said sarcastically deep inside Maada’s mind. The general kicked him hard from under the table. The last thing they needed right now was the king reading his mind and finding out his son was mocking him. 
 
    Mushgaana looked up from his PDD. “How did you figure out you needed to take extra security measures in our colonies?” 
 
    “One of General Maada’s earlier clones lived long enough to tell us about the first human attack on Earth,” said the king. “We figured they were pulling the same trick, meaning infiltrating our bases wearing our uniforms and speaking our language.” 
 
    Maada’s shoulders slumped, his eyes drawn to the floor. He had urged Mushgaana to report the humans’ surprise attack to Tangaar, but the crown prince did not want his father to know they had been caught off guard and lost a third of their fleet (and his own command ship) on the ground. Now millions of colonists were dead because of that. 
 
    Polvaar glared at Mushgaana. “If you had not kept your catastrophic failure a secret, we would not have lost four more colonies!” 
 
    The king moved his hand dismissively. “We have reverse-engineered the Akakie space fighters we captured when we conquered Alora, so now we have a new fleet. Twenty thousand Deathbringers, much faster and more maneuverable than the original model, and with better firepower. You will love them. Moreover, we have also improved our SFD range using the Akakies’. Now the new fleet can be in Kanoor in less than a week, which frankly is what we should have done from the beginning.” 
 
    Mushgaana sat up straight and stared at his brothers, who looked so nonchalant that it was obvious they were faking it. 
 
    “So, here is the plan: the two of you are going straight to Kanoor and—” 
 
    Darlaan jumped to his feet. “Father! You cannot possibly put this incompetent idiot in charge of the fleet again. Is it not bad enough that he has already lost an entire armada? He must be put on trial for being criminally inept.” 
 
    Maada’s familiar anger rose in his chest, and for the first time, he felt more like his old self. He ignored Darlaan and addressed the king. “Your Highness, you know I am loyal to the Crown, but there is no reason for me to sit here and be insulted by”—he raised his voice, contempt dripping from every single word—“this loser who has never done anything of note in his entire life.” 
 
    “Well said,” Mushgaana commented approvingly. 
 
    Darlaan’s face turned red. 
 
    All of a sudden, an excruciating pain engulfed Maada’s brain, but it thankfully lasted less than a second. 
 
    Darlaan gasped, clutched his own throat, apparently unable to breathe, and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Sorry, Father,” Mushgaana said calmly, “but he was trying to melt the general’s brain.” 
 
    At the same time, Maada received a telepathic message from the prince. “I cannot hold all three of them, General.” 
 
    Maada moved even before that message completely registered in his brain. He slid over the table and slammed into Polvaar, who had just started to get up, sending him flying out of his seat and onto the floor. The general sat on his chest and, in one fluid motion, pushed his sidearm on Polvaar’s forehead with his right hand while his left upholstered the prince’s own gun and pointed it at Montaari. They both froze. 
 
    Maada heard Mushgaana’s voice from behind, addressing his two brothers. “I know what you are thinking. You think you can kill him before he pulls the trigger. But this is General Maada, a man of unparalleled determination and sheer will, and I bet he can blow your brains out before you can harm him. So, the question you have to ask yourself is this: are you ready to die if I am right and you are wrong?” 
 
    Maada looked into Polvaar’s eyes, and much to his satisfaction, saw them full of fear. Prince Polvaar, the king’s second-oldest son, and one of the most powerful men in the Xortaag kingdom, was scared of him, clone or not. 
 
    That is more like it. 
 
    The king smirked. “Mushgaana, let go of your brother before you choke him to death. General, you too”—his tone became more menacing—“and Darlaan, you had better remember who the king is around here. If you question me again, we might end up having to clean up your brain from the carpet.” 
 
    Darlaan took a deep breath and used the table as support to draw himself to his feet. Maada stood up, holstered his sidearm, threw the other gun away, and told him, “Your Highness, with all due respect, I will kill you the next time you enter my mind.” 
 
    “I am not going to stand here and be insulted by a commoner,” said Darlaan. He stormed out of the conference hall. Polvaar and Montaari followed him. 
 
    “Never a dull moment with you two around,” said the king. “By the way, it is good you did not kill Polvaar, General. He has requested to join the fleet as a fighter pilot. He will be flying under your command in our next campaign.” 
 
    Mushgaana chuckled. “What? That spoiled brat wants to fight? How come?” 
 
    The king shrugged. “I think he has gotten tired of ‘not doing anything of note with his life’ as the general put it, and he wants to find a way to cover himself in glory. He is a good pilot after all, albeit inexperienced.” 
 
    “There is something that worries me, Father. Did you notice that when you mentioned we should have attacked Kanoor instead of Earth, my brothers’ minds went blank?” 
 
    The king raised an eyebrow. “No. All three?” 
 
    Mushgaana nodded. 
 
    Maada did not understand what they were talking about. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Mushgaana explained, “We can read each other’s minds, but only if the other person allows it. We can either hide our thoughts or, given time, even plant some false thoughts and memories in our mind to deceive the other person. The fact that my three brothers guarded their thoughts at the same time means they are hiding a secret, and whatever it is, it is related to our invasion of Earth.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said the king. “I hide my thoughts from you and your brothers all the time. I do not feel comfortable with you roaming freely in my mind.” 
 
    Join the club. 
 
    Mushgaana shook his head. “No. They are sharing a secret, and I for one really want to know what it is.” 
 
    Maada stood up. “It looks like we have a campaign to plan. If you will excuse us, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Speaking of the campaign, we cannot use Voice of God on Kanoor,” said the king. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Maada. 
 
    “The Akakies have their own mind-control machine, which they apparently use for education and learning. They used it to inoculate their population against Voice of God.” 
 
    “So that is why it did not work on the humans who attacked us on Earth,” said Mushgaana. “What are we going to do then?” 
 
    Maada’s eyes flashed. “I know just the thing. I will prepare a detailed plan to invade Kanoor by tomorrow.” 
 
    “And I have a plan to deal with the humans,” said Mushgaana. 
 
    Maada frowned and looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “When we were on Earth, I watched a movie called The Manchurian Candidate, and it gave me a brilliant idea. My brothers will obviously not help me, so, Father, is Cousin Hartook still around?” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada entered the living room of his house. The room was big, not too empty, and functionally decorated. The furniture was covered by white sheets, and there was dust everywhere. He had not been home for many years. Then he remembered he had never been here. This was the other Maada’s home. The loser who had apparently got himself killed fighting a human. 
 
    You really have to get over it, he told himself. 
 
    Maada searched a drawer and found a notebook and a pen. He pulled out a chair and sat by the dining table, staring at the notebook. He was lost in thoughts for a few minutes; then he picked up the pen and started writing. 
 
    Since his very first command (all those years ago when he was a young man), Maada would lock himself in a room after each military campaign and write condolence letters to the families who had lost loved ones under his watch. It might have lasted hours, even days, but he had hoped receiving a handwritten letter from the commander of the fleet might help ease their pain. Moreover, this was the only time he allowed himself to mourn the brothers and sisters in arms he had lost, before he started planning the next campaign. 
 
    How was he supposed to do it this time though? Five hundred thousand Xortaags had perished on Earth, and there was no way to find out who had died and who was captured. And that was not counting the twenty million colonists who had been massacred as the result of his failure. That was his responsibility too, even though when that happened Maada himself was technically dead. 
 
    After a few minutes, he put the pen down and looked at the letter he had written. It read, To the families of all the brave men and woman I got killed on Earth: I am so, so sorry. 
 
    But deep down, he knew he did not deserve forgiveness, only punishment. 
 
    The general had not been unfamiliar with pain. He had watched a lot of his friends and relatives die, some due to starvation, some due to Tangaar’s poisonously polluted atmosphere, when he was a child growing up on their dying planet. While he had never tasted defeat in a military campaign, he had lost thousands of people, and each loss had bitten off a piece of his heart. But the agony that wrapped itself around his soul was unbearable. He tried to push back against pain, to regain control, but it was no use. Mental anguish lanced through his head with such force that he felt his brain was about to collapse onto itself, and he had to bite his lips to stop himself from crying out. 
 
    Twenty million people! 
 
    His mission in life, the driving force that had pushed him since childhood, had always been saving his people, but now that he had the blood of so many Xortaags on his hands, he could not help but wonder if he had done more harm than good. He thought about grabbing his sidearm, putting the barrel under his chin, and blowing his brain out; anything to stop this torment. That was a comforting image, but if he killed himself, who would take revenge on the Akakies and the humans? 
 
    Oh, how they would pay! He would lead their new fleet to Kanoor, and to Earth right after that. He would kill them. He would kill them all. 
 
    Then he remembered Mushgaana had his own plans for Erath. He was going to send a Xortaag delegation headed by his cousin Hartook to Earth under the pretext of suing for peace, but it was just an excuse to get Hartook (who as a member of the royal family possessed considerable telepathic powers) close to the human’s president and make him fall under his influence. It was a good idea, and if it worked, the Xortaags could cause substantial damage to Earth with no risk to their own forces. Regardless, the time to attack Earth would come sooner or later. He could wait. 
 
    But all that would be far away in the future. He needed to do something about his pain now, or his heart would stop beating sooner than later. 
 
    He remembered Mushgaana had told him he looked “younger and sort of innocent” without his scars. 
 
    A long time ago, Mushgaana had given him a dagger to commemorate the tenth planet they had conquered together. He had said the blade was made of a special alloy that would not go blunt in a few millennia. Maada found the dagger in his bedroom and checked the blade. Still sharp. Good. 
 
    He went to the bathroom and examined his face in the mirror, trying to remember where the scars had been. He pushed the tip of the blade under his left eye, ground his teeth, and started cutting downwards. Dark purple blood poured out of the wound, and the mind-numbing agony pushed his mental anguish away. Maada enjoyed the relief the physical pain brought him. For just one second. 
 
    An invisible monster clawed at his heart as soon as he stopped cutting up his face. 
 
    Maada chose a new spot on his face and started digging another scar. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “Have you got a minute, Father?” asked Prince Polvaar. 
 
    The king was reading something on his PDD in his chamber. “What is it?” he said absentmindedly. 
 
    “The fleet leaves for Kanoor tomorrow. I have just come to say goodbye.” 
 
    The king did not even look up from the PDD. “Make me proud, Son.” 
 
    Polvaar pressed his lips together, his shoulders slumping. What did you expect? 
 
    “I will, Father,” he whispered, but he was not sure the king even heard him. 
 
    On his way out of the palace, Polvaar saw Mushgaana deep in conversation with their cousin Hartook and wondered what they were talking about. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Five: Voltex 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Year: 5263 
 
    (Earth Year: 3185) 
 
      
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    ello, Brother,” said Faltaz. 
 
    Shapzan looked up from his desk. “Hi, little one. The last time we met was ages ago.” He looked more closely at Faltaz. “Time has not been kind to you, my brother.” 
 
    “Nor you, Supreme Leader.”  Faltaz did not sit. He hovered in front of his brother’s desk. 
 
    “You try running a starving planet. Damn the carbon-based aliens and their economic sanctions,” said the older Volt. “I have not seen my family in days. They miss you too, by the way. Kavmar visited us last week and said you have not left your lab in weeks. So, what brings you out of your lab and into the palace?” 
 
    “Let me ask you a question: why did we lose the war with the aliens all those years ago?” 
 
    Shapzan leaned back. “You know the answer to this question.” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “We had no answer for their weapons, especially those devilish nuclear bombs, even though we now know how to stop them.” 
 
    “So, let me ask you another question,” continued Faltaz. “If we had met them in battle a few centuries ago, but we had our current fleet, do you think we would have won?” 
 
    The Supreme Leader smiled. “Of course we would. Do not tell me you have invented a time machine, after all.” 
 
    “No. I told you time travel was not possible. But I have invented the next best thing.” 
 
    Shapzan sat up straight. “You are being serious?” 
 
    “As death.” 
 
    “Praise Vilyek! Tell me.” 
 
    Faltaz moved his upper body, and an image appeared between them. It looked like a funnel. “You know how the Space-Folding Device works because the name is self-explanatory. I have found a way to apply the same principle to bend the time-space continuum, which results in something like this. One end is in the present, and the other end a few centuries in the past, at a location that we choose. We could send the Vox through, let us say to Earth or Tangaar’s orbit, kill off all the aliens, and destroy their planet.” 
 
    “Will that change our current situation?” Shapzan asked hopefully. “Will our dead come back to life, like the war never happened?” 
 
    “No, Brother. The past cannot be changed. The results of whatever happens at the other side of the funnel will affect only the time on this side, so if we destroy Earth, for example, all the humans in our time will suddenly disappear, and we will have our revenge.” 
 
    Shapzan looked doubtful. “If the carbon-based aliens start disappearing one by one, will they not realize we are doing it and retaliate? I do not think we have even seen the worst of their weapons. I have heard they have bombs that can obliterate a whole planet.” 
 
    “Time moves differently inside the funnel,” said Faltaz. “Tell me, how many Voxes do we have in the fleet now?” 
 
    “Two hundred thousand, not counting the reserves.” 
 
    “It is probably better if we do not count on the reserves because they are either too old or too young to fight. We will not need them anyway because two hundred thousand Vox warriors should be more than enough to destroy all the aliens. I do not think all of them combined have half as many ships in their galaxy, and even if they did, they could not possibly stand a chance against us with their technological level of a few centuries ago. Here is what we will do: we will build a base inside the time funnel and station our fleet there; then they will attack the aliens planet by planet, starting with the strongest ones, which I think are Tangaar, Kanoor, and Earth. With two hundred thousand warriors, once we get rid of the enemy fleets, we can destroy their planets hundreds or even thousands at a time. By the time it is done, only a few minutes will have passed in the present time, but it will be a few years inside the funnel and on the other side of it.” 
 
    “What can I do?” asked Shapzan. 
 
    “I need financial resources and a bigger team. The time funnel is still years away from sending a whole fleet back in time, and when it is ready, we will need to test it at least once. I do not even know its maximum range now.” 
 
    “On a planet where everyone is starving to death,” said Shapzan, “you want to spend money on revenge?” 
 
    “If we succeed, no aliens will be left to impose economic embargos on us,” said the scientist. “That will solve our starvation problem, will it not?” 
 
    “Mostly.” The Supreme Leader leaned over. “You will have everything you need. I only have one request: kill them all before I die of old age.” 
 
    “Consider it done, brother.” 
 
    Shapzan laughed. “All those years ago, when you said you would make the aliens pay, I said I felt bad for them already. I was right. I do not want to be in their place when they wake up and see two hundred thousand black Vox warriors on their orbit and know they have only a few minutes left to live.” 
 
    “At least they will have those few minutes to say goodbye to their loved ones,” answered Faltaz. “My family did not even have that, and neither did billions of others.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Six: Kanoor 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 053.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 23/04/2079) 
 
      
 
   B ig day, thought Tarq. 
 
    Kanoor’s president had decided to hold a ceremony in order to honor Tarq and award him a few more medals. Tarq waited backstage while the president, standing on a golden podium set on a white stage, gave a long boring speech about honor, duty, and a better future. The ceremony was televised, and the entire planet was watching. And why not? This was the seventh or eighth time he had saved Kanoor, and out of all the enemies he had faced in the past, the Xortaags were the toughest. 
 
    He wished Varina were alive to see this. His daughter, who had given her life defending Alora against the Xortaags, would have been happy to see how her father had defeated them (with no Akakie casualties, to boot) and got their legendary general killed. When she was a child, she always enjoyed listening to Tarq’s stories about how he had saved Kanoor several times. She would have loved this one too. 
 
    Unlike most Akakies, Tarq had taken only one concubine all his life. Valorna was an alluring and passionate woman, and he loved her to death. Thinking about her, after all these years, still brought a smile to his face. But she had grown tired of waiting for him while he traveled around the galaxy running multiple operations. She left Tarq for a rich merchant, and all he had to remember those few happy years with her was Varina. Until General Maada took her away from him too. 
 
    Well, Maada paid the price for that, did he not? he thought bitterly. 
 
    The war was far from over. The Xortaags, having lost some sixty thousand space fighters and millions of soldiers in a few short months, were crippled but not defeated. Tarq was certain they were planning to come back. He had been trying to form an alliance with the other space-faring species in the galaxy against the Xortaags, but so far, except for the humans, no one had signed up. Everyone was still scared of the Xortaags, and Maada, even in death, cast a long shadow. Tarq’s efforts to spread Jim’s reputation in the galaxy as some sort of an anti-Maada was beginning to change that though. 
 
    Tarq remembered the first time he met Jim, when he had pranked the poor boy into thinking he was dead and in heaven, and chuckled. Who would have thought the young, naïve, wise-cracking ace fighter from a backward planet took General Maada’s place as the galaxy’s most feared badass? Let us hope he does not do something stupid and get himself killed, thought Tarq. Plus, I have grown really fond of him. 
 
    That reminded him: the whole you-are-a-racist prank was getting old. He had to find a new way to mess with Jim. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” said the president, “I give you Kanoor’s savior and your hero, Commander Tarq!” 
 
    “We are up. Are you ready?” Tarq whispered. 
 
    “Cocked and loaded,” Barook answered in English. Tarq thought about correcting him, but then he imagined how funny it would be if Barook said that in front of the humans and changed his mind. 
 
    He walked onto the stage and was welcomed by the president, who lowered his head so that his antennae would touch Tarq’s. “Thank you, Mr. President,” said Tarq. “By the way, I have some good news that I will share with you after the ceremony.” 
 
    Tarq stood behind the podium and looked around. The flashlights bothered him. Hundreds of Akakies were seated in front of him, waiting to hear his historic speech about defeating the Xortaags, and Tarq knew millions were watching at home. Everyone who was anybody was here: members of the president’s cabinet, other politicians, celebrities, reporters, and even the human, Talgoinian, and Vanaari ambassadors. 
 
    And the fleet admirals. 
 
    There had always been a rivalry between the fleet and Tarq’s Special Operations Force, but after the fleet’s catastrophic defeat on Alora and Tarq’s decisive victory on Earth, the rivalry was replaced by open animosity. A lot of fleet admirals had called his black op—carried out without the Akakie government’s knowledge—treasonous. They had to eat their words when the president had decided to put the fleet under Tarq’s direct supervision. Now they were sitting together in the front row, fifteen of them, dressed in the fleet’s simple white uniform—in sharp contrast to Tarq’s fiery-red costume, complete with a cape—and giving him evil eyes. Tarq recognized admiral Juntoo, the fleet officer who had blamed him for the Alora defeat minutes after Varina had died, and smiled viciously. 
 
    “Did you know Admiral Juntoo was here?” Tarq asked under his breath. 
 
    “No, but I bet it makes what we are about to pull a lot more delicious,” Barook said in his ears. 
 
    “Are you sure the OMC-BOWS rays are completely localized?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you want a demonstration? Check this out,” said Barook. 
 
    All the fleet admirals started scratching their heads at the same time. Juntoo looked surprised. He frowned and put his hand down. 
 
    This was going to be epic. Generations of Akakies would tell the story of what was about to go down here to their children. 
 
    “My fellow Akakies,” said Tarq. “The president said a lot of very nice things about me and the Special Operations Force, but he forgot to mention the fleet, whose members played an equally important role in defeating the Xortaags.” 
 
    The admirals looked at him and then each other, clearly astonished. 
 
    “By being defeated so comprehensively in Alora and showing incomprehensible incompetence, the fleet admirals fooled the enemy into underestimating us, which allowed us to surprise them and defeat them on Earth.” 
 
    The admirals’ expressions turned from surprise to rage which was immediately replaced by serenity and contentment. In unison, they nodded in agreement and politely applauded. 
 
    “OMC-BOWS is working,” affirmed Barook. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please allow me to present you with the real heroes of Alora’s battle … the fleet admirals!” Tarq announced. 
 
    The admirals, including his old enemy Juntoo, stood up and went to the podium. Juntoo was first. He faced the audience and said, “We are all morons. We are incompetent losers and do not deserve to wear the uniform.” 
 
    The crowd watched in stunned silence. 
 
    Another admiral followed. “We are nothing but a bunch of cowards.” 
 
    One by one, every admiral made an announcement confirming their own shortcomings. Then, with everyone staring at them, they started removing their uniforms. They took their time getting undressed, folded their clothes, and put them on a chair. After that, all fifteen of them, stark naked, walked to the front of the podium, kneeled, raised their hands towards the sky, and in unison said, “Oh Tarq, the greatest, wisest, and most handsome of all the Akakies. We will be honored if you take us as your concubines. We will be obedient spouses and cater to all your needs for as long as you want us.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I prefer my concubines to have more intelligence than a single-celled organism,” Tarq said after taking a drag on his pipe. “So, no.” 
 
    The roar of laughter that followed was so loud that Tarq was certain it could be heard from neighboring habitat planets. Several people fell off their seats, laughing. Earth’s ambassador had taken out his PDD and was making a video of the admirals, still kneeling, metasoma-naked. Thunderous applause followed the laughter. Tarq stood there, his chin up, shoulders back and chest thrust out, taking it all in. 
 
    One of my best masterpieces, if I may say so myself. 
 
    The president stepped next to him. “You might want to consider going into hiding for a while because, after this, the admirals might try to kill you.” 
 
    “And risk being executed for attempting to murder their superior officer?” Tarq scoffed. “If they had such courage, they would not have been defeated by the Xortaags so easily. By the way, this is my good news: we now have our own OMC-BOWS. We have duplicated the Xortaags’ design and even improved the system. As you can see, it can be used in a localized fashion now; moreover, we do not need thousands of satellites to cover the whole planet, just six, all already in place, completely undetectable and invisible, of course.” 
 
    The president smiled. “This should take care of the problem we discussed the other day.” 
 
    “That it does,” agreed Tarq. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Barook entered the fleet’s command center. The place was enormous—at least ten times bigger than the one in Winterfell. It had to be because dozens of fleet personnel worked there. The officers close by saluted when they saw him. As Tarq’s second-in-command, he had taken on new responsibilities, one of them finding ways to beat the fleet into fighting shape. That had come with a promotion—Colonel Barook had a nice ring to it—and now he had his own assistants, five of them, and he enjoyed pushing them around and pulling their four legs on a daily basis. 
 
    Barook sat at his station. He noticed a female fleet officer giving him a dirty look, but she quickly averted her gaze. It has been only three days since Tarq’s new masterpiece, and fleet personnel were scared of him and, by extension, of Barook. It served Barook just fine because it made his job easier if people did not dare disobey his orders. 
 
    He pulled up the reports from the joint Earth-Akakie fleet exercise on Earth’s orbit and started reading. Unfortunately, that was not going well at all. The Akakie pilots could not keep up with their human counterparts’ sophisticated maneuvers, and several space fighters had already been destroyed by crashing into each other. Maybe it was time to let only human pilots fly the space fighters. 
 
    A sudden ear-splitting siren made him jump out of his seat. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” he asked one of his assistants, and then he remembered before anyone answered. 
 
    The Death Siren. 
 
    Barook turned to look at the command center’s main display just in time to see the enemy fleet approaching Kanoor. Both his hearts stopped beating when he recognized the space fighter leading the attack. 
 
    All the officers in the command center froze in stunned silence. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Barook shouted. “Contact our ships. Cancel all shore leaves. I want our fleet in orbit yesterday!” 
 
    Then he called Tarq. 
 
    I bet Tarq will think this call is a prank. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Tarq rushed to Varma’s bedroom, put her gently on her bed, and covered her. Then he ran out, carefully closed the door, picked up his PDD, and stared incredulously at the screen. 
 
    There was a blood-red space fighter in front of the Xortaag fleet. 
 
    A crimson Deathbringer. 
 
    The Crimson Deathbringer. 
 
    I saw him die; it has to be a ruse, he thought, but he knew enough about the Xortaags to understand they would never assign that particular color to another space fighter out of respect for their dead general. Moreover, what would be the point of such a ruse, when it would last all of five minutes, just enough time for someone to contact the ship and confirm the identity of its pilot? If the pilot did not identify themselves, it would be safe to assume someone other than that galaxy-conquering madman was in the cockpit. 
 
    This was an unimaginable nightmare. Tarq did not know how, but General Maada was back, and somehow he had found a fleet. Worse, he had managed to appear on Kanoor’s orbit freaking undetected. 
 
    “Patch me through,” He told Barook. “Request a visual.” 
 
    He nearly fainted when Maada appeared on his PDD screen. It was definitely him, only his beard was shorter, and the scars on his face looked like fresh wounds, still healing. 
 
    “W-we killed you,” stuttered Tarq. 
 
    “Give it time; it will come to you,” growled the general. 
 
    It did. “You are a clone!” 
 
    “Yes. And believe me when I tell you I am not happy about it.” 
 
    Fear. It surged through Tarq’s hearts and attacked his mind, generating thoughts and images of impending doom, death, and destruction. He saw Kanoor burning, with billions of corpses everywhere, a small one belonging to Varma. His stomach turned, and he felt he was about to throw up. Yet none of that showed on his face. He could not afford to show weakness to this predator. There was a reason Jim had called him Mr. Poker Face a few times. 
 
    Maada looked like he was examining him closely. “Wait. I know you. You were standing at the back of the room when we were signing the peace treaty. I told Prince Mushgaana you were up to something.” 
 
    “I remember seeing you there too,” said Tarq. “But come to think of it, it was not you, was it? You are nothing but a cheap copy.” 
 
    He was surprised by his own bravado, and a second later, by Maada’s reaction. 
 
    “Tell me something I do not know.” The general sounded melancholic, resigned even. 
 
    “Here is something you do not know,” said Tarq. “Your so-called Voice of God does not work on us. How can you conquer Kanoor without it? You might as well stop the attack and go back home right now.” 
 
    “You think I need Voice of God to take your planet, insect?” 
 
    Several giant transport ships appeared at that very moment. It was as if they had been waiting for this particular conversation to make the final jump. 
 
    “Everyone, ourselves included, seems to have forgotten we were conquerors before we found Voice of God. We are going to do this the old-fashioned way, through blood and sacrifice.” 
 
    Tarq was thankful he was not inside his human hologram. The facial expressions of the hologram were unconscious and difficult to control. By now, he would have been white as paper with comically round eyes. He kept his gaze—and his voice—steady. “Our fleet is standing between you and Kanoor, and I have every confidence they will defeat you with ease.” 
 
    And then, Tarq saw the most terrifying thing he had ever seen in his life. 
 
    The general smiled. That was horrific enough, but he did not stop there. His smile turned into a snicker; then he threw his head back and roared with laughter. That made Tarq more terrified than he already was. 
 
    I had not realized I was so funny, he thought bitterly. 
 
    “The prince is right: you Akakies are hilarious,” Maada said when he finally stopped laughing. “I would like to see you try to stop us.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada killed the connection and stared at the planet below. These people had helped the humans beat him. They were responsible for the death of millions of Xortaags. They were responsible for his death. It was time for them to pay. For the first time in his life, he felt no sympathy for the inhabitants of the planet he was about to invade. The insects had killed his comrades, his friends, his brothers and sisters. Anger vexed his soul, and his veins swelled. He thought about Arminaa. That woman was a fierce warrior. Maada wondered if she had survived and was in a POW camp now. 
 
    His need for vengeance was like a beast devouring his heart, but simple revenge was not the only thing on his mind. If they subjugated the Akakies, they would put their hands on a treasure chest of the most advanced technology in the universe, which once reverse-engineered, would guarantee that the Xortaags ruled the galaxy forever. The new Deathbringer he was flying was a testimony to that. In fact, recent reports from Talmak suggested that the Akakies had developed a weapon capable of destroying a whole planet. If they could find it down there, Maada would be happy to drop it on Earth. 
 
    The soldiers under his command had spent the last few weeks practicing a ground invasion, something the Xortaags had not done in decades. They had very little time to practice, and worse, they were still armed with their energy-weapon small arms, which had proved to be much inferior to the humans’ guns. It was a safe bet that the Akakies had much better weapons too. Still, a Xortaag soldier was worth a thousand Akakies, so he was not particularly worried. 
 
    On his tactical display, Maada looked at the enemy fleet and studied their formation. Their space fighter to starship ratio had improved, but other than that, they seemed to be using the same tactics as their last encounter. These people had learned nothing. 
 
    Lucky me. 
 
    He was surprised when he heard Prince Polvaar’s voice asking, “Why are we not attacking?” 
 
    Maada was so accustomed to nobody questioning his decisions during a battle that, for a second, he did not know what to say. “We are waiting for me to order the attack whenever I see fit.” 
 
    The prince protested, “We are just sitting here and waiting, which gives the enemy the chance to better prepare.” 
 
    “Prince Polvaar, with all due respect, I am going to speak very slowly so that even a useless dimwit like you can understand, but I am going to say this only once: I am the commander of the fleet. You and the rest of the pilots do as I say, when I say it, and you do not ask any stupid questions. If you want, I can demonstrate by ordering the Deathbringers behind you to shoot your space fighter. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, General. My apologies,” Polvaar answered quickly. 
 
    Maada was tempted to carry out his threat anyway. “Make sure it does not happen again.” 
 
    He waited a few more minutes before opening a channel to his fleet. “Go get them.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada executed a perfect Xortaag salute. “Your Highness, congratulations on yet another magnificent victory.” 
 
    Mushgaana chuckled. “Back on Earth when I was about to die, I am sure this was what I thought I would miss the most.” 
 
    They were standing on a field of the most luscious green grass Maada had ever seen in his life, extending in every direction for as far as eyes could see. It was a beautiful day, with the sun shining brilliantly in the cloudless sky. He took a deep breath, confirming what he already knew after the Xortaags had scanned Kanoor from orbit: there was no pollution here. The Akakies had used their technology to keep their home planet clean. The general’s immediate priority was to put his hands on the insects’ advanced weaponry, but a few years down the line, maybe they could find something here that would help them with Tangaar’s pollution problem. 
 
    Maada could not help wishing he had grown up here, instead of Tangaar, with its poisonous air and permanently gray sky, where he had to watch his friends and family die because of starvation or various health issues caused by extreme pollution. He was certain most people on Kanoor had never been hungry even one day in their lives. On the other hand, if he had been born here, he would not have had the motivation to change the universe the way he had done. Bringing his people back from the brink of extinction was something to be proud of and well worth all he had suffered growing up. 
 
    “That was surprisingly easy,” said Mushgaana. 
 
    Maada shrugged. “The insects were caught completely off-guard, and they had no answer for our new space fighters.” 
 
    “It also helped that half of them ran away as soon as they found out you, back from the dead, were leading our fleet.” 
 
    Maada’s lips curl up into a self-satisfied, humorless smile. 
 
    “On this wonderful day that we finally brought the pesky insects to their knees, I have more great news,” Mushgaana added. “Hartook has just reported that his mission has been successful too.” 
 
    Maada lifted an eyebrow. “He got in touch with the human president already? Was it difficult to influence him?” 
 
    “According to Hartook, it was very easy. Apparently, the president is an exceedingly weak and stupid man, and he is now in Hartook’s pocket.” 
 
    “This is the second time you form a plan based on something you saw in a movie. Maybe watching those is not such a waste of time, after all.” 
 
    Mushgaana chuckled. “And it gets better. After what happened here today, it is likely that the Akakies will reach out to the humans for help. My dear cousin is going to convince the president to capture the Akakie delegation; then the insects will have to try to save their people, which might cause a confrontation between the humans and the Akakies. Would it not be hilarious if they start killing each other, while we are sitting pretty here, mining this gold mine?” 
 
    “I must admit it was a genius plan. Now, with your permission, I have to go write the condolence letters.” 
 
    Mushgaana put a hand on his shoulder. “I will be joining you. Thankfully, this time we have a lot fewer letters to write than the last.” 
 
    Maada bowed his head. “It is an honor, Your Highness.” Then he added, “Do you think the Akakies have coffee?” 
 
    ***** 
 
    With aching hearts, Tarq, aboard the Akakie dreadnought Indomitable, watched the images being transmitted from Kanoor on the bridge’s main screen. The battle (if it could even be called that) had been very short. Tarq had always been a big-picture kind of person, and he had soon realized this fight could not have been won; therefore, he had ordered the Indomitable’s captain to have the ship jumped to safety. And unknown to the Xortaags, they had taken a few thousand space fighters with them. Now, Xortaag transport ships were landing on Kanoor, and Akakie ground forces offered little resistance. Why would they try to fight when their government had surrendered unconditionally? 
 
    Tarq had joined the Akakie Special Operations Force at a very early age, and he had spent all his life serving Kanoor. Saving Kanoor. He had sacrificed everything. His youth. His love. His daughter. And yet, all his efforts had been for nothing. Everything he had achieved in a lifetime had gone up in smoke in the blink of an eye. He fought off a sudden onset of nausea. His hearts felt like they were shrinking. 
 
    Still, even though he could not stop himself from biting his nails, he was not desperate. He was determined. He had a plan, and he knew who to turn to for help to implement it. 
 
    Barook stood next to him. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Everyone on the bridge turned to look at Tarq. Even now, at the darkest hour in Akakie history, with Kanoor occupied by the Xortaags and the fleet decimated, they still trusted Tarq to have a solution. 
 
    Tarq felt his antennae stand straight. He raised his chin and clenched his fist. “We are going to take our planet back,” he said calmly. “Set course for Earth.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Seven: Earth 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 055.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 27/04/2079) 
 
      
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hy are you in fleet uniform?” I asked Lilly. She’d changed her hair color from pink to violet, which wasn’t much of an improvement in my opinion. 
 
    “Some commander of the fleet you are!” She laughed. “I’m with the fleet now. Turns out my particular skill set is super handy on a starship bridge or a command center.” 
 
    “Starship bridge! You’re what, nineteen?” I scoffed. 
 
    “And a computer genius.” she grinned. 
 
    Kurt and I had invited her for lunch. We would’ve taken her to a fancy restaurant, but these days the two of us couldn’t appear in public without a legion of fans following us asking for selfies or autographs, and after Talmak, there was another group who kept trying to pour pig blood on our heads. I had somehow ended up getting blamed for that catastrophe even though, in reality, I was the only person who tried to stop it. If Tarq wanted to make me project an image of a ruthless and bloodthirsty maniac, he’d certainly succeeded. 
 
    We met in the Marines’ base in New York. The place had a separate restaurant for the officers. It wasn’t a five-star establishment, but the food wasn’t bad. 
 
    “Why are you still a colonel?” she asked me. “Now that Earth has a proper fleet, I thought you’d be an admiral by now.” 
 
    I shrugged. “With everything that’s going on, we didn’t have the time to restructure the whole fleet, so we decided to keep the ranks we used in Winterfell for now. Except for Captain Wood, of course, who’s an actual navy captain.” 
 
    “About that terrible business in Talmak,” she said, “I just wanted to say my father would’ve understood.” 
 
    Somehow, knowing that the Butcher of Macao would’ve agreed with what we’d done wasn’t much of a comfort. 
 
    “He would, wouldn’t he?” Kurt agreed. 
 
    “Liz wouldn’t.” I rubbed my wedding ring. “She would’ve kicked our butts for even considering it. But let’s talk about something else before I lose my appetite.” 
 
    I bit into my steak. 
 
    “You aren’t going to believe who came to see me the other day.” Lilly beamed. “My mom. She said she was proud that I was part of the group that saved humanity. Also, I ran into Liz’s sisters the other day.” 
 
    “That reminds me: I should go visit them while I’m here,” I said. 
 
    “I saw you guys on TV during the ceremony, by the way,” said Lilly. “I thought you looked amazing.” 
 
    Jackson had arranged for a grandiose public ceremony to commemorate the anniversary of the Xortaag invasion on April 13th. Kurt and I were invited, and the president pinned a few ostentatious-sounding medals on our chests. He made a speech, during which he had the nerve to say, “Unfortunately, I wasn’t in Winterfell, but I’d like to think if I were, I’d have done something heroic to save humanity.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I hated every minute of it. I kept wishing I could punch Jackson in his big fat mouth. I would’ve, but Kurt pulled me back.” 
 
    Kurt shook his head. “I have a bad feeling about that guy.” 
 
    We ate, talked and laughed. Lilly told us about her new life. She’d started dating a Canadian boy who happened to live right next door to her. He was probably lucky Allen was dead. We told her about life on a starship. She giggled when we told her the story of what Xornaa had tried to pull and how Tarq had retaliated. “Typical Tarq, to mess with her like that,” she said. 
 
    I pointed at Kurt. “This one is dating too, by the way.” 
 
    She looked surprised. “Seriously?” 
 
    Kurt threw up his hands in the air. “Why is everyone so shocked when they hear that?” 
 
    “My dad was kind of your step-father, remember? I had to listen to him complain he was worried you’d decided to become a Catholic priest for two long years.” 
 
    Kurt gave her a hurt look. 
 
    “Minus the child molestation part, obviously,” she clarified. 
 
    “Stereotype much?” I said, fully aware of the irony. 
 
    “How’s your love life, Jim?” 
 
    I stared at my wedding ring. “Still too early for me.” 
 
    Lilly smiled. “So now Kurt goes on dates while you are single? How the mighty have fallen.” 
 
    “I’ve made new friends though. Two of Kurt’s Marines. I saved their lives on Talmak, and now they follow me around everywhere I go. I’ve also found a squash partner, but she’s in space right now.” 
 
    There was a lightness in my heart, which was hard to describe. It was as if heat were radiating through my chest. For the first time in a very long while (not counting the rendezvous with Xornaa, which was nothing but an illusion), I was carefree and content. It was probably because being here with Kurt and Lilly reminded me of my teenage years, a simpler time, when Allen used to bring Lilly to our birthdays. The fact that after all these years we were still together told me there was life beyond this galactic war we’d gotten sucked into, and some day, when this was over, maybe I could be happy again. I could even settle down and have a family. This wasn’t an insult to Liz’s memory in any way; she knew how much I wanted a child. Still too early, but maybe one day. That thought made me feel so good that I sighed with contentment. While listening to Lilly excitedly asking a million questions about Patricia and Kurt doing his best to answer, I placed my hands behind my head, closed my eyes for a second, and imagined a better future. One without the war, the Xortaags, and the constant sorrow I’d always felt deep in my heart since Liz had been killed. I still ached for her, but each day I ached a little less, and occasionally I even experienced brief moments of happiness like this one. I couldn’t see the smile on my face, but I bet it was dreamy. 
 
    I will survive. 
 
    “Why do you look so happy?” Kurt asked me. 
 
    “This is the most delicious steak I’ve had in my life,” was all I could think of saying. Discussing my emotions had never been easy for me, even with my best friend, and especially in front of Lilly. It wouldn’t have been very manly. 
 
    My PDD started vibrating. I wanted to enjoy the few minutes of peace that I had, so I ignored it. But Kurt pulled his out, and his eyes widened after he looked at the screen. Lilly’s PDD started beeping too, and so did all the other officers’ in the restaurant. 
 
    Looking a bit pale, Kurt turned to me. “Kanoor has fallen.” 
 
    Someone up there must’ve really hated me. 
 
    I looked heavenward. You keep this up, and I’m going to become an atheist. You’ll see. 
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    Standard Galactic Date: 055.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 27/04/2079) 
 
      
 
   M antux was a small planet located in the far corner of the galaxy. Its people, the Latoors, considered themselves very wise. They didn’t get involved in galactic politics, nor did they participate in various wars going on all around them. Their fleet was strong enough to discourage any potential aggressors, even the likes of the Xortaags, and that was enough. They watched from the comfort of their prosperous planet and laughed at the follies of the other species who wasted valuable resources on their meaningless wars, and they lived in luxury while the rest of the galaxy burned. 
 
    And then, the Black Fleet came. 
 
    Nobody on Mantux could explain where the enemy fleet came from. It was as if a rift had opened in space, and some two hundred thousand black space fighters poured out. A few scientists theorized it looked like a rift in the space-time continuum, meaning the Black Fleet had traveled back in time from the future, but they never got the chance to explore this theory. There was no attempt to communicate, not even a threatening message. No demands. The Latoors weren’t even given the chance to surrender. The Black Fleet simply attacked. 
 
    The Latoors sent out frantic messages, asking for help they knew would never arrive in time, not that there was a fleet in the whole galaxy that could assemble enough ships to fight the Black Fleet. Then they realized their messages were bouncing back off an invisible wall. The entire planet was inside a bubble that made sending or receiving messages impossible. The Mantux Navy—a twenty-five-thousand-strong fleet, the pride of the planet, with its space fighters, starships, and dreadnought—was swept aside with humiliating ease, barely inflicting any damage on the enemy. The Black Fleet wouldn’t even let them flee. The defenders died to the last man and woman. 
 
    After that, the enemy fleet turned its attention to the surface of the planet. They bombarded communication centers, radar equipment, anti-aircraft weapons, military installations, civilian and military airports, and anything else that could have military value or was able to interfere with the next phase of their attack. 
 
    When the onslaught finally stopped, the Latoors held their collective breath, prayed to their gods for salvation, and hoped against hope they’d survived. And then, they saw the asteroid moving towards the planet. A few short hours ago, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but now there was nothing left to stop it. 
 
    All the Latoors could do was wait helplessly for the death and destruction coming towards them. Couples kissed each other goodbye, parents hugged their children one last time, and siblings cried in each other’s arms. There were thousands of hurriedly arranged marriages between people who wanted to spend the remainder of their lives, however short, as husband and wife. Many sought out whoever they’d wronged in the past, requesting forgiveness. 
 
    Then things took a dark turn. A few million people decided to go out on their own terms and killed themselves, and millions more thought now that they were going to die, it was time to take revenge on whoever they had considered an enemy for whatever reason. Mass suicides happened all over the planet, coupled with anarchy, vandalism, looting, and rape. Brothers killed brothers over a small dispute, and spouses murdered their better halves due to the slightest misunderstandings. Hospitals quickly filled with people who were injured in an unsuccessful suicide attempt or a vicious attack by a desperate soul. A lot of people killed their loved ones—and then themselves—to spare them from the horror that was coming. A father shot his wife and four children, but when his own turn came, his energy weapon malfunctioned. He ended up cutting his throat with broken glass and bleeding to death. A renowned religious leader prompted his followers to beat the members of another religion to death with the promise of a happy afterlife. Another clergyman locked his congregation inside their place of worship and burned it to the ground while the people inside begged for mercy. The poor started attacking the residences belonging to the rich, hoping to find a private spaceship to get off the planet, and those who did were blown out of the sky by the Black Fleet. The Latoors were decimated even before the asteroid entered orbit. 
 
    Everyone else just waited. 
 
    The Vox warriors threw the asteroid onto the planet, watched Mantux burn from orbit, thanked their God, and celebrated their first victory against the carbon-based aliens. 
 
    Vengeance, at long last, thought Vox Commander Kavmar. And this is just the beginning. 
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    Standard Galactic Date: 056.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 29/04/2079) 
 
      
 
   H artook could barely contain his excitement. 
 
    All his life, he had been treated as second-class royalty. But now here he was, on Earth, waiting outside President Jackson’s office, and he was about to start a war between two of the Xortaags’ deadliest enemies. His name would go down in history as the man who brought both the humans and the Akakies to their knees, and after this, no one would ever dare disrespect him. And who knew? Now that he had proved his worth, Mushgaana might reward him by entrusting him with even more important missions in the future. And his children would be so proud of their father, the hero. Things could not have worked out better for him. 
 
    A tall, blonde woman wearing a brown business suit approached him. “Mr. President will see you know.” 
 
    Hartook followed the woman into Jackson’s office. “Mr. President, thank you for seeing me on such short notice. I am positive you are very busy, and your time is valuable.” 
 
    Jackson stood up to shake his hands. “I always have time for a dear friend, Mr. Ambassador. Please take a seat.” 
 
    The Xortaag sat on a chair in front of Jackson’s desk. “It gives me extreme pleasure to inform you my government is pleased with the progress in negotiations. The way things are going, we might end up looking at an alliance, not a simple non-aggression treaty.” 
 
    Jackson beaned. “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “There is just one thing though,” continued Hartook. “It has come to our attention that an Akakie ship has just entered Earth’s orbit.” 
 
    Jackson blew out a noisy breath. “Yes. It’s Commander Tarq, who runs some sort of a spy agency. He’s requested to meet me.” 
 
    Hartook sat up straight. “A spy agency? Surely not the Special Operations Force?” 
 
    “The same. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “Just recently. They apparently played a major role in defeating our forces when, eh, that rogue prince attacked your magnificent planet.” 
 
    “Indeed. Commander Tarq himself was in charge of that operation.” 
 
    “Was he now?” Hartook leaned forward and stared directly into Jackson’s eyes. “The Xortaag government will be pleased if you capture this individual.” 
 
    Jackson hesitated for a brief moment, then he nodded in agreement. “Anything to keep our friends happy.” 
 
    “And you know what? If this Commander Tarq accidentally gets killed while in your custody, it isn’t a great loss, is it?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Jackson. “Nobody really likes that guy.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    When Tarq’s shuttle landed, Kurt, Oksana, Lilly, and I were waiting for him on the landing pad.                       Despite everything that was going on, it felt good to see him. I resisted an urge to hug the little alien. Mr. Macho Man, that was me. 
 
    He was carrying a baby Akakie in his arms. “Guys, meet my granddaughter, Varma.” 
 
    The small creature he was holding had huge black eyes, a small mouth, and rows of shark teeth. Its nose-less, ear-less and chin-less face was an image straight from a nightmare. The Akakies really had to come up with a hologram especially for their infants. Or at least cover their heads with a plastic bag or something. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, she’s ugly,” said Venom. 
 
    Shut up, she’s cute, I told him; then I threw up a little in my mouth. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a grandfather,” said Kurt. 
 
    “I was not. We had recently put one of my daughter’s eggs in an incubator.” 
 
    I smiled and offered my hand. “I guess congratulations are in order.” 
 
    Tarq looked at me with incomprehension. “For what, Jim? Having to raise a larva?” 
 
    He gave the Akakie baby to Lilly, who had already volunteered to take care of her while Tarq was on Earth. She held the little monster affectionately. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Tarq. “I have a meeting with President Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson wanted to send an official delegation to meet Tarq, but we’d decided to keep it informal and friendly. When we got into my hover car, I said, “Max, meet Commander Tarq, whom you already know by reputation.” 
 
    “It’s an honor meeting you, Commander,” said Max. “I’m a big fan.” 
 
    “You know how much I hate AIs,” Tarq whispered to me. 
 
    “The AI can hear you,” said Max, “and it can kick you out of the car.” 
 
    During the ride, I asked Tarq what the hell had happened in Kanoor. 
 
    “Maada cut through our fleet like it did not exist. It was like Alora all over again, but ten times worse. Their new space fighters are as good as ours. After that, the Xortaag transport ships, carrying millions of troops, landed all over the planet.” 
 
    Just hearing Maada’s name made my skin crawl away and hide under the car seat. That bastard was responsible for the bloodbath on Earth. He’d murdered my wife, set up the trap that wiped out almost a third of the pilots under my command, and very nearly killed me—twice. Keiko had given her life to get rid of that monster. And despite all our sacrifices, after everything we’d lost, now he was back. Burning anger raged inside me, so hot that I felt the heat dried my skin. 
 
    Kurt tugged at his goatee. “So, now the Xortaags can clone people?” 
 
    “Apparently,” said Tarq. 
 
    “How come you can’t?” I asked. “We could bring back everyone whom we’ve lost.” 
 
    Especially Liz. Hell, only Liz. 
 
    Tarq shrugged. “The Xortaags have found that technology on the same planet where they discovered OMC-BOWS, and as I have already told you, those people’s technology was much more advanced than ours.” 
 
    “There are twenty billion of your people living on Kanoor,” I said, “and you once told me most of them keep weapons at home”—he had made a joke about having that in common with “you Americans”—“so why couldn’t you stop them?” 
 
    “Kurt once asked me a similar question the first time we met in Winterfell, remember?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “Yeah. I remember. Pussies.” 
 
    “Hey!” Tarq protested, covering what I assumed was the baby Akakie’s ears with his hands. “We are just not made to fight.” 
 
    “Mushgaana’s back too?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “They are both back, and you still have not heard the worst part. Do you remember how the Xortaags became a galactic superpower?” 
 
    “Yes, by reverse-engineering the stuff they found in—oh shit!” 
 
    “Stop using bad words in front of my granddaughter! She has just started developing her sense of hearing, and she absorbs whatever she hears like a sponge.” 
 
    “Please tell me you don’t have more of those planet busters lying around,” Kurt said anxiously. 
 
    “We do not. That was a prototype, and the only one. But the Xortaags might eventually find the blueprints, both for the planet busters and other weapons you do not want to know about. In fact, any piece of Akakie technology they can put their hands on will help them improve theirs significantly.” 
 
    The news about Kanoor was so shocking that I hadn’t considered its long-term consequences. The Xortaags had just got themselves a war chest full of the most advanced weaponry in the galaxy, and I had no doubt they’d be coming for us soon. It was a terrifying thought. 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said bitterly. “You people have offered the universe to the Xortaags on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Not if we can take Kanoor back,” said Tarq, “before they have the chance to reverse-engineer our technology or find the blueprints for the planet busters and the other secret weapons we were developing. I have a plan, but we need your help, which is why I am going to meet President Jackson to ask him to send your fleet to Kanoor.” 
 
    We dropped off Lilly and the baby at her apartment, and half an hour later, Max pulled over in front of the government headquarters. It was the same building that was used as the United Nations HQ a few decades ago—a forty-story structure with ninety-degree façade angles and grid-forming windows running in broken horizontal rows. Some twenty armed guards in full tactical gear stood in front of the building, and an Apache attack helicopter was hovering over it. The four of us got out of the car and walked towards the building, but one of the guards, a beefy man with a broken nose, approached us and saluted. “Colonel Harrison. Colonel von der Hagen. I’m sorry, but the president wants to meet Commander Tarq alone. He’ll see you later on.” 
 
    That was weird. Why would Jackson want to see Tarq alone? 
 
    “How come?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “I don’t know, Colonel. Just following orders,” answered the guard. 
 
    “That’s what Hitler said,” I pointed out. 
 
    Oksana gave me a hard look. 
 
    “Excuse me a moment.” Tarq took a few steps away and started whispering something, probably talking to his ship. 
 
    “You look familiar,” Kurt told Broken-Nose. “I think I’ve seen you before. On the other side of my sniper rifle’s scope. Did you once work for SCTU?” 
 
    The man blushed. “In another life.” 
 
    I pointed at the other guards and asked Kurt, “How about those?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know three of those too.” 
 
    Oksana put a hand on her sidearm. “Jackson is hiring SCTU goons now?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” I added. 
 
    “In his defense, everyone else who is capable of fighting has already joined the Marines,” said Kurt, but I could see anger in his eyes. 
 
    I was getting a really bad vibe. I took out my PDD and asked Cordelia, “Are you following this?” 
 
    “You know I am,” she said. 
 
    “Can you please come here a second?” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    “I can help,” offered Max. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked him. “Run over twenty armed-to-the-teeth soldiers?” 
 
    Tarq gestured us to go to him. “My people have just scanned the building. They say there are some five hundred soldiers inside. What is more alarming is it appears they are trying to stay out of sight. Is this normal?” 
 
    Kurt’s nostrils flared. “Not even a little.” 
 
    Broken-Nose called out, “I’m terribly sorry, but I have to insist Commander Tarq come with us. President Jackson is waiting.” 
 
    I was alarmed. “It’s a trap,” I told Kurt. “I can’t explain it, but something is way off.” 
 
    Kurt turned towards the guard. “And if Commander Tarq doesn’t want to go with you?” 
 
    The man nodded to the other soldiers, who stepped closer, assault rifles at the ready. “I’m under orders to take him to the president. No one said he had to come voluntarily.” 
 
    “Stand down,” Kurt growled. 
 
    “Sorry, Colonel. Orders.” 
 
    I’d never thought a day would come when I had to face SCTU soldiers again. The memory of our last encounter, when they very nearly killed Liz and Kurt, rushed back to me. A vein started pulsing in my forehead, and my whole body tensed. I stepped forward and stood by Kurt, planting my feet wide, trying to stare down twenty heavily armed men. 
 
    The sound of a space fighter’s engine filled the air, and my golden Viper appeared in the sky. She shot a laser bolt at the Apache that missed the gunship by a few inches. The chopper pilots put its nose down and ran away as fast as they could. Then my Viper descended vertically and hovered in the air, about ten meters behind us, facing the guards. 
 
    A Viper was a beautiful ship, but not so much if her laser cannons were pointed at you. 
 
    “Step aside or I’ll break your other nose,” I told the guard. I didn’t raise my voice or try to sound threatening in any way. There was no need. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” asked Oksana. I let her figure that one out on her own. That would teach her to stop throwing incomprehensible literary quotes at me. 
 
    After the guards retreated, Tarq asked, “Are we sure we want to go in there?” 
 
    Kurt and I exchanged a look. 
 
    ***** 
 
    When we entered the conference hall, Jackson yelled, “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    He was sitting at a conference table with a bunch of his top people around him. Five armed security guards stood behind him, not that it would do him any good. The hall windows were all shut. Maybe he was worried Cordelia might shoot him through the windows. 
 
    Juan and Li followed us into the hall. They were in full tactical gear, but instead of their assault rifles, they carried huge hand cannons provided by Tarq. The weapons were silver, bigger than a bazooka, with three barrels each. Jackson’s guards looked at the cannons, then at their own guns, and looked like they were ready to run away from the room. 
 
    “I’m getting reports saying my building is surrounded by thousands of Marines!” Jackson continued. 
 
    “Don’t forget the Vipers flying overhead,” I said cheerfully. “Speaking of, Cordi, you think you can open a couple of these windows without blowing up the whole building? With President Jackson sitting right in front of me, this whole place stinks of bullshit.” 
 
    Two windows were blown inwards. 
 
    Good girl. 
 
    “It might help if you didn’t treat everything like a joke,” Oksana whispered to me. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy the look of horror on Jackson’s face,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Relax,” Kurt told Jackson. “It’s not a coup. But we wanted to talk to you, and your people wouldn’t let us through. Things got a bit tense.” 
 
    “You’re here, so let’s get this over with.” Jackson glared at us. “Sit down.” 
 
    We sat on the other side of the table. 
 
    “President Jackson,” Tarq announced formally, “on behalf of the Akakie government, I am here to officially request—” 
 
    Jackson cut him off. “I know why you are here. Your request is denied.” 
 
    Oksana and I shouted together, “What the hell?” 
 
    “Why are you surprised?” asked Venom. “This was completely predictable.” 
 
    Kurt narrowed his eyes. “May I ask why?” 
 
    “I’m the president, and I have no obligation to justify myself to you. But for this one time: the Xortaags have sent a delegation to Earth. They say the attack on Earth was carried out without the approval of their government, and it was the action of an overzealous prince who’s now dead. They’ve offered a non-aggression treaty with us if we stay out of their war with these other aliens. Moreover, they’re offering compensation for the harm they caused us, in the form of providing us with new technological advancements. And the best part is they’ll remove that infernal satellite system from our orbit, which I might add your friend here can’t or doesn’t want to do.” 
 
    Tarq, Oksana and I looked at each other, dumbfounded. 
 
    “How can a human being be so freaking stupid?” asked Venom. 
 
    “This is exactly what Hitler offered Russia before World War Two,” said Kurt. “And he attacked them the first chance he got.” 
 
    “Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it,” said Oksana. 
 
    “Hitler? Doom?” Jackson looked at them in bewilderment. “What the hell are you two babbling about?” 
 
    Oksana looked disgusted. “Read some history. Or you know what, just read a book, any book, so you don’t always come off as an illiterate fool.” 
 
    Jackson jumped to his feet. “You can’t talk to me like that! You’re lucky I don’t relieve you from your duties for your behavior today. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind and throw you all in jail.” 
 
    I smirked. “Goldfish memory much? You already forgot about the Vipers and the Marines outside?" 
 
    Juan patted his hand cannon. “I really, really want to use this.” 
 
    “Just say the word,” Li told Kurt, but he shook his head. 
 
    We left under the heavy stare of the government officials and the guards. I was so mad that I thought about asking Cordi to light up the room. It would’ve been so satisfying, but it did sound a tad extreme. 
 
    Once outside the building, Tarq asked, “What now?” 
 
    I contacted Invincible. “Captain Wood? We’re coming up to you.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    We’d just taken our seats in Invincible’s briefing room when Ella joined us. 
 
    “We’re going to talk about treason,” I told her. “You might want to sit this one out.” 
 
    She looked me in the eyes. “Why’re you doing it then?” 
 
    “We can’t just watch and do nothing while Jackson screws up the whole galaxy,” I answered firmly. 
 
    “Well, we could,” said Kurt. “We could even justify it by saying we were following orders given by the legitimate government of Earth, and nobody would blame us. To tell you the truth, even I think we don’t have the authority to defy a democratically-elected president, but I understand there would be severe consequences if we listened to him.” 
 
    Ella thought about it for a second. “The way I see it, it’ll be treason not to participate.” 
 
    I loved her response. She’d been a Navy woman all her life, and making this decision couldn’t have been easy. 
 
    “The response, and the accent,” Venom added. 
 
    I looked at my friends. Everyone was tense, and who could blame them? I closed my eyes for a second and tried to keep my anger under control. “OK. It looks like, for once, I’ll be doing most of the talking instead of Tarq, and I don’t need his fancy holographic movies either. Just my wits and eloquence.” 
 
    “And humility,” murmured Tarq. He took out his pipe but put it back in his pocket after Ella gave him a pointed look. 
 
    I continued, “I wish to raise two points: first of all, what we have here is a classic ‘Sokovia Accords’ argument.” 
 
    Nobody bothered to ask what that was. They knew I’d tell them anyway. “This is the question: should superheroes submit to a civilian authority, or is it their responsibility to make the right choice regardless of what the politicians think? Captain America and I both think politicians having power over potential missions is a terrible idea. What if they make the wrong choice, or decide not to act at all?” 
 
    “Did you just call yourself a superhero and compare yourself to Captain America?” Ella sounded incredulous. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” Kurt told her. 
 
    “He was like this even before Tarq convinced the universe that he’s the paragon of heroism and bravery,” added Cordelia. 
 
    I didn’t dignify those remarks with an answer. They were just jealous. “The world has changed. The decisions made on Earth can now shape the galaxy, and they might have consequences like humanity’s extinction. I’m certain you all agree if we side with the Xortaags now, they’ll come and kill us all the first chance they get, and it’ll be impossible to stop them once they have the Akakie technology at their disposal. I submit to you that it’s our responsibility to make the right choice on behalf of humanity and don’t leave that to a two-bit, spineless politician like Jackson.” 
 
    Tarq approved. “I could not have said it better myself.” 
 
    “My second point is this: don’t you find Jackson’s 180-degree change in policy weird?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “We know the Xortaags have all sorts of mental powers, like Xornaa, who can manipulate people with a simple touch, and Jackson mentioned meeting a Xortaag delegation.” 
 
    “You think the Xortaags got to Jackson?” asked Oksana. 
 
    “It makes sense, doesn’t it? Also, I got a very strong impression that Jackson was trying to snatch Tarq. That’s why he wanted our alien friend alone.” 
 
    “Where is the Xortaag delegation now?” asked Ella. 
 
    Kurt shrugged. “I don’t know, but it is easy to find out.” 
 
    Everyone was silent for a minute. The idea of our president being under the Xortaags’ thumb was too terrible to digest easily. 
 
    Then Kurt, playing with his goatee, shook his head. “Jim, I see your point, and believe me when I say I agree with you. But I just can’t condone a military coup. This goes against every fiber of my being and tarnishes my father’s legacy. We spent our entire lives working towards a united Earth ruled by a democratically-elected government.” 
 
    “So let’s find the middle ground.” I rubbed my forehead. “Not a coup, but not allowing Jackson, under the Xortaags’ control or on his own initiative, to destroy the galaxy either.” 
 
    “We could use OMC-BOWS—” Tarq started to say. 
 
    The six of us (Kurt, Oksana, Ella, Cordi, Venom, and I) shouted, “No!” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “You guys are ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Kurt said with a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Jackson’s image appeared on one of the wall-mounted monitors in Invincible’s briefing room. He was in the same conference room we’d met him earlier today, windows open this time. Some twenty other people, most of them in military uniforms, were sitting around the conference table. I recognized Jackson’s head of security and a few army generals. 
 
    “We’re all here,” said Jackson, trying his best to look confident and in charge. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We want to make a few quick points, if it pleases the president,” I said politely. 
 
    He made a get-on-with-it gesture. 
 
    “What you fail to understand is things have changed since the minute the Xortaag fleet appeared on our orbit,” I said. “For example, you really don’t have any actual power. The people with power are sitting here in this room. Let me prove it to you.” 
 
    A huge bomb appeared on the table right in the middle of Jackson’s conference room. He jumped out of his seat, eyes wide, face pale as a ghost. I wondered if, in his moment of panic, he remembered (or if he even knew to begin with) that SFD didn’t work on the surface, and the bomb was nothing but a projection. Several people in the room started screaming. One shouted, “Oh my God!” 
 
    Tarq giggled. “Nope. That was me.” 
 
    A few people rushed for the door, but they stopped dead when I calmly said, “This baby will go boom if anyone tries to leave.” 
 
    Jackson held up his chin and stared at me through the camera. “You’re bluffing.” His shaking voice betrayed his inner turmoil. 
 
    I laughed in his face. “Have you forgotten who you’re talking to? I’ve just slaughtered eighty million people, and Kurt here singlehandedly killed half our previous government officials. You think I’ll hesitate a second to detonate that bomb?” I leaned forward and pulled a William Shatner. “Sit. The. Hell. Down.” 
 
    He sank back into his seat. I could see his Adam’s apple bobbing all the way from orbit. Putting him in his place was so satisfying. Never much liked bullies. 
 
    “We’re here to make a few announcements,” I continued. “Three, in fact. One, effective immediately, the fleet and the Marines will operate independent of Earth’s civilian government and in coordination with the Akakie fleet. You have no authority over us.” 
 
    I looked at Tarq, who said, “Two, we have awarded Akakie citizenship to both Colonel Jim Harrison and Colonel Kurt von der Hagen, which means they are under our protection. If anything happens to them, if they are shot or arrested, killed in a car accident or die by a sudden disease—heck, if a comet falls on them—there will be severe consequences, starting with us taking back the shiny new fleet we gave you.” 
 
    Jackson looked like he was going to have a heart attack. 
 
    Tarq chuckled. “You did not think we gave you all those fancy ships without taking the precaution of writing a self-destruct code into them, did you? I would like to see you negotiate with the Xortaags without a fleet to back you up.” 
 
    “And three,” said Kurt, “let me give you a lesson in democracy. Tarq?” 
 
    Tarq had never looked happier than this moment. He touched his PDD. “This is going to break the Internet.” 
 
    Kurt’s image appeared on another monitor. He said, “Citizens of Earth. I don’t think I need to remind anyone that our planet was occupied by the Xortaags until just recently, when we defeated them with the Akakies’ help. President Jackson came to power promising revenge against the Xortaags, who had killed seven hundred million of us. And now, this.” 
 
    His image was replaced by a holographic recording of our last meeting with Jackson in the government headquarters, specifically the part where he told us about his plans to sign a non-aggression treaty with the Xortaags. 
 
    Kurt came back to the screen. “The Xortaags aren’t the forgive-and-forget type. They’ll come for us as soon as they deal with the Akakies. If you disagree with this decision, voice your concern. Contact your local representatives and demand President Jackson be held accountable for his actions. Civil disobedience might go a long way in making the president change his mind too.” 
 
    Tarq rubbed his palms together. “There is nothing I love more than kicking the hornet’s nest.” 
 
    The next day, Tarq sent us a video of Jackson waking up in the presidential palace to find the severed head of a horse in his bed. The video was accompanied with a note. Not my most original prank, but super effective. 
 
    People took to the streets when they heard Kurt’s message, first in the thousands, then in the millions. Demonstrations were held all over the planet. Protesters clashed with security forces on several occasions. Jackson was stupid enough to try to use force. In Kiev, some soldiers opened fire on people from the top of a government building. Half an hour later, that building didn’t exist, replaced by a crater ten feet deep. Maybe I was turning into a bloodthirsty maniac, after all. 
 
    Kurt sent a team of Marines to pick up the Xortaag delegation. The aliens put up a fight, and when they realized they were trapped and hopelessly outnumbered, they detonated an explosive device that killed all of them along with several Marines. 
 
    Jackson’s government didn’t last forty-eight hours. He fled, and his successor hastily reaffirmed Earth’s commitment to the alliance with the Akakies against the Xortaags and promised a new election within six months. 
 
    “People will choose another clueless idiot as president,” I said with my usual optimism. 
 
    “No worries,” said Kurt. “We’ll be here to look after them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Ten: Voltex 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Year: 5266 
 
    (Earth Year: 3199) 
 
      
 
   S hapzan knew he was about to die. 
 
    The healers had given up on him weeks ago, but he had been stubbornly clinging to life. What kept him going was his need to see if his brother’s plan to send the Vox back in time to kill off the carbon-based aliens worked. If not, he had bankrupted their already broken economy for nothing. 
 
    His brother, too old and fragile to hover anymore, was pushed into the lazaretto room by two of his assistants, followed by some Vox chieftains. Shapzan studied their faces closely. “I guess I do not need to ask you how the experiment went.” 
 
    Faltaz beamed. “Better than our most optimistic projections. The Latoors could not offer any meaningful resistance. We completely wiped them out. Mantux is destroyed, and now we are certain we can do the same to all the other aliens.” 
 
    “And in our side of the funnel?” asked the Supreme Leader. 
 
    “They are gone, as if they never existed. Everyone in their galaxy is freaking out about it. They cannot figure out how an entire planet has suddenly disappeared.” 
 
    “Did they suspect our involvement?” 
 
    Faltaz laughed. “How could we possibly be involved? Us, the poor, backward Volts?” 
 
    This was the first time Shapzan had seen his brother laugh since Pandar was destroyed. 
 
    Everyone was quiet for a minute. Then the Supreme Leader said, “You did it, Brother. Praise Vilyek.” 
 
    “Well, not yet,” said the scientist. “This was just a test. We now have to send the Vox back to commence the real operation, and as I said before, it will take them years to finish it, even though for us it will be only a few minutes. We must build a base of operation inside the funnel on our side, and we have to provide them with enough supplies to last a decade.” 
 
    Shapzan shook his body. “While half of our population is starving to death.” 
 
    “Shortly after our base of operation is ready,” said Faltaz, “which will be in a few months, you could wake up to a world without any carbon-based aliens. Is it not worth it?” 
 
    “I will not be alive in a few months,” Shapzan replied flatly. “And, unfortunately, it is.” Then he looked at a Vox warrior standing behind Faltaz and said, “Before I forget: well done, Commander. We are thankful to you too.” 
 
    “It is both my pleasure and duty to serve, Uncle,” said Vox Commander Kavmar. 
 
    “I must confess,” said Shapzan, “I was a bit skeptical when your grandfather asked me to appoint you as the commander of the Vox warriors in this mission. You are young and relatively inexperienced. I am happy to see his faith in you was justified.” 
 
    “I respectfully suggest that Grandpa Faltaz has repeatedly proved he is the smartest Volt in our history,” said Kavmar. “Moreover, I have prepared myself for a mission like this all my life. I just never imagined we would fight the aliens a millennium in the past, which certainly makes things easier for us.” 
 
    “By the way, I am going with the Vox,” Faltaz told his brother. 
 
    That surprised the Supreme Leader. “Why? You are not a warrior, and even if you were, what would you do in your age?” 
 
    “I want to watch the alien planets burn,” said Faltaz. “I have earned that much.” 
 
    Shapzan chuckled. “You know, now I wish I could go too.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Eleven: Kanoor 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 059.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 05/05/2079) 
 
      
 
    
     “S 
 
   
 
    o, what’s the plan?” I asked. “And, for crying out loud, there’s no need for sophisticated holographic videos describing the current situation. We all know what’s at stake.” 
 
    Our “war council” had gathered in Invincible’s briefing room. Tarq, for once, wasn’t wearing something flashy, just his usual white tux and feathered cap. It told me how distraught he was because of the fall of Kanoor. That, and his old habit of biting his nails. The rest of us were in uniform, including Barook, who had apparently been promoted since the last time we saw him. 
 
    Tarq completely ignored me and my request, of course. The stupid alien was in love with the sound of his own voice. Or it could be revenge for me not letting him smoke aboard our starship. 
 
    “Here is the situation,” he said. “Maada lost a few hundred ships while invading Kanoor, but he still has more than eighteen thousand of those new Deathbringers under his command. Our fleet consists of the almost ten thousand space fighters that were on Earth and nearly four thousand ships that escaped Kanoor. I want to take this opportunity to go on record protesting your decision to man the fleet entirely by human pilots.” He gave me a hurt look. 
 
    I rubbed my temple. Tarq was a brilliant strategist, the best in the universe even, but he still harbored some weird hope that his people would somehow learn how to fight. With the fate of the universe in the balance, we had to vote against having Akakie pilots on this mission. Even Barook had voted against him. We’d also decided not to bring the old Vipers, given that they were no match for the new Deathbringers. I wouldn’t send people to suicide missions if I could help it. 
 
    “There are twenty-five million Xortaag soldiers on the planet,” Tarq said, “while we barely have five thousand Marines. Even if we could somehow get past Maada and his fleet and put boots on the ground, there would still be no way we could take Kanoor back, and it is only a matter of time before the Xortaags find some advanced piece of technology down there that will change the balance of power in the galaxy forever.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we know. We are outgunned and outnumbered, and our situation is completely hopeless,” I said, playing with my wedding ring. “Now tell us your brilliant plan.” 
 
    “I’d like to point out the balance of power has already changed,” said Kurt. “The Xortaags have the upper hand, and because we failed to convince any other species to join us, we are all that’s standing between them and the domination of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Which brings us to Tarq’s brilliant plan,” I said impatiently. 
 
    “There are two points I must clarify before moving forward. First, there is nothing physically wrong with us Akakies; in fact, given our exoskeleton, we are pretty strong. We simply do not have the mental fortitude to fight. And secondly, as I have mentioned before, all Akakies have weapons at their homes, like the Americans.” 
 
    “Well, more like the Canadians,” said Ella, “since apparently you never use them.” 
 
    “Look who’s developing a sense of humor,” said Venom. 
 
    She probably got it from me, I answered. My awesomeness is contagious. 
 
    Venom rolled his eyes. 
 
    Tarq continued, “Now I am going to tell you something that only two people in the world know. It used to be three, but our president was killed during the invasion, so now it is only Barook and I. We have built our own OMC-BOWS, and now it is active on Kanoor’s orbit.” 
 
    “Why the hell would you do that?” I asked, astonished. 
 
    Kurt narrowed his eyes. “You were planning to use it against your own people.” 
 
    Tarq shrugged. “There had been some unrest on our planet, even talk of a revolution. OMC-BOWS is perfect to control people.” 
 
    “We’re so going to find a way to remove those things from Earth’s orbit,” I growled. 
 
    “So here is the plan: Barook and I will go down to the surface with a small team of the Commandos—” 
 
    “The Marines,” Kurt corrected him. 
 
    “I obviously must go; my telepathic abilities might be very useful,” said Xornaa. “But why you two?” 
 
    “Because only we can operate the machine’s controls,” said Tarq. “Biometrics.” 
 
    “And we must both go, in case one of us does not make it,” added Barook. 
 
    I didn’t remember these guys being so brave before. 
 
    “Where’re the MFM controls located?” asked Oksana. 
 
    “There are catacombs underneath the presidential palace. The controls are hidden there,” answered Tarq. “We would use OMC-BOWS to tell our people they are the strongest, bravest warriors in history, and they must attack the Xortaags. Now, unlike the last times we pulled this trick, the Xortaags will not be completely surprised because security is super tight and they are watching the local inhabitants closely—no Voice of God to give them a false sense of security this time. Still, there are a thousand Akakies for every Xortaag, who are still armed with those pathetic energy weapons. Our people should be able to take the planet back rather quickly.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use the same tactic when the enemy was occupying your planet?” asked Ella. 
 
    “Because, by the time they started landing, they had already destroyed our fleet and had complete air superiority. Maada would have slaughtered us if we tried then.” 
 
    “And he isn’t going to do it this time because?” I didn’t know why I asked. I already knew the answer. 
 
    “This is where you come in,” answered Tarq. “The fleet will engage the Xortaags. Do not under any circumstances let them come to the help of their ground forces. After we recapture the planet, they might lose hope and surrender, given that they have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” I said. “Just like Operation Royalty, we’re planning to use the planet’s population to mount a surprise attack on the Xortaags on the ground while the fleet is fighting them in the sky?” 
 
    “Probably in space this time but, essentially, yes.” 
 
    I chuckled bitterly. “Can we be any more Star Wars?” 
 
    Tarq gave a questioning look to my friends. 
 
    “What?” said Oksana. “Since when am I supposed to understand what Jim’s talking about?” 
 
    Kurt smiled. “I think I understood that one.” 
 
    “Star Wars movies are notorious for using the same plot over and over again,” I explained. “For example, they used to have a Death Star with a ridiculously obvious weak point in every other film.” 
 
    “And people still paid money to watch these movies?” asked Ella, bemused. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re freaking awesome.” 
 
    “When we were in high school, he forced me to binge-watch all the Star Wars movies with him,” Kurt told Ella. 
 
    I shrugged. “They’re classics. Everyone must watch them once.” 
 
    Kurt looked thoughtful. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t see the Akakies beating the Xortaags, under hypnosis and outnumbering them a thousand-to-one or not.” 
 
    “And I want to add, using the same plot might work in the movies, but it won’t work in real life.” I twisted the wedding ring on my finger. “Especially given the fact that the last time, we were lucky to walk away with our lives.” 
 
    Tarq frowned. “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    Both Kurt and I shook our heads. 
 
    “So get off my back and get on with the program.” 
 
    Barook looked at him with admiration. “You are getting really good at this.” 
 
    “You have learned a lot of idioms yourself,” Tarq told him. “Go ahead. Use the one you told me recently. 
 
    Barook turned to us, pretended he was holding a shotgun, and with an exaggerated deep voice said, “I am cocked and loaded.” 
 
    Thank God for Tarq. With all the talk of doom and gloom, I really needed a laugh. 
 
    “Given that the alternative is to do nothing and wait until the Xortaags show up with our weapons and kill everyone, I suggest we move forward with my plan,” said Tarq. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Kurt and shrugged. Tarq was right. Plus, this time, there were fourteen thousand of us to their eighteen. We’d already beaten much worse odds. 
 
    “We have another problem,” Tarq added. “You remember I said Mushgaana, and in fact, all members of the royal family can read people’s mind from a distance? Guess where he is staying these days.” 
 
    “In the presidential palace,” Kurt said immediately. 
 
    Tarq nodded. 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “Of course he is, because otherwise this would’ve been too easy.” 
 
    “The palace is a pretty big place, but we cannot risk running into him and exposing the whole mission, so we have come up with this.” Tarq flicked his wrist, and an image of a metal headband appeared. “This device masks your brainwaves and imitates ours, so if Mushgaana or anyone else—one of his brothers is on Kanoor too—tries to read your mind, they will think you are an Akakie.” 
 
    “So we’re going down as Akakies? Wearing a hologram, I guess?” asked Oksana. “Won’t it be easier to go as Xortaags as we did the last time? This device can’t imitate Xortaag brainwaves?” 
 
    “It can, but it will not help us. It can generate brainwaves but not actual thoughts or memories, so if Mushgaana looks at you and sees he cannot find anything beyond the most basic brain patterns, he will get suspicious. On the other hand, thanks to MICI, he cannot read Akakie minds anyway, so we will not have an issue there.” 
 
    “So, if the team is going down as Akakies, this means we can finally see your true form, right?” I asked Tarq. 
 
    “No. Only Xornaa and the Marines.” 
 
    “Xornaa is a Marine,” said Kurt. 
 
    The Xortaag woman beamed and bowed her head to him. I cringed just a tad. I still didn’t like that woman even though she’d saved my life. 
 
    “Make sure you take a photo of him,” I told Kurt. 
 
    “You really have to get your priorities straight,” he responded. 
 
    “Also, this might be slightly irrelevant, but we have some bad news,” said Tarq. “We have lost a planet.” 
 
    Kurt raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “As you know, besides us and the Xortaags,” said Tarq, “there are thirteen other species with space-travel capabilities. There used to be more, but Maada and Mushgaana killed off a bunch of them.” 
 
    “Exposition much?” I asked him. 
 
    Tarq ignored me. “One of these species was called the Latoors. Their planet suddenly went dark a few days ago. When we sent a ship to investigate, we found out they were gone. An asteroid had hit their planet.” 
 
    I frowned. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “It should not have been,” said Tarq. “They had a huge fleet. They should not have had any problems vaporizing an approaching asteroid, and if they had, they could have simply asked for help from us. More worryingly, when our ship scanned the area, they found evidence of what looked like a battle. Debris left from destroyed ships and energy weapon signature, but surprisingly, only from the Latoors. We do not have a clue as to what has happened.” 
 
    “We can safely conclude that the enemy fleet, if there indeed was one, was frighteningly strong,” added Barook. “The Latoors had more than twenty thousand ships, and they were completely wiped out.” 
 
    I could feel the onset of a headache. “Wait a minute. You are telling us there’s an unknown enemy out there, one that doesn’t even try to occupy and colonize other planets but drops freaking asteroids on them?” 
 
    “It is a possibility,” said Tarq. 
 
    Kurt and Oksana exchanged a worried look. 
 
    This is just great. 
 
    “Why are you so calm?” asked Venom. “It sounds like the perfect time to panic.” 
 
    It probably was, but this new threat felt kind of abstract, while the danger the Xortaags posed was very real and immediate, and crying over a dead species made no sense while our own people faced extinction. I decided I needed some time to wrap my mind around the story Tarq had told us—after we dealt with Maada, hopefully once and for all. Or at least until another clone of him showed up. 
 
    “And I thought the Xortaags were bad,” said Oksana. 
 
    “Have you noticed we’ve become desensitized towards this sort of thing?” Ella asked. “We just heard a whole planet was destroyed, and our reaction is meh. There was a time I’d cry if I heard an animal species went extinct on Earth or the rainforest was on fire.” 
 
    “For one thing, we might all get killed in a few days—” 
 
    “Three days, to be exact.” Tarq, ever so helpful, interrupted me. “We will reach Kanoor in three days.” 
 
    “So from our perspective, this is a moot point,” I continued, “and for another, we’ve blown up a plant ourselves. That sort of thing is bound to harden your heart.” 
 
    “You’re going to throw that in our faces for the rest of our lives, aren’t you?” asked Kurt with a pinched expression. 
 
    I winked at him. “You can count on it.” 
 
    “Let me emphasize that we are just guessing,” said Tarq. “There is no species in the galaxy with the capability of doing something like this. If there were, we would have already known about them. Moreover, why would anyone go through the trouble of destroying a planet at the edge of the galaxy that offers no strategic benefit at all?” 
 
    “For all we know, this could be some sort of natural disaster,” added Barook. “Or maybe a collective suicide. It is not unprecedented, and at least this theory explains why all communications from Mantux suddenly stopped and there were energy signatures and debris only from the Latoor ships.” 
 
    “Are you saying all the Latoors decided to go ahead and kill themselves?” Kurt asked incredulously. 
 
    “It makes about as much sense as a military attack,” Barook responded. 
 
    I couldn’t decide which one was scarier: a natural disaster that destroyed a whole planet, an unknown and invisible enemy fleet no one had heard of, or a planet-wide suicide pact. 
 
    “It could even have been a man-made disaster,” said Tarq. “Maybe a scientific experience had gone wrong. Or a publicity stunt. Maybe some mad scientist decided to divert an asteroid towards the plant in order to destroy it later and become a hero in the eyes of his people. We simply have no logical explanation for what has happened.” 
 
    Oksana shrugged. “Let’s focus on the operation at hand. If we survive this, we can investigate this new situation later.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, have you chosen a name for the operation?” I asked Tarq. “And, for the love of God, don’t call it Operation Free Kanoor.” 
 
    Tarq grinned and rubbed his hands together. “No, I have the perfect name for this one: Operation Endgame.” 
 
    Kurt chuckled. 
 
    I gave Tarq a sideways look. 
 
    “You got it?” he asked. “Because the game ends if we fail here. The Xortaags will enslave the whole galaxy and nothing can be done about it.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples. “Yeah, we got it. Trust me.” 
 
    After the meeting, and while everyone else was leaving the briefing room, Ella asked me, “Can I please have a word?” 
 
    “By all means. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Given that the Xortaag fleet has four thousand more ships than ours, and Invincible is equipped with a powerful array of heavy weaponry, I request that we join the battle.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to need Invincible’s CIC to coordinate our attack. Plus, you know starships are very vulnerable to Xortaag space fighters. They obliterated Akakie starships more or less with ease.” 
 
    “Akakie starships.” She held up her chin. “With Akakie crew. Invincible is part of Earth fleet with a human crew. Apples and oranges. We’ve run simulations, and I’m positive we can hold our own and cause some damage. As for coordinating the attack, the Akakies can do it from one of their starships.” 
 
    “She’s so confident,” said Venom, “for such a small person.” 
 
    I was impressed too. Ella had just volunteered to go toe-to-toe with the Xortaag fleet. That took guts. And it was kind of hot. 
 
    “Dude,” said Venom, “she’s an officer under your command. Don’t be so unprofessional.” 
 
    I trusted Ella’s judgment. She knew more about running a starship than I did. Still, I couldn’t put her ship and crew on the frontline without due consideration. “Let me have a look at the simulations, and I’ll let you know.” 
 
    She nodded and stood up to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot. We have a new ensign on the bridge, and she asked me to say hello to you. Her name is Lilly Johnson.” 
 
    “Lilly’s here? How did she pull that off?” 
 
    “Apparently, her father was a friend of Tarq’s. There was also mention of her cashing in on the fact that her father had saved humanity.” 
 
    “OK, but a word of advice. Watch over that girl. If anything happens to her, you’ll have a pissed-off Canadian ghost to deal with.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” She hesitated for a second and then added, “And, Jim? Be careful out there.” 
 
    I grinned. “Captain Wood, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re worried about me.” 
 
    “Hardly,” she said. “But you’re the commander of the fleet. It’ll be a terrible blow to my crew’s morale if you get yourself killed.” 
 
    “Nah,” I said, “this is personal. I always knew you’d warm up to me.” 
 
    She sighed heavily, so theatrically that for a moment I thought I was talking to Tarq. “One day, you must tell me why you’re like this.” 
 
    “By ‘this’ I assume you mean awesome,” I said. “When this is over, you and I can get a drink, and I’ll tell you all about the Kingslayer.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mushgaana, sitting in his new office in Kanoor’s presidential palace, sent a telepathic message for his brother. Polvaar, can you come and see me for a minute? 
 
    “What do you want?” answered Polvaar. “You can tell me now.” 
 
    Face-to-face, if you please. 
 
    Being a prince, Mushgaana was no stranger to luxury, but the presidential palace here was something else. It looked as if everything was covered with gold. It was amazing how rich this planet was, and not only on financial terms. The Xortaag scientists were astonished at the wealth of science and technology they had already found on Kanoor, and they had not even scratched the surface yet. He should have come here instead of attacking Earth, as he had originally planned. He wondered what had compelled him to change his mind. That one lapse in judgment had cost them dearly. 
 
    Mushgaana smiled when he remembered how furious Maada was when he found out they were going to invade Earth instead of Kanoor. He should have listened to the general. How many times had he proved to have better judgment? 
 
    It was a shame his little scheme to control Earth’s new president had failed. According to the reports he had received, it had initially worked, but the Kingslayer had interfered again. That man had been a thorn in their side for a long time now. Mushgaana decided he had to do something about it once they were done here. 
 
    He heard Polvaar’s “voice” in his mind before his brother walked through the door. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    Yes, thought Mushgaana. Would you please take a seat? 
 
    Polvaar sat down, watching him closely. 
 
    It has come to my attention that you challenged General Maada during our attack on Kanoor. I advise you to make sure this never happens again. The general does not tolerate insubordination. 
 
    Polvaar did not answer. He just sat there and stared. His intense eye contact was beginning to unnerve Mushgaana. 
 
    I also wanted to congratulate you on both the courage and the skill you showed during the battle, continued Mushgaana. 
 
    That comment seemed to have surprised Polvaar. He nodded, but still said nothing. 
 
    Here is the thing: I harbor no ill will towards you and the rest of my brothers. On the contrary, I grew up looking up to you guys. You were my heroes. And I honestly think I have done nothing to deserve the animosity you show me. What do you say we put our differences aside and join hands in guiding the Xortaag kingdom to glorious victory? 
 
    Polvaar did not hesitate for even a moment. He stood and looked down at Mushgaana. “I will think about it.” Then he turned and left the room. 
 
    Mushgaana’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed sadly. In Polvaar’s eyes, he had seen what had always been there: contempt, because Mushgaana was much shorter and smaller than his brothers, and hatred, because despite his physical disadvantages, he had achieved glory on a level they could only dream of. There was no overcoming the animosity his brothers had built up for decades. 
 
    Well, you will always have the general. 
 
    His PDD buzzed. It was Maada. The crown prince reached out with his mind and found the general’s. Speak of the devil. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    An English expression I picked up on Earth. How can I help you, General? 
 
    “We are ready here.” 
 
    Is this really necessary? Do you think the humans have any chance of getting Kanoor back? 
 
    “A few months ago I would have laughed at the idea,” said Maada. “But we still do not know how they defeated us on Earth, and nobody on Kanoor seems to know either. I think having a contingency plan is prudent.” 
 
    I hope you are wrong. Please convey my regards to the commander of the convoy and send them. 
 
    “I will, Your Highness.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “A toast,” I said. 
 
    We’d gathered in the mess to do our traditional last-dinner-tomorrow-we-will-dine-in-hell routine. Tarq and Barook had joined us too, and for the first time in history, a Xortaag. 
 
    Plus someone new. 
 
    Kurt had entered the mess accompanied by a thin, pretty brunette whom he’d introduced as Patricia. She wore an engineer’s blue uniform and said her shift had just ended. She looked like a kind woman (I was a really good judge of character, especially when it came to women), which was probably exactly what Kurt needed. 
 
    “I can’t drink,” said Xornaa. “It messes with my abilities, and I need to be super sharp tomorrow.” 
 
    “So you aren’t perfect, after all,” said Oksana. 
 
    Xornaa gave her a questioning look. 
 
    I raised my glass. “To saving the galaxy. Again.” 
 
    “And hopefully for the last time,” added Kurt. 
 
    “First time for me,” said Patricia, patting Kurt’s arm. 
 
    I gulped down my drink. “I doubt it, because apparently the Xortaags can simply clone Maada and send him back.” 
 
    “Here is a thought,” said Oksana. “Why don’t they make a thousand clones of him? Can you imagine a fleet of Maada pilots?” 
 
    I shuddered at the image. 
 
    Xornaa pointedly cleared her throat. “I’ll share a secret with you if you don’t ask me how I know.” 
 
    We all looked at her. 
 
    She continued, “They can’t make any more clones of him. They’d found the cloning machine on another planet, and they somehow broke it. Or it ran out of energy or raw material or whatever.” 
 
    In a way, this was bad news. I was secretly hoping we could raid Tangaar, steal their cloning machine and use it to bring Liz back. 
 
    “So how do you know?” I asked Xornaa. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’m a spy. I still have sources on Tangaar.” 
 
    “So if we kill him, he stays dead?” I asked. “Great. Let’s kill him properly this time.” 
 
    “At any rate, a decisive victory tomorrow means we will not hear from the Xortaags for a while,” said Tarq. “They cannot possibly have more than a few thousand ships left to defend their home planet. If we finally manage to unite the rest of the galaxy, we might even be able to invade Tangaar and put an end to this, once and for all.” 
 
    “Any chance of that happening?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “After everything that has happened, people still think if they stay out of the Xortaags’ way, they will be safe,” Tarq scoffed. “That said, the story I told you about the Latoors has freaked out everyone, and for the first time ever, there is serious talk of an alliance against that unknown enemy, if in fact there is one.” 
 
    “Any clue who the enemy actually is?” I asked. 
 
    Tarq looked at Barook, who answered, “No. Nothing. No energy signatures. No debris. It is like they appeared out of nowhere, destroyed a whole planet with magic, and disappeared.” 
 
    “Aliens who can do magic.” I shook my head. “Exactly what we needed.” 
 
    “Assuming it was not a natural disaster,” added Barook. 
 
    “I take it you have chosen your team?” Tarq asked Kurt. 
 
    “Besides us, only two more Marines. You know them: Juan Martinez and Li Xing. They were with me in Operation Royalty.” 
 
    “You should’ve invited them,” I said. 
 
    “I did. They both said they’re professionals and they wouldn’t drink the night before a mission.” 
 
    I poured myself another drink. “Are you insinuating that I’m not professional?” 
 
    Kurt burst into laughter; then he gave me a guilty look and said, “Oh, you were being serious?” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada stormed into the Xortaag command center in Kanoor’s presidential palace. Mushgaana was there already. The prince pointed at the main screen. “This is the combined human-Akakie fleet which was on Earth’s orbit. Fourteen thousand ships in total.” 
 
    “We knew they would come,” growled the general. “Hence, our contingency plan.” 
 
    “And look who is here.” Mushgaana nodded to an officer. The image on the screen, showing the rectangular-shaped enemy ships, was enhanced until Maada could see a golden Viper in front of the enemy fleet. 
 
    Maada’s nostrils flared, and he felt his nails biting into his palms. He had never imagined he would meet his own killer, but now that he had, all he could think about was tearing Colonel Jim Harrison apart with his teeth. But first, he would find out how that loser had managed to beat him in the first place. 
 
    Mushgaana looked at him closely. “Something tells me you will get the chance, General.” 
 
    Get the hell out of my head! 
 
    Maada took a deep breath and tried to keep his anger under control. He needed to keep a clear head to deal with the task ahead. Anger would lead to rash decisions, and rash decisions would get his people killed. 
 
    Is that how I died? I made a bad decision in a moment of anger and got myself killed? He really needed to know. 
 
    “Why are they just standing there though?” asked the prince. “Could it be some sort of a trap?” 
 
    “Let us not make them wait,” said Maada through clenched teeth. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Operation Endgame started at 10:00 ship time. 
 
    After we made the final jump, I looked at the azure planet seven thousand miles in front of me, with its bright red sun and six moons, and wondered what the hell I was doing here. A couple of years ago, I was an ace fighter. I used to go where the government sent me and satiate my adrenaline addiction by merrily shooting down a few enemy planes from time to time. Life was simple. I was doing what I loved, and everything was more or less black or white. Now I was in space, and I was about to lead the fourteen-thousand-strong fleet under my command into battle over the fifth planet occupied by the Xortaags. My actions and decisions would have repercussions for planets or species, or, hell, the entire galaxy. And yes, I was directly responsible for millions of deaths. Angel of Death, that was me, and there was no end in sight. How many more people did I have to kill before this was all over? 
 
    And all these were on top of the three battles over Earth, where sixty percent of the pilots under my command had perished. I’d happily give everything I had plus half my life to ensure all my people came back from this one alive. But when I saw the Xortaag fleet getting off the planet, eighteen thousand Deathbringers led by frakking General Maada, I realized how impossible that was. My usual OCD-induced worst-case-scenario thoughts circled around in my mind, and I wondered how many of my people I’d get killed this time. 
 
    I took a deep breath and opened a channel to the fleet; then I hesitated. I’d prepared a speech that would impress John F. Kennedy, like what I’d tried to do before the battles on Earth, but now it somehow sounded wrong. Back then, my priority was winning. That, and destroying as many enemy ships as I could. I guessed I’d changed. I still loved dogfights and shooting down bandits (especially those damned Deathbringers), and flying into battle, laser cannons blazing, had always counted as one of the best pleasures life had to offer, but having to worry about the people under my command had taken away some joy from that experience. I wished I could face the enemy ships by myself.  The Golden Viper fighting the whole Xortaag fleet, now that would’ve been something special. 
 
    “Guys, watch each other’s back,” I said solemnly. “If someone has an enemy ship on their six, I want two people to go save them. Everyone comes home, if we have something to say about it.” 
 
    Do me a favor and don’t die. I have enough death on my conscience. 
 
    “Good luck,” I added. 
 
    Maybe one day, I’d be able to bring everyone back alive, but with the Crimson Deathbringer flying towards us, I didn’t think it’d be today. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “And here we are, going into the belly of the beast,” said Kurt as Xornaa drove an Akakie vehicle—a hover car, using some sort of repulsion technology—towards Kanoor’s presidential palace. She wore a Xortaag uniform, while the rest of the assault team were under Akakie-looking holograms, with four feet, antennae, those horrifying teeth, and all. 
 
    Kanoor’s radiant beauty had astonished Kurt. The sun shone brilliantly, and the air had a permanent rainbow swirl. There was an ocean on their right side, with blue waves crashing along pristine shores. And everything smelled fresh, with no sign of pollution. The Akakies knew how to take care of their planet. Minus the part that they gave it up so easily to the Xortaags. 
 
    Maybe I can retire here one day, he thought. And the lower gravity on this planet probably means a longer life expectancy to boot. 
 
    Kurt wondered what would happen to this beautiful planet if his team failed today. Probably the same thing that happened to all the other Xortaag-occupied planets: the invaders would kill all the local population and eventually use up the planet’s natural resources. In the long run, Kanoor would turn into another Tangaar—an over-populated, polluted planet. Protecting the environment wasn’t the Xortaags’ forte. 
 
    If Operation Endgame failed, he wouldn’t be alive to see that. Neither would Jim, Oksana, Tarq, and the rest of his friends. He shuddered and pushed that thought away. Worrying about failing in a mission that was already under way was useless. 
 
    “I miss the days I used to fight the bad guys looking like myself,” said Juan, who used to be a police officer before joining the resistance, under his Akakie hologram. 
 
    Kurt wondered if by “bad guys” Juan was referring to the criminals he had to face when he was a cop or the SCTU soldiers. 
 
    “I had to look like a freaking Xortaag during some of our missions on Earth, and now this.” Juan pointed to his Akakie appearance. His antennae stood straight, which Kurt knew signaled indignation, among other things. 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” said Li. “I had to turn into a white dude during those missions. This feels much better.” 
 
    Kurt gave him a hard look. 
 
    Tarq smiled, which for an Akakie meant showing rows of teeth, and looked at Kurt with his four huge insectoid eyes, moving his antennae in amusement. “You have to admit this is an improvement to your normal looks.” 
 
    “I prefer this to those freaking unibrows too,” said Oksana. 
 
    “You people’s lack of professionalism is astounding,” said Xornaa, eyes on the road. “I expected this from the Akakies, but I thought you humans were more disciplined.” 
 
    “It’s a defense mechanism,” Kurt told her. “We crack jokes to fight off stress.” 
 
    “Why are you under stress?” asked Xornaa. 
 
    “Who’s cracking wise now?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “I’m serious. We’re here to do a mission. It’s dangerous, but being under stress doesn’t help in any way.” 
 
    “Well, some of us humans actually have emotions,” Oksana answered smugly. 
 
    “You guys are married?” Tarq asked Juan and Li. They both nodded. 
 
    “Kids?” 
 
    “One,” said Li. 
 
    “Five,” said Juan proudly. 
 
    “Wow! Five children,” said Tarq. “How do they deal with the fact that their father is off to space for months at a time?” 
 
    Juan grinned. “Are you kidding? They love it. I’m their hero. They brag about me to their friends. ‘Our father is a Marine. Our father killed the Xortaags. Our father saved all of us.’ ” 
 
    “How about you?” Li asked Tarq. “Any kids?” 
 
    Kurt loudly cleared his throat. 
 
    “Well, I started it.” Tarq shrugged. “I had a daughter, but Maada killed her.” 
 
    Juan put a hand on the insect’s shoulder. “So sorry, man.” 
 
    “I have a granddaughter. Her name is Varma, and she is super cute.” 
 
    Cute! thought Kurt. Yeah, right. 
 
    “Enough chit-chat,” said Xornaa. “We’ve arrived. It’s time to get serious.” 
 
    The vehicle stopped in front of the palace gate, guarded by several armed Xortaags. An officer approached the driver side. 
 
    “Guys, brace yourselves. Full slut mode in three, two, one,” said Xornaa. 
 
    Kurt wasn’t even looking at the woman; still, the sudden rush of testosterone was disorienting. He heard Tarq whisper, “Thank God for sexual-urge suppression pills.” 
 
    “You have those?” Oksana asked with anger in her voice. “Couldn’t you give a few to the rest of us?” 
 
    “And miss the opportunity to see you squirm like this? Prankster here,” said Tarq. 
 
    Oksana took out her STG-666 assault rifle from underneath the hologram and showed it to Tarq. “I’ve killed at least a hundred aliens with this. I want you to remember that the next time you think about messing with me.” 
 
    Tarq winked at her. “Will do.” 
 
    The officer stood by the vehicle, looked inside, and gaped. Xornaa lightly touched his arm. “I have six Akakies here to do a repair job. Can you please let us in? Also, be a sweetheart and forget you saw us.” 
 
    The officer stepped away from the vehicle and gestured to the rest of the guards to open the gate. They gave him a surprised look but obeyed without asking questions. Xornaa smiled sweetly at the officer and drove the car through the gate. 
 
    Kurt said, “If Jim were here—” 
 
    Oksana interrupted him. “He’d make a Star Wars reference. We know.” 
 
    “Star Wars had a sexy female alien who could manipulate people by touching then?” Juan sounded confused. 
 
    “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for,” Kurt told him. 
 
    Juan chuckled. “Classic.” 
 
    “Can you guys please focus on the mission?” said Xornaa. 
 
    Kurt scanned the area. He was completely familiar with the palace layout, having spent hours studying its 3D maps. The placed buzzed with activity. He saw hundreds of soldiers, dozens of Akakie slaves, and many ground vehicles. There were also a few Deathbringers, which were landed in an open area. This would make things more complicated. 
 
    The palace itself was high upon a hill overlooking the surrounding area. Its architecture wasn’t like anything Kurt had seen before. It looked very exotic, with several gold-domed towers and delicately detailed pillars. Except for the towers, everything was painted dazzling white. 
 
    “This talent of yours is both fascinating and terrifying at the same time,” Kurt told Xornaa. 
 
    “Turn it off,” growled Oksana, breathing faster than usual. 
 
    Xornaa looked over her shoulder. “What’s the magic word?” 
 
    The Ukrainian girl pushed the barrel of her assault rifle into the back of the driver seat. “Turn it off, please.” 
 
    Kurt heaved a sigh of relief when Xornaa stopped the “full slut mode”. 
 
    “While we were waiting for you to gather your forces, I arranged for Xornaa to participate in a beauty pageant on Earth, just for the fun of it,” said Tarq. “I wish you could see the look on the judges’ faces. A few older guys had heart attacks when she showed up in a bikini during the swimsuit competition.” 
 
    “I won, obviously,” the alien woman said proudly. 
 
    She stopped the car at an intersection, waiting for a few other vehicles to pass. Nobody paid them much attention. Even though Kurt had infiltrated several Xortaag bases on four different planets—including the bugging operations back on Earth—his heart still beat faster every time an enemy soldier took a glimpse at them. 
 
    “With the whole galaxy at risk, and while we were getting ready for a battle that would determine the fate of our species, you went dirtside to participate in a beauty pageant?” He gave her a sideways look. “And you call us unprofessional?” 
 
    “You know Tarq never wastes an opportunity to pull a prank, the end of the world or not. I go where he says and do what he asks me to do. He asks me to jump, and all I ask is ‘how high’? ” Xornaa looked pointedly at the Akakie through the rearview mirror. “Even now that I know how he really looks.” 
 
    Tarq chuckled. “Sorry about the whole monster thing. I just could not resist.” 
 
    “You never can, can you?” asked Xornaa, turning the car to the left. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Oksana told Xornaa, “why are you so afraid of Tarq?” 
 
    “If you aren’t, you’re more stupid than you look,” said Xornaa. 
 
    Oksana was beginning to raise her assault rifle again when Kurt, looking at his PDD, announced, “We’ve arrived.” 
 
    “Thank heavens,” said Li, “because I couldn’t tolerate any more of this bickering.” 
 
    The hover car stopped. They were getting off when Xornaa suddenly turned to Juan. “Your brainwave emitter has just stopped working.” 
 
    Tarq paled. “Are you certain?” 
 
    Xornaa gave him an angry look. “Stop asking stupid questions and do something.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything about it here in the open. Hurry up.” Kurt walked briskly towards a rectangular metal hatch next to the car, opened it, and went down the ladder that appeared. The rest of the team followed him one by one. He ended up in an underground tunnel lit with fluorescent lights. 
 
    Juan was next to last, followed by Tarq, who jumped down the last few rungs and told him, “Give me your headband.” 
 
    Juan removed the headband from under his hologram and gave it to Tarq. The Akakie examined it. “It is malfunctioning. It will take me a minute to fix it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope Mushgaana doesn’t look our way during that minute,” murmured Kurt. 
 
    The seconds dragged slowly, with Kurt half expecting the hatch to open and the enemy soldiers to pour in. He looked at Xornaa when Tarq gave the headband back to Juan. 
 
    She shook her head. “We got away with it. Our presence hasn’t been noticed.” 
 
    Kurt released the breath he was holding. “OK guys. Hurry up. We have a long walk ahead of us.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Standing in the command center, Mushgaana stared at the enemy fleet and wondered what the hell was going on. Why would the enemy come all the way just to stay in orbit? This was strange. The only possible reason was to lure the fleet away from the planet, but why? 
 
    He asked an officer sitting next to him, “Anything?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” the officer answered. “We are closely watching the Akakies. Nothing is happening.” 
 
    Mushgaana shook his head and looked back at the screen showing the fleet movement. Something was up. He could feel it. But what? He closed his eyes and expanded his senses, seeking something out of the ordinary. Nothing. All the guards were at their posts. The Akakie slaves who were forced to work in the palace showed no signs of planning to fight. Everything was normal. 
 
    Although … 
 
    There was a small group moving in some sort of a tunnel under the palace. Six Akakies and a Xortaag. Nothing unusual about that. There were Akakie slaves all over the palace. What got his attention was that there was only one Xortaag supervising them. In the absence of Voice of God, security protocol demanded Xortaags work in pairs or groups so that no one was surprised by an attack. 
 
    Mushgaana reached for the mind of the Xortaag soldier accompanying the group. It was a woman, thinking about her boring guard duties. He was about to look away when he suddenly realized he knew the woman. 
 
    A few weeks after the battle on Alora, Polvaar, who was well aware of Mushgaana’s infatuation with beautiful women, had suggested that he should meet a Xortaag courtesan. There was no love lost between the two brothers, so his suggestion took Mushgaana by surprise, but Polvaar insisted the woman’s skills were legendary. Mushgaana decided to see for himself. His brother was right. He did have a fascinating evening, even though now that he thought about it, his memories of that night were hazy. What was she doing here on Kanoor? He looked inside her mind and saw nothing that suggested she used to be a prostitute, but he was certain it was the same woman. 
 
    And then he remembered something else. It was the next day that he changed his plans and decided to attack Earth instead of Kanoor. A decision that ended in disaster and, in retrospect, was clearly a wrong one. 
 
    What a coincidence. 
 
    Mushgaana turned his attention to the Akakies and found another anomaly. Four of the six had the exact same thought patterns, which was impossible. He focused all his abilities on one of them, pushed and probed, trying to make sense of what he was witnessing. 
 
    And he found a human mind under the Akakie brain patterns. 
 
    Mushgaana’s eyes bulged, and he barely suppressed a primal scream. There were humans in the palace! This only meant one thing: he’d been right all along. The enemy fleet was a diversion; the real battle was about to happen on the planet. 
 
    He thought about asking Maada to bring the fleet back, but what would he tell him? “Come back because I have found four humans here?” 
 
    He ran out of the command center, sending mental messages to the soldiers in the palace. The enemy was here, but they would soon find out that leaving would not be so easy. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I heard Maada’s voice in my ears as soon as the Xortaag fleet reached Kanoor’s upper atmosphere. “Colonel Harrison. We meet again, so to speak.” 
 
    “We must stop running into each other like this,” I answered. “Third time already. People will gossip.” 
 
    “Requesting visual communication.” 
 
    I touched a VR screen in front of me and Maada’s face appeared. He looked different from what I remembered from his photos. His beard wasn’t as bushy, his hair was shorter, and there was something about the scars on his face I couldn’t put my finger on. And he looked younger. 
 
    “He was born yesterday,” said Venom, “or at least very recently.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot remember our second encounter,” said Maada. 
 
    “Yeah, I forgot. You’re a clone now. So how does it work? How much do you remember?” 
 
    “Everything until two weeks after our first battle.” 
 
    “When you killed my wife, you mean.” 
 
    The general looked perturbed for a brief second. “Well, you killed me, so I dare say we are even on that particular score.” 
 
    Blood rushed to my brain. I raised my voice, “No, we aren’t, you idiot. You died instantly. I suffered unspeakable agony for weeks after you killed her.” 
 
    The galaxy-conquering, genocidal maniac in front of me looked genuinely regretful. “For what it is worth, and I know it is not worth much, I am sorry about your wife. I have lost brothers and sisters, a lot of whom were killed by you and your people, I might add, and I know how much it hurts. Believe me when I say it was not personal. Who was she?” 
 
    “The pilot of the light blue Viper that attacked you first.” 
 
    Maada smiled sadly. “Brave woman. I am more used to people running away from me than trying to attack me, and she did it twice. If it is any consolation, she fought valiantly and died well.” 
 
    He was a lot chattier than I remembered. “It isn’t,” I said. “Not even a little.” 
 
    “It seems I have paid for it. How did you do it? I seem to remember I easily beat you the first time we met.” 
 
    I looked at my tactical display and examined his fleet, wondering if he was stalling, trying to set up a trap or something. Nothing. No movement at all. The Xortaag fleet just hovered there in space, waiting. Maybe he was genuinely looking for some answers. Weren’t we all? 
 
    This right here was what we needed to do: we had to talk and find common ground. Otherwise, we’d keep killing each other for eternity. Then, all of a sudden, a light bulb went on in my head. A plan which would allow us to end the Xortaag threat once and for all began to form. It was rather complicated, and I needed time to think about it, so I shelved it for later on. I’d have a lot of thinking to do if I survived this. 
 
    “So, how did you kill me?” Maada asked again. Not knowing how he’d died must’ve really bugged him. 
 
    I thought about lying. I could brag, telling him I’d single-handedly kicked his ass because I was the best ace pilot in the galaxy. I could even say he broke and asked for mercy at the end, and I ignored him and made a snappy comment before coolly finishing him off. 
 
    I sighed. I couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t have done that to me. To make things worse, I suddenly had the weirdest epiphany. Looking at Maada, I realized, to my immense surprise, that despite everything I’d told myself these last few months, I didn’t hate him. I didn’t even feel righteous fury. He was just a soldier doing his job, serving his people and protecting those under his command. Of all people, I could identify with that. 
 
    “He killed Liz!” Venom protested. 
 
    Still a soldier doing his job. How many Xortaags had I killed? They all had loved ones too. Husbands and wives. Parents. Hell, children, whom I’d orphaned. Plus, it wasn’t really this man who had taken Liz’s life—that Maada had been vaporized in his Deathbringer when Keiko hit him. This one was born a few weeks ago in a lab, presumably somewhere on Tangaar. 
 
    “Maybe we focus on not letting him kill us right now, and leave this fascinating philosophical argument for later?” asked Venom. He could be a very smart parasite, sometimes. 
 
    “I’m always smarter than you, which to be honest doesn’t say much,” he said. “And call me a parasite one more time. I dare you. I double-dare you, melon farmer.” 
 
    I ignored him and told Maada, “I got very, very lucky, and a friend of mine had to sacrifice her life too.” 
 
    “Let me guess: the pilot of the dark green space fighter?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I had a feeling she had something to do with it. Didn’t know it was a woman though. So, a life for a life.” 
 
    Heat flushed through my body as my anger flared again. “Were you not listening? She died. You’re still alive.” 
 
    “You just said—” Venom started to say something. 
 
    Oh, shut up! 
 
    “So are you, even though you killed me and who knows how many of my people.” 
 
    “Nobody said life was fair.” 
 
    He smiled wolfishly. “We need to balance the scale.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I paid for your wife’s death, but you didn’t pay for mine. Also, I used to be the scariest killer in the galaxy until you showed up. I would very much like to restore my reputation. I suggest a duel, you and me, man to man, while both fleets watch, to determine who the better man is.” 
 
    I suddenly realized his idea would play right into my hands. If I could keep him occupied long enough for Kurt and his team to do their thing, and for the Akakies to get their planet back, we’d have a huge advantage. The Xortaags would lose heart if they had nowhere to go, and some of them might’ve surrendered. 
 
    And if on top of that I killed Maada there and then … 
 
    Everyone goes home alive. 
 
    Today was my lucky day. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind? You’re going to die!” exclaimed Venom. “You, Josef and Peter together couldn’t beat him the last time, and he was flying one of those old Deathbringers. He’ll incinerate your Viper in under five minutes, and me with it.” 
 
    I murmured, “With Cordelia here, I like my chances. What do you think, Cordi?” 
 
    I could hear the contempt in her voice. “I’m ten times better than whatever onboard computer he has. Let’s go kill the son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I see no need to prove that I’m the better man, given that I’ve already killed you once,” I told Maada. “But I believe there’s no reason not to do it again. Ready when you are, General.” 
 
    “At least you’re back to your old self, buddy,” said Venom. “For a few minutes there, you were behaving like a total wuss.” 
 
    My body started tingling all over, and I felt as if every nerve in my brain was electrified. I should probably have been worried; instead, tangible anticipation overcame me. I figured this was how a superhero felt when they faced their arch nemesis for a final showdown. 
 
    I can totally do this. 
 
    “The Golden Viper versus the Crimson Deathbringer, round two,” I said. “If I survive, I’ll write a book about it.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Kurt was following Tarq through the catacombs when he heard Xornaa say “shit” from behind. 
 
    He stopped and turned back. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The Xortaags have found us,” she said. “They’re pouring into the catacombs, hundreds of them!” 
 
    “Run!” shouted Tarq. He started running on his four feet, followed by Barook. 
 
    Kurt’s heartbeat went up, but not much. “It seems like we’re Marines again.” He turned off his hologram. 
 
    “Gracias a Dios,” said Juan. “I didn’t like how this looks at all.” He wore full tactical gear and body armor, like the rest of the team. 
 
    Xornaa looked like she was trying to hear something; then all blood drained from her face. “A group has just entered the catacombs right behind us, and Mushgaana is with them.” 
 
    They ran after the two Akakies. 
 
    “Is he really your father?” Kurt asked Xornaa. 
 
    Li and Juan shouted together, “What?” 
 
    “Yes, and I happily offer a reward to whoever kills his ass today,” said the Xortaag woman with a tight expression. 
 
    “I’ll do it for free,” said Oksana. 
 
    “Almost there,” said Tarq, panting. “The controls are in a chamber at the end of this tunnel.” 
 
    “Any other entrances?” asked Kurt. 
 
    “No, only from here.” 
 
    Kurt looked around. A little bit further ahead, there were four alcoves in the tunnel, two at each side. “This looks like a good chokepoint,” he said. “How much time do you need to start MFM?” 
 
    “Only a few minutes,” said Tarq. 
 
    “Mushgaana’s group is getting closer,” cautioned Xornaa. 
 
    “Oksana, Li, Juan, stay here and defend this position. Xornaa and I will escort these two to the MFM controls, and once it starts working, we’ll come back to help you. Just buy us a few minutes.” 
 
    Oksana smiled confidently. “In such a narrow tunnel, and with assault rifles and military rounds, we aren’t going to need your help. We can hold an army here indefinitely, or at least until we run out of ammo. I bet we won’t even need to use our grenades.” 
 
    “If everything goes as planned, the Akakies will attack the Xortaags very soon, so we won’t run out of bullets,” said Kurt. “Still, don’t get cocky on me. I have a hard time tolerating Jim as it is.” 
 
    Oksana held her chin up. “The righteous should choose his friends carefully.” 
 
    “Hold the fort until I come back,” Kurt answered; then he started running towards the end of the corridor. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The sound of gunshots told Mushgaana his men had caught up with the intruders. A minute later, he found several Xortaags who had taken cover behind the wall in an intersection and were shooting inside a narrow corridor. Four soldiers were already down—two of them dead, the other two receiving medical attention from their comrades. There were probably more bodies in the corridor, outside his line of sight. 
 
    He stopped before the intersection and focused his senses. There were three shooters armed with automatic weapons. Nobody was going to pass through this corridor any time soon, but he had to find the other four before they did whatever they were here to do. He tried to kill one of the enemy soldiers by melting his brain inside his skull but could not. In fact, he was not able to control them at all. This was surely because of the Akakies and their damned machines. If he really focused, he could sense their thoughts, but even then he could not get anything vivid, just vague feelings about their desire to hurt his people. He did not need to read thoughts to understand that. 
 
    A memory came back to him. Back on Earth, when that trapped human wanted to kill himself, Mushgaana had managed to stop his arm from moving. He was outside his mansion and far away from the man who was on the first floor, but now he was only a few feet away from the enemy soldiers. It was certainly worth a try. He leaned on the wall, closed his eyes, focused, and went for the first human’s mind. 
 
    An excruciating headache attacked him, and blood started trickling from his nose. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Oksana carefully aimed her suppressed STG-666, pulled the trigger, and shot a Xortaag in the head. The enemy soldier was thrown backward, dark purple blood spraying from his fatal wound. 
 
    Eat lead, alien. 
 
    The Xortaags had killed Matias. It was because of them that Anastasiya took her own life. The image of her sister’s dead body dangling from a rope sprang to Oksana’s mind, and she shuddered. The Xortaags had taken everything from her. She would happily kill a million of them, and it still wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    From the alcove opposite her, Juan fired his weapon a few times and took cover inside just when the enemy returned fire. He grinned at Oksana. “This reminds me of the time we were surrounded by the Xortaags in SH-1.” 
 
    Oksana gave him an angry look. “When most of our team died?” 
 
    “We survived,” Juan said defensively. Moving fast, he raised his gun, pushed his upper body out of the alcove, and started to shoot. He fired his gun three times; then he stopped shooting. He just stood there, completely motionless, while energy bolts ripped into the wall, the floor, and his armor. 
 
    Oksana’s blood turned to ice in her veins. “What’re you doing?” she shouted. 
 
    The gun fell from Juan’s hand. “I can’t move!” It looked like his body was fighting an invisible force. He put his hand on the wall and tried to pull himself in, but he barely managed to move a few inches. 
 
    Oksana let go of her assault rifle and was about to run towards Juan when he was shot square in the face. His body fell to the ground and twitched a few times in death. 
 
    Oksana gasped, and a sheen of sweat appeared on her forehead. What had just happened was impossible. Then she remembered Mushgaana had telepathic powers. She felt her breath catch and her heart race. They were worried he might find them, but she’d never thought he had the power to turn them into puppets whose strings were cut. She thought feverishly, trying to find a defense against this threat, but she drew a complete blank. What defense was there against black magic? 
 
    Oksana heard Li whisper her name from behind. She turned to find him standing next to the alcove he was taking cover in, eyes wide in horror, completely exposed to enemy fire. Energy bolt after energy bolt tore into him. His armor gave in. He fell, smoke emanating from his chest, eyes staring upwards. The smell of burnt flesh made Oksana’s stomach turn. 
 
    Now it’s my turn, she thought, feeling a knife slowly twisting in her gut. 
 
    Despair swept her away like a raging river. There was a hollowness in her chest, as if her heart had been cut out. She didn’t want to die like this. Trapped. Unable to fight. Helpless, like a broken doll. She wanted to go down fighting, taking as many of the Xortaags that she could with her. She hadn’t come all the way across the galaxy just to die here in this freaking tunnel like a wounded animal. 
 
    Fear spread through her body like icy, liquid metal. She clenched her fist impotently, lower lip trembling. She had to crunch her teeth over her lip to stop herself from screaming in pain and rage. How could she fight a power she couldn’t begin to comprehend and, until a minute ago, didn’t even know existed? She’d stood against Russian Mafia, SCTU goons, and alien invaders, and survived. But how was she supposed to confront a freaking telepath? 
 
    There was nothing she could do. An invisible monster was coming to get her, and she had nowhere to hide. Her breathing became deep and shallow, her mind started to fail, and for the first time in her life, Oksana gave up all hope. 
 
    Not like this. Dear God, not like this. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mushgaana felt his head was about to split open. He stopped and took a breather. Two of the humans were down anyway, and only one was left. A soldier gave him a piece of cloth. He took it and wiped the blood from his nose. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” a woman shouted. “I surrender!” 
 
    The prince scoffed. “Why would I accept your surrender when I can send you to meet your other friends in a minute?” 
 
    “Because I can tell you what the Akakies are planning,” said the woman. 
 
    This was interesting. Moreover, if the woman surrendered, it would save him from his headache and nosebleed. 
 
    “Do not move, and do not struggle. What is that English expression?” He added in English, “Freeze.” 
 
    He reached out and found the woman’s mind. She offered no resistance. Not that she could do anything if she wanted to. He looked into her mind, and all he found was desperation. This human had completely given up on life and was ready to die. He took control of her body and stopped her from moving, just in case. She did not even struggle. 
 
    How did these weak pathetic creatures manage to kill me on Earth? 
 
    Mushgaana stepped into the corridor and walked towards the alcove where the woman was hiding. His soldiers followed him, weapons at the ready. An unnecessary precaution. Two of the humans were dead, the third was completely paralyzed, and the rest of the enemy soldiers were far away at the end of the tunnel. When he reached the opening in the wall, he saw the woman for the first time. She was tall and blonde, standing there with her hands raised above her head, her gun on the ground. 
 
    “So, what are the insects planning?” asked the prince. 
 
    “Fuck you, you piece of alien shit,” she said and spit in his face. 
 
    Mushgaana’s face twisted in pure rage. How dare she! He was a god. He hit the woman in the face as hard as he could. Utterly incapacitated, she could neither dodge nor do anything to defend herself. Mushgaana felt the woman’s nose break under his fist and let out a deep, gratifying sigh. Red blood poured out of her nostrils, and she was thrown backward. The back of her head hit the wall with a thump, and she fell to her knees. 
 
    A wire, hidden under a thin layer of dirt, was attached to the woman’s right boot. Its other end was attached to a grenade, also concealed beneath some dirt in a corner of the alcove entrance. Mushgaana’s eyes widened when he saw the wire pulling the pin out of the grenade. One of his soldiers shouted a warning. 
 
    Way, way too late. 
 
    The woman smiled under the blood covering her face. She looked terrifying. 
 
    “Rot in hell, suka,” she said with triumph in her voice. 
 
    Mushgaana had only enough time to think, Fucking humans! 
 
    ***** 
 
    In the chamber at the end of the corridor, Kurt watched as Tarq touched a hidden button and had his eyes scanned. A VR screen and a touchscreen keyboard appeared in one corner. Tarq typed furiously for a minute or two; then he ran his palm across the touchscreen. “It is done.” 
 
    Kurt told Xornaa, “Let’s go,” and turned towards the chamber entrance. 
 
    The ground shook, and a ball of dirt and dust billowed inwards, filling the room, just as the noise of an explosion hit Kurt’s ears like a thunderclap. He froze, but only for one second. Then he coughed the dust from his lungs and was about to run out of the chamber when Xornaa grabbed his arm from behind. 
 
    The Xortaag woman shook her head. “They’re gone.” 
 
    Kurt couldn’t believe his ears. “All three?” 
 
    Xornaa nodded. 
 
    Kurt’s heart ached, and there was a soreness in his throat and lungs that wasn’t just because of the dust. He remembered the first time he’d met Oksana, wearing jeans and a t-shirt and still looking like a model. A rape victim turned resistance fighter, who later played a major role in freeing Earth and four other planets from the Xortaag tyranny. Oksana, with her annoying habit of quoting literary works and her unwavering determination to be the best at whatever she did. The friend he hadn’t appreciated as intensely as he should have, and now she was gone forever. 
 
    “They’re coming for us, hundreds of them,” Xornaa grunted. 
 
    They took cover on either side of the chamber entrance. Kurt raised his STG-666 and waited. It didn’t take long. Xortaag soldiers appeared from under the dust at the middle of the corridor. Kurt aimed and put a bullet through a man’s skull. The alien’s head snapped back, and his face disappeared behind a mist of dark purple blood. With Xornaa joining in, Kurt shot another soldier, then another, and then another, but they kept coming. He started shooting short bursts, two or three bullets each time, hitting several more Xortaags. His military rounds would pass through a soldier’s body and kill the one behind them too. That didn’t seem to deter them either. 
 
    “Have they gone insane?” he asked Xornaa over the sound of the supersonic bullets and the Xortaags’ death cries. 
 
    Xornaa’s eyes glinted. “I think they’re mad because they’ve just lost their precious crown prince.” 
 
    That surprised Kurt. “Mushgaana’s dead?” 
 
    “Yeah. Dad’s gone. I think that blast got him, and good riddance.” 
 
    Kurt dropped a round through another man’s chest. “At this rate, we’ll soon run out of ammo. Good thing Xortaags don’t have shoulder-fired missiles.” 
 
    “Or grenade launchers,” said Xornaa, then she cursed under her breath. 
 
    Kurt gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “Another group is approaching us, very slowly. It looks like they’re carrying or pushing something heavy.” 
 
    “A weapon?” 
 
    Xornaa nodded. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a laser cannon.” 
 
    “How long before they’re here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Kurt took his eyes off his targets to eye Tarq for a second. “How are things on your end?” 
 
    “My people are attacking the Xortaags all over the planet,” said Tarq, “and I have asked everyone in the immediate area to come to our help. The palace is under attack.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they arrive soon because I don’t think we have much time left,” said Kurt. 
 
    And he kept shooting. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Sitting in his Deathbringer’s cockpit, Prince Polvaar heard General Maada’s voice. “I have invited the commander of the enemy fleet to a one-on-one duel. Nobody is allowed to interfere, obviously. Enjoy the show.” 
 
    Polvaar watched the Crimson Deathbringer fly away from the fleet as frustration rose in his heart. He had joined the fleet in search of glory, and he was anxious to make a name for himself. He had done well during the Kanoor invasion. His father had sent a message and complimented him on his courage and skill. Still, his achievements were overshadowed by Maada who, as usual, had taken credit for everything. As far as everyone was concerned, this was a one-man show. 
 
    And now, the general was about to kill the most famous enemy ace fighter in the whole galaxy. After that, nobody would even remember Polvaar was here too, no matter what he did from this point on. It was so unfair. 
 
    But what if he killed the Kingslayer? 
 
    He wet his lips, and his skin started tingling all over. Imagine that. If he killed the enemy commander, right under Maada’s nose, his name would be recorded in history as the greatest fighter pilot who had ever lived. His father would be so impressed. 
 
    Polvaar made up his mind, moved his ship a little bit closer to where Maada was engaged in a furious battle with the enemy pilot, and waited for the right moment to pounce on the Golden Viper. 
 
    That bastard will not know what hit him. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The Crimson Deathbringer came at me, laser cannons blazing. 
 
    I jerked the stick hard left, and the enemy ship stormed past mine. I took a sharp turn. It was dead center in my gunsight for one second. I squeezed the trigger, and my cannon roared to life, but Maada dodged my laser bolts. I hadn’t expected that hitting him would so easy anyway. We kept twisting, turning, and shooting at each other. 
 
    The Viper’s computer used the stick movements to interpret my intentions and calculate the best way to execute the maneuver. With Cordelia on board, this happened so fast it looked like my Viper could read my mind and react instantly. It felt as if my fighter and I had become one. It was exhilarating. 
 
    Too much adrenaline! 
 
    So now I was Cyborg, but I still couldn’t hit that frakking blood-red space fighter. 
 
    Granted, Maada’s ship was much more advanced than the old models, but so was mine. I was beginning to think it wasn’t all about flying skills. That guy had to use some kind of magic to make his ship move like that. Freaking Xortaags and their voodoos. 
 
    Our duel continued. Maada maneuvered furiously for an opportunity to fire his cannons, but the few times he did, I evaded his energy bolts. Once, he did hit my ship, but it only caused minimal damage. Nothing to worry about. 
 
    All of a sudden, I managed to line him up in my gunsight. I zeroed in, let loose a stream of fire, and gave him a long burst. I shouted in excitement as several energy bolts hit the left side of the Deathbringer. Each energy bolt caused a small explosion and made my heart swell with anticipation, but Maada rolled left and broke out before I could blow him to Kingdom Come. Still, just hitting that bastard felt good. Fierce joy pumped through my veins. Now I knew Maada was beatable, like any other man. He wasn’t the superhuman pilot everyone thought he was, after all. I took a long breath and savored this victory. 
 
    I’m not the Kingslayer for nothing. 
 
    “Well done, Boss,” said Cordelia. “You’re really good at this.” 
 
    “You’re not too bad yourself, R2,” I answered. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    And then, the Crimson Deathbringer suddenly disappeared from my view. I looked around wildly, trying to figure out where Maada went, and I remembered where he would be a fraction of a second too late. 
 
    He’d done his teleportation maneuver again. 
 
    “Behind you!” shouted Cordelia. 
 
    I ground my teeth. “I know.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to be scared. White-hot energy bolts appeared all over my Viper, and a few tore into the right wing. I put the fighter’s nose “down” and went into a power dive. He was all over me like a cheap coat. I let go of all six of my Sparrows, two by two. Maada blew them out of the, well, space, with ease, and kept coming. More laser bolts impacted my ship. 
 
    “How did he do that?” asked Cordi with admiration in her voice. “Do you have any idea how impossible it is to shoot the Sparrows that are coming straight at you?” 
 
    “This asshole is a one-man PDC,” I growled through clenched teeth. 
 
    I was so focused on not getting incinerated by Maada that I didn’t see another Deathbringer coming at me from my right above until the last second. It opened fire with laser cannons and hit my fighter a few times before I had a chance to figure out what the hell was going on. I turned sharply to the left and put my Viper in a steep curve. The enemy ship followed and kept firing. 
 
    So now I had two Deathbringers on my six, one of them the galaxy’s most frightening nightmare, while my own fighter was damaged. And that wasn’t even the worst part. In my tactical display, I saw all the enemy fleet—more than eighteen thousand ships—starting to move towards me. 
 
    I knew enough about the Xortaags to realize they wouldn’t have attacked without Maada’s specific orders. So this whole mano-a-mano bullshit was nothing but a trap, and I’d fallen right into it, like the stupid over-confident idiot I was. Maada had taken full advantage of my cockiness. He knew I wouldn’t have refused his challenge, and he had carefully laid this death trap for me. 
 
    My pilots were moving too, but I was caught between the two fleets, and they’d never make it in time to save me. 
 
    I bit my lips. “Come on, Jim, this isn’t the place to die.” 
 
    “It very much looks like it is,” said Venom, supportive and positive as usual. 
 
    My Viper shook violently after being hit again. She absorbed the hits, but I didn’t know how much more she could take. Several warning lights started flashing. 
 
    I was dead. 
 
    My brain felt like it was full of rattlesnakes, but strangely enough, I still wasn’t scared, even though my body had developed a mind of its own and was showing all the textbook signs of terror. Everything had happened way too fast, and I had so much adrenaline flowing in my veins that the prospect of dying barely phased me. Also, I’d faced death so often in the past few months that it didn’t seem like such a big deal. The whole thing had a here-we-go-again feel to it, and it wasn’t as if someone were waiting for me back home, while Liz might be on the other side. Who knew? 
 
    On the bright side, I’d die how I had always imagined I would: in a dogfight, surrounded by enemy fighters. 
 
    I was worried about my pilots though. Who would protect them after I was gone? Hopefully, Ella could do that. She seemed very capable, and given that she was in command of a starship, she could probably do an even better job than I did from inside my space fighter’s cockpit. 
 
    “I’ve always been curious,” said Venom, “why is it called a cockpit?” 
 
    “Really? Now?” I grunted. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” asked Cordelia. 
 
    “And this is how the Kingslayer’s legend ended, fooled by an enemy, and all alone but for an annoying AI and an imaginary parasite,” the historians in the future will say, I thought grimly. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Fleet Admiral Juntoo had never felt so miserable in his life. 
 
    The last several months had been one disaster after another. First, the Alora defeat. After that, Tarq, who was responsible for that catastrophe to begin with, had destroyed the Xortaag fleet and came back to Kanoor a hero. After that came the infamous day when he and fourteen other decorated fleet admirals got naked and asked Tarq to accept them as his concubines—in front of the entire planet, no less, and no one had ever come up with a logical explanation as to how that had happened. To top it all off, just a few days after that, Maada had come back from the dead and destroyed their fleet. 
 
    And there was absolutely nothing Juntoo could do about it. What was an admiral without a fleet to command? These days, he spent all his time sulking alone at his home. 
 
    All of a sudden, deep inside his mind, a voice said, “You are a hero. You are a strong, fierce warrior. How can you sit idly while the Xortaags are destroying your home planet? Kill them all.” 
 
    Juntoo stood up, went to his bedroom, opened a hidden panel under his bed, and took out a blaster cannon. He had built it in his spare time, and he had often boasted that this was the most destructive handheld weapon ever made, even though he never thought he might end up using it. He carried the heavy weapon outside his house. 
 
    There was a Xortaag checkpoint right down the street. Juntoo saw other Akakies carrying various weapons, but he did not need them. He was an admiral of the fleet and a strong and fierce warrior, after all. It was time for the Xortaags to taste his fury. 
 
    Juntoo stepped onto the street, raised the weapon’s barrel, and opened fire. He hit the guardhouse and the two vehicles parked in front of it, both of which exploded into fiery balls of red and yellow flames. A few trees next to the checkpoint were shredded into pieces, and another explosion ruined half the houses behind it. He screamed as his weapon blasted away, feeling strong and invincible. A real hero. 
 
    And yet, he did not manage to hit a single enemy soldier. 
 
    Juntoo died instantly when the Xortaags returned fire. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Kurt knew they had lost. 
 
    He was too busy shooting to look at his PDD, but he could listen to the reports coming in from the Akakie spy ship in orbit. Tarq’s plan had initially worked. The Akakies had attacked the Xortaags, and the palace was surrounded by thousands of the insectoids, trying to break through the Xortaag defenses. But apparently, even MFM had no answer for the Akakies’ legendary incompetence when it came to fighting. They outnumbered the enemy a thousand to one, they had better weapons, and they did surprise them with their sudden and brutal uprising, but the Xortaags were holding their own. The swift victory Tarq had predicted would never happen. Given their numerical advantage and the advanced weapons at their disposal, the Akakies would eventually get their planet back, but it would take hours. Days, even. 
 
    Kurt didn’t have hours or days. He barely had a few minutes. 
 
    Aim, shoot, repeat. Again and again. Despite the Xortaags’ efforts to get their fallen comrades out of the way, the tunnel was full of corpses, the walls and ground painted with dark purple blood. But they kept coming, even though they had to step over their dead friends. Both Kurt and Xornaa were shot: he in the shoulder, she in the arm. The only reason they weren’t already killed was they wore body armor. The wall behind them was full of small holes caused by the energy bolts fired by the enemy soldiers. Sweat trickled into his eyes, and the throbbing pain in his shoulder made concentrating difficult, but what else was new. 
 
    Kurt couldn’t help admiring Xornaa. Her reputation as a brilliant markswoman was well-deserved. Scoring headshot after headshot, she hadn’t wasted a single bullet, showing no signs of being under pressure other than being slightly pale, which was probably because of her injury. It was as if she were a robot killing zombies. 
 
    Soon, I’ll witness her hand-to-hand combat skills too, thought Kurt, because we’re about to run out of ammo, and each of us has only two grenades. 
 
    Kurt stopped shooting, wiped the sweat from his brow, and looked back at Tarq. “Will they be able to control MFM?” 
 
    “You mean after they kill us? Of course not,” said Tarq. “Only Barook and I can do it.” 
 
    Well, at least that was something. This meant the Akakies could still take their planet back, thus preventing the Xortaags from getting hold of their technology. Maybe it was worth it, after all. 
 
    “They can shoot the controls though,” Tarq added, his voice shaking. “That should stop OMC-BOWS and solve their problem.” 
 
    Kurt grimaced and cursed under his breath. With imminent death staring him in the eyes, regret washed over him like ocean waves during a violent storm. He’d failed, and his team would’ve died for nothing. In fact, all he’d done in his life had been for nothing, both him and his father. They’d spent their lives in pursuit of his dad’s dream—a united Earth—and later on he had fought both Zheng and the Xortaags. What was the point of all that if they lost here? The Xortaags would go straight to Earth from Kanoor, and they’d probably use a planet buster for real this time. 
 
    He felt the chamber walls were closing in on him, and his breath stuck in his throat. All humanity was doomed because of his failure, and there was nothing he could do about it. His mind replayed memories of the Xortaag invasion—which killed several hundred million people—in a loop. Enormous, engulfing terror got hold of him and shook him to his core. He didn’t want to be responsible for mankind’s extinction, and yet here he was, a failure, the loser who had ended the human race. 
 
    At least he wouldn’t be alive to see Earth fall again. 
 
    He thought about Patricia. That relationship might’ve gone somewhere if he didn’t die here. He hoped she wouldn’t take his death too hard. 
 
    Tarq cautiously approached him from behind, carrying an STG-666. Kurt pointed at the gun. “Do you know how to shoot that thing?” 
 
    “Of course I know how to shoot,” said Tarq. “Whether or not I hit something is another matter altogether.” 
 
    Kurt said hesitantly, “We can probably use some suppressive fire, but—” 
 
    The words hadn’t completely left his mouth when Tarq stepped past him, stood completely exposed at the middle of the entrance chamber, brought his assault rifle to bear, shouted “suppressive fire,” and started shooting in full auto mode. He had a hard time controlling the weapon, and most of his bullets hit the walls, the ground, or the ceiling. 
 
    Kurt hurriedly grabbed his arm and pulled him back behind the wall, just as several energy bolts passed through where Tarq had been standing a second ago and hit the wall behind him. The sudden movement made his injured shoulder hurt so badly that he bit his lips. 
 
    “How did I do?” asked Tarq. 
 
    Kurt took the alien’s rifle. “I was going to say: because our biggest problem is we’re short of ammo, it’s probably better if you give this gun to us.” 
 
    “Second biggest problem,” said Xornaa. “That group bringing something heavy? They’re very close now.” 
 
    Kurt bit down the searing pain in his shoulder, aimed the STG-666, and shot three Xortaags in quick succession. “We all know you’re probably the best shadow master in the universe, but you make a terrible marksman.” 
 
    “What’s a shadow master?” asked Xornaa, still shooting. 
 
    “Some sort of an intergalactic master spy.” 
 
    Tarq looked at him. The little alien seemed surprised for a second; then his eyes glinted. He face-palmed and grinned like a maniac, showing rows of teeth. 
 
    Great. He’s lost whatever was left of his mind. 
 
    “You are right,” Tarq enthused. “I am a shadow master, and my greatest strength has always been deception. How did I forget?” 
 
    Kurt pointed at the Xortaags massing in the tunnel. “Can we throw deception at them? Because otherwise, I don’t think it’s of a lot of use for us right now.” 
 
    Tarq’s grin got wider. “You cannot throw it at people, silly. But you can do much, much better. All war is deception, you know.” 
 
    Kurt gave him a sideways look. “Did you just quote Sun Tzu?” 
 
    “It was either him or Gandhi,” said Tarq. “I honestly do not remember right now.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The two Deathbringers behind me kept shooting. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Venom screamed. 
 
    Now we do that fighting-for-our-lives thing we always do, probably losing this time. 
 
    Laser bolts streaked past my fighter. Ignoring the eighteen thousand other enemy ships approaching me, I leaned hard on the stick and put my Viper into a twisting dive, making one final desperate attempt to get out of the line of fire and stay alive a few more seconds. I’d never been the take-it-lying-down type. I’d fight until my last breath; then my ghost would haunt Maada for eternity. And Lord of Death could kiss my ass. 
 
    I tasted blood in my mouth. I’d probably bit my tongue again. My body felt hot, my muscles tensed, my breath ragged and harsh. Sweat drenched my skin, ringing screams vibrated in my ears, and my heart beat against my ribcage. This was how facing—and getting killed by—your arch nemesis felt. 
 
    It took me a second to realize Maada was shooting at the other Deathbringer. 
 
    My eyes must’ve been deceiving me. I blinked a few times and looked again, just in time to see the other space fighter explode into millions of tiny shards traveling space in every direction. 
 
    That right there was the most beautiful scene I’d ever witnessed in my life. 
 
    The Crimson Deathbringer took a sharp turn, away from me and towards the Xortaag fleet. For a second, it looked like Maada was charging his own fleet. Then I heard his voice in my helmet, speaking Xortaag. “Anyone who does not stop right now will answer to me.” 
 
    He hadn’t even raised his voice. The enemy fleet, all eighteen thousand ships, the sharks who had smelled blood in the water, came to a halt. 
 
    I gasped. “Sierra Hotel!” 
 
    “Wow,” said Cordelia. 
 
    “I know, right?” added Venom. 
 
    I had another visual communication request, and a second later Maada’s face appeared on my screen again. “I know an apology is of no use to you, but unfortunately that is all I have to offer. That pilot, Prince Polvaar, was acting completely on his own accord, and I had absolutely no idea he was planning to attack you. The rest of the fleet thought his attack was some sort of a signal, and they started following him.” 
 
    “Did he just say ‘prince’?” asked Cordelia. 
 
    “Did you kill a member of your royal family to save me?” I asked incredulously, half my brain still thinking it must’ve been a trick. 
 
    “Yes,” he said as if it was the most normal thing in the world. “His actions would have brought dishonor to the kingdom and the king I serve. Moreover, he had disobeyed a direct order.” 
 
    Damn it. I was beginning to actually like this guy. 
 
    “You remember he was about to kill you if that dead prince hadn’t interfered, right?” asked Venom. “Seriously, what’s wrong with you? Do you now have some weird type of Stockholm Syndrome, on top of OCD?” 
 
    “Will you ask your fleet to stop?” asked Maada. 
 
    “What? Oh, sorry.” I’d totally forgotten my fleet was moving towards us. I contacted Ella and asked her to stop. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” she asked. 
 
    “Damned if I know,” I growled. 
 
    “We have a problem now,” Maada continued. “Your space fighter is damaged by Prince Polvaar. It is not fair to you if we continue our duel in your ship’s current condition. I, however, can disable a few systems on my ship and reduce her capabilities so that we can resume.” 
 
    “And I must trust you why exactly? You could pretend you have done that and come at me with your ship’s full power.” 
 
    I could hear the anger in his voice, “Everyone in the universe knows—” 
 
    “That you keep your word. I know.” 
 
    “Jim?” said Ella. “The Akakies just went apeshit dirtside.” 
 
    Kurt had done it. Again. 
 
    “How’s that going?” I asked. 
 
    “Hard to say, but fighting has broken out all over the planet.” 
 
    Maada’s image disappeared from my screen. “General?” I asked. 
 
    His ship suddenly dove towards the planet, his fleet right behind him. 
 
    My heart decided to jump into my mouth, but it got stuck in my throat. He was going for the Akakies. If we stood there and did nothing, he’d slaughter the poor insectoids by the millions from above. If we followed him, we would have to engage his fleet close to the planet surface, where he’d have the support of those terrifying planet-based anti-aircraft laser turrets which were capable of inflicting heavy casualties on us. Talk about a no-win situation. This was a perfect example of the Kobayashi Maru. 
 
    And Kurt was still somewhere down there. My mouth dried so much that I felt it was filled with desert sand. 
 
    “Fight’s on!” I screamed into my mike. 
 
    I pushed the stick all the way down, put my Viper’s nose down forty-five degrees, and followed the enemy fleet. 
 
    Ella and the rest of my people came after me. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Maada had always been quick to anger, but the hot, burning rage that overcame him right now was so severe that it was like a high-voltage electric current was shooting through his body. 
 
    The Earth fleet appearance on orbit was a trap, as he had expected. What he had not anticipated was the Akakies—those spineless insects—would suddenly grow backbones and attack them. And not a few millions or even billions of them, but the whole freaking planet, every single one of them armed to the teeth. 
 
    No matter. He would rain fire on Kanoor, killing millions. The enemy fleet was hot on his tail, but he would have the planet to himself for a few minutes before they could catch up. His fleet could inflict a lot of damage in a few minutes and, hopefully, help their ground forces squash the Akakie upraising. But despite his blinding rage, deep down he knew that was not possible. Killing a few million would not help when your enemy numbered in the billions. 
 
    How the hell had this happened? The insects’ aversion to fighting was legendary. How had the entire planet suddenly turned into fearless warriors? 
 
    His hands started trembling uncontrollably, and for the first time as far back as he could remember, he tasted fear. He could not lose another battle right after the Earth debacle. Moreover, if this fleet were destroyed too, Tangaar would never survive. They simply did not have enough ships left to keep the kingdom together. 
 
    I will not go down in history as the man who caused Tangaar’s destruction! 
 
    He swore he would kill the next Akakie he crossed path with. 
 
    A minute later, he was glaring at Tarq’s face in a VR screen. 
 
    “You,” Maada growled. 
 
    His warrior instinct told him this little insect was bad news. He had met him for the first time before their defeat on Earth, and even then he had felt Tarq was up to something. And now, he was here again, right when the Akakies had inexplicably gone into a frenzy. It could not have been a coincidence. 
 
    “I did not introduce myself the last time we talked face-to-face. My name is Tarq, and I am the commander of the Akakie Special Operations Force.” 
 
    Maada frowned. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” 
 
    “What?” The insect looked genuinely surprised. “You do not remember me? We have talked before. On Earth. I said you had fallen into my trap, and you said something about having sex with a horse.” 
 
    Maada gave him a level look. “I have no recollection of my last few weeks on Earth.” 
 
    Tarq chuckled. “Is it a clone thing? This is awkward. I was planning to brag that you have fallen into my trap again. I am sure you know there are now twenty billion armed Akakies screaming for your blood here.” 
 
    “I am aware, and I really would like to know how you managed that.” 
 
    Tarq sighed theatrically. “I am going to tell you the truth. Do you remember we used our own mind-control machine to inoculate our people against yours? We used that opportunity to leave a hypnotic message on everyone’s mind. Once they heard a secret word that I had just broadcast all around Kanoor, they believed they were strong, undefeatable warriors, and they would happily give their lives to kill your type. I wonder if you have noticed, we have plenty of lives to give. And they will not stop until all the Xortaags are dead, or I broadcast another secret word.” 
 
    This made sense, and it matched the reports Maada had received from the planet, according to which the Akakies were attacking with no apparent regard for their lives. 
 
    “I still can, and I will, destroy you and your stupid planet,” Maada said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “You might, but I submit to you that your goal had never been to destroy a planet, but to colonize it, and I think we can both agree that unless you can invent a time machine, go back in time, and stop me from broadcasting the first secret word, it is not going to happen.” 
 
    The insect had a point. Destroying Kanoor had no advantage for the Xortaags, and keeping it was not possible either. Moreover, the potential price he had to pay to achieve a strategically useless objective was very high. And with his contingency plan in full swing, it could even be argued this campaign was already a success, and there was no reason for him to risk everything to lay waste to Kanoor now, especially given that if everything went as he hoped, they could always come back in a year or two and deal with the insects once and for all. 
 
    “The way I see it, we have two options,” continued Tarq. “We can fight. Maybe we get lucky and kill you. Maybe you get lucky and kill us, but either way, Kanoor is lost to you.” 
 
    Maada could not argue with that logic. He said nothing and just listened. He had a hunch where this was going. 
 
    “Or we can call it a truce. You can take your ground forces and go back home. Imagine how many of your people you are saving.” 
 
    “I have to confer with Prince Mushgaana,” said the general. 
 
    “Can you summon his ghost?” Tarq asked innocently. 
 
    Maada’s eyed widened. “He is dead?” 
 
    “You people really have to stay away from the humans. Every time you go to war with them, your crown prince ends up ‘buying the farm’, as the humans would say.” 
 
    Maada’s heart sank. He and Mushgaana had been campaigning together for a very long time, and the prince was his only friend. He was family, even. Maada remembered how Mushgaana had saved his life back on Tangaar by going against his brothers, and a familiar anger rose in his heart. There was no time for anger though, nor for mourning. He had to think about the people under his command and how to save them from this mess. 
 
    “To sweeten the deal, I also offer to unilaterally release our POWs,” said Tarq. “We have captured some twenty-five million Xortaags on the planets our task force freed, and to be honest, we are not sure what to do with them.” 
 
    Maada thought about it for a moment. “How many Deathbringers have you seized?” 
 
    The question caught Tarq by surprise. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me, and do not try to lie. I will find out. Also, I have heard the story of how the Kingslayer made fifteen thousand Deathbringers surrender to him on Talmak.” 
 
    “That number is slightly exaggerated.” 
 
    “I know. You know how? We had only eight thousand space fighters there.” 
 
    “I do not know the exact number,” responded Tarq. “Ten thousand sounds like a good estimate.” 
 
    The general rubbed his scars. Between this and his plan B, he could still turn this operation into a win. “I want them back too.” 
 
    “We cannot possibly give you a whole fleet of Deathbringers!” Tarq protested. 
 
    Maada leaned forward and stared at him through the screen. “Listen to me, and listen carefully. I cannot go back to Tangaar and tell my king I got his favorite son killed, again, and I have nothing to show for it. You will release our POWs and return our ships, or we will all die right here, right now.” 
 
    Tarq said nothing for a minute. Then he looked over his shoulder and threw his hands up. “OK, I agree.” 
 
    Not a good negotiator, thought Maada. “And I want the Kingslayer’s head.” 
 
    Tarq wiggled a finger at him. “Do not push your luck.” 
 
    Maada shrugged. “It was worth a try.” 
 
    And who knew? He might even be able to convince the king to bring Mushgaana back one more time. 
 
    “One more thing, General. We’ll scan your ships as they leave the planet, and we will fire upon any transport vessel that we see carrying a piece of our technology.” 
 
    A little late for that. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Tarq looked over his shoulder again. “Call off your forces, and I will do the same. Please hurry up because it appears some of your soldiers are rolling in a laser cannon aimed at my precious little head, which I very much prefer to keep on my shoulders.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    I was the last pilot to go back to Invincible, but I didn’t immediately land in her hangar bay. Instead, I hovered above her in space, all alone, surrounded by an eerie silence, with nothing to see but thousands of sparkling diamonds all around. I leaned back in my cockpit seat and closed my itchy eyes. I was exhausted. The dogfight with Maada, while short, had taken a lot out of me, and there was always an adrenaline crash immediately after a mission. My limbs were heavy, and sleep sounded nice, but I knew it wouldn’t come for a long while, even later in my bed. 
 
    I could feel an easy smile spreading over my face. All I wanted to do at that moment was to be still and let relief sink into my tired bones. Before the operation, I was certain (given the enemy’s numerical advantage and the fact that Maada was leading them) we were walking into a bloodbath. Fifty percent casualty sounded like a reasonable estimate, and that was if we won. And yet, we’d come back from this one without losing a single pilot. Yay, me. 
 
    “I take my General Custer comment back,” said Venom. 
 
    On top of that, we’d done what we came here to do. Kanoor was liberated, and the Xortaags couldn’t use the Akakie technology to attack Earth and expand their kingdom even further. We’d quite literally saved the galaxy. Eat your collective hearts out, Avengers. 
 
    And, on a personal note, I’d gone toe-to-toe with Maada and survived, which in itself was a remarkable victory. He had the upper hand towards the end, but I had him for a few magnificent seconds. I wondered if he was scared when the energy bolts I’d shot ripped into his Deathbringer. He probably was. That would teach him. 
 
    Yeah, this was a win all around. 
 
    Liz would’ve been so proud of me. 
 
    Ella was waiting for me in Invincible’s hangar when I landed my Viper. 
 
    “I specifically asked you not to get yourself killed,” she said, “and you thought picking a fight with General Freaking Maada was the way to do that?” 
 
    “It turned out all right, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Mostly by pure luck. If that second Deathbringer hadn’t attacked you, nothing but vaporized atoms would’ve been left from the Golden Viper.” 
 
    “All’s well that ends well.” I grinned. “How about that drink? I have an idea that I want to run by you.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Three days after Operation Endgame ended, I ran into Patricia who was stepping out of Kurt’s quarters on Serenity. “How is he?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    I entered Kurt’s quarters. “I used SFD to come here. It’s like those Star Trek transporters. I can’t believe I just got beamed.” 
 
    “Oksana and I”—his voice broke when he mentioned her name—“used to do it all the time, going back and forth between Serenity and Invincible.” 
 
    He was sitting in a lotus position on his bed. There was an opened but untouched Paulaner bottle in front of him. 
 
    “Are you meditating?” 
 
    “Yes, but it isn’t helping. Neither did playing the piano, or even drinking.” 
 
    I sat on a sofa in front of him and waited. 
 
    He stared off into nothing. “The first time I met Oksana, she challenged Allen to hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
    “That girl had guts.” 
 
    “She did.” He glanced at a chess board in a corner of his room. “We didn’t even finish our last game. You realize from our inner circle in Winterfell, only you and I have survived?” 
 
    I choked up a little. “Kind of hard not to, seeing that one of them was my wife, and one my brother-in-law.” 
 
    After all this time, it was still difficult to talk about Liz. 
 
    “If Oksana had married Matias, what would she have been to you?” 
 
    “Family,” I said, “which she already was anyway. Besides us, did she have anyone?” 
 
    “An uncle,” said Kurt. “She killed him some four months ago.” 
 
    Kurt stood up and stretched before sitting on the sofa. “I led a task force of forty Commandos to SH-1 during Operation Royalty. You know how many have survived besides me?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “One. It was a woman who found her husband after we turned off MFM and decided to start a family, so she left the Commandos. There would’ve been another one, but he died in a car crash. Go figure.” 
 
    “I lost three thousand pilots under my command during that operation,” I said, “and six thousand in total, freeing Earth.” 
 
    “Seriously, it’s a competition now?” Kurt smiled bitterly. “I looked them up, you know. Tried to visit their loved ones, or at least call them. It was more heartbreaking than watching them die in the first place.” 
 
    “The life we’ve chosen.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I certainly never chose any of this.” 
 
    We sat quietly for a few minutes, lost in thoughts. 
 
    “I like to sit here and wallow in my sorrows as much as the next man,” I said, “but I’m here to discuss something important. I think I’ve found a way to end this thing with the Xortaags once and for all.” 
 
    “Wow! Seriously?” asked Cordelia. 
 
    That caught me by surprise. “What the hell are you doing on Serenity?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m a sentient being now,” she said. “I can go wherever I want as long as there is a system that can support me.” 
 
    “Privacy mode,” I growled. 
 
    “Why? You aren’t doing anything private. Or disgusting. I’d leave you alone if you did. Oh, and Kurt, if you want, I can play chess with you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cordi,” said Kurt. 
 
    I grunted and rubbed my forehead. Now that she’d found a way to disable the privacy mode, there was no way to get rid of her. 
 
    Kurt smiled at my discomfort. “You were saying something about a plan to beat the Xortaags?” 
 
    “I didn’t say ‘beat,’ to be exact,” I clarified. “I’m planning to make them an offer they can’t refuse.” 
 
    Kurt listened to my plan with interest. “I think Tarq has been rubbing off on you. Be careful now. Next thing you know, you’ll start pulling distasteful pranks on people.” 
 
    “This could work,” said Cordelia. 
 
    “So what do you think we should do?” I asked Kurt. 
 
    “Let’s sleep on it tonight, and tomorrow we’ll talk to the world’s greatest shadow master.” 
 
    “The one who didn’t come up with this genius plan?” I asked wryly. 
 
    “I’m meeting Xornaa for a drink later tonight—” 
 
    My eyebrows jumped up so high that they merged with my hairline. “What?!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Not like that, you idiot. We fought by each other’s side, shed blood, and survived. That creates a bond, as you very well know. I will talk to her about your plan. Do you want to join us?” 
 
    “Nah. I still don’t like her.” I stood up. “I have to go. I want to discuss my plan with Ella and see what she thinks.” 
 
    “Before you go,” said Cordelia, “I have something that might make you laugh and cheer up. Check out your PDDs.” 
 
    She’d sent us a video, showing one of the many ongoing celebrations on Kanoor. The whole planet had been a wild party since the Xortaags had left. Boy, those Akakies sure knew how to celebrate! A huge crowd of the Akakies had gathered in their presidential palace, dancing excitedly like they had forgotten how to stand still, screaming in joy. They watched as a twelve-foot-tall statue of a human was being erected. It was golden, and its face was extremely familiar. I saw that face every day whenever I looked in a mirror. 
 
    “They’ve built a statue of me?” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “Nope,” Cordelia answered. “Not a statue. Thousands of them. All over the planet.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You did defeat Maada again, albeit not as decisively as the last time, and help them take their planet back from the Xortaags.” 
 
    “I’m the best,” I said humbly. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” growled Kurt. 
 
    He sounded very, very angry. I had no idea why. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kurt,” I said. “If you want, I promise to have a statue of you built and keep it in my closet. It has to be much smaller than this one though.” 
 
    I ran towards the door before he could find something to throw at my head. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “So, what do you think?” asked Tarq. 
 
    “Jim came up with this plan? When I first heard about it, I assumed it was Kurt’s idea,” said Xornaa. “That boy’s smarter than he looks.” 
 
    “I have often wondered if his silly behavior is simply a facade to throw everyone off,” said Barook. 
 
    They were in Xornaa’s quarters aboard Serenity. She had offered them a drink, but Tarq had said no. He would not have put it beyond Xornaa to poison him. Away from Jim and Ella’s prying eyes, he was smoking his favorite pipe. “If that is the case, he is making a very good show of it. Did you know that he talks to himself?” 
 
    Xornaa, sipping a glass of wine, raised her eyebrows. “For real?” 
 
    “Yes. He says there is a monster named Venom stuck in his head. I looked it up. Ugly creature, with huge dark eyes and rows of sharp teeth.” 
 
    Xornaa gave him a sideways look. 
 
    “How did he know about our terraforming capabilities?” asked Barook. 
 
    “On Earth, right before Operation Royalty, I told him he could ask me any questions he wanted. He asked a million questions, most of them about something he had seen in a science fiction movie. And he wanted to know if you and I were a couple.” Tarq took a puff from his pipe. “Anyway, enough about Jim. What about his plan?” 
 
    “We need to think about it,” said Xornaa. “But of the top of my head, I can tell you right now it’s totally doable. Risky, and extremely dangerous for those involved, which I’m certain will include you and me, but doable. How are things on Kanoor, by the way?” 
 
    “It’s party like it’s 1969,” said Tarq. 
 
    Xornaa and Barook gave him a questioning look. 
 
    I really have to stop hanging out with Jim. 
 
    “There is a lot to be done; for example, we need to choose a new president. The fleet needs to be rebuilt too. But for now, everyone is busy celebrating.” 
 
    “How did your people react when they found out you put an MFM on Kanoor’s orbit?” 
 
    “I hate that abbreviation,” said Tarq. “They do not know. We stuck with the lie I fed Maada about mass hypnosis.” 
 
    “And all those statues?” asked Xornaa. “That’s your doing too?” 
 
    Tarq shrugged. “I am still trying to form an alliance between all the space-faring species in the galaxy. Enhancing Jim’s reputations helps that cause.” 
 
    “Unless one day the humans decide to turn on you,” Xornaa pointed out. 
 
    Tarq nodded. “I am well aware of that risk. In the meantime, I have some news about Mantux. Our people kept searching for a clue to find out what had happened. The only thing they found was a disturbance in Mantux’s orbit.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘disturbance’?” asked Xornaa. 
 
    “We have never seen anything like this, so we are not sure. Our scientists theorize it could be a temporal anomaly, but it is just a theory, and it does sound very far-fetched. I had asked our ships to look for something similar wherever they are, and guess what our spy ship on Tangaar orbit has found.” 
 
    “A similar disturbance,” said Barook. 
 
    Xornaa chuckled. “Don’t tell me the Xortaags have invented time travel.” 
 
    “Jim once asked me if we had a time machine,” said Tarq. “He said if we had one, we could go back in time and kill Maada’s mother before she gave birth to him.” Tarq laughed at the memory. “And we are not sure if the Xortaags have something to do with it, or even if they know it is there. This one is very small and difficult to notice. There are two possible explanations I can think of. Maybe the Xortaags did have something to do with what happened on Mantux, but it is not their MO to drop asteroids on planets, and their fleet does not have the capability to pull something like that anyway. Or, whatever destroyed Mantux, an enemy attack or a natural disaster, is going to happen to Tangaar.” 
 
    “That would serve them right,” Barook growled. 
 
    “Be that as it may, the Xortaags are the devil we know, while we have no information about this new threat.” 
 
    “Should we tell our human friends?” asked Barook. 
 
    Tarq thought about it for a second, smoking his pipe. “No. Let us keep it among ourselves until we know more. I suggest we focus on the problem at hand. Let’s deal with the Xortaags first. After that, we can start worrying about the time-traveling ghosts.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Playing Richard Wagner’s Siegfried, Kurt was lost in the music. He was sitting at the edge of the bench, his back straight, his soft smile growing bigger as his fingers flew over the keys. As the last beautiful note hit, a sense of warmth filled his soul, and the peace and serenity he always felt while playing music took over him. 
 
    And this time, he had someone to share all these with. 
 
    Patricia, in her blue uniform, clapped excitedly. “That was amazing!” 
 
    Kurt opened his eyes. “I’ve been practicing since childhood. Growing up, my dream was to be a musician, but eventually I decided to follow in my dad’s footsteps and go into politics.” 
 
    “Good thing too, because otherwise the Xortaags would’ve killed us all, and we wouldn’t be here to have this conversation.” 
 
    There was truth in that statement. If he hadn’t joined his father in his quest for world peace, it was likely none of the subsequent events would’ve happened. He wouldn’t have been the leader of the Resistance, met Tarq, and helped humanity survive the Xortaag invasion. Life could be so weird sometimes. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” said Patricia. “Is it always like this? I mean, we’ve been dating only for a few weeks, and tomorrow you’ll go to yet another planet to try to save the galaxy.” 
 
    “We kind of did it together the last time,” Kurt pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, I was a lot of help back on Serenity while you risked your life on Kanoor.” 
 
    Kurt tugged at his goatee. Operation Endgame had been an unparalleled success. Right now, there were celebrations going on all over Kanoor, and the Akakies were writing poems and singing songs about Tarq and, as usual, Jim. Still, as Patricia had just pointed out, Kurt and his friends had no time to celebrate. 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know,” he said. “The last few years have been crazy. But if we succeed in what we plan to do, this might be the last time, and we may finally have peace, at least for a while.” 
 
    “What will you do then?” 
 
    Kurt smiled. “Not sure. For as long back as I can remember, my driving force in life was to fulfill my father’s dream. Now that humanity is finally united, if we deal with the Xortaag threat, I’m not certain what I’ll do with my life. I might get back to politics.” 
 
    “One more question: Why are you going? You’re a Marine. What possible role can you play in this particular mission? Don’t tell me you’re planning to assassinate Maada!” 
 
    “Jim insisted that he had to go because it was his plan, and I just couldn’t let him go alone. We started this thing together, and we should end it together.” 
 
    Or die trying, he thought. He was well aware that he wouldn’t be able to protect Jim if this mission failed, but letting his best friend put his head into the lion's mouth alone wasn’t an option. 
 
    Patricia didn’t say anything for a minute; then she approached Kurt and sat on his lap. “Well, you’ve shown me your phenomenal skills. It’s time for me to show you mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Chapter Twelve: Tangaar 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Date: 064.03.5073 
 
    (Earth Date: 16/05/2079) 
 
      
 
   M aada was having dinner in his favorite restaurant, a small, cozy establishment near his home. 
 
    Prince Darlaan and his two brothers had thrown a fit about Polvaar’s death, but the king had condoned Maada’s actions. Lucky for him, the Akakies had kept their word, and the process of returning the POWs and the space fighters had already started. Along with his plan B, this had turned their last campaign into a semi-victory, even though Mushgaana was lost to them. Maada had tried to convince the king to use the alien machine to bring his son back one more time, but the old man had said he had to choose between himself and Mushgaana, and he had made his choice. 
 
    The king had ruled the military operations to stop until all personnel and ships were returned by the Akakies. This was the right decision because they really needed those ten thousand Deathbringers to strengthen the fleet. But it meant, for the first time in decades, he did not have anything to do except arrange a military exercise to keep the fleet in shape. 
 
    An old man wearing a fleet uniform limped towards him. He had only one arm and one eye. He must have been one of those poor souls who could not use artificial prosthetics for physical or psychological reasons. 
 
    The man stood by his table and saluted. “General Maada? You probably do not remember me, sir, but I was with you on Daktar, when this happened to me.” He referred to his arm. 
 
    Maada knew all the people under his command, but Daktar was his first campaign, ages ago—the first planet he and his departed friend Mushgaana had conquered together. Thinking about the prince made him feel strangely alone. 
 
    “I just wanted the honor of shaking your hand,” said the old man. 
 
    “No.” Maada stood up. “The honor is all mine.” He took the man’s hand and shook it firmly. The old man beamed with pride, saluted again, and left. 
 
    Maada went back to his food, his mind wondering about the future of his people. The humans had proved to be formidable adversaries, and it was unlikely they would stand by idly while the Xortaags continued their military expansion. That would deprive the kingdom of both the real estate and the resources it so desperately needed. Another direct attack on Earth might have been a good idea, but after what had happened during the last two campaigns, the king would not sanction it in the near future. To make things more complicated, the Akakies were still trying to form an alliance against them. Their efforts had been unsuccessful up to now, but if Maada attacked another planet, it might have pushed the rest to join up with the Akakies. 
 
    The future looked very bleak. 
 
    Maada rubbed the scars on his face. Maybe it was time for the Xortaags to start forming their own alliance. If they could coerce a few other species to side with them, the balance of power would eventually tip back in their favor. Ironically, the former government of Earth would have happily joined up. 
 
    You are General Maada, he told himself. You have brought your people back from the brink of extinction. Compared to that, this is a walk in the park. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The old man who had just met the general left the restaurant and limped away. After walking for a few minutes, he looked back and made sure he wasn’t being followed; then his appearance melted away and Xornaa materialized from underneath. 
 
    She touched her earpiece. “It’s done.” 
 
    “Good. Come back here,” said Tarq. “Time to get off this rock.” 
 
    “Won’t it be funny that, if it works, you and I, among all people, will have played a major role in bringing peace to the galaxy?” she asked. 
 
    “You, me, and freaking General Maada, of all people. And let us hope so. Maybe this would wash away some of the blood I have spilled over the years off my hand.” 
 
    “Is that regret I hear in your voice?” 
 
    Tarq chuckled bitterly. “Have you forgotten who you are talking to?” 
 
    No, I haven’t, thought Xornaa. I know you’ll kill off the rest of the galaxy if you think it would serve your species, which makes you the biggest monster of all. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Just a few short hours ago, if anyone had told Lieutenant Zaalk he would one day contemplate disobeying the Xortaag king's direct orders—which was tantamount to mutiny and punishable by death—he would have laughed. And yet, here he was now, thinking about doing exactly that. 
 
    Zaalk had been a member of the royal guards since his teenage years, and he had served the king faithfully. He had been a happy man who had lived with honor all his life and gained the trust and respect of his family and friends. He had three strong sons who would one day bring him grandsons. In fact, one of his son’s consort, herself a soldier, had been pregnant. 
 
    And then the Kingslayer had killed them all on Talmak along with fifty million other Xortaags. 
 
    And now, that monster was sitting here in the shuttle, unarmed and defenseless, so close Zaalk could smell him, and there was nothing he could do. The king had ordered Zaalk’s team to take a shuttle to the Akakie starship on Tangaar’s orbit and bring the Kingslayer and his companions (two other humans and an Akakie) to the royal palace. Oh, how he wished he could draw his weapon and slay the demon right then and there. The mere thought sent euphoric vibrations throughout his body. He put his hand on his sidearm. 
 
    But no. He would not, could not, betray his king, no matter how satisfying that might have been. He was under orders to ensure the safety of the aliens, and that was exactly what he would do. 
 
    Until the orders changed. 
 
    ***** 
 
    If I made a list of the planets I was certain I’d never set foot on, Tangaar would be on top of that list. Granted, I’d never thought I’d visit all the other planets I had been to either, or even go to space to begin with, but traveling to the Xortaags’ freaking home planet? 
 
    And yet here I was now, in a Xortaag shuttle approaching Tangaar’s surface, unarmed, accompanied by Tarq, Kurt and Xornaa, who was under an Akakie hologram. The shuttle was very similar to the ones in our own fleet. We sat in the cockpit, behind the pilots’ seats. We were being escorted to the royal palace by a bunch of grim-looking Xortaag guards, whose officer kept staring at me with hatred in his eyes and touching his weapon. 
 
    That’s not ominous at all. 
 
    We’d arrived on Indomitable, the Akakie fleet’s biggest dreadnought. Tarq had probably thought her size and firepower would be intimidating, which in my informed opinion was stupid, given how vulnerable the Akakie starships were to the Xortaag fleet’s tactics. Indomitable was manned by an Akakie crew, which was fine by me because if the enemy fleet decided to attack us despite the terms of our temporary truce, we had no chance to defend ourselves anyway. There was only a small contingent of Marines on board to deal with unexpected emergencies, and as Kurt put it jokingly “to take over the ship if it becomes necessary.” 
 
    We weren’t completely alone though. Invincible was shadowing us at a jump distance, ready to provide support or mount a rescue operation. I had every confidence in Ella and her crew, but I didn’t think they could do anything if things went sideways. 
 
    I looked outside the shuttle. Tangaar had an orange-yellow sun, and its sky was ash-gray, probably due to its air pollution. Tangaar’s capital city, Tanoor, was very similar to any metropolis on Earth, albeit significantly more contaminated. There were vast seas of concrete, high-rise buildings, shops and schools, and a massive gridlock. I looked down at all the people coming and going in the city and wondered if we had more in common than what we thought. 
 
    Still, it was obvious we weren’t in Kansas anymore. 
 
    Thinking about the enormity of the situation made my pulse rise and my breath quicken. I didn’t think we were in any immediate danger because the Xortaag king had personally approved our visit and guaranteed our safety. However, who really knew what his word was worth? It was very possible that if things went sideways, the Xortaags would decide to get rid of some of their arch-enemies in one stroke. 
 
    Why am I thinking about the Red Wedding right now? 
 
    “Maybe because the Xortaag king agreed to meet us only if we came here in person?” said Venom. 
 
    That sounded suspicious, but Tarq had confirmed it was a Xortaag tradition for their king not to accept holographic meetings. Apparently, they considered it disrespectful to his position. 
 
    I didn’t want to think about the consequences of failure. It’d probably mean our immediate death and, in the long run, bloodshed forever. I, however, had a good feeling about my plan. I was pumped and excited, rejuvenated by adrenaline. This right here was the mission of our lives, more important than Operations Royalty and Endgame put together. And for the first time, everyone was following my master plan, not Tarq’s, which was why I was on Tangaar to begin with. 
 
    In our last meeting before leaving Kanoor, Ella had pointed out that Kurt and I didn’t really have to go on this mission. We could’ve let Tarq and an Akakie delegation deal with it while watching from a safe distance. I thought about it (I didn’t have a death wish, after all, and traveling to the Xortaags’ home planet sounded very hazardous for my health), but the whole thing was my idea, and I wanted to see it to the end. It was a the-man-who-passes-the-sentence-should-swing-the-sword thing. More importantly, this mission was too important to be left to the Akakies, and I didn’t trust them not to screw things up. Tarq resented my reasoning, but he’d said the Kingslayer’s presence would add more weight to our argument and increase our chances of success, so it was worth the risk. 
 
    I’d asked Kurt to sit this one out, arguing that it’d be a terrible blow for Earth if things went wrong and both commanders of the fleet and the Marines got killed or captured, but he’d said there was no way in hell he’d let me go to enemy territory without him to watch my back. We’d considered bringing a security team with us; however, it’d only mean putting more lives in danger, so now the two of us were here, risking our necks along with Tarq and Xornaa. 
 
    But if we succeeded in what we were here to do, everything would change. 
 
    Jim Harrison, the savior of the galaxy. I could get used to that. 
 
    “If it works,” cautioned Venom. “You might still get all of us killed.” 
 
    I was destined not to have a minute of peace inside my own brain. Damn you, OCD! 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t get into a fight,” said Kurt. “The high gravity here means we’ll get exhausted quickly.” 
 
    “There are only three and a half of us”—“Hey!” protested Tarq—“and we don’t even have a knife,” I answered. “If we end up having to fight, gravity would be the least of our problems.” 
 
    “When I left to work for Tarq, I didn’t imagine I’d be back in here again so soon, going to the royal palace no less,” muttered Xornaa, shaking her head. “I’d forgotten how much I hated this place.” 
 
    We arrived at the palace a few minutes later. The shuttle landed in front of what looked to be the main building. I got off and looked around. The palace looked like an old country mansion. It was huge but rather simple and functional in design, and there was nothing luxurious about it. After seeing the presidential palace on Kanoor, this one was a letdown. And the air reeked of gas and smoke. 
 
    “You call this a palace?” I asked the Xortaag officer who was in charge of the guards. “Is your king really poor? You should see the one on Kanoor.” 
 
    The officer pressed his lips together and said nothing. 
 
    I continued, “When we go back to Earth, I’m going to start a charity to collect money for you so that you can fix this dump.” 
 
    Tarq, who was in his human form (thank God!), stopped biting his nails and tugged at my uniform. “Jim, why are you antagonizing the officer, who I must remind you is armed, unlike us?” 
 
    I challenged the officer, who was a master-race model and had five inches and twenty pounds on me, with my eyes. “It isn’t like he can do anything about it. His king has guaranteed our safety.” 
 
    “Still, we are here to win hearts and minds, not to make new enemies.” 
 
    “ ‘New enemies’? Look at this goon! He hates us already.” Then I asked the officer, “What’s your problem? Have I killed your father by any chance?” 
 
    The man’s face turned several shades of red. He stared me in the eyes and snarled, “No, only my sons, and my unborn grandson. And a hundred million other parents’ sons too, Kingslayer.” 
 
    “Oops,” I winked at him, which made him even more furious. “My bad. A hundred million sounds like an exaggeration though. Drama queen much?” 
 
    Tarq gave me a hard look just as Kurt kicked my left shin. 
 
    I swear, one day I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    “And on that day, pigs will fly,” said Venom. 
 
    When we entered the palace’s conference room, the Xortaag delegation was already there, sitting around a red oval table. Their king, dressed in a black and red tunic embroidered with gold thread, was at the head of the table. On his right, there were three similarly dressed men, obviously brothers, all looking like me, giving us evil eyes. Our old friend General Maada, in fleet uniform, was next to them, but it looked like he was trying to keep a distance. There were six other men and women on their side of the table, three in military uniforms, three in civilian clothes. I guessed they were high-ranking politicians or fleet officers. 
 
    They didn’t say anything as we took our seats. No welcome-to-our-planet, no handshakes, nothing. Only Maada nodded towards me, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    The king got straight to the point. “You have told us you have a peace offer.” 
 
    “We only accept your unconditional surrender,” announced one of the three men. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but Kurt put his hand on my arm and shook his head. I said nothing, mostly because I didn’t want him to kick me again. 
 
    “These are my sons,” said the king. “Crown Prince Darlaan, and his brothers Prince Montaari and Prince Kallool. And I believe you already know General Maada.” He didn’t introduce the rest of the people around the table. They probably weren’t very important. 
 
    “And I agree with my son,” he continued. “We normally would not have even agreed to this meeting, but General Maada insisted we should give you people a chance, and his words carry a lot of weight around here.” 
 
    I managed not to look at my fellow conspirators. Good thing the Xortaags couldn’t read my mind, compliments of MICI. 
 
    Well done, Xornaa. 
 
    “If it pleases the king, I will present our offer,” Tarq said so politely that I was certain he was poking fun at the king. 
 
    Fortunately for us, the king didn’t get that. He nodded like a pompous jackass. 
 
    Tarq rose to his feet. “We are aware that the idea of conquering the universe was first presented by General Maada as a means to save your dying planet and deal with your overpopulation problem. What if we could offer you an alternative solution, one that did not involve genocide?” 
 
    The king tilted his head. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “As the humans say, a picture is worth a thousand words,” said Tarq. Then he put his PDD on the table in front of him and touched the screen. A holographic image of a planet appeared. It was dead—no vegetation, no water, and no atmosphere. Then, as the planet was rotating, things changed. An atmosphere encompassed the planet, oceans appeared, and the landmass was covered with lush green vegetation. We found ourselves looking at an Earth-like planet that could obviously sustain life. 
 
    I held out my hands. “Behold: Genesis.” 
 
    Tarq looked confused. “As in the Bible?” 
 
    The king narrowed his eyes. “Are we supposed to understand what that means?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead in frustration. Was it too much to ask that the people who actually trekked among the stars understood a simple Star Trek reference? 
 
    “Terraforming,” said Tarq. “We have the technology to do it, and we will share it with you. It will take longer to terraform a planet than to conquer one, but there is nothing to stop you from doing ten at a time.” 
 
    Darlaan jumped to his feet. I could see the vein standing out on his forehead from where I was sitting. “We are warriors! What do you suggest we do on those planets? Farm?” 
 
    Except for Maada and the king, all the other Xortaags in the room started talking at the same time, every single one of them agreeing with the crown prince. 
 
    “Yes!” Maada’s voice reverberated in the conference room. Everyone closed their mouths and looked at him in shock. The scariest conqueror in the universe was the last person expected to agree with a peace deal that would turn warriors into farmers. 
 
    “Commander Tarq is right,” continued Maada. “We were doing this to save our species, but if there is a way to do so without massacring other sentient beings, we must explore it.” 
 
    Now I was officially scared of Xornaa, even though I knew that for her magic to work, her marks had to have some natural inclination towards what she wanted them to do. It was weird to think General Planetary Genocide wasn’t fond of killing people. 
 
    The king looked thoughtful. “Experience has taught me to value General Maada’s counsel. I am open to considering this option, but I have a million questions.” 
 
    The politicians and officers in the room murmured their agreement. 
 
    “Will this terraforming of yours really work?” the king asked Tarq. 
 
    “Absolutely. With our help, there is no limit to the number of the planets you can terraform.” 
 
    “I’d like to point out the alternative is you keep fighting us,” I said. “How has that been working out for you recently?” 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Kurt murmured under his breath. 
 
    “Father, you cannot possibly consider this.” Darlaan, still standing, raised his voice. “We are a proud race of warriors. We value our way of life, and the filthy humans and insects cannot order us what to do. Have you forgotten how many of our people were killed by these people, including two of our beloved brothers and your sons?” 
 
    I protested, “We only killed Mushgaana, twice. Maada killed the other one.” 
 
    To my surprise, none of the Xortaags paid any attention to me. Nobody even bothered to give me a dirty look. They were all transfixed on Darlaan, hanging on every syllable of every word that came out of his mouth. It was kind of weird. They looked like they were hypnotized or something. 
 
    I didn’t need to be a telepath to see the sudden change in the atmosphere. All the Xortaags in the room nodded in agreement. Now everyone was looking at us with murder in their eyes. Maada, who just a few minutes ago was supporting us, glared at me and bared his teeth. Even the king looked upset, for some reason. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” murmured Kurt. 
 
    Darlaan went on a rant. He was moving his hands wildly and talking about his willingness to sacrifice himself in order to save “our sacred way of life” when Xornaa whispered, “Darlaan’s brothers are controlling the rest of the Xortaags.” 
 
    I looked at Montaari and Kallool. They sat up straight, eyes half closed, lips pressed firmly together. It looked like they were focusing on something. 
 
    “No way!” Tarq grabbed Xornaa’s arm. “Even the king? I thought his powers were much stronger than everyone else’s” 
 
    “It’s very subtle,” she replied. “I bet he doesn’t even suspect he’s under a psychic attack.” 
 
    Kurt tugged at his goatee. “Can’t you do something?” 
 
    “I have to touch people to influence them, and even if I didn’t, do you really think I could go against three members of the royal family?” 
 
    “Kill them! Kill them, I say, and feed their corpses to our Zandzoks.” Darlaan was close to foaming at the mouth. “After that, we will crush their pathetic fleets and rule the universe as gods, which is exactly what we are!” 
 
    I could see the poor Xortaags still suffered from a god complex and wondered if some therapy would help. I could refer them to an excellent therapist. 
 
    The officer I’d taunted before stepped forward, touching his sidearm. The rest of the guards followed him. Maada stood up, staring at us with hatred, and drew his weapon. He started walking around the table, coming towards us. 
 
    Terror filled me. The sound of my heartbeat trashed in my ears. I would’ve been less scared if I saw Death himself walking in my direction. 
 
    “Kill them,” yelled Darlaan at the top of his voice. 
 
    “Kill them,” echoed Maada like an automaton, getting closer. 
 
    The other three officers stood, guns in hand, and joined him while repeating Darlaan’s command like a mantra. Several guards approached us from behind. The man whose sons I’d allegedly killed unholstered his weapon and pointed it at my head. We were completely surrounded. 
 
    I felt all the blood drain from my face and the hair on my nape and arms stood on end. It was one thing to face death during a dogfight, with adrenaline soaring through my veins and my faith in my own invincibility still (well, mostly) intact; it was a completely different matter to do it unarmed and helpless, like a trapped animal, unable to fight back, surrounded by Xortaags. Fear flooded my systems, and I thought my heart would explode. I wiped the beads of sweat that had appeared on my forehead and wished we’d brought the whole fleet with us. 
 
    I knew we couldn’t trust these bastards to keep their word! 
 
    And we were about to pay for that mistake with our lives. 
 
    I racked my brain looking for an option but found none. There wasn’t much I could do against a group of armed Xortaags. I looked at my friends to see if they had any ideas. Xornaa had always been difficult to read, more so under the Akakie hologram, but she was sitting still like a freaking statue, not even blinking. Kurt’s face was ashen, and tendons were standing out in his neck. “Wait until they get closer,” he whispered. “Our only hope is to try to disarm them.” 
 
    “And then what?” asked Xornaa. “The four of us are going to fight off the whole planet?” 
 
    “At least we can take a few of them with us, especially Maada,” I growled. 
 
    And Tarq … 
 
    Tarq was closely examining our faces and grinning from ear to ear, obviously enjoying himself. He caught my incredulous stare and flashed a mocking smile. “You people keep forgetting who I am.” Then he touched his PDD, which was still on the table. 
 
    A holographic recording appeared above the table, showing Mushgaana’s four brothers talking to someone who wasn’t in the frame. Then we heard a voice that was unmistakably Tarq’s, speaking in Xortaag language. “I must say I am surprised you let Mushgaana get so much power.” 
 
    “We had bigger fish to fry,” said Darlaan’s holographic image. “We were going to kill the old man”—he said “old man” with such contempt that it sounded like an insult—“but he went ahead and named Mushgaana as the crown prince, thus ruining our plans.” 
 
    “What if I could show you a way to get rid of him once and for all?” said Tarq. “You can deal with the king later on.” 
 
    Darlaan exchanged a look with his brothers. “We are interested. Dealing with our father will be easy once Mushgaana is gone.” 
 
    Tarq touched his PDD and stopped the recording. The holographic images disappeared. 
 
    What just happened?! 
 
    “When was this?” asked Venom. “I didn’t know Tarq was in touch with the Xortaags.” 
 
    The room became so silent that you could hear a pin drop, a fly flap its wings, or two mosquitos have sex. 
 
    “Did you know Tarq was talking to Darlaan and his brothers behind Mushgaana’s back?” whispered Kurt. 
 
    I shook my head. “Something fishy is going on.” 
 
    Xornaa nudge me with her elbow. “Guys. I’d say we have more urgent things to worry about right now.” 
 
    Darlaan’s jaw hit the floor, and his face became whiter than a vampire’s. He looked like a man who knew his life had just ended. 
 
    “You were planning to kill me?” bellowed the king, his face twisted in rage. 
 
    “Your Majesty, please allow me to introduce you to your sons—or at least to who they really are,” Tarq said casually, rubbing it in. The manipulator-in-chief was very, very good at his job. “And I feel obliged to point out Mushgaana’s death puts a target on your back.” 
 
    The three brothers froze. They stood motionless except for their eyes, which swerved inside their sockets. All the other Xortaags in the room seemed to let go of the breath they were collectively holding. Maada looked at the gun in his hand, then at the brothers, and fury flamed in his cold black eyes with such intensity that it scared the hell out of me. 
 
    “General?” the king asked softly. 
 
    Maada holstered his gun and walked towards Darlaan, taking his time. The prince’s eyes widened in horror, but he still couldn’t move a muscle. All he could do was stare impotently at the general walking towards him. 
 
    Maada stopped in front of the doomed man. “I warned you I would kill you the next time you got inside my head.” He grabbed Darlaan’s head and twisted it. 
 
    I heard the man’s neck snap all the way from my side of the table. Darlaan collapsed on the floor, eyes still wide open, staring at nothing. 
 
    Maada pointed at the other two statues in front of him. “What about these two?” 
 
    Prince Montaari and Prince Kallool (I guessed one was the crown prince now but didn’t know which one), two of the most powerful men in the galaxy and members of the Xortaag royal family who possessed scary telepathic powers, wet their pants at the same time. And who could blame them, with Maada standing in front of them, cracking his knuckles? 
 
    “Jail,” growled the king. 
 
    The guards dragged the two men away, and Maada returned to his seat. Everyone was quiet for a minute or three. Except for Tarq and Xornaa, we all looked a bit shocked. 
 
    Then the king stood up. “Commander Tarq. We will have to iron out many details, but please inform your government that I agree with your peace treaty.” 
 
    I slumped in my chair and heaved a heavy sigh of relief. So, we’d done it again. If I had a penny for every time my friends and I had faced certain death, and yet had somehow turned it into a stunning victory since this mess started a little more than a year ago, I’d be a rich man. 
 
    “You are a rich man,” said Venom. “And if you keep finding yourself in life-or-death situations, at some point you have to question your choices.” 
 
    Now all I wanted to do was to run away from this damned planet and forget I ever set foot on here. Kurt smiled at me and held his arm up in a victory V. I smiled back. Thinking about the magnitude of what we’d achieved right now was overwhelming. Peace in our time. Humanity was saved once and for all, and with the Akakies at our side, God only knew how far we could go. We were all safe. My loved ones, my friends, my allies, my species, my planet. It was as if a beam of light was shining inside my soul. I tipped my head back, turned my face to the sky, and savored the moment. 
 
    For one brief second. 
 
    Goddamn it! 
 
    Then I heard my own voice resonating in the conference hall. “What about the planets you still hold—planning to kill off all the local inhabitants?” 
 
    “Jim, what the hell are you doing?” whispered Tarq. 
 
    “Atoning for Talmak,” I whispered back. 
 
    I’d failed to save the Arshans. I’d failed to save Liz. I’d failed to save Keiko, Josef, Peter, and thousands of other pilots under my command. But I’d be damned if I let untold billions die on Xortaag-occupied planets. Over my dead body. 
 
    “And mine, apparently,” said Venom. “Do I get a say in this?” 
 
    The king, who looked like he was about to leave the room, turned back and glowered at me. “The Xortaag kingdom will not give up even one of its planets.” 
 
    “We don’t want all of them.” I clenched my fists. “Only about the thirty whose locals are still alive. You don’t expect us to watch as you slaughter all those people, do you?” 
 
    “You sound just like Liz,” said Venom. 
 
    I take that as a compliment. 
 
    “That’s what I meant,” said Venom. “The caring, self-sacrificing, always-do-the-right-thing one, not the crazy jump-then-look one.” 
 
    Let’s hope we don’t die trying to do the right thing. 
 
    “Out of the question,” said the king. 
 
    I thrust out my chest, feeling a vein pulse in my forehead. “We’ll find a solution, or there will be no peace treaty.” 
 
    “And who exactly are you to dictate terms?” demanded the king. “I was under the impression I was negotiating with the Akakie government.” 
 
    I am Ironman. 
 
    I wished I could’ve said that out loud, but with the king glaring at me, I figured this was not the time to mess around. He wouldn’t get I anyway, so why waste a perfectly good pop culture reference? 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Tarq. “We are fully committed to—” 
 
    “I’m the commander of the Earth fleet,” I declared, cutting him off. “You reject my terms, and during my next visit to this backwater planet of yours, I’ll be accompanied by my pilots.” 
 
    Maada mocked me. “What, with the whole nine thousand space fighters you have, and almost half of them the old, outdated models?” 
 
    How the hell did he know exactly how many ships we had? 
 
    “They won’t be alone.” Kurt stood up next to me, shoulder to shoulder. “The Marines stand by the fleet.” 
 
    I was pleasantly surprised when Xornaa joined us. She gave Tarq a pointed look, but he didn’t move his ass from his seat. 
 
    Xornaa shrugged. “You know, I’ve just realized with the three princes gone, there’s no reason for me to keep up this charade.” The Akakie hologram shimmered and disappeared, and a second later the real Xornaa stood there in her Marine uniform. 
 
    The king arched an eyebrow at her; then his eyes rounded, and his mouth opened and closed like an out-of-water fish. 
 
    “Hello, Grandpa,” said Xornaa. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this family drama. There was no way in hell I’d let Maada mock me and my pilots and get away with it. “I wouldn’t be so confident if I were you,” I taunted him. “The way I remember it, the last two times we met in battle, I killed you once, and the second time you ran away.” 
 
    “Can I please—” Tarq started to say. 
 
    Maada’s face became the same color as his stupid space fighter. Seriously, what kind of an idiot would paint a space fighter red? The insufferable, pompous, superiority-complex-suffering kind. Who did he think he was, Manfred von Richthofen? 
 
    “I do not run away, especially from the likes of you,” he yelled. “I was going to help our forces dirtside. It was a strategic move, not that I expect you to understand strategy.” 
 
    Tarq tried again. “Can I please—” 
 
    “We’re both here now, you freaking Whiskey Delta,” I yelled back and pounded my fist against the table. “I see no reason why we shouldn’t continue our duel.” 
 
    Maada jumped to his feet. “I have had enough of this loud-mouthed upstart—” 
 
    Tarq touched his PDD, and a deafening screeching sound emanated in the room. We all covered our ears and stared at him. 
 
    He ran a finger across the PDD screen and the sound stopped. “Can I please offer a solution? You don’t need to kill the locals. You can coexist with them.” 
 
    The king sneered. “You think they are going to forget what we did to them and share their planet with us?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tarq. “We can use the OMC-BOWS to make them.” 
 
    I objected. “Absolutely not! How is that different from what the Xortaags are doing right now?” 
 
    “It’s completely different. We can make our messages subconscious and unobtrusive. The locals will be free and conscious; they just will not feel a need to exact revenge on the Xortaags.” 
 
    “So you do it the same way you interfered in our election?” I asked. 
 
    Tarq’s poker face betrayed him for a fraction of a second before he said, “I do not know what you are talking about.” 
 
    I looked at Kurt. “We’re so going to find a way to remove that thing from orbit as soon as we go home.” 
 
    “Be quiet for a second,” said the king. “I cannot hear myself think with all this noise.” 
 
    We all looked at him and waited. He pulled his beard with the same gesture I could swear was in imitation of Kurt; then he looked at Maada, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “OK. You have got yourselves a deal,” said the king. 
 
    And just like that, it was all over. All the fighting. The bloodshed. The pain. The heartache. The terror. 
 
    Well, almost over. 
 
    Why the hell was Tarq talking to the Xortaags before they attacked Earth? 
 
    There was no rest for the weary. 
 
    ***** 
 
    That evening, Maada was having dinner in his favorite restaurant when he heard the king’s “voice” in his mind. “What a day, no?” 
 
    Maada wiped his lips with a napkin. It certainly was eventful, Your Majesty. 
 
    “What do you think about the treaty?” asked the king. 
 
    I see it as a win for us, Maada answered. We can expand even faster than before, at no cost to us. To be honest, I had gotten tired of all the bloodshed, especially since I lost my only real friend in our last campaign. Speaking of, are you sure you do not want to bring Prince Mushgaana back? 
 
    “Do not start,” answered the king. “I agree with you, and I was not so sure future confrontations with the humans would turn any better than the past ones. But what if they do not keep their word? That Commander Tarq fellow did not strike me as the trustworthy type.” 
 
    Maada smiled wolfishly. He certainly isn’t, which is why our plan B is in full swing. 
 
    Right before the Earth fleet appeared in Kanoor’s orbit, Maada, who expected them to show up, had filled a few transport ships with every piece of Akakie technology (military or civilian) they could find and sent them to Tangaar. They had ended up with some kitchen appliances that way, but they did find a lot of tech with military applications. Moreover, he had had several teams hack into Akakie databases and copy anything they could find in order to sort them out later. At that moment, the Xortaag scientists were busy going through the treasures they had found on Kanoor. Maada was very pleased with the results of this part of the operation, especially given the fact that one major objective of the campaign was allowing the Xortaags to put their hands on Akakie advanced technology. 
 
    If nothing else, this peace treaty will buy us some time, and if things do go sideways, well, our people tell me they have found the blueprint to build an actual planet buster, added the General. I was hoping for something like this when I accepted Tarq’s proposed truce during the battle over Kanoor. Imagine the look on the insects’ faces if we destroy their planet using one of their own weapons. 
 
    “In that case, let’s hope they do not keep their word,” said the king. “The humans have been on my nerves for a while now, and they must pay for killing my favorite son.” 
 
    Whom you can bring back any minute, Maada could not help thinking. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I’d just bitten into my burger when Xornaa joined Kurt, Ella, and me in Indomitable’s mess hall. She put her tray down and sat on the empty chair in front of Kurt with her back towards the entrance. “I still can’t believe we pulled that off.” 
 
    Kurt, playing with his grilled salmon, said, “You can say that again.” 
 
    We’d called Ella and Xornaa and invited them to join us for dinner. Ella complained that she didn’t have the time, but she was eager to hear what had happened on Tangaar firsthand, and thanks to SFD (it was hard for me not to think of it as a Transporter now) it took her less than ten minutes to show up on Indomitable. 
 
    The mess was exactly the same as the one in Invincible, only bigger, and with Akakie food. They ate a variety of creatures resembling worms and snails—still alive and wiggling. Just looking at it was enough to make one lose his appetite. Fortunately, we’d brought our own chef. 
 
    I checked to see if I had a message, then put my PDD on the table, trying to hide my excitement. Xornaa couldn’t read my mind without touching me, but she was an astute observer. “And for once, we came back from a mission without bloodshed,” I said casually. Just having a conversation. Everything was normal. Nothing to worry about. 
 
    Don’t even think about reading my mind, you bitch. 
 
    “Just make sure she doesn’t accidentally touch you,” said Venom. 
 
    “Darlaan died,” Xornaa pointed out. 
 
    “I meant we lost no one. Plus, Maada broke Darlaan’s neck, so no blood was split.” 
 
    “I’m at awe at what we pulled,” said Kurt. “But you know what bothers me? Maada got to massacre millions of humans and billions of other species and walk away scot-free.” 
 
    “Small price to pay for intergalactic peace,” I said, chewing. 
 
    “You know what I can do?” Kurt continued, something dark and dangerous flickering in his eyes. “I can come back here on an invisible spy ship, go dirtside, and put a bullet in his brain from a mile away. Nobody will even know I was there.” 
 
    “And jeopardize everything we’ve achieved in the process?” I said. “Didn’t you and your dad spend all your lives trying to achieve world peace? It’s just like that, only a million times bigger. Sometimes I think you enjoyed assassinating people a bit too much.” 
 
    Kurt punched me in my arm. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” said Xornaa, “Maada might be permanently out of our way. I planted the idea that he’s gotten old and should retire in his mind.” 
 
    I was astonished. “Will that work?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Eight Marines entered the mess while we were talking. Six of them sat between us and the entrance, talking and laughing loudly. The other two went to the buffet and started picking up food, apparently for everyone. 
 
    “By the way, have you realized we didn’t need to kill the poor Arshans after all?” I asked Kurt. “With Tarq’s new plan, they’d be co-existing with the Xortaags on Talmak now.” 
 
    He blanched. Food got stuck in his throat, and he started coughing into a napkin. 
 
    “I hope he chokes on his food,” said Venom viciously. “Serves him right for getting all those innocent people killed.” 
 
    He thought he was doing the right thing at the time. They all did. Hell, even I was half-convinced by Tarq’s argument. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know we’d end up making peace with the Xortaags?” Kurt said defensively once he stopped coughing, but I could feel the agony in his voice. I knew him well enough to be certain he’d torture himself for months (hell, years) for the role he played in the Arshans’ annihilation. He wouldn’t get any sympathy from me though, best friend or not. I’d have to deal with my own nightmares thanks to him. If he’d backed me when we were voting, eighty million Arshans would be alive now. 
 
    “Maybe the next time you vote for a planet’s destruction,” I raised my voice just a little, “you’ll think about it for more than two freaking minutes.” 
 
    Kurt pressed his lips together and looked away. Ella put a hand on my arm and shook her head. 
 
    Xornaa suddenly tensed and sat up straight. She put her fork down and narrowed her eyes. “Kurt?” 
 
    He put down the napkin. “Yes?” 
 
    “Why the hell are the six Marines behind me packing?” she asked. 
 
    She hadn’t looked behind her even once. I wondered if she had eyes in the back of her head on top of the telepathic powers. The Xortaag woman was full of surprises. 
 
    I touched my PDD. The Rains of Castamere echoed in the room. Kurt and Xornaa gave me confused looks. 
 
    “At what point are you going to get tired of making references nobody understands?” asked Venom. 
 
    That’s half the fun. And Liz would’ve got it. The day I proposed, she said she’d cancel the ceremony if I made any Red Wedding related jokes. 
 
    “They aren’t the only ones,” Kurt told Xornaa. He moved his hand, and the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked came from under the table. 
 
    An incredulous look crossed Xornaa’s face. “You weren’t armed when I walked into the room.” 
 
    “I’d taped the gun under the table,” said Kurt. 
 
    Ella put her fork on the table. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Will tell you in a minute,” I said. 
 
    Xornaa leaned back and studied Kurt with cold eyes. “I bet I can still take you, then use your gun to kill the goons behind me.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I cocked my own gun, also under the table, and winked at the woman. “Hello, Greedo.” 
 
    “Does it seem to you that Jim often talk in riddles?” Ella asked Kurt. 
 
    “If Oksana were here, she’d say checkmate, or however you say it in Russian,” said Kurt. 
 
    “Ukrainian. It’s a different language,” I corrected him, proud of my savoir-faire. 
 
    “Potayto, potahto,” responded Kurt. 
 
    Xornaa’s shoulders slumped. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We’re going to sit here, eat, and have a civil conversation until the person we’re waiting for calls us,” Kurt answered. 
 
    “We caught Mata Hari. Can you believe it?” I told Kurt. 
 
    “Can you turn that music off? It’s depressing,” he said. 
 
    I feigned horror. “It’s a masterpiece!” 
 
    “I could make the Akakies help me,” said Xornaa. 
 
    I looked around. There were some twenty Akakies in the mess. “Don’t you have to touch them to make them do anything?” 
 
    “The insects are very suspectable to my powers.” 
 
    Tarq had told me his people were super horny and had very little self-control. “You think these guys stand a chance against the Marines?” I said. “Don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    My PDD beeped ten minutes later. It was General Maada. “The king has finished interrogating his sons. Your suspicions are confirmed.” 
 
    I exchanged a tired look with Kurt. 
 
    “I have a message for Xornaa,” continued the General. “Tell her the king said, ‘Well played, granddaughter.’ ” 
 
    “I take it your king doesn’t care what we do with her, does he?” I asked. 
 
    “He does not, but I do.” Anger flared in Maada’s eyes. “Throw her out of the closest airlock. You will regret it one day if you do not. That woman is dangerous.” 
 
    The screen went blank. 
 
    I eyed Xornaa. “So, it was you who made Mushgaana attack Earth. For once, I agree with the general. I think I saw an airlock on my way to the mess.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve been holding out on us,” Kurt told Xornaa. 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t tell you anything. Tarq has planted a bomb under my skull, and he’s itching to blow my head off. But it seems to me you have enough to go on without me.” 
 
    “I’m very, very disappointed,” said Kurt. 
 
    “This has got to be the understatement of the century,” I told him, but strangely enough, I wasn’t angry at Xornaa. I’d saved my rage for the person she worked for. 
 
    Xornaa shrugged. “I was just doing my job. It wasn’t personal. Back then I didn’t even know you guys.” 
 
    “And if you did,” asked Kurt, “would you have done things differently?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and thought about it for a moment. “Probably not. But I would’ve felt guilty about it.” 
 
    “Just tell me one thing,” I said. “Did you have to sleep with your own father?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Really? That’s what you’re focusing on right now?” Kurt asked me. 
 
    “Is someone going to tell me what has just happened?” said Ella as the Marines escorted Xornaa away. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told her. “We thought your presence here, not knowing what was going on, will make the situation look more natural.” Then I filled her in with a few short sentences. 
 
    Anger flared in Ella’s blue eyes, but she immediately composed herself. “What now?” 
 
    Kurt and I exchanged a look. “It appears we have an insect problem,” I growled. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the three of us approached Tarq in Indomitable’s ready room. It was a replica of his office back in Winterfell. Big chairs, big desk, everything white. He looked up from his PDD and smiled. “How can I help you in this lovely, peaceful day?” 
 
    He saw the grim look on our faces, and his smile disappeared. 
 
    We didn’t sit. 
 
    Kurt put his palms on the desk, lowered his head, and stared at him. “What were you doing talking to Darlaan and his brothers before the attack on Earth?” 
 
    Tarq paled, but just a little. It was almost imperceptible. 
 
    “Let me tell you what we think,” Kurt continued calmly, but his flushed skin told me he was fighting to get his rage under control. “We think you used Xornaa to persuade Mushgaana to attack Earth instead of Kanoor. That’s how you knew Earth was their next target to begin with. Then you came to Earth, set up your trap, used us as freaking expendable pawns, and waited.” 
 
    I stared at Tarq, hoping against hope that he’d deny it. All this could still be some complicated ploy by the Xortaags to drive a wedge between us. Divide and conquer, that sort of thing. 
 
    Instead, he shook his head and said, “So you guys can put two and two together, after all.” 
 
    I didn’t see what he did. Maybe he pushed a secret button with his feet, or he’d finally decided to use a brain interface. The next thing I knew, several hidden panels behind him opened and six cartoonishly big energy weapons appeared, aiming at our heads. 
 
    “I always knew this day would come, so as you can see, I have taken some precautions,” he said. “Take a sit. We need to have a word.” 
 
     “You’re going to need bigger guns,” I said automatically. Cracking wise to fight mental anguish had become a knee-jerk reaction for me. 
 
    My shoulders drooped, and there was an ache in my chest that wasn’t there a second ago. My insides twisted, and the world started spinning. So this was how being stabbed in the back felt. I didn’t want to believe it. I loved Tarq. I really did. More importantly, I respected him. Hell, I held him in awe. What he did—running around the galaxy, making species rise or fall—was bloody God-like. His betrayal hurt more than the bullet wound I’d suffered back on Earth, and all the affection I felt for him was replaced by bitterness. Hatred, even. 
 
    How had he pulled the wool over my eyes all this time? It was my damn fault. I shouldn’t have put so much faith in him. At the end of the day, everyone was just out for their own species. 
 
    Tarq looked at the gigantic guns and smiled confidently. “Bigger than these? Have you lost your mind? I can fight off an armored battalion in here.” 
 
    “Cordelia?” I whispered. 
 
    The AI’s voice resonated in the room. “You two-faced, conniving, deceitful, backstabbing, treacherous son of an ugly alien whore!” 
 
    The guns turned and pointed at Tarq. His face turned as white as everything else in his office. I wondered if he could use that as a camouflage. 
 
    “For a species who’s so scared of AIs,” said Kurt, “you’re very bad at protecting yourselves against them.” 
 
    “The Marines, aided by Cordi, are taking over Indomitable,” I said, too dejected to be angry. “We’ll kill you and your crew, and after that, we’re going to pay a visit to Kanoor. They have to answer for the seven hundred million dead men, women, and children who perished because of you. Maybe it’s time we have our own colonies.” 
 
    Tarq opened his mouth but couldn’t talk. He grabbed his chest, his eyes rolled back into his skull, and he fell off the chair. 
 
    “Your fake heart attack doesn’t work either,” I said flatly. “We’ve researched your anatomy. We know both your hearts are stronger than a bull’s. Plus, Cordelia is monitoring your vitals.” 
 
    He rose from behind his desk and gave me a hurtful look. “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “I thought we were brothers,” I said, bitterness oozing from every word. 
 
    White gas started pumping into the room. 
 
    “Compliments of General Maada.” Kurt nonchalantly smoothed the front of his uniform and tugged down his sleeves, as if nothing important were going on. “The Xortaags have developed a chemical weapon that doesn’t hurt us but paralyzes and eventually kills your people.” 
 
    “Before you die, think about the fact that your planet will be destroyed as the consequence of your actions.” I wagged my fingers at Tarq. “Goodbye, insect.” 
 
    “You cannot possibly conquer Kanoor with nine thousand space fighters and no transport ships to speak of!” he shouted. 
 
    “Of course not,” Kurt said calmly. “We’re going to use the MFM that you so helpfully set up around you own planet.” 
 
    “There is no way—” Tarq stopped mid-sentence and looked upward. 
 
    Cordi chuckled. “I see the insect remembers whom he is talking to. I hacked into his MFM and took control of it before we left Kanoor.” 
 
    Watching the intense terror that appeared in Tarq’s eyes was satisfying. His knees buckled, and he had to lean on his table to keep himself from falling. “You cannot do this,” he yelled, eyes bulging. “The Xortaags would have eventually come for you anyway, and what would you have done without me? I saved humanity. I saved the galaxy!” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” I said sadly. 
 
    He blinked at me in total incomprehension. 
 
    “We talked it out, and you are right,” said Kurt. “They would’ve attacked Earth after conquering Kanoor, and we wouldn’t have had a chance against them without your help.” 
 
    I continued, “Still, the fact of the matter is you were more than willing to sacrifice us and our loved ones to save your own people.” 
 
    “You w-would have d-done the same,” Tarq stuttered. 
 
    “Maybe. It’s a hypothetical situation, so we’ll never know for sure,” Kurt responded. “But you actually did it. You used us as bait to defeat the Xortaags, which makes you responsible for our friends’ and families’ death: Allen, Keiko, Oksana, Matias, Josef … you got them killed.” 
 
    “Liz,” I said, and my voice broke. 
 
    “My husband and daughters,” murmured Ella, and her voice broke. 
 
    I looked at her. There was a world of pain in her eyes. I was certain there was one in mine too, and my agony was compounded by the fact that on top of everyone else I’d just lost a brother. 
 
    A cruel flare of loss flashed through my soul. My right hand developed a mind of its own. It moved and held Ella’s. She looked up at me (I tried not to tower over her, but what was I supposed to do, shrink?) and pressed my hand. A wave of unfamiliar comfort swept through my heart. 
 
    “So here’s the deal,” announced Kurt. “We don’t want to see you, Barook, and Xornaa ever again. If you need something done, make contact through official channels.” 
 
    “You’re dead to us,” concluded Cordelia. 
 
    Kurt, Ella, and I turned to leave the ready room. At the door, I turned to look at Tarq one last time. He was leaning against the wall, desperately trying to cover his nose and mouth with his hands. Memories flooded back. The day he saved us from under the SCTU executioners’ nose and later pranked us into believing we were dead and in heaven. The day he faked his own death. The day we teamed up to pull a prank on Winterfell’s clergies. 
 
    The happiest day of my life, when he married Liz and me. 
 
    I blocked them all. 
 
    One more loved one I’d lost to this vicious galactic war. 
 
    I nodded at the “gas” and said with a heavy heart, “That’s just steam, idiot.” 
 
    Then I left my alien brother. Forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
     Epilogue: Voltex 
 
   
 
    Standard Galactic Year: 5266 
 
    (Earth Year: 3200) 
 
      
 
   V ox Commander Kavmar impatiently waited for the order to start their operation. 
 
    He was but a new-born baby when the carbon-based aliens attacked Voltex, so he had no recollections of the war. What he did remember was growing up being hungry all the time in a planet ravaged by famine, caused by the economic embargo imposed on them by the enemy. He remembered losing friends and family by the dozens. He remembered all the heartache, the misery, and the hopelessness. 
 
    But, above all, he remembered the constant collective desire for revenge. 
 
    Kavmar was honored that his grandfather, Faltaz, had designed the technology that would enable them to destroy the aliens. Faltaz and his brother, Supreme Leader Shapzan, were the engineers of this escapade. Sadly, Supreme Leader had not lived long enough to see the result of his efforts. He had died a few days ago due to old age. Given that malnutrition had undoubtedly played a major role in his poor health, it was as if the carbon-based creatures had killed him. But Grandpa Faltaz was here, accompanying the warriors into battle. Kavmar was eager to prove himself to his grandfather, who was now a legend for his people. 
 
    And now, it was time for the aliens to pay. For his father, his uncles and aunts, his siblings, his friends, and billions of others who had died during the war or because of the ensuing famine. And for the living too, especially his own children, who had grown up knowing nothing but hunger and death. 
 
    The strike order finally arrived. 
 
    Kavmar addressed his troops, “Hear me, brave Vox warriors. The time you have waited for all your lives is upon us. We have suffered. We have lost. We have yearned for justice. But now, our time has come. Today, the aliens will answer for what they did to us, to our parents, to our brothers and sister. We will kill every single one of them, and when they are gone, we will dance on their ruined planets. Today is judgment day.” 
 
    I almost pity the carbon-based aliens, thought Kavmar. 
 
    He hovered onto the funnel. 
 
    Two hundred thousand Vox warriors followed him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    You can continue reading this saga in The Black Fleet: The Crimson Deathbringer Book 3. Click here to read a free sample on Amazon or here to see the free chapters on the author's website.              

  

 
   
    
       
 
     The Black Fleet 
 
   
 
    (The Crimson Deathbringer Book Three) 
 
      
 
   I n The Crimson Deathbringer, an alien race conquered Earth, and humanity faced extinction. The stakes were high. 
 
    In The Golden Viper, the Xortaags occupied Kanoor, planning to annihilate all their enemies—starting with the humans—using the weapons they would have found there. The stakes were higher. 
 
    Could things get any deadlier? 
 
    Yes! 
 
    In The Black Fleet, an armada with two hundred thousand ships travels back a millennium in time to obliterate all sentient beings in the galaxy by hurling asteroids at their planets. This is nothing like what Jim, Kurt, and Tarq have faced before—this is nothing like anyone in the universe has ever faced before. 
 
    “Let me make this perfectly clear: if we have to sacrifice a few billion humans in order to save a hundred trillion people in the galaxy, that is exactly what we are going to do.” 
 
                                                   Commander Tarq 
 
    This is ENDGAME. 
 
    (Click here to buy the book) 
 
    

  

 
 
    The Black Fleet 
 
    (The Crimson Deathbringer Book Three) 
 
    (Book Blurb II) 
 
      
 
   J ust when you thought things couldn’t get any deadlier, a massive fleet arrives from the future! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks to Jim and his allies’ efforts, there’s finally peace in the galaxy … but all good things must come to an end. 
 
    The Black Fleet, hellbent on revenge, will indiscriminately ravage every planet on their way to Earth. This is the very definition of an extinction-level event, and nobody seems to able to stop the enemy ships in their tracks. To make matters worse, the Akakies are willing to sacrifice Earth to save their own species. 
 
    Having defied the odds a few times already, it again falls onto Jim and his friends to save the day, but can he counter such a universe-ending threat? And if he does, at what cost?  
 
    Don’t miss The Black Fleet, the third book in The Crimson Deathbringer trilogy. If you like Star Wars/Star Trek style epic space battles, time-travel, and larger-than-life characters, then you’ll love this third installment. Pick it up today and find out for yourself! 
 
    (Click here to buy the book) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
     About the Author 
 
   
 
   T his is Jim Harrison, your favorite flying ace. If you’ve read my trilogy, you know these books are autobiographies, and Sean Robins is just a pen name. If you haven’t, well then, SURPRISE! 
 
    ***** 
 
    Sorry about that, guys. I could never resist a good meta-joke. 
 
    So, this is me. The real me, Sean Robins. Unfortunately, my life is nowhere nearly as interesting as my main protagonist’s. I’m a university/college-level English teacher, and including Canada, I’ve lived and worked in six different countries. I’ve met people from all around the world, which is probably why my characters look like the bridge crew from Star Trek (They are from US, Germany, Canada, Cuba, Mexico, Russia, Japan, and Ukraine, plus a couple of aliens and an AI).  One of my female characters even impersonated Uhura once, albeit posthumously. 
 
    I’m a huge Marvel (plus Star Trek, Star Wars, Battlestar Galactica, and Stargate) fan, which shows since my novels are loaded with pop culture references. If you are a sci-fi fan (I assume that you are), you’ll enjoy them tremendously. Moreover, while the books aren’t comedies, I can guarantee a few laugh-out-loud moments. Case in point: The “good” aliens are a race of pranksters, whose main goal in life is pulling other people’s legs (They have four legs, hence the slight change in the idiom).  
 
    My favorite author is Jim Butcher (The Dresden Files), which is probably how I ended up writing in a first-person POV with the same light-hearted, funny tone as he does. The fact that my MC’s name is Jim is purely coincidental though, and it has nothing to do with James Kirk either. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading The Golden Viper as much as I enjoyed writing it (her?). If you did, don’t forget to read the next book in the series, The Black Fleet. Also, please follow me so that you’ll be the first to know whenever I write a new book (which sadly isn’t that often, maybe once a year—I tend to rewrite everything fifteen times before I’m satisfied). I think the easiest way is to follow me on Amazon (please click here), but Goodreads (please click here), Twitter (@seanrobins300) and/or Facebook (facebook.com/seanrobins300) are also good options. Moreover, please consider subscribing to the newsletter I write in cooperation with a few dear friends (please click here), or visit my author’s website (Sean's author website). 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
   I  have a confession to make: I wasn’t initially planning to write the sequel to my first book so soon. I had this cool idea about a time-travel story, so I started working on that. Then The Crimson Deathbringer ended up selling a few thousand copies, and everyone kept asking me about the sequel (which I had teased at the end of the first book). I gave in to popular demand and, I must say, it turned out much better than my time-travel project. 
 
    See, here’s the thing: some writers work in a very structured way. They write outlines from the beginning and stick to it. I don’t. My characters are actually alive in some alternate universe, and they do their own thing. Do you remember it was revealed in The Crimson Deathbringer that Tarq, the little funny alien who kept pulling people’s legs, was behind the attack on Earth? I was as surprised as anyone by that. Similarly, Jim, Kurt, and Tarq took The Golden Viper to places I didn’t know the story would or could go, but I am happy it did. 
 
    I know sequels are notorious for not being as good as the first book/movie, but there are always exceptions (The Empire Strikes Back, Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, and Deadpool 2, as examples). Is The Golden Viper more entertaining than The Crimson Deathbringer? You will be the judge of that. But I can tell you this with certainty: the third and last book, The Black Fleet, is going to be epic. You don’t believe me? Have a look at the book blurb and pay close attention to the quote from Tarq, where he talks about sacrificing billions to save trillions. 
 
    I genuinely hope you enjoy reading this book, and if you do, please drop me a line and let me know. Few things in life make me happier than hearing from the people who like my books. 
 
    Also, don’t forget to follow me (preferably on Amazon (please click here), but you can use Twitter (@seanrobins300) or Facebook (facebook.com/seanrobins300) if you want) to be informed as soon as my new books are out! 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
       
 
    
 Book Review Request 
 
   
 
   S o, here we are again. 
 
    I put a very formal and professionally written “book review request” at the end of my first book. That obviously didn’t work. While several thousand people read my book, I barely got 350 reviews across Amazon and Goodreads. So let me try a new tactic: 
 
    I’m an English teacher, and my career leaves me with very little time to write. If you like my books, imagine what I can do if I write full-time. I promise I’ll entertain you until the day I die. And writing reviews goes a long way in helping me realize my dream of being a full-time author. 
 
    And if you didn’t like the book? I still would like to hear from you. Constructive criticism will help me in my future projects, or even revising this one. Here is an example: when several people mentioned they’d found mistakes in The Crimson Deathbringer, I put the book through yet another round of edit, and we found some thirty mistakes (some English teacher I am!), and I also took the opportunity to change a few other things based on my readers’ feedback. 
 
    That said, between you and me, I really hope you liked the book! My books are my babies, and it literally hurts when someone doesn’t like them. 
 
    (Please click here to leave a review.) 
 
     
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
]
A E/’ /
SEAN PORINEZ /
ld=2r





