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      121630UFEB10, near Lake Tahoe

      

      Cam wished she had at least finished her coffee before heading off on this bug hunt, but she wasn’t about to argue with Colonel Phillips. The threat of aliens in the green zone left no time for niceties. Now she hunted with her unit, the eight of them roasting in their warm weather tactical suits, scrambling across the scrubby Sierra Nevada terrain.

      They crested the last craggy rise with Jonesy on point. Jonesy’s big muscled frame cast a long shadow in the late afternoon light. She stepped up beside him and raised a hand to her chest, anticipating the old pain. It was a reflex she’d developed after her injury from defending the retreat from Quebec. What a clusterfuck that was. Her titanium alloy ribcage didn’t hurt at all but the memory of the injury was still bright, with sharp edges of splintered bone. Her Frostbite was minor as well. I’m one of the lucky ones.

      The rest of her team gathered around, everyone breathing a bit harder than they should have. O’Neill brought up the rear, huffing under the blast cannon strapped to his broad back. Her unit had operated under far worse conditions and rougher terrain, but they’d gotten soft at Camp Glenn. Rehabbing injuries in the green zone meant no combat with the Ringheads. No bone-chilling cold, no monstrous aliens dicing up soldiers like slaw, and no holo visits with grieving families to tell them their child had died in combat. Yeah, some aspects of life at Camp Glenn aren’t so bad after all.

      Cam zoomed in through her helmet visor to assess the devastation of Segovia below. Curls of dark smoke rose from the rubble of the tourist destination. Only the Segovia Village Inn remained standing. The Inn’s distinctive replica medieval stone structure appeared intact, alone in the ravaged central square. In the distance, the setting sun dazzled off the mirror surface of Lake Tahoe.

      A low whistle came from her left and Cam turned to see Jonesy shaking his head, “Man. This looks bad, LT.”

      Cam nodded. “Yeah, but why does Phillips think it’s Ringheads?”

      Shrugs all around. Garcia’s cherubic face creased into a wide smile, two deep dimples flashing as he patted his pockets. “I’m ready, LT.” It was hard not to smile in response. He usually carried enough ordinance to bring down a mid-sized building.

      Cam took a deep breath, still guarding against the sharp stitch that didn’t come. “We’ll take the Inn and set up shop there. Two entry points, Bravo team take the south side. Assess the ground floor and radio the all clear.”

      O’Neill nodded as Burke, Garcia, and Cho formed up behind him. “Bravo team is ready.”

      Nell Campbell paced the edge of the cliff, calmly firing in pitons at regular intervals. She used to limp when Cam had first arrived at Camp Glenn. She and Nell had rehabbed side by side with Doctor Patel’s guidance.  Nell looked strong now, unmarred by her time in the frontline. Cam wished she felt the same.

      After the last one, Campbell tucked away the gun and flaked out the ropes. “I don’t care what it is, but we better not come back late. I have a hot date tonight.”

      Mack bent down to pick out a rope and let out a low wolf whistle. “I saw you flirting with that pilot.”

      Campbell gave a throaty laugh. “He can take a number, honey.” She sauntered to the edge and leapt off the edge.

      O’Neill put a hand to his chest and faked a stagger. “If I were fifteen years younger…”

      Mack hooted. “And if you hid all of Kate’s knives.”

      Cam shook her head at their antics. O’Neill had been married to his high school sweetheart Kate for two decades and was as loyal as a hound to her. “Mount up Wolves, we got recon to do.”

      Mack piped up, “I bet it’s HF.”

      God, I hope not. The thought of tangling with Humans First terrorists left a sour taste in her mouth. Ringheads were almost better. At least with aliens, she knew for certain who the bad guys were. Checking the darkening skies above, Cam saw no signs of the dreaded Ringhead jumpships.

      She gestured to the cliff. “Doesn’t matter who it is. We get in and do our jobs.”

      Nods all around and the Wolves clicked in, ready to rappel down the steep cliffs and shortcut the longer drive along the sole road in and out of Segovia Village.

      O’Neill grabbed Cho by the arm and walked the young man to the cliff’s edge. “Let’s pop your cherry, kid.” He launched them both into the emptiness. O’Neill had taken Cho under his wing, and with the grizzled veteran’s tutelage, Cho was becoming a natural weapons master. Cam hoped it was enough for whatever tonight had in store for them.

      One by one the rest of her team jumped into action, Mack’s rangy form a last tall shadow. Cam looked again at the forlorn rubble of Segovia, and stepped off the edge.

      Cam let herself pretend for a moment that she wasn’t on a mission and just delighted in the freefall and controlled bounces against the smooth granite. The rapidly cooling air rushed up over the exposed parts of her face, stimulating her senses as she kicked her boots against the sheer face of the cliff. She loved the Sierra Nevadas, the vast expanse of these glacier carved mountains. Cam tucked in her chin and stayed quiet, but she imagined she was alone on a night climb with the freedom to whoop in pleasure. Someday, but not today.

      Mack on the other hand, had no reservations about whooping and howling like a coyote. Idiot.

      O’Neill snarled at Mack as they hit the ground. “Shut the fuck up, you dumbass. You want to bring every Ringhead in the universe running?”

      Mack snorted. “Sarge, there ain’t no aliens out West. This is a boondoggle!”

      O’Neill reached up and smacked the back of Mack’s helmet, knocking Mack forward into a stumble. “Button it up, soldier. We might be in Reno but this isn’t a fucking vacation.”

      Jonesy grunted in annoyance, turning away. In the fading light, Cam could just make out the faintest glimmer of the neural pattern on his cheeks as he turned away, his personal souvenirs from the Quebec debacle. The implants to repair his sight and hearing had changed his appearance, but Cam knew who he was on the inside. No cybernetics would change this steadfast soldier. He’d saved her life and his family had embraced her warmly. She’d spent many a Thanksgiving with the Jones family, stuffing herself with Mama Jane’s fantastic cooking.

      Cho turned to Cam. “Lieutenant? You think it’s the aliens?”

      She couldn’t see his eyes under the visor, but she heard the nerves in his voice just fine. Cho was smart enough to be afraid of the Ringheads. She wished she could reassure the young soldier that today that he wouldn’t see them, but she never lied to her team. “No idea, Cho. We just do our jobs and see what we find. Remember your training and follow O’Neill’s lead.”

      She looked up at the dark skies again. No jumpships but she didn’t like the feel of this. Cam heard nothing but her team, the occasional scrape of their boots against the loose gravel. No animals, no traffic from the road that wound around the cliff to their location.

      Punching her security code into her wrist gauntlet, Cam accessed the small drone AI hovering far above them. “Jeeves, what can you tell me?”

      Jeeves responded, transmitting to the entire team through their comms. The AI’s voice had changed with the most recent update, now speaking with a slight East Indian accent. Goddamned Stan, always tinkering.

      “No movement in the village, Lieutenant. Thermal imaging shows anomalies on the east side of the inn, the pool area, and near the lake on the west side of the town. These areas are colder than the ambient air temperature by approximately thirty degrees Centigrade. I am unable to determine the reason for the thermal anomalies. The main concentration of victims appears to be in the central building. There is no sign of aerial activity for a radius of twenty kilometers.”

      Mack snorted. “That’s it? C’mon Jeeves, throw in a pack of gum or something. You got nothing else for us?”

      The AI voice continued, unperturbed. “The drone is unable to approach the town more closely. Crossing a radius of approximately 100 meters from the city center results in a significant degradation of drone capabilities and surveillance quality.”

      Cam frowned, her annoyance at the new AI voice forgotten. No Ringhead sightings, but no solid intel from the drone either. She pressed her fist into her chest again. Cam looked at her hand, made a small, disgusted noise, and dropped her arm to her side. Time to get back in the game, girl.

      As her team pulled in their gear, Cam turned back to assess the distance to the village. Two hundred meters to the village from here through a maze of jagged boulders and desert scrub. Decent cover if we need to get out. On her signal, her Wolves moved out, scrambling across the rocky terrain, taking advantage of the natural cover. The dark gray of their tactical suits blended with the dusk as the sunlight faded. Cam heard only the occasional crunch against the gravel. The temperature dropped sharply and small flurries of dust shadowed their passage as they made their way over. Pulling up the rear, Cam yanked her buff over her nose to keep from eating dirt.

      The village took on an eerie quality as night fell, all of the lighting a casualty of the earlier destruction. Darkened windows of shattered glass stared at them like empty eye sockets. The Inn loomed before them, silent in the heavy darkness. Close now, Cam smelled the smoke, leaving the taste of creosote on her tongue even through her buff.

      Cam remembered a few years ago, when she and Keenan had spent a weekend here. They’d walked the cobblestone village in civilian clothing, marveling at this re-creation of an ancient Spanish town. The restaurant at the Inn served them savory paella, rich with saffron and loaded with prawns and sausage. A stolen weekend just for them, away from the team and the pressures of command.

      They’d made love in the four-poster bed, as if they had all the time in the world. The battlefront had been in Northern Europe back then. She suppressed her sadness at seeing this magical town destroyed. Instead she would fan the flames of her ever burning anger, feeding it for when she needed it.

      Cam pressed a button on the side of her helmet and her visor filmed over, engaging night vision. As she ran from cover to cover she did a quick scan, but saw no one other than her own team. Colonel Phillips had given Cam clear orders--verify whether this was a Ringhead attack and search for survivors. So far, no signs of any survivors. Not good.

      Lake Tahoe was considered well within the safe zone for humans, too warm for Ringhead attacks. This tranquil village in the Sierra Nevadas hadn’t seen snow in decades. Since the Great Quake of 2088 which took out the entire coastal region west of I-5, the country had altered drastically, with Reno becoming a hub of power in the west. Here wealthy elites lived in safety, free to conduct business as usual far from the bitter cold of the battle front. Wolves like Cam came to West Coast base to recuperate, booted off the front lines after injury. While she hungered to see action again, she hadn’t expected it to follow her here.

      O’Neill veered off, his stocky frame vanishing as he led Bravo team to circle through the broken rubble and twisted steel to the rear of the inn. Cho’s slight legs hustled behind Burke and Garcia and Cam felt reassured at the sight of another cannon strapped to Cho’s back.

      It looked like the gas line had ruptured, the explosion taking off the facade of the east face of the building. Cam and the three members of Alpha team scrambled over the debris field, scanning the bodies. All dead. With their eyes wide open, surprised before their deaths. What had these poor people seen?

      At point, Jonesy knelt next to one of the bodies, a village staffer garbed in medieval dress, her long black hair twisted into sad little knots. He turned her over, looking for wounds. Nothing. No blood. The dead woman’s eyes bulged, the sclera a grotesque red. She looked different from the other bodies. As Jonesy eased her back, his right hand crushed her arm into dust. Nell stifled a cry as the severed forearm rolled away. Jonesy jerked back and dropped the body as the pulverized flesh puffed up in a cloud. The body hit the ground like dry cordwood.

      Cam’s stomach turned over. This didn’t look like an alien attack. This was something new and more gruesome. God help us, how long will we be quarantined after this? She took a pained breath and pressed a fist into her chest, biting back memories of her last encounter with a Ringhead. This was definitely different from last time. She wondered if the nanites in her blood would protect her if this was some kind of biological agent.

      Jonesy turned away for a moment, then brought out his bandana and covered the dead woman’s face. Cam blinked, moved by the emotion on his face and saw Campbell reach into her tactical suit to hold her cross in a white knuckled grip. Cam didn’t hear Campbell praying, but she didn’t want to either. She needed to think of all of them, of their safety, which she couldn’t do if fear gripped her in its sticky tentacles.

      Steeling herself, Cam singled out Jonesy. “I’m going to need you to scan her.”

      He nodded, a curt motion and held out his hand. She dropped him a stim tab. Jonesy took off his helmet, revealing his perfectly shaped skull, his dark skin gleaming with sweat. Cam watched the neural tattoo on his right cheek flash a quick sequence as he closed his eyes. Cam hated asking him for this. Joney’s implants were the next best thing to an onsite lab. Unfortunately the integration was tenuous, hitting his nervous system in a bad way.

      Jonesy chuffed as the stim took effect. He opened his eyes and grunted like he’d been kicked in the gut. Cam knew from experience that the dark brown of his irises would be an almost orange sliver, diminished by enlarged pupils. He panned across the body, breath coming in ragged gasps. The squints at Base would do a complete work up of the upload later, but Jonesy could give them some insight right now. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. Cam kept scanning the horizon, giving him a moment to get it back together.

      Jonesy stood, a little wobbly, and took a slug from his water tube.

      “Report?”

      “Take your pick. Multiple causes of death. Severe cervical fractures, crushed trachea, parts of her so frozen she’s essentially turned to ash, and there's the residual alien energy leeching out of her I can’t identify that will probably keep me up the next couple of nights. I’m not seeing any signs of bio-agents, so at least we’re clear on that end.”

      He put his hands on his knees and dry-heaved. Cam pulled out her own bandana and handed it to him. Jonesy accepted it and mopped his face and took another swig of water.

      She contacted O’Neill, “Clear in the front. We’ve got lots of bodies. Not sure what killed them, but don’t touch any of them. Over.”

      O’Neill’s gravelly voice came through the comms. “Copy that. Same on this side. We’re ready to head in.”

      Ringheads liked to break necks or spines in their killing frenzy. Yet here they found a mix of corpses, with some of the villagers posed in a grotesque vignette who didn’t look mangled in the usual Ringhead kill style. It was not looking good for the possibility of survivors. Cam steeled herself. It was her responsibility to keep the team safe, but they needed to find survivors--if there were any.

      “Weapons tight. Eyes and ears open for survivors, people.” Cam pointed to the Inn and Jonesy stood up, moving to point and bringing his custom modified blaster to bear. Nell fell in with Mack just behind him. Cam brought up the rearguard and they picked their way across the rubble to the main entrance. The tall oaken doors were smashed inward, ripped off the hinges. The ornate metalwork of the hinges littered the ground, shattered into wet fragments.

      The lavish interior of the Inn opened on a scene of bedlam. The doors had landed at the far side of the lobby, obliterating the registration desk. Dark stains on the rug hinted at a body underneath one of the doors, crushed on impact. The bodies of some three dozen staff and guests lay strewn about, all with their eyes wide open. The dark wood panels glistened, as if wet. Cam took in the gruesome scene before her and immediately scanned the ornate, large-paned windows. Nothing outside but encroaching darkness.

      This attack had happened fast. No time for warning, no time for evacuation. In this warm climate, they’d assumed they were safe from the Ringheads. We were wrong. Now these poor souls were gone.

      How could the cold-seeking aliens survive in this warm climate? New armor? Do the Ringheads have a new weapon? Both thoughts were too frightening for Cam to contemplate. Stick to the mission.

      “South side is clear.” O’Neill reported. Then in a lower voice, “LT, you’ve got to see what’s in the kitchen.”

      Dread slithered in her gut at those words. She shoved it down. “On our way.”

      Cam signaled to Jonesy and he strode through the foyer, his black assault boots sinking into the plush carpeting, to a door marked staff only. Under her feet the carpet felt spongy, squelching like wet moss. Cam swatted away the niggling thought that it could be blood drenching the carpet as she and her team moved into the banquet area.

      Jonesy and Campbell stood on each side of the tall elaborately carved double doors to the banquet hall and pushed their way in, revealing Bravo team awaiting them. Water puddled across the dark parquet floor. Not blood after all.

      She nodded to O’Neill, “What do you got for me?” He nodded towards the swinging kitchen doors. Fingers of frost crept out from around the door and along the walls. A fine white mist flowed steadily out from the bottom of the doors.

      Cam pushed through the doors and was assaulted with a wave of bitter cold washing over her. Her breath fogged out before her and her boots crunched through shards of ice and shattered tile.

      A thick white frost covered every inch of the kitchen. An icy draft blew down from a ragged hole in the ceiling, open to the clear night sky. The hole had clearly been created by the impact of the alien artifact standing ominously in the center of the room. An alien cylinder, eight feet tall, embedded into the floor, and surrounded by dazzling fist-sized ice crystals. It was dark blue-gray and covered with sinuous cables which entwined around each other like mating snakes. Faint blue lights played along the lengths of these cables.

      Campbell crossed herself and whispered a prayer under her breath.

      Burke popped his head in and then let out a long sigh. “I’ve been sweating like a pig out there. Looks like the AC only works in here.”

      Campbell punched him in the shoulder and then stepped away. Probably getting away from Burke’s usual rank B.O.

      Cam took another look around and cursed. Looking behind the artifact she saw several cables shot through the far wall of the kitchen. The cables clustered over the sink, boring through the old brick. Blooms of frost surrounded the cables where they entered the walls.

      We were fools to think that the monsters would stay confined to the colder parts of the world. It was only a matter of time.

      O’Neill cleared his throat loudly. “LT?”

      It brought her back. She finally made the connection her shocked mind had been running around. “Jesus. It’s just like The Needle.”

      Everyone heard the capitalization. These mini-Needles looked like they had the same xeno-forming capabilities as the massive alien artifact in Antarctica. Nell backed up a step, her hand coming up for her cross again.

      The lights began to pulse brighter and faster and the entire structure glowed, almost swelling in the strange light. The ice crystals at the base of the structure cracked and shattered. A yawning chasm of fear opened up in her chest.

      Cam barked, “Back! Everyone back off!” Anxiety gripped her in its relentless fist as her troops slowly backed to the door.

      A dull thud sounded, a beat she felt through her boots. A hammerblow of crippling cold flowed out from the Needle, driving everyone back several steps. O’Neill dropped to a knee and gasped. The cold bit sharp and deep into Cam’s lungs, knocking the wind from her. Behind her, someone was heaving--it sounded like Jonesy.

      The artifact resumed its steady glow, and the rime of frost on the floor grew, intricate patterns of ice reaching out for them.

      “Shit.” Cam could barely speak. “Everyone out!”

      Cam and her team stumbled out of the kitchen and back into the lobby. The door swung shut, shielding them from the pulsing waves of cold. Cam stood, and took a shaky breath. The sharp pain in her lungs was fading. An unpleasant sensation she recognized as fear now rose in her chest, her mouth going dry at the at the implications of what she had seen. She shivered, this time from distress. Ringheads confirmed.

      Cam cleared her throat, disturbed but unsure what to say. O’Neill fiddled with the zipper on his tactical vest, giving her a moment. They both knew what a grim development the appearance of this icy room signaled. The Ringheads were cold climate creatures, their pale blue hides pebbly and tough. They only struck humans in the coldest regions--until now. Had these aliens figured out a way to withstand the desert temperatures in Nevada?
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      SASHA

      

      Earlier that day

      

      In the afternoon light from the lone window in their barracks room, Sasha checked the duty roster with a grunt of disgust and chucked her tablet on her bunk. Third generation West Point, decorated with two Purple Hearts, and relegated to patrol duty again. She blew out a long breath of frustration, ruffling the short, dark bangs on her forehead.

      She glanced in the corner of her quad. Ace still slept, nearly hidden under his drab olive comforter. Sasha envied him his late night out and day off today. That boy was getting all sorts of action on and off base with the pilot bunnies. Good thing he’d had his shots.

      Their bunkmates, Carmichael and Akins left much earlier leaving behind neat bunks. Sasha appreciated having tidy roommates. Sasha picked up the tablet with its offending duty roster postings, stowed it, and then tightened the corners on her bunk again. Now every bunk but the one Ace was snoring away in matched, their lightweight gray blankets and snowy white sheets sporting neat corners.

      At least after duty she'd have time to get to the lab and work on Betsy. She’d been tinkering with the plasma railgun customization, a smaller version of the one mounted on the armored vehicles, working on the portability problem. Stan had helped, for weeks now, and Sasha thought she may have finally solved it.

      Still, patrols and lab time were a poor substitute for a spot on the front line blasting Ringheads.

      She lifted her right hand to her face, studying its smooth alloy contours and clenched and unclenched slowly, testing all the mechanics of her cybernetics. Her whole right arm was a product of modern engineering, and she could practically lift an armored personnel carrier with it. Certainly capable of lifting a little old plasma rail gun, and Sasha wanted to share her beautiful creation with the Wolves. Nobody else had an enhanced arm like hers. She’d even given her new arm a name--“Ripper” in honor of Cal Ripken, baseball’s original “Iron Man”.

      In some ways, she loved this new arm, trusting that it would never let her down the way her mere flesh had. In other ways, she just missed her fucking arm, the one she had been born with. Still, Sasha dressed in her customary white tank, refusing to hide Ripper. Hell, she liked having Ripper. Liked watching the play of dim light in the mirror showing off the bright flashing contours of her cybernetic arm.

      Sasha let her right arm release and decided to quit moping like a damn loser. Her time here in the West Coast base had been spent learning how to use the new arm, building weapons, assembling her fledgling team, and getting some action from one of the hot lab techs. Overall, not a bad way to pass six months.

      Sasha eyed the pullup bar and the mounts on the side of the doorway. She took a small hop and grabbed the bar with her left hand, absurdly proud that she didn’t need a goddamn stool given how high up the bar was and her short stature.

      She proceeded to knock out five one-armed pull ups with her left arm, her neck taut from the strain. Taking a breather, she flexed and stretched her left forearm and wrist before reversing her grip to underhand and finishing five one-armed chin ups.

      Warm now, and feeling pretty good she sauntered down the wide gray hallways from the sleeping quarters to the mess hall. Before the arrival of Ripper in her life, Sasha thought she was hot shit doing one armed pull ups with her opposing hand wrapped around her engaged wrist. Now she called that cheating, instead letting Ripper dangle by her side while her left arm really got a work out.

      She remembered the way Ace sneered at her, “Easy for you, Tiny. Some of us have more muscle mass to lift.” She still kicked his ass during the one-armed pushup challenge and he’d done her mess hall cleanup duty for a week.

      Ace liked to brag about his tough workouts and sported a ripped eight-pack of dazzling corded muscle for his labors. It was nice to take the pilot down a notch. Of course all the Wolves were in damned good shape, and bored out of their ever lovin’ minds. That meant they hit the workout room a lot. Or slept with anything that moved. Or both.

      Phillips and Gunny kept them all busy with chores and more chores, but what they needed was to kick some saggy blue alien ass. She picked up her pace, agitated as she thought of the forced inactivity. She left the barracks and headed across the exercise yards and PT spaces to the squat utilitarian main buildings.

      Along the long gray corridors, the stomp of her boots echoed against the dark industrial tiles, a dull rapid staccato. Closer to the mess hall, the tantalizing scent of bacon called to her. Mmm, bacon. She smiled at the thought. She loved when they served breakfast all day. Three squares was always good but when all three included breakfast foods? Bonus.

      As she entered the mess hall, a large open room with rows and rows of metal tables and benches, Sasha made a beeline to the coffee dispensers set on the back tables. Taking a double shot and dosing liberally with cream, Sasha downed it, savoring the hot brew. No question, life in the private sector had definite perks, and the searing hot coffee was right up top, just below the sweet weaponry and primo armor.

      In a better mood now, Sasha surveyed the room, with the small clusters of Wolves chowing down at various tables. Out of habit, she ignored Alvarez and her team. Marines. Enough to kill her appetite. Almost.

      Sasha piled up a mountain of crisp bacon and hit the dispenser for some mystery juice. Her flimsy metal tray fully loaded now with protein and sugar, she practiced balancing the flimsy and precarious tray with just Ripper as she made her way to the table where some respectable Army folks had camped out.

      Simmons and Lee lifted their chins at her in greeting, but kept chewing. Good kids. She’d recruited them herself from the Yukon station. Lee showed some real talent with the carbine, and was surprisingly stealthy for such a big guy. As for Simmons, he didn’t talk much and Sasha appreciated his quiet competence.

      Sasha plopped herself down and tucked in, eating the lukewarm bacon with her fingers. The three of them ate in companionable silence, pausing only to hand the salt and pepper around. Mesmerized, she watched Lee methodically spread butter over his pancakes, lay out three strips of bacon, drizzle corn syrup and then hot sauce over it, and then fold his pancake into some kind of magical breakfast taco. That kid was a genius. For a few minutes, only chewing and the clink of forks could be heard.

      Finally pushing away her empty tray, Sasha eyeballed Alvarez and her unit over at the next table. She actually didn’t know most of them. Except Jonesy. That Jonesy was sure easy on the eyes. She wouldn’t mind climbing that mountain. Jonesy liked personally customizing his weapons too, a big plus in her book.

      The two of them had shot the shit in the machine room, and he was nice enough to give her suggestions on modifying Betsy to get the weight down. It’d been a pure joy listening to the big guy rhapsodize about guns, and she’d found herself itching to trace those metallic neural patterns on his face. Down, girl.

      For all of her natural suspicion of Marines, Sasha freely admitted that Alvarez and her mates were tight. That was something Sasha was still working on with her own fledgling team.

      Her unit wasn’t complete, either, which was also a sore spot between her and Phillips. Brass bastard had let Alvarez snap up that sharp kid Cho to fill the last spot on that unit and it was slim pickings of late. She was still a man short for her unit.

      Alvarez suddenly stood up, her tall frame drawing eyes. “Nell, go find Burke. Meet us at the war room.” Chairs scraped against the floor as the Marines double timed it to bus their trays and assemble in the war room.

      Lee swallowed the last bite of his pancake taco and then hollered at the tallest member of the team, “Yo! Mack, what’s the deal?” Mack shrugged and pointed at Alvarez’s back before following her out of the mess hall.

      Sasha didn’t buy Mack’s nonchalance. The sandy haired giraffe looked excited, his boots practically skipping on the tiles as he scrambled after his LT. This flurry of movement piqued Sasha’s interest. Something big is going on.

      Alvarez pushed her way out the main doors, just brushing past a sleepy eyed Ace on his way into the mess hall. Sasha watched with amusement as Alvarez nearly mowed him over. As usual, his gray Air Force t-shirt looked freshly ironed and his dark gray SDU pants didn’t so much as have a speck of dirt on them.

      As the procession streamed around him Ace called out, “Where’s the fire?”

      His honey and cigar smoke tone reverberated around the mess hall. One of the soldiers paused and flashed a pert smile at Ace. Of course. Sasha looked on with interest as Ace gave the trim blonde woman a slow smile in return, an attractive dimple creasing his tanned face.

      “Hey, Nell. Slow your roll. Have coffee with a lonely soldier.”

      She reached up and tousled his short dark hair with casual affection. “I’ll take a raincheck, flyboy. I’ve got some Ringheads to hunt,” And with that bombshell, the sweet faced Nell took off.

      Sasha sucked in a quick breath, hardly daring to hope. Ringheads here?
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      Sasha rushed up to Ace, “Did she just say what I thought she just said?”

      Ace nodded, a quick jerk of his head. Sasha didn’t detect any of his usual amusement. Instead his dark eyes met her own, looking as alert as if he had just popped a stim to fly a night mission.

      “Well c’mon then. Let’s get to the war room!” Sasha yanked his arm, an enthusiastic tug that caused a wince. Oops. She sometimes forgot not to use Ripper on people.

      “Easy, Tiny. I haven’t had my coffee yet,” Ace rubbed his forearm a bit and started back towards the food.

      “Ringheads, you dumbass! Get your fucking joe later!” Sasha yanked him again, this time with her left arm.

      Ace rolled his eyes. “Fine.”

      She knew he would follow her. They sped down the hallways to the war room, Sasha taking nearly double the amount of strides to keep with his longer legs. Her heart pounded, not from exertion, but from sheer excitement.

      As they rounded the corner to the war room, she saw the last of Alvarez’s team slip in. Ace stopped her with an arm bar. “You sure you want to go in there, Tiny?” She knew he meant that they would get a massive ass chewing from Phillips for barging in.

      Unfortunately, there were no windows on the doors of the war room. Just two imposing panels, utterly soundproofed, and likely blaster proof. Damn.

      She hated to wait. Sasha ran her left hand through her hair, leaving spiky tufts in its wake. “He’s briefing them now. Alvarez and her unit are going to get some Ringhead action!” Sasha stopped short of actually whining. But she wanted to use Ripper to punch through the door panels. Actually, that would work.

      Ace shrugged. “You don’t know that.”

      Sasha jerked her gaze away from the doors to stare at him but then realized Ace was referring to the Ringheads and not punching the door down.

      “We’ll wait till they’re done and then get the goods.” Ace crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, his trim frame a study in casual relaxation.

      Stoic fucker. She hated when he was so reasonable. She knew he was right, that if she marched in there, that Phillips would just order her nosy ass right out.

      Sasha shifted her weight, getting more aggravated by the second. Finally she caved and leaned against the wall too. As soon as she did so, Ace stood straight. “OK, since you’re just going to wait here, I’ll go back and get my coffee. They should be done by then.” He turned and began whistling on his way back to the mess hall.

      She was pretty sure that if anyone checked at that moment, steam would have been blasting out of her ears. Ace read her better than anyone, making him an invaluable asset when they were in the field, and an insufferable ass the rest of the time.

      Minutes ticked away. Sasha tried a breathing exercise, the one she used before rifle practice.

      Using a rifle these days with Ripper was a whole different experience. Thousands of rounds fired during a week spent holed up in the firing range, acclimating to the new sensations. Then another week spent firing lefty, to make sure re-learning her right arm hadn’t fucked up the left side. The weight felt different, the kick, her timing - everything felt off. Hell, even getting dressed sometimes felt like someone else had a hand down her pants.

      Stanley called it “proprioceptive lag,” The time needed for the chips in the arm to process the sensory input and feed it to her nerves. Stanley insisted that it had been reduced to the millisecond level, so she shouldn’t be perceiving any lag. Sasha liked to insist that the labcoat have his arm amputated and be fitted with his own prosthesis, before he made annoying statements like that.

      Six months ago, she was the model soldier, eager to please and fulfill family traditions, stationed in the upper reaches of the Yukon. She flew on helicopter patrol once a day, even after the Ringheads started shooting down anything over 500 feet. God, we were all so naive then. But then, a near-death experience had a way of altering one’s perspective.

      Flying out to The Greedle was always an invigorating experience. They flew low and fast over the icy terrain of Greenland, the frigid air whipping by, threatening to suck any of them out of the open doors of the chopper. They'd been en route to the Baffin Island rendezvous point to meet with the Canadian Snowbirds who were coming up from Shearwater.

      Going into battle with her brother Victor at the helm of their helicopter had felt good, really good. Like a sign of goods things to come. Stupid.

      Their grand plans for a massive joint strike on the Greedle died almost as they left the ground. More Ringhead jumpships than they had ever seen in one place left their attack force a smoking ruin, with broken soldiers scattered about the snowy wasteland.

      Sasha had crawled back to the wreck of their helicopter, only to get pinned herself in the tangle of metal. Some rescue. The acrid smell of jet fuel burned her lungs as she struggled to free them both. Through the open door she saw the jumpships, angling towards them. Over the wails of the helicopter warning systems she heard the crackling release of the alien energy weapons, then felt the dull thump of explosions. The Ringheads were reducing the downed aircraft to ash.

      Her brother’s muffled last words were drowned out by a roaring blue-white explosion that threw the helicopter into the air.
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        * * *

      

      The panels slid open and Jonesy strode out, Mack right on his heels.

      Sasha shook off her dark memories and popped up to follow them. “Hey, Jonesy.”

      He nodded at her in greeting, his dark eyes warm, “Sasha.”

      She tilted her head at the war room. “Is it true?”

      Jonesy kept walking but motioned her to walk with him. “Dunno. Phillips is sending us out because drone intel is weak but it looks like Segovia was hit.”

      Shit. That sounds bad. Sasha hadn’t been out there, but it was a popular destination for tourists.

      “You think one unit is enough?” Sasha tried to keep her voice casual.

      She must have failed because Jonesy laughed outright. “Don’t worry, plenty of Ringheads out there to test your weapons on later.”

      Sasha grunted. “Whatever. I’m going to talk to Phillips. Later.”

      Jonesy gave her a friendly wave as she headed back to the war room.

      By the time she got back into the war room, everyone had cleared out except Alvarez and Phillips. Chairs were scattered pell mell around the large conference table. Behind them several holo monitors floated, displaying ghostly aerial images of a shattered and smoking town. They kept their voices low and Sasha strained to make out what they were saying. As she approached them however, they stopped and Alvarez took a step back from the Colonel.

      Sasha tried not to envy Alvarez her greater height. To her credit, Alvarez was always polite, never looming over Sasha. True to the Marine credo, she exhibited unfailing courtesy without actually ranging into friendliness.

      Sasha’s eyes swept over the Colonel, trying to read his face. As usual, the older man wore BDUs, a drab olive t-shirt underneath, his homely features settled into stern lines. He still wore his hair high and tight, like he had a standing Monday appointment at the barber shop for the last forty years.

      “Sir. Alvarez.” Sasha greeted the Colonel and then tipped a brief nod to Alvarez.

      “Kennedy,” Alvarez responded, her tone curt. Her normally calm demeanor absent, as lines of tension creased her forehead. What the hell was wrong with her? Sasha refrained from rolling her eyes at the reserved lieutenant. She’d wrongly assumed that Alvarez was itching for action too, having been benched out here the longest.

      Colonel Phillips swiveled to face Sasha, and his bushy gray eyebrows drew together as his eyes narrowed. He waved his left hand and the holo monitors winked out. “Lt. Kennedy, I don’t recall paging you to the war room.”

      “No, sir. Seemed I should check in though. Lots of commotion.” Sasha fished.

      He humphed and turned back to Alvarez. “Dismissed, soldier. Go gear up with your unit and start reviewing the terrain maps.”

      Alvarez hopped to. “Yes, sir.”

      Sasha lifted her face up, schooled her expression to be calm as a glassy lake, waiting for the Colonel to brief her.

      “Kennedy, quit it. You’ve got all the subtlety of a two by four.”

      Sasha scowled and resumed her normal impatient weight shifting. “Yes, sir. Is it true, sir? Has there been a Ringhead sighting here?”

      Phillips glared at her. “Unconfirmed.” Sasha’s face fell and he relented.

      “Extensive casualties reported in Segovia, damage levels suggest possible Ringhead incursion but current drone intel is inconclusive.”

      “Sir! Requesting change in duty to accompany Alvarez’ unit.” Sasha blurted out.

      “Denied. This is recon only, and for Alvarez to look for survivors.” He looked her dead in the eye. “This is not a hunting party.”

      Damn. It was like he was scouring the inside of her brain pan and could see every scratch and dent in there.

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Phillips sighed and waited a beat. “Granted.”

      “If it’s Ringheads, their hunting parties are large and at least two units should go. Also, I’m dying here doing patrol duty.” Honesty compelled Sasha to add the last bit.

      Phillips puffed himself up to his full height, which was actually not that much taller than Sasha. It was in fact, one of the many things she liked about him.

      “Lieutenant Kennedy. If Gunny has assigned you patrol routes today, you will run those routes today, and run those routes with a smile on your face, is that clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Sasha braced herself.

      “You do not have to remind me what the protocol is if we have Ringheads. I wrote the damn protocol.” Huh. Sasha hadn’t known that little gem.

      “We do not have confirmation of Ringheads. For all we know, a damn gas line blew up and killed them all.”

      Then Phillips seemed to deflate a little, his arms falling against his barrel chest. “Bottom line, we need your unit here. We’re short on pilots and your unit has Kim. We both know how many good pilots have been lost in the last two years.”

      Sasha swallowed, a sudden painful lump in her throat as she thought of Victor again. Her throat felt tight and her voice was raw when she replied. “Understood, sir,” Now her eyes stung and she looked away and blinked rapidly in an attempt to stem the tears that burned back there. Christ, mourning Victor twice in ten minutes. I might as well head back to the fucking shrink.

      As if summoned by the very topic of conversation, Ace peered into the doorway, the picture of guileless innocence. “Colonel. Lieutenant. Am I interrupting?”

      Phillips glanced at the doorway, looking relieved at the chance to give her a moment to recover her wobbly composure. “Lieutenant Kim, you might as well hear it too.”

      Ace strode in, his steps confident and sure. Fortune had gifted him with looks, brains, and talent. Good thing he wasn’t an asshole most of the time or Sasha would have to shoot him on principle.

      Standing next to Phillips, Ace just barely made the 6’1” cutoff for pilots. He tipped his head in deference to the Colonel and turned to give Sasha a lazy wink.

      That sly fuck had probably been listening through by the door the whole time.

      “We don’t know what happened in Segovia. Alvarez and her team will handle recon and get us more intel. Ideally, survivors who can confirm it wasn’t Ringheads. In the meantime, I will need your team ready on standby so get through your duties and stay close by. Got it?”

      Ace gave an easy nod, “Yes, Colonel.”

      “Good. Now get out of my war room.”

      “Yes, sir!” Ace looped his arm around Sasha’s shoulders, turned her toward the panels and steered her out. “C’mon, Tiny. You better check your weapons locker or Jonesy’s gonna take all your stuff.”

      Sasha scowled and ducked under Ace’s arm. “Liar. He modifies his own. If anything’s missing, I’m checking your locker.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          

      

    

    







            Blow This Joint

          

        

      

    

    
      O'Neill gestured into the kitchen, breaking her thoughts. “LT, if they set these up, they’re coming back.” Cam nodded. She could feel his urgency in his gruff voice, and see his tension in the way his webbing stretched tight between nervous fingers. Shit. We need to get out of here.

      “I’m going to report in to the Colonel. Garcia, set charges.”

      Her own hands trembled with surging adrenaline and she balled them into fists. Luckily she wasn’t setting the explosives, “Magic Hands” Garcia would take care of that. She didn’t like staying here any longer, but their mission was to check for survivors, survey the wreckage, and report back. They were only half done.

      “We’re going to finish fast and get out. I want four teams of two, a quick scan for survivors. Set explosives on any alien tech you find, comms on open frequency. Jonesy, take Campbell and check the perimeter. Mack, you’re with me.”

      Taking his cue from her, O’Neill barked into his comm, “Garcia and Burke, take the upstairs even floors, Cho, you’re with me on odd floors. Let’s make it quick, but don’t be stupid. Stay loose and remember: we’re looking for survivors.”

      Cam patched her comms back to base. “Centcom, this is Alvarez. Are you seeing all this?”

      A sedate female voice replied. The speaker sounded bored. Landau. “Your uplink is five by five, Lieutenant. We are assessing the situation presently. What is your sitrep on civilian survivors?”

      “None located so far. Drone intel is spotty, we are searching room to room.”

      Landau spoke quietly to someone else.

      “Understood. Lieutenant Alvarez, Colonel Philips has given the order to decon the entire area. Your team will finish their search and exfil in ten minutes.”

      Anger flushed up Cam’s neck. “Did you not see the alien ice maker on our video? We need to get a squint team down here!”

      Landau’s voice never rose above her librarian’s pitch. “You have ten minutes, Lieutenant. Get your team out.”

      A new surge of adrenaline poured over her. Cam stalked out of the kitchen, Mack’s tall form falling in behind her. They both scanned the remainder of the luggage storage areas when Cam remembered the Inn contained a wine cellar. She hunted for the private stairwell, the seconds ticking by hearing the breath and stomp of boots in her ear as the rest of her team performed their own search.

      “Is that it?” Mack asked, pointing to a door half concealed under a set of stairs. She slowed as they approached the door. Through her lens she scanned for heat signatures. In the cool of the cellar, three human signs of life lit up brightly in her thermals. Thank God.

      Cam signaled Mack to take the other side of the door and he waited on her command. She drew her sidearm and swept her rifle around her body so she could use her free hand.

      She nodded at Mack and he pulled open the heavy wooden door, the two of them flowing into the room with practiced ease. He went high, she went low, the familiar cadence of combat ingrained into their muscles. Her eyes scanned left to right, then back, finding no one but three trembling humans.

      A woman stood at the bottom of the stairs, an arm raised to shield her eyes against the light. She held a large barrel screw in one hand, and was dressed in dark slacks and a vest over a crisp white blouse. Maybe she was the sommelier. Behind her huddled two teenage busboys, their forms obscured by the darkness of the cellar.

      Cam disengaged her face shield, stepping forward and holstering her sidearm. “I’m Lieutenant Camila Alvarez, this is Lance Corporal Tim McKenzie. We’re here to get you out.”

      The woman dropped her makeshift weapon, breathing a huge sigh of relief, her legs shaking. Petite, late forties. She pulled her long brown hair out into a ponytail and twisted it into a makeshift bun with quick efficient movements. She waved her hand, and two boys dressed in kitchen garb emerged from the darkness behind her. “I’m Rosie. This is Julio and Miguel.” She turned to the two young busboys, speaking to them in rapid-fire Spanish. They nodded, keeping their heads down and avoiding looking at anyone.

      “Follow me,” Cam said. “Three survivors located in the wine cellar. We’re headed back to the lobby. Report.” O’Neill and Garcia checked in, indicating they each still had another floor to inspect.

      “Jonesy, report,” Silence stretched out. Shit, why isn’t he checking in? “Jeeves, team location report.”

      “Scanning.”

      Cam took a deep breath and concentrated on the mission objective.

      Cam turned to Rosie, “How long were you in there?”

      Rosie checked her watch, a delicate antique wristband. “Since this afternoon, maybe three hours. It was after the lunch crowd finished and then Julio and Miguel came with me to finish inventory and stock the new shipments.”

      “Where did they come in from?”

      Rosie shook her head. “I don’t know. We were just in the hallway and heard screaming so we ran back in here and shut the door.”

      Cam thought for a moment. Ringheads used shuttles. They tended to fly in low and have their teams jump in. The aliens were incredibly strong, surviving drops that would kill humans. Despite having advanced technology and presumably FTL, the aliens were savagely primal, seeming to enjoy close contact kills of their human prey. If a jump team did all this damage, where the hell were they? Why destroy the town and then vanish?

      Jeeves chimed in. “Lieutenant, Jones and Campbell are no longer moving, they are stopped near the pool on the south side of the building.” What the hell are they doing? Cam knew that with his neural enhancements, Jonesy’s hearing was sharper than all of theirs combined. Had he heard something?

      “Jonesy, report,” Silence, where there should be the reassuring baritone of Jonesy’s voice.

      She tried to reach the Colonel at Base Camp. “CentCom, this is Alvarez. We have three survivors.”

      To Cam’s relief, it wasn’t Landau this time. The Colonel’s gravelly voice echoed in their comms. “Good work, Alvarez.”

      “My pointman is checking the perimeter and he isn’t responding.”

      “Then find him, Lieutenant. You have ten minutes. Get your butts out of there, ASAP.”

      “...Roger that.”

      Cam grew antsy in the silence, each second ticking by without response from Jonesy. Why the hell were they by the pool? She got back to O’Neill and Garcia, her tone curt. “Jonesy and Nell are by pool and they’re not moving. We’ve been ordered to head out. Get back here now.”

      “On our way,” O’Neill responded.

      “Ditto.” Garcia responded.

      Cam punched in her code, her fingers stabbing the staccato sequence into the keys. “Jeeves, Jones and Campbell have not reported in, please confirm their location.”

      “They are transmitting from near the pool. I have lifesigns.” The AI responded.

      Frustrated now, Cam considered her options. Priority one, get everyone out before the missiles.

      Within a minute, O’Neill, Cho, Garcia, and Burke streamed in from the stairwell. Her relief at seeing them didn’t diminish the sick feeling in her gut about Jonesy and Campbell. “Colonel Phillips has ordered us back to base. O’Neill, take the unit and get the civilians back there now. I’m going back for Jonesy and Campbell.”

      O’Neill scowled, his craggy features unhappy. “We don’t leave our people behind.”

      Cam’s voice lowered in ire, “I’m aware of that, sergeant. I gave you an order. Get the hell out of here. Go.”

      O’Neill didn’t move, his face a stubborn mask as he locked eyes with her. Cho and Garcia shuffled their boots, unsure of which way to head. Burke kicked his boot against some bit of detritus on the floor, “Uh, sir, SOP is to blow the hell out of an incursion site.”

      Just as Cam was about to tear into O’Neill, Jeeves spoke. “Vitals are declining.”

      O’Neill bolted for the French double doors, “There’s no time, LT, let’s git!”

      Goddamn him. Cam took off after O’Neill, spitting orders, “On me, fall in and guard the survivors.” Catching up with O’Neill, she shoved him. “Don’t ever pull this shit again.”

      He nodded, falling in behind her. “Sorry, LT.” She wasn’t falling for his bullshit meekness but she would deal with his insubordination later.

      In the darkness, she picked her way over more corpses in the formerly pristine rose gardens leading to the pool. A high-pitched whine rang out in the night, coming from multiple directions. Just as abruptly, it stopped. Alarmed, the unit members scanned the immediate area, unable to pin down the source. Rosie shivered in fear and huddled close to Cho, breathing heavily.

      Cam took the next hundred yards at a brisk pace, the quiet tromp of boots the only sound. That high-pitched sound wasn’t anything like a Ringhead jumpship. Those flew cloaked and silent.

      “Jeeves, any sign of ships?” She whispered.

      “Negative.”

      “They still alive?”

      “Affirmative.”

      She paused at the entrance to the pool courtyard, halting the procession. At her nod, they divided into two groups. “O’Neill, take Bravo and circle behind the cabanas. Burke, keep the civvies out of harm’s way.”

      As she got closer to the pool, her thermal scan went berserk. What was once the pool where tourists splashed was now a smooth, icy surface trailing to a frosty rime on the courtyard stones. A thick white mist hung heavy over the pool, smelling of chlorine and ozone.

      “O’Neill, the pool is iced over. Get back here.” She hoped Base Camp understood the import of the thermal images she was broadcasting.

      “Sir, we found them.” His grim tone told her everything she needed to know.

      Her team hustled over to the cabana and found O’Neill hunched over Jonesy, his meaty arms pumping Jonesy’s chest frantically. Campbell sprawled on the ground, her golden hair matted in frost. Their helmets rolled back and forth on the ground.

      Rosie stifled a gasp and one of the busboys quickly crossed himself.

      Burke dashed over to Jonesy and checked his pulse. Cho knelt and lifted Campbell, her body flopping against his shoulder.  Please, not Nell. It was supposed to safe here. Cam watched in despair as both Burke and Cho went to work. Campbell’s fine blonde hair fanned out on the stone pavers in icy strands and Cam wanted nothing more for Nell to get up and tuck her hair back that familiar way before covering it in the dark helmet liner.

      “Still no pulse. We need to shock him.” Burke said, bending over Jonesy’s body. O’Neill lifted his hands away as Burke slapped a silver disk from his kit onto Joney’s chest. The charge surged through him, arching his back off the tiles.

      Cho crouched over Campbell and clamped an autodoc on her arm, fingers drumming as the machine scanned her. Cam knelt on the other side and touched Campbell’s frozen hair. “Eleanor Campbell, wake up!” Cam watched Cho as he paused and then resumed scanning.

      “Damnit, Nell. Wake up now!”

      Mack paced the pool deck behind her, checking the corners and shadows.

      “C’mon buddy.” O’Neill whispered behind her.

      Cam started as Phillips barked in her ear. “Alvarez! What the hell are you doing? I told you to get the hell out of there! Missiles inbound. You have six minutes. Move your ass soldier!”

      Cam coughed, her throat dry. “Sir, I have two men down, we need to stabilize them.”

      She clenched her jaw as Cho shook his head and closed Nell’s wide blue eyes, taking away that stunned last look on Nell’s pale face. Feeling sick, Cam thought about the Campbell family. What will I say to them? She checked her gauntlet and saw that Jeeves had set the missile countdown timer.

      She couldn’t even bring herself to look at Burke still giving Jonesy CPR. Jonesy was like a brother to her. She recalled the photos in his locker, the beaming faces of his nieces and nephews, the proud smile of his mother. Cam pressed her palm hard against her eyes, trying to shove back the tears. I don’t want to get on the holo with Mama Jane. She felt a firm clasp on her shoulder and found Mack looming behind her.

      “We gotta go, LT.” She nodded, placing her other hand over his, taking comfort. As she glanced around, she saw that the rest of her team had all taken off their helmets and bowed their heads, giving silent farewell.

      She nodded at them and stood, her helmet hanging from her hand. She gave the order she didn’t want to. “Enough, Burke. We have to leave.”

      Burke kept going, giving her an angry glare, and right at that moment, Jonesy coughed.

      Burke paused and then Jonesy’s eyes opened.

      “Back up, Burke. You stink.” Jonesy rasped.

      Cam could feel the grin spreading on her face as a sharp sound split the air. The pool was cracking.
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      Cam watched in horror as the pool began glowing with an eerie cyan light. At the far edge of the courtyard, a pair of Needles Cam had failed to see earlier hummed to life, crackling and sparking with piercing blue light. The high-pitched noise blasted again, piercing their ears, followed by several low beats.

      Cam tried to make sense of it all. No wonder the sound had been coming from multiple locations, there had be other Needles elsewhere on site too.

      After the initial shock, her team donned their helmets, readying for combat. As one, they began to edge to the most defensible location, the small cabana building. They shoved their survivors inside, propped up Jonesy to let him rest, and deposited Nell’s body there as well.

      Cam and Mack took cover on the Women’s side of the cabana, shielded by a flimsy wooden panel. Burke and Garcia took the Men’s side while O’Neill and Cho hopped behind the hedge to gain cover and assemble the field artillery.

      Cam gripped her plasma rifle tight to her shoulder, her palms hot and damp under her gloves. Her HUD display jumped and winked out. The cracking continued, the light from the pool increasing to dazzling intensity. “Jeeves! What’s going on here? What can you see?”

      Quiet static on their comm channel. Why isn’t the AI responding? Damn. Cam tried to raise the base and got nothing there as well. Mack tapped on his gauntlet then gave her a minute shake of his head.

      Cam pressed herself into the side of the wooden structure. “Fuck. Tighten up, they’re coming.”

      The pool shattered and three Ringhead Hunters jumped out, flinging ice in all directions. Mack grunted, flinching away, pelted with shards. A plume of freezing mist sprayed out from the pool, stinging Cam’s eyes.

      Two Hunters landed on the near side of the deck, eight feet of skeletal alien horror. Thick white mist plumed off their dark limbs. A humid mix of chlorine and ozone washed over Cam, threatening to choke her. The nearest alien took a step forward, its clawed foot clicking on the tiled ground. Blooms of ice spread from the alien’s foot. With a loud snap the frozen tile shattered under its weight.

      The alien’s oblong head swiveled grotesquely and its dead black eyes locked with Cam. Cold steel bands of terror clamped around Cam’s lungs, driving the air from her body. The alien bellowed a gutteral challenge, the grating sound like sandpaper on her nerves. Her eyes tracked down, following runnels of water cascading down arms overlaid with ropy alien muscle. The pebbly blue skin at its elbows flexed obscenely and sinister spikes protruded from the Ringhead’s arms.

      Cam’s gaze locked on the hands, the talon-like fingers spread wide. In a blink, Cam was thrown back to another battle, another deadly confrontation. Icy talons gripped around her chest and Cam could hear the creaking of their leathery skin as the joints flexed. The razor tips slicing through her kevlar, puncturing her lungs, leaving her gasping for air like a fish out of water. She saw the cords of dark muscle on the alien arms writhing as the Ringhead clamped down and crushed her body to powder.

      Rage boiled up in her belly, searing away the past nightmare. Cam inhaled, the chill air filling her lungs with hate. She squeezed her trigger and bellowed, “Fire!”

      As one, her team opened up, targeting the two lead aliens and filling the quiet evening with the roar of plasma fire. She felt the hair on the back of her neck standing as the air came alive with the crackling energy they were throwing.

      Cam kept her fire trained on the lead Hunter, keeping her gun high, aiming for the vulnerable neck. The Hunter had both arms up, shielding its neck and steadily advancing on her position. Even through all the gunfire the alien growls came through. She started to back up slowly. “Mack, circle.”

      Mack grunted and began edging out to his right, keeping his plasma rifle firing as he went, angling for a better shot. As Mack gained a better angle, the Hunter stopped advancing. Cam pressed on, taking a step forward and letting out a primal yell of fury. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the other Hunter on her left driven to its knees under a blistering attack from three plasma rifles and Cho’s blast cannon. The alien’s head was a blinding halo of plasma gas, colored green with vaporized Ringhead blood. The alien toppled under the relentless assault.

      Cam and Mack had brought their Hunter to a standstill. Clean up on aisle one, baby. This might be over in a moment. But where was the third Hunter?

      Cam squinted against the white hot plasma arcs and saw the cylinders on the far side of the pool glowing again, a fine mist filling the space between them. The third Hunter disappeared into the mist and then emerged from encased in icy armor over its torso and arms. Son of a bitch.

      “Cho, take out those cylinders!”

      Cho swiveled to target the cylinders while O’Neill brought his plasma rifle to bear. Burke and Garcia switched smoothly to target Cam’s problem and the additional firepower buckled the second Hunter. Before anyone could switch to the last alien, everything changed.

      One powerful lunge and the armored Hunter cleared the pool, landing directly in front of the blast cannon. Cho rotated the cannon up, aiming for the head. Steam rose as blast impacts chewed away the icy armor from the alien’s neck. The alien ignored the plasma fire that was now slamming into it from all directions. A fist the size of a sledgehammer smashed into the cannon and tossed it aside like a toy. The Hunter grabbed Cho by the vest, lifting him off the ground. Cho’s legs spasmed as ice crackled and spread across his chest. Bright blue fingers of ice crawled up his neck and Cho went still, his feet flailing as the Hunter shook him like a doll. Cho’s head dangled, as if his neck had simply stopped holding it up.

      O’Neill screamed, advancing on the alien, blasting away with his rifle. The Hunter dropped Cho’s body, jumped to O’Neill and wrenched the rifle out of his hands. It swung the rifle like a club and swatted O’Neill, flinging him to the side. O’Neill skidded to a stop at the edge of the pool in a heap.

      Cam began to back away from the last Hunter. “Burke, Garcia, swing left!”

      The four of them fanned out, keeping their distance while continuing to pound the alien with plasma fire. Cam felt her face heating from the energy discharges, sunburn at midnight. The Ringhead roared, staggering through their combined firepower, lunging for Burke with a vicious swipe of its claws. Burke ducked and rolled away, catching a glancing blow off his helmet. He rolled to the edge of the shrubs and lay still.

      Cam began edging forward, trying to stay in the Hunter’s blindside. “Pour it on!”

      Mack and Garcia switched to full auto and the air crackled with energy. Thick clouds of steam poured off the alien as their blasts chewed its armor away.

      Mack jumped out, goading the alien to turn and giving Cam a shot at the back of the alien’s neck. She kept firing, even as the alien grabbed Mack by the waist and began to shake him like a rag doll. At last, she saw that reassuring stripe in its skin that told her the plasma was burning in. The alien bellowed, a deep, animalistic roar that Cam felt vibrating her guts. The Hunter raised its arms with Mack, preparing to smash him to a pulp against the tiles, Jonesy lurched out from the cabana, throwing off his heat blanket. “Get down, soldier!”

      Jonesy swung out his modified assault rifle at the alien’s head, the sharp whine of the plasma charge the only warning sound. He fired, and the ensuing blast nearly took off the alien’s head and Mack’s eyebrows. The alien fell to the pool deck, its neck a smoking ruin of charred meat. Mack fell to the ground in a low crouch and shook his head. “Damn, son. Next time wait until I’m farther away!”

      Jonesy gave a crooked grin. “I’m outta juice anyhow.” He leaned on the wall of the cabana and slid to the floor in exhaustion, almost dropping his rifle.

      Cam ran over to Jonesy and knelt down beside him. “Idiot.” His pupils were wide and black. Next to him on the floor, two empty stim tab foils floated to the ground. “God dammit you’re going to be useless to me tomorrow.”

      He tried to pick his head up. “Gotta get through today to see tomorrow.”

      “All right, we’re getting full value from those stims. Get your gear together, we’re getting our asses out of here, now. Mack, get Burke back on his feet.”

      Cam looked over to O’Neill, who was now slapping at Cho’s cheeks. “Cho? Cho? Answer me, dammit!” Cam knew Cho was gone. Their youngest soldier, the baby of the team.

      The mission was FUBAR, and Cam still needed to get the rest of the team back to base camp before the missiles arrived. Two minutes.

      She ran over to the hedge and knelt down on the ground next to O’Neill, placing a hand on his shoulder the way Mack did for her. O’Neill’s shoulders shook, and Cam gave him a few seconds. All they could spare. No time for grief. Squeezing his shoulder she said, “We need to go.”

      O’Neill’s voice was stricken. “We can’t just leave them here!”

      “It’s too late for him and I can’t lose anyone else.”

      But she had an idea. They moved out Nell, laying her down next to Cho. From their packs, they pulled out heat blankets and wrapped their fallen comrades. Cam slapped a beacon on each of their vests. One minute.

      She radioed Base Camp. “Request air support, beacon recovery needed.”

      It was the best she could do, and now she turned to the next battle, getting the rest of her team out of Segovia alive.
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      Her gauntlet countdown flashed, stuck on the 40 second mark. “Jeeves, report.”

      “Missile launch aborted.”

      Cam didn’t have time to look a gift drone in the mouth. She’d have to talk to Phillips about it later. If they made it out of here.

      Burke gathered the survivors, hustling them out of the cabana.

      They picked their way back through the lobby, the whole time on high alert. Cam didn’t for a minute believe the three aliens they’d taken out were the entire hunting party. Seemed on the small side to her, but she’d seen firsthand that just a handful of aliens could take out a hundred unarmed civilians.

      Her survivors were breathing hard, and she knew they were scared. It didn’t help that their coworkers and friends were lying scattered throughout the interior of the building. Having watched Cho die, Cam now understood why the dead villagers bore no obvious marks. These cylinders encased the aliens in an armor so cold, that it actually froze their victims to death on contact.

      She moved out the team and survivors to the front of the inn. She scanned the skies. Still clear...for now. She tried Base Camp. “I need a lift. Air support requested. We have civilians.”

      The response back was unsurprising. “Negative.”

      The Dubs were stretched thin as it was, most of their teams engaged in the northeast and in northern Europe. Keenan had been stationed in Finland first, supporting NATO troops. Then in the Yukon, training new combat teams in cold weather tactics. She missed him with an intensity that hurt, and one she’d learned to cope with. Now that she had seen the aliens' latest tech, she felt even further away from a future with Keenan. Peacetime and a wedding seemed delusional.

      Cam gauged the rocky terrain they’d come through to get here. Her three survivors were keeping it together, despite the horrors visited upon them. Now she hoped they possessed the physical stamina to hoof it out of here.

      The team split up and scattered among the boulders. Cam kept an eye on Jonesy as he gamely trudged through the terrain. They needed to get back to the launch point. The slow way used the main road, which might be a necessity now that civilians were here, who would have trouble with the ascent. Otherwise, her team would have scaled the cliffs.

      Cam felt tired, the emotional cost of losing Nell and Cho crashing upon her. She yanked open one of her vest pockets and shoved a stim tab under her tongue. The upper ripped through her, flushing her skin with heat and giving her the energy surge she desperately needed.

      Her adrenal glands going into overdrive, she’d pay a high price later, but at least she’d be alive. Hopefully.

      With quick steps, they picked their way across the landscape strewn with debris. Rosie stumbled, falling against Cam.

      The team kept them moving though and soon the cliffs were in sight. Cam turned to Rosie, “Ok, here’s what we are going to do. We’re going to clip into the ropes we left here and use our ascenders to pull us up. Can you handle it?”

      Rosie looked unsure for a moment, her eyes nervously evaluating the steep cliffs which rose tall and black before them. But she squared her shoulders and nodded.

      Cam continued, “Ok, I need you to explain to the boys about the plan.”

      Rosie turned to her colleagues and spoke rapidly. “Si, si.” Julio and Miguel both nodded.

      “Great.”

      Cam reached into her pack and Burke and Garcia did the same. Normally these climbs were fast because they didn’t rely on the device to actually tow them up the whole way. Instead, they had trained to rappel upward, speeding the process. But this would happen a lot differently now with O’Neill, Burke, and Garcia each carrying one civilian with them on the way up. Mack, Jonesy, and Cam would need to get up top first, then assist in pulling up the rest of the team and their cargo.

      Cam hooked into her rope and jumped up to a freerun up the side of the cliff while letting the reel take most of her weight. She always loved the climb up, even more exciting in the outdoors as opposed to a climbing gym. This time, she and Mack ran in tandem, giving Jonesy a boost between them.

      At the top, they began to reel in their colleagues, Cam huffing with exertion from the doubled weight. When Burke and his civvie pulled safely at the top, Cam took a sip of water and scanned the terrain. Their APC was still here, always a good sign. Her shoulders felt lighter, and she allowed herself to envision a good handoff of the survivors at base camp as she debriefed Phillips.

      Cam signaled to her team and they started off the last two hundred meters to their vehicle.

      “Lieutenant,” Jeeves broke in. “A Ringhead jumpship has just decloaked 500 meters north of you.”

      Looking up, Cam spied the jumpship racing towards them. Fuck. The engines whined as the ship flared to a hover. She watched six hulking Ringheads leap from the craft, landing easily on the ground and begin bounding toward them. As the aliens loped down the rocky terrain, Cam noted with relief they weren’t in the ice armor. Small mercies. They were totally outnumbered. The APC was to the east of them, and the alien horde to the north.

      Rosie screamed and ran off. It didn’t matter, there was no cover up here. With no time to set up the blast cannon, they were stuck with just their rifles and her team was about to get swarmed.

      “Firing line, now!” Cam bellowed.

      Mack bumped her as he stood shoulder to shoulder. With concentrated fire they systematically took out the closest alien barreling towards their position, the sound and fury echoing across the desert landscape. Cam noted that Burke and Garcia managed to take out one of the six aliens as they rushed the firing line.

      The four remaining Ringheads closed to melee range. Cam’s breath tightened, her heart ringing in her ears. This was going to be ugly.

      The closet Hunter bull rushed them and barreled through O’Neill and Jonesy’s position. Both men were thrown backward to the rocky ground. Jonesy’s bald head slammed against a small boulder with a sickening crack. Neither man moved.

      Cam shuffled backwards, sliding her feet over the rough terrain. A quick glance showed her rifle was nearing the end of its charge. She yelled over the crackling bursts from her gun. “Jeeves! We need air support!”

      “Colonel Phillips has deni--”

      “Goddammit Jeeves! We’re getting slaughtered here!” She dropped her empty rifle and whipped out her service pistol. Be like a fucking squirt gun.

      Garcia and Burke were down. A dark stain was soaking into the dirt around Burke’s head. Wailing fear bubbled up from her gut, threatening to burst from within her and consume her.

      Mack moved forward, blocking two of the aliens from getting to Cam. She managed to bring her pistol to bear and managed a lucky shot into an eye, driving it back, but the second one lifted Mack’s lanky frame and threw him into the encroaching darkness.

      One of the Hunters leaped at Cam, landing nearly on top of her. She stumbled back on her ass, kicking and scrambling to avoid its clawing hands. She saw Jonesy’s body in the distance, ducked, and ran under the Hunter’s legs, diving for Jonesy’s modded rifle.

      Everything began to move in slow motion as she caught hold of the grip of the rifle. She landed on her back looking up at four Hunters closing in on her from all directions. The bodies of her fallen teammates surrounded her, bodies broken and scattered. She braced the rifle and fired at the closest Ringhead, burning a smouldering hole through its neck. The alien dropped to its knees, howling in pain. The rifle was empty.

      Behind the downed Ringhead she saw movement. Mack’s tall frame standing up, wobbling against a boulder. He was still over a hundred meters from the bus. He would never make it. He turned and they made eye contact for a split second. She knew what she had to do.

      She got to her feet, facing down the Ringheads. “All right you fuckers. Let’s dance. Mack! Get to the bus! That’s an order!” She brought up her service pistol and began peppering the Ringheads with hollow point rounds, running and dodging as they swiped at her with their claws. It wouldn’t do much damage, but it would piss them off.

      Mack hesitated a moment then began zigzagging away, pulling Julio up from behind a boulder and making a beeline for the APC. Rosie stood next to it, wringing her hands and yanking Miguel close. Cam felt a surge of pride in Rosie’s will to live.

      When her pistol clicked empty Cam tossed it and brought up Jonesy’s rifle. “Which one of you a-holes gets it next?” Before she could fire, she got slammed from behind. Dammit, stupid, slow! Her stim was wearing off already, her arms were feeling heavy. She was lifted into the air and she got a close up view of the Ringhead’s face. Up close it was just as ugly as she remembered. The Hunter began squeezing her but the upside of her new titanium alloy rib cage and reinforced spinal column was that she was a lot harder to break. Unfortunately, it didn’t help her kill aliens any faster.

      Cam hammered at the alien with the butt of the rifle, trying to beat its head in, keep it focused on her. It didn’t seem to notice, but it squeezed harder, pushing her breath out of her. In the distance the APC lights flicked on and the engine rumbled to life. The other Ringheads were looking around on the ground for something. One of them grabbed Garcia by the legs and started dragging him.

      As his head bumped against a rock, Garcia’s eyes blinked open. Coming down off the stim was making Cam’s hands shake uncontrollably. She dropped her rifle and hung in the alien’s grasp, too exhausted to fight. At the sound of the rifle hitting the ground, Garcia’s head snapped up and he made eye contact with Cam. There was no need for words between them. Garcia reached into his vest and yanked out the Vapor-11.

      Cam yelled. “Do it!”

      Garcia pushed down and twisted, activating the bomb. Only fitting he’d remember to use it now. Cam watched the countdown flashes of the bomb, the memories of her life rushing across her brain in a mad collage. She thought about Keenan, and wished she had time to say goodbye to him. But they’d made their choices and they knew that every time they signed off, that might be the last time they talked to each other.

      The Vapor-11 was the latest model, with a radius of fifty feet. The powerful blast wave of the thermobaric weapon would take them all out. Cam knew there was no hope for Jonesy, Garcia and herself, but at least Mack made it to the safety of the vehicle, and all the survivors with him. The blinding flash filled her vision and a hot blanket of air flung her back as her mind winked out.
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      The headlights cut a cone through the darkness. In his mind’s eye all Mack could see was the blooming fireball that had consumed his teammates. He drove through the darkness over rough ground, the APC pitching back and forth.

      Mack jumped in his seat as a hand pulled at his arm, drawing his gaze to the right. A female civilian huddled in the front passenger seat, eyes wide as saucers. She said something, but Mack couldn’t hear. What was her name? Why is she here?

      Mack blinked his eyes, his vision graying as if blinded by a blizzard. He focused on her mouth, tried to read the words he could not hear. The steering wheel jerked in his hands and the humvee veered to the left, a jarring movement. The vehicle pitched wildly hitting boulders, and the passengers smacked against the interior. The woman turned to look through the windshield, and her mouth opened wider with a silent shriek.

      She lunged over and slapped him in the face.

      Mack snapped back into focus as the sharp impact against his cheek cut through the fog of his consciousness. He was driving the APC but he couldn’t remember how he got here. The large knobby treads were chewing up the scrubby landscape as he drove with only two wheels on the asphalt.

      Mack slammed the brakes. The APC skidded to a halt and growled at an angry idle, almost drowning out the weeping cries of his passengers The busboys huddled on the floor, shaking, tears cutting through the grime on their faces. Rosie - her name is Rosie - breathlessly crying in her seat.

      His face hurt. He touched his forehead and felt a bruise there. He looked out the windshield and saw the scrubby landscape in his headlights disappear abruptly into darkness about ten feet ahead. He’d almost driven them over a cliff. He must have hit the steering wheel with his face when Rosie had stopped the humvee.

      He took his foot off the accelerator turning to Rosie. “Sorry….and thanks.”

      Rosie nodded hesitantly, the whites of her eyes still visible in the dark interior of the bus.

      “I’m here now,” Mack reassured them. “I’ll get us back to our base and we’ll get you to safety. I promise.”

      Miguel began to speak, his soft words causing Rosie to straighten in alarm and climb into the back of the bus. “Julio’s bleeding!”

      Shit. Mack shut off the engine and began to rummage for a field kit.

      At that moment, his comms blared. “Echo One this is Base, do you read?”

      Mack closed his eyes for a moment and answered. “This is Echo One, over.”

      “Echo One, this is Base, we read you. Sitrep?”

      He’d been expecting Phillips but had gotten Gunny instead. Mack’s grip on the wheel tightened until his knuckles whitened as he relayed the last few minutes over the comms. “We need to go back. We need to retrieve LT, Jonesy, Nell, and Cho. We gotta get them out of there and burn those Ringheads!”

      Gunny’s cool voice came on the line, the familiar New Yorker cadence reassuring. “Mack, we are assessing our next move now. You get your civvies back to base first before anything else. Base out.”

      Before Mack could get himself into trouble for insubordination, Gunny signed off. Mack felt his face heating in frustration at the injustice of leaving his team behind. At last he found the kit and hustled to help Rosie out with Julio. Typical of head wounds, Julio bled profusely but after cleaning him up, Mack was relieved to find he hadn’t hurt the young man too badly. Methodically wrapping the wound steadied his hands, and by the time he was finished he felt the jagged edges of his adrenaline easing off.

      Mack backed the APC away from the drop and began winding his way back to the road. He followed the destruction through the scrub back to the main road and they were on their way. Through sheer force of will, he kept his eyes open and moving, pushing the failing vehicle back to the base. It was a long windy drive, and he concentrated on just keeping his shit together and willing the vehicle not to give out on them.

      An eternity later the APC sputtered through the outer perimeter of base camp. Raised sniper nests with spotlights and AA guns dotted the exterior. The interior of camp was a hive of activity, dozens of men and women hurrying back and forth, securing and prepping gear.

      Mack parked the bus and sat listening to the frame ticking as it cooled. Every inch of Mack’s skin felt raw, like he’d gone through a sandpaper army crawl. It hurt.

      “I’m sorry about your friends,” Rosie whispered. “Thank you for getting us out of here.”

      Mack nodded and tried to sound human. “Someone will be along to get you. Stay here until then.”

      Mack stepped out and headed for the command tent. When he got there he found Colonel Phillips at a desk looking over a map of the area. Phillips looked up as Mack approached, his craggy face pulled into sober lines.

      Phillips cleared his throat and then spoke in his measured tones. “Mack. We’re all hurting without the rest of Alpha and Bravo, but I’m glad you made it back. Good job getting the civvies out.”

      “Sir, we need to get back in there. We need to retrieve my teammates, and we need to alert SECNAV about what those Ringheads are doing with that new tech. If they can come this far south with their new armor--”

      “Mack, how long has it been since you ate?”

      “Sir?”

      “How long since you ate? Slept? You’ve been going hard for eight hours plus. Grab some water and chow and get some rack.” Phillips returned to studying the maps before him.

      Mack felt as if he’d been slapped. His adrenaline high had abandoned him, and now he couldn’t stop thinking about Cam, Jonesy, and Cho, and all of them. “Sir, all due respect, but--”

      Phillips sighed. “Mack, this is an order. Eat. Rest. Now. We’re not going back in there for a while, we’re waiting on some lab coats to show up. They’ve got something they want to try, and they’re saying this is the perfect spot for it. They rescinded the missile launch. They’re due in a few hours, and we’ll move out at first light.”

      Phillips came around the desk and gripped Mack by the shoulder. “Son, I know what you’re feeling, believe me, I do. But if you want to do right by your teammates, you need to get your head on straight first. Get some rack. That’s an order. I’ll send someone to get you.”
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        * * *

      

      Mack sat on his bunk, staring off into space. He had gone to the mess, and eaten, zombie-like, as activity continued to bustle around him. The bunks around him gaped like empty eye sockets. There were seven lockers on the far wall he would need to go through to sort out personal effects, things to get back to family members.

      Jesus, what am I going to say to Keenan? Cam had been so happy when she had told them all the news, but Mack had worked with her long enough to read her well, and see the anxiety that comes with trying to put down roots during wartime.

      Thinking about Cam and Keenan sparked an ember of anger in the center of his anguish. As he looked back across the lockers the heat inside his chest grew.

      The door opened and a medic stepped inside. He’d been expecting Dr. Patel, but this was better. She would have been too tough. This young medic would do just fine.

      "Mack? Commander Phillips asked me to come by and make sure you got some quality rack." The medic set his kit on the bunk, opened it and removed a hypo.

      Mack's hand shot out and caught the medic by the wrist before he could administer the sedative.

      "Hey, man," he looked up at the medic. "You got any stims in that kit?"
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      Security patrols of Reno sucked donkey balls, especially afternoon routes when the desert sun turned the APC into a sauna. Sasha grumbled and swore and showered before throwing on another fresh tank top. And now, she was hungry again. The only thing that was going to improve her day was if Stan had finished his calculations of the modifications to Betsy.

      And maybe a drink. That was another thing she liked about hanging out with the lab and workshop squints. They did all kinds of random things, which included running a still. Patel, Abbé, and Chin were like a bunch of PhD preppers, curing meats, brewing beer, and making shine in the workshop extension to the lab. It meant Sasha rarely had to go off base for a little R&R.

      Duties completed and other than twiddling her fucking thumbs for the rest of the night, Sasha had nothing better to do but to work on her railgun and then start hitting their homebrewed shine.

      She shrugged on her dark gray SDU jacket, with its right sleeve cut off to accommodate Ripper, and headed to the lab.

      Hopping into the lift, she felt her spirits lift at the thought working on her pet project. “Good evening, Unit Captain Kennedy,” the elevator’s AI chimed.

      “I’m going to the lab. Is Dr. Abbé there?” Sasha queried.

      A pause. “Dr. Abbé, location confirmed in the lab.”

      “Great, thanks.”

      “You are most welcome Unit Captain Kennedy.”

      Entering the underground maze of Base Camp, she shivered from the drop in temperature. During her rehab, she’d spent plenty of time here in the bowels of the base, working out in the busy gym, or arguing with Stan at the lab while he handled her follow ups. Even here, at the refuge of base camp, Ripper had garnered her more than her share of stares. Queen of the freaks even here in freak central.

      In contrast, being in the workshop reminded of her home. Although the garage of her childhood home was nowhere near as nicely equipped, the feeling of calm that the workshop gave her felt the same. Sasha spent many a warm summer night in her old garage with the door open, rock music streaming, and just tinkering on some project or another with her dad.

      The youngest of four, Sasha had been the only one to truly follow in her father and grandfather’s footsteps, honing herself as a young cadet at West Point and joining the “Long Gray Line”. Unlike her father and grandfather who served in an age of peacetime, Sasha saw combat nearly continuously in the later years of her commission.

      Not much time for tinkering until her rehab forced her to find something to do or lose her damn mind.

      Stepping into the lab, she spotted Stan in his usual work station, gesturing animatedly with someone on the holo screen. He scrunched his fingers through his tight ebony curls as if trying to fish information out of his massive brain. The light near the holo screen cast a prism against his polished black skin.

      She strode quickly to the workstation next to his, where Betsy’s prototype pieces lay. As she got closer, she realized Stan spoke in French, the syllables melodic and rapidfire. Huh, must be one of the Swiss scientists.

      Spotting her, Stan looked away from the hologram and waved cheerfully. Then he gestured to the printing chamber with a pointing motion before returning to his conference. Ooh. Trembling, Sasha made a beeline for the printing chamber in the machine room. Grabbing a pair of goggles off the hooks, she pulled it over her short hair, the protective gear allowing her to stare in fascination at the rays emitted from the 3D printer. If only Dad could see this. It was so damned cool.

      Mesmerized, Sasha watched Betsy’s rail manufacturing in progress, the meticulous motions of the printer lulling her. Sasha’s shoulders relaxed, the tension of the earlier day falling away. She didn’t know how much time passed before Stan tapped her on the shoulder and motioned for her to head back to the workstations.

      Sasha followed Stan back to his desk and he began speaking before she even yanked the goggles off.

      “Sasha! I worked the calculations out earlier this morning, look!” Sasha grinned at the animated doctor, amused as he waved his tablet around enthusiastically. It was actually pretty fun to talk to him about topics other than Ripper.

      As they stood over the prototype, Stan brought up his tablet display, showing an exploded hologram schematic of the rail gun. He slid the drawings off the tablet and onto the table where they hovered over the weapon.

      In his melodic accent, Stan began lecturing. “The main problem you’ve been having is the strength of the rails. In this smaller form, we can’t build the usual bulk into them to allow for the kind of continual use you require. Thus, after ten to twelve discharges, the rails have deformed beyond the tolerances needed to ensure--”

      “So when I shoot my gun too much it breaks,” Sasha interrupted. She made the universal ‘and then?’ gesture with her hands.

      Stan fidgeted with his hands through the interruption. She knew he hated being cut off, but she was eager for him to get to the point. While she waited he disassembled the upper receiver and he brought in the new holographic components and lined them up.

      “The essence of the problem is then the geometry of the rails. We needed to find a structure that would satisfy your needs for both portability and combat efficacy, with minimal deformation.”

      “And.” She drew the question out. “did we find that geometry?”

      He finally turned to look at her, his dark eyes gleaming in triumph. “Yes, I did. This rail configuration passed 10,000 cycles in modeled testing conditions. Even for you that should be sufficient. When the parts are finished printing, assemble them to match the hologram and it will be ready to test fire.”

      “Also, it runs out of juice fast,” Sasha pointed out.

      He nodded, “Yes, yes. That is why I have the many charge packs on a strap for you.” Like an armory Santa, Stan waved one of his talented hands over a sensor and a panel opened to reveal rows of compact, high-speed charge packs conveniently laid out.

      Sasha’s eyes rounded in amazement and then narrowed with greed. “Gimme!”

      A soft ding interrupted them and the lab’s AI announced, “Printing complete, Dr. Abbé.”

      As Stan went to gather the parts, Sasha sprayed a protective coating on her hands before beginning assembly of the new and improved Betsy. Keeping one eye on the scanner and both hands on Betsy, Sasha worked in tandem with Stan to finish the assembly.

      Steadily they worked, the clink of Betsy’s parts interrupting the hum of the equipment, and the sound of Abbé’s soft mumbling. It got really late, or really early depending on how one looked at it.

      As the third shift was began heading out, Ace popped his head in the door and looked around. Spotting Sasha, he dashed to her workstation, his movements agitated. “Tiny, I went to see Dr. Patel because I was having a follow up for my you know...” Ace gestured to his forehead vaguely. Sasha nodded. He didn’t like to talk about the tumor.

      “Anyway, I ran into Mack on my way out.”

      Sasha stopped and put down the partially assembled railgun. “They’re back?”

      Ace shook his head, his face grim. “No. Only Mack.”

      Shit. Sasha struggled to move past the thought that Alvarez and Jonesy hadn’t made it back. She’d gotten soft out here. Forgotten how brutal war time could be. She forced herself to refocus.

      “Did the Colonel launch missiles?”

      Ace shook his head again. They shared a mutual look of confusion.

      Sasha didn’t know what to make of it. “Damn. I bet a week of KP duty that they found Ringheads!”

      “That’s a sucker bet. But why wouldn’t Colonel Phillips blow that place to hell and gone if there’s a beachhead?” Ace rubbed a hand over his face, looking tired. He frowned. “Anyway, Mack was on his way out so I tried to ask what happened.”

      Here Ace paused for a moment. “He’s a fucking mess. Looked like he had taken a stim. He mumbled about Alvarez, Jonesy, O’Neill, and Garcia, taken out by the bang. And, about Cho being killed by an Icer.”

      Sasha tilted her head, brow furrowed. “Icer?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t get anymore out of him. So I just followed him down to the weapons locker, watched him gear up again, and then slapped a beacon on him as he turned to leave.”

      Ace handed Sasha a small scanner, Mack’s signal coming in loud and clear. “You’re welcome.”

      Sasha’s face lit up in a wide beaming smile. “You’re officially my favorite.”
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        * * *

      

      Under normal circumstances, this would have been an ideal flow state for Sasha, but she found that checking Mack’s location every few minutes made it unbearable to be here at the lab. She watched his beacon moving through the base, stopping at the vehicle depot and moving quickly off base. He had at least an hour’s head start on her, but she was not about to rush perfection, and Betsy was looking to be a work of art between Sasha’s initial design and Stan’s careful modifications.

      After the hours hunched over the workbench, Sasha’s neck hurt. She straightened up and rolled her neck, getting a satisfying pop on each side. Because she just couldn’t take it anymore, she pulled up another screen and started studying the topo for the road into Segovia. Rappel down the cliffs? Could be fun. Sasha ruled it out as too time consuming. She could shortcut all of that because she didn’t need to bring the bus to accommodate survivors.

      “Hey Doc, do you still need me for this last part?” Sasha’s mind was already at the weapons locker, listing the supplies needed for her anticipated pre-dawn activities. She figured she needed about an hour to get to Segovia, less if she took one of the V-bikes.

      Impatient and rumpled, Stan shooed her away. “Go. I’ll bring it to you when I am finished.”

      “You’re the best!” Sasha took a step away from the workstation, eager to gear up.

      “I know,” Stan didn’t even look up from Betsy.

      She beat feet out of the lab to get to her locker and then the weapons staging area. Despite the late hours, the base was staffed round the clock and Sasha was careful to slow her stride when encountering someone. As it was, Ace was already her co-conspirator and she didn’t want anyone getting in trouble. She checked Mack’s location again, getting antsy as she estimated how much time she needed to get to Segovia.

      Technically, Phillips hadn’t ordered her not to go, he’d simply denied her request to go with Alvarez earlier. As ordered, she’d finished her patrol duties and was now off duty. She might not even encounter a Ringhead since no one had confirmed the Ringhead attack officially. Regardless, Sasha knew she would be in for a major ass chewing if she got caught near Segovia.

      Sasha pulled out her dark gray tactical suit with its contoured internal ballistic foam. Next came the fun stuff as she laid out a plasma knife, her pistols, ammo, the coveted charge packs for Betsy, and two experimental Thermo-bombs she’d been working on with Stan. The blast wave from the thermobaric special was sure to fry the hides off the Ringhead bastards. Definitely last resort though since she didn’t want to get cooked herself.

      She packed it all into her ruck and slung it over her shoulder. Grabbing her helmet, she debated her throat mic and other sensors. Rather than disabling them or leaving them behind, Sasha gambled on the fact that she was off duty and no one had any reason to check on her location. While she gave her weapons stash one last glance, Stan rushed in lugging an enormous black case. Thank god he’d put Betsy in a case or that would have raised a shit ton of questions before he ever made it to the weapons locker.

      “Sasha! You tell me if you test it, no?” Stan handed her the heavy case, breathing with exertion.

      “No. I mean, sure.” Sasha shook her head. She’d have to figure out some way to tell him without getting the Colonel sideways with him over it.

      His mind apparently already having moved on, Abbé waved at her quickly and dashed out.

      Sasha pulled her rucksack straps on and used Ripper to lift Betsy’s case. Hopefully the depot grunts wouldn’t look at her too closely. Who am I kidding, they always look.

      She strove to look casual, like a soldier headed off base for a little R&R. It was several degrees cooler here in the depot, and Sasha liked it. They didn’t bother to heat the depot so the desert chill rapidly settled in here. Once the heat of the day started up, the fans would start running and the noise would be intense. For now, the depot was peaceful, with all the bots shut down--a museum of modern warfare machinery. Sasha drew in the metallic and grease scent of the depot, and looked around. In the corner she spotted exactly what she was looking for, the gorgeous black matte-finished hover bikes. Perfect.

      She just needed to sign one out and get the fuck over to Segovia.

      “Evening, Lieutenant Kennedy.” The young corporal greeted her politely as her ID flashed on his screen. Not that Ripper wasn’t good enough as ID.

      “Reeves,” Sasha was not in the mood for chit chat.

      “Headed into town, Lieutenant?” Reeves gestured to the screen and Sasha obliged with a thumb scan.

      “Yeah, I’ll take one of the V-bikes.” Sasha jerked her head indicating the bikes.

      “Noted. Have a nice time, Lieutenant,” Reeves confirmed the sign out and the massive depot gate began to slide open.

      Pulling on her helmet, Sasha hopped onto the closest V-bike. She tucked the scanner into the small dash, securing the velcro. Mack’s beacon showed him moving at a slower pace. That meant he was now on foot, probably on the cliff overlooking the town. He would be there in less than ten minutes. She was going to take just over half an hour to get there. Damn. She hoped he saved some fun for her.

      The bike was a beaut, with its sleek contours and innovative design. No wheels, just a figure eight shaped base that the propulsion system used. Sasha started it up and reveled in the sensation of the vertical lift, her tummy doing that little flip just like when she was on a helo.

      Just like that, she was jetting off the base, on her way to kick some Ringhead ass.
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      Mack jerked awake in the dark, his heart thumping in his neck, the cries of his fallen teammates ringing in his ears. A film of clammy sweat cooled on his neck and face. He was sitting against one of the massive tires of the APC he had liberated from the vehicle depot. It was night, but the barest beginnings of dawn were stirring on the horizon. His ass was sore from sitting on the rocky ground, and his left leg was numb. He got up gingerly, trying to stay quiet and stretch his abused back and hips. Dammit, must have been more tired than I thought.

      He limped over to his pack, got out a canteen and splashed his face to wake himself up. Checking his gauntlet verified that he’d managed to fall asleep for an hour. Stupid, but lucky. He still had enough darkness left to get into town and finish his mission.

      Mack scanned the gutted resort again. Night vision revealed no movement but experience had taught them all to expect the Ringheads to move in groups of six. Somewhere in the village there were more aliens laying in wait. He also had to watch out for the stations near the pool. That armor changed things dramatically.

      Mack couldn’t get the image out of his head, Cho’s body dangling from the Ringhead’s grasp, his feet kicking uselessly in midair. Cho’s family deserved to bury him properly. Mack felt a wave of anger pulse through him, pushing him forward. He tongued another stim tab, feeling the synthetic adrenaline wash over him like warm bath. His sharp pains from earlier tonight dulled around the edges even as his surroundings sharpened.

      He heard the telltale crackle of his comms and switched it off. Couldn’t disobey an order he didn’t receive, right? And damned if he was going back to base without the bodies of his teammates. Mack clenched his fists slowly and then relaxed them. He had found tags for O’Neill, Burke and Garcia. He’d scrabbled in the dirt and debris like a pig to find them. They were tucked into his left breast pocket of his vest, just over his heart.

      He’d nearly lost his mind when he couldn’t find LT’s or Jonesy’s tags. He’d counted and recounted the bodies in the dirt. He kept coming up two short. He was going to have to find a way to talk to Phillips about it, the only other person with access to the Jeeve’s readings.

      He pinged the retrieval beacons with his tablet. The signal was still holding near the cabana. I’m coming, guys.

      A high pitched whine rang out across the village. Here we go. He was counting on his preparations to be enough. As before, the sound seemed to come from everywhere. This time, from his vantage point above the village, he saw the telltale glow of the mini-Needles coming from three separate locations. The damn thing in the kitchen should’ve been blown to hell and gone after Garcia set the charges.

      The third point was on the far side of the village from his position, where the town ran up on an artificial beach and manmade lake. Looking at them lit up in their eerie blue light, Mack shivered. They looked like smaller versions of the giant monoliths embedded by the Ringheads into Antarctica and Greenland. What the press called the “Needle” and the “Greedle”.

      Mack switched on thermal imaging and scanned the village. False colors painted the stone remains of the central building a pale orange. The rest of the village lurked in dusky shades of blue. The areas around the alien tech were pitch black, tendrils of cold air creeping outwards like black vines.

      From these areas, large black figures emerged and began pacing through the village. Three emerged from the pool where the bodies of his comrades lay. Scanning the west side of the village, towards the lake, he saw three more approaching the village center.

      Six Ringheads, a complete jump team. Where had the first three come from? Or were there three more he couldn’t see? Switching off thermal he saw dawn was rapidly approaching. Without Jeeves he had no intel to rely on. If he was wrong, he was going to be dead wrong. He had spent the last few hours making preparations. He had to act now.

      He ran back to the APC and opened the back. He powered up the two retrieval drones and dropped a homing beacon into the back of the truck. One for each of them. It would have to be enough.

      Mack headed back into the village where he had lost his team, descending the cliff at breakneck speed. He landed in the scrub and bolted to the near side of the inn, where he paused and listened. Over the sound of his breathing he could hear the alien voices muttering quietly on the other side. It was impossible to know how many of them were speaking. If he had to guess from the tones, they were arguing about something. He chanced a look around the back of the building and spotted two with their backs to him, about 100 feet away. The other four were out of sight.

      Now or never.

      He his tablet to wake up the three blast cannons he had assembled on the north edge of the village. Mack had scouted for a spot with a fair view of the northern entrance. Eventually, he managed to find reasonably rocky terrain to shield them all. Through their cameras he now saw the six Ringheads clustered in the square before the inn. Panning west he spotted the third site, set into the beach. He punched in the first targeting solution. This would be easier with Jeeves.

      The first volley screamed through the dawn and crashed into the cylinders on the beach. The resulting explosion shook the stone of the building he was hiding behind. A plume of white gas billowed up as sand rained down on the village.

      The Ringheads took off to the north, headed for the cannons. Through the gun cameras, Mack watched as three of them peeled off for the pool area, and then emerged encased in armor. The biggest one emerged with a large weapon strapped across his torso.

      Shit, what’s this?

      Mack began to edge around the south side of the Inn, edging himself closer to the pool, keeping an eye on the Ringheads approaching his cannon placements. Through the gun cameras he selected firing targets for his cannons and let them loose as the aliens began to ascend the hill.

      The first Ringhead caught the brunt of all three cannons locking on to the same target. The resulting intersection of fire obliterated its head in a spray of green goo. The next two took cover. Mack kept up the pressure, letting the cannons pound their cover and keep them pinned.

      With all the Ringheads headed north, Mack ran across the village square and stopped again just short of the pool. The pool had a clear view of the hill north of the village, leaving him totally exposed if they decided to look back.

      He checked his tablet again. The three armored Hunters were advancing at a relentless pace up the hill through the swirling clouds of dust. Each one was advancing on a separate cannon, forcing him to split his firepower. He switched targeting to these three. Round after round was drilled into their armor but the Hunters ate up the distance with their strides, barely affected by the pulses. He was running out of time.

      Mack ran to the cabana, and found his fallen mates, Cho and Nell, still enshrouded in heat blankets. He pulled their tags, then moved them out into the open and activated the drone beacons he had brought with him, affixing one to each blanket. The retrieval drones would secure each of them and return to the humvee.

      The steady thump of the blast cannons changed tempo. Looking at his deck he saw that while the cannons had been occupied with hammering the armored Hunters, the other two aliens had flanked around, and were about to yank down the center gun. Mack quickly tapped out the detonate code and his center gun went up in a cloud of fire and fury, taking another two Ringheads with it. Take that, motherfuckers!

      The explosion rocked the village again, and knocked him to the ground. He tried to get up, and the floor swam beneath him. The steady thump of the cannons was suddenly muted by a high, keening tone in his ears. Looking up, he saw the drones inbound to retrieve his family. Just a little more.

      He swung the remaining two guns around to focus on the center alien, it’s ice armor shattered by the explosion. A second of staccato cannon fire reduced it to a pile of gelatinous meat.

      The cannons turned to target the alpha Ringhead. It ignored the cannons, turning south to look back into the village and lock eyes with Mack. Even as the cannons fired on it, the alien began striding back towards town, calmly unslinging its weapon. The smaller alien leapt onto the nearest cannon and began tearing it apart by hand. The camera feed died as Mack licked his lips and looked back and forth between the video feed and the Ringhead advancing on him. What the hell was it doing?

      As the smaller Ringhead ran to the last cannon Mack detonated the gun and greased it. He felt, but did not hear the cannon explosion. He struggled to his knees and pulled his rifle off his back and sighted on the approaching alien. His focus narrowed and he noted that this Hunter had an unusual dark crest on his forehead. The alien seemed to be shouting as it advanced on him, waving its weapon defiantly above its head in a primal show of power. A bead of moisture ran down from his left ear, probably blood. His mouth tasted of ash and copper. The stim was wearing off. He probably had a concussion. Dawn was breaking, yet the day seemed to be getting darker as the alien approached through a tunnel of hazy light.

      Mack squeezed the trigger. The plasma blast dissipated harmlessly off the Ringhead’s armored torso. He fired again and his shot went wide by a meter. The rifle was getting heavier and the alien was now only 100 feet away.

      Behind him, he heard the drones lift off, props straining with the increased weight of their payloads. See you soon, guys. The backwash of the props almost put him off his feet.

      He swayed, legs shaking, and faced down the alien. The rifle weighed a ton so he shot from the hip, rapid fire, carpeting the Ringhead with plasma bolts. Still it advanced, unfazed. Mack unclipped his Vape, popped it and hurled it toward the Ringhead. The alien flicked its arm out negligently and swatted it out of the air. On the far side of the pool the fireball blasted the landscape and washed a wave of water out of the pool. The shock wave staggered Mack to his knees.

      Now fifty feet away, the Hunter raised his weapon and fired. A burst of blue energy streaked towards him. Mack stumbled back and the ball of energy impacted his left knee. Cold like he had never felt before stabbed through his leg and spiked into his chest, dropping him to the ground. He was vaguely aware that he was screaming in agony. As he fell back, he felt a sickening, wet pop in his left knee. He looked down to see blinding white bone protruding obscenely from the end of his thigh, his left foot encased in a chunk of misting blue ice. The cold in his chest continued to press him into the ground as the Ringhead reached him and stood above him, planting a foot on his chest.

      The Ringhead was ‘talking’ again. The alien looked back to the north and the smoking remains of the hillside, and then back to Mack, still talking incomprehensibly. As it kept talking, it raised its weapon, sighting Mack in the face. Beyond the alien he could see two faint shapes of his drones fading into the distance.

      Not a bad way to go, right?

      Mack closed his eyes.

      And heard a wet smacking sound.

      Mack opened his eyes. The morning sun was over the rise now, and rippling light off the pool water blinded him. Shading his eyes, he saw the Ringhead still standing over him, weapon raised. The alien listed and toppled, landing heavily next to him. One arm draped over Mack’s chest, trapping him in a grotesque embrace. The gaping wound in its neck, where its head should have been attached, pulsed and slowly oozed green alien blood onto the pool deck.

      A high, laughing voice cried out in the distance. “Yes! Did you see that?! Fuck yeah!”

      Mack tried to get up, but he was pinned by the ice and the alien. The voice had come from the north end of town, and he could now hear running footsteps.

      The smallest Dub commando he had ever seen came into his view. Her black hair was cut pixie short, and she held in her arms a rifle easily half her short stature. The mirror polished gun matched her gleaming metallic right arm as she held the rifle aloft like a child jumping with a new toy on Christmas Day.

      “Railgun, bitches!”
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      Mack awoke to the smell of disinfectants and hospital sheets. He slowly pried his eyes open and lay still, scanning the room. Somehow he’d made it to a med bay.

      “I can tell you’re awake.”

      The voice came from the foot of the bed where the petite woman with the prosthetic arm lounged in a chair, feet propped up on the footboard of his bed. She was languidly polishing the enormous rifle he had seen before, and gently kissing the barrel. He had seen her on base before, parading around with her arm on display. She had quite the reputation as a loose cannon, but with extensive field experience.

      “You’re in a weird spot, Tim.” She continued to caress the gun, not even looking at him. “On the one hand, you have totally burned your bridge with Phillips, who you embarrassed in front of some top brass. On the other hand, you single-handedly took out five Ringheads on your own, and managed to extract the bodies of your squadmates. I think five is a record, but I’ll need to check.”

      She looked him in the eye, and winked. “My own record is three, so at the very least you’ve given me something to shoot for.”

      Mack chuckled, and immediately regretted it. Groaning, he lifted his sheet and took stock. His chest was a mass of bruises. His arms were moving ok, and his hands were just really scraped up. His legs -- “What the hell?!”

      “It’s shocking, to wake up and have drastic changes thrust upon you with no warning.” She was looking at her right arm now, flexing the hand back and forth. The playful sparkle in her eyes had dimmed. “They say the new neural implants make them feel like it’s your own, but they’re wrong. It never quite feels like your own.” She looked him in the eye again. “I wake up in the middle of the night, and I can still feel it. I swear I can feel the sheets on my arm. But it’s just my fucked up nerves having a joke at my expense.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, the gleam in her eye had returned. She stood and hefted the rifle.

      “This is the brand new heavy infantry railgun. Capable of greasing even the biggest Ringhead with one shot. You may have seen some of my work. This was built in the Dubs Experimental Projects division, which also happened to build my arm.” She rested the butt of the rifle on the ground and raised her right hand. “This is Ripper. This arm has allowed me to stay in the fight after I was booted from the US Army. Even without this work of art though, I have recorded over twenty confirmed Ringhead kills.”

      “The humanist movement saw to it that I was kicked out of the military, right when I needed to get back in the fight and exact revenge for what I had lost. So I joined the Union Wolves Experimental Projects,” she clenched the metallic hand into a fist, “and got this beauty.”

      “You want to do right by your squadmates? You want to get back on the line and fight the Ringheads? We can replace your leg and have you up and running in a month, and then back on the front line in another month. Do what I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it, and we’ll get along fine. Plus,” she grinned and hefted the rifle again, “we get all the best toys.”

      She extended her right hand. “What do you say, Tim?”

      Mack looked down at the unnaturally flat sheet where his left leg should be. He closed his eyes and found that yes, he could almost feel the cool sheets brushing his toes. Concentrating harder, he could also feel them in the room with him - Cam, Jonesy, O’Neill, Cho, Nell, Garcia, and Burke. Pain stabbed his throat, temporarily robbing him of breath. He had a choice, but it was really no choice at all. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t force anything past the lump lodged in his throat.

      Instead he reached for her. Mack gripped her right hand with his. Her hand was cool and firm. The motors in her fingers whirred quietly as she gripped his hand.

      He tried again. His words came out low, but firm now. “Mack. Call me Mack.”
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      Cam awoke to piteous, primal screams of agony and suffering. Only when her throat tore from the force of them did she realize she was the one screaming.

      Her world was dark, cold, and filled with pain.

      The darkness was so complete she could not tell if her eyes were closed or if she had been blinded. Cam tried to blink her eyes and failed. She gasped but couldn’t get more air. Trying to breathe was like trying to lift a truck off her chest. She thrashed, but her arms and legs were immobilized. She pulled against her restraints and felt resistance all around her, like she was suspended in rubber.

      The cold that surrounded her was a bitter, spiteful, living thing. A massive beast of entropy eating her life, leaving only a brittle frozen husk behind.

      And none of this compared to the pain. Cold fire danced along her every nerve, bringing intimate pain to every inch of her body. She was at once flayed alive and ground into dust. The pain suffused her, scouring her mind and spirit, rushing her headlong to her death.

      Yet the descent into Hell did not end. Long after her voice gave out, her pain remained. Her mind finally did what her body refused to do and shut down, wrapping her in the warm embrace of oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Cam woke again, this time to sharp, blue lights prickling her eyes. She squinted, trying to turn away from the glare, and again found herself unable to move. Her eyes adjusted to the light, and a dead weight fell to the bottom of her stomach as she took in her surroundings.

      Where am I?

      She was trapped, embedded in a cold gel substance, buried up to her neck standing up. She could look down a little, and see the barest outline of her body, blurred by the pale yellow goo she was encased in. The intense burning sensation was gone, replaced by dull, throbbing cold. She could just make out several tubes snaking through the gel, ending in her arms and legs.

      The room was small and cramped, but with a high ceiling. The air was acrid, frigid enough to sting as she breathed. A dull throb of engines or machines rumbled from beneath.

      Her despair mounted as she scanned the walls for anything to help her escape. Dark blue biomechanical tubes wound their way around the perimeter, in and out of the walls, and up into the darkness of the ceiling. Several tubes snaked from the walls and connected into the gel confining her. Blue lights pulsed down the tubes that led to her. Her breath grew shallow, panting rapidly into the chill air. She had seen this before in photos of their Needle briefing. Keenan had described this exactly after his first mission in Greenland.

      Oh, shit.

      Her vision tunneled as she jerked her head left to right, heartbeat now pounding in her ears. Clammy sweat broke out across her brow and neck, freezing into pinpricks of ice. Cam struggled to thrash her arms and legs, but the gel held her firm.

      The lights along the walls began to pulse with greater intensity. The brightness quickly had Cam squinting her eyes against the glare. Through her narrowed lids she saw the wall in front of her open, sliding upwards. A cloud of white vapor billowed out of the room as a Ringhead stepped inside.

      A thin, keening wail came from her throat as she watched the Ringhead approach her. A yawning, black pit of madness opened inside her mind, threatening to suck her down into the void.

      The alien stopped directly in front of her, its head level with hers. She jerked her head back futilely, trying to avoid the dead flat gaze of the black pits in the alien’s face. The alien peered at her for a moment, then stepped back to the wall. It grasped one of the numerous tubes running around the room. The tube lit up from within at the alien’s touch, and came away from the wall in its hand. The alien turned back to Cam with the tube, and brought the tube into contact with her gel prison.

      Cam’s emotions smoothed over, the rough edges of her panic flattened out as waves of warmth and peace spread through her. Her heart slowed, and her eyes drooped closed.

      She felt the alien’s bony hand grip her jaw, lifting her chin up, exposing her neck to the cold drafts coming from the hallway outside. Her head lolled bonelessly in the alien’s grasp. Both hands clutched her head, long fingers wrapping obscenely around the back of her head and neck. The alien brought its thumbs to bear on her eyes.

      Muffled under the drugs, her mind gibbered and shook as the alien’s thumbs rested on her eyes.

      Not like this. I am not going to die like this.

      She tried to scream, but only managed a low moan. The alien caressed her eyelids with unexpected gentleness, and lifted her lids open.

      The alien’s face was only inches away. Forced to take in the alien, she could now see the Ringhead before her was slightly different from those she had met in combat. The crown on its head was smaller, with fewer points. A pattern of cyan leopard spots ran the length of its arms and across the chest. The elbows lacked the sinister spikes she had seen used on several occasions, piercing through their body armor.

      Her moans died in her throat. The alien stood still, continuing to stare into her eyes. Cam felt her mind being drawn towards the alien, pulling her out of her body. With a wrenching twist, her vision shifted and she was looking down a pair of alien arms that ended at her head. A crushing wave of nausea rolled over her as she saw her head cradled in the alien’s hands and also felt her head through those same hands.

      The nausea deepened into vertigo as the alien dropped its head, panning its vision down her body. Her mind wanted her to vomit but it no longer controlled her body.

      Through the alien’s eyes she now saw her entire body encased in her prison. The gel shimmered and became clear, giving her a horrifying view of her situation.

      Through the gel she saw her chest laid open from neck to waist. Her titanium nanofiber ribcage glinted in the alien light. Her heart and lungs pulsed rhythmically, ignorant of her climbing panic. The conduits that pierced the gel terminated in all her limbs. The throbbing cold beat in time with the alien lights.

      Her mind hauled back for a gut-wrenching scream, struggling to break through her agonizing impotence. In her mind she strained and pulled, trying to extricate herself from her confinement. The alien grunted and dropped its head a moment as Cam fought to unpeel her consciousness from the alien’s. The Ringhead opened its eyes and Cam saw her hands twitching ever so slightly in the gel.

      From the alien’s mind she felt a wave of emotion--satisfaction?

      The alien rose to its full height and Cam again wobbled from vertigo. Her stomach dropped as her mind came unmoored from the alien’s, plummeting back into her body. Her vision snapped back to her own eyes. The room pitched and spun as she dry heaved, spitting up blood and acid. The Ringhead reached up and pulled down a biomechanical armature from the ceiling. The armature ended in a huge needle, pulsing with dull blue light. Cam’s breath quickened into short gasps. She strained to pull away as the needle came down and pierced her neck. Cam’s vision faded to darkness as her mind blinked out again.
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      She was blue.

      Cam stared in horror at the state of her body. She had awoken again, and found herself secured to what appeared to a featureless slab bed. Above her hung a terrifying array of implements and machines on extendible servo arms. Dark blades and needles glistened, poised hungrily above her. Lifting her head she surveyed the ravages of the alien’s work to her body.

      A precise scar marched up the center of her torso and between her breasts. Her skin looked like it had been welded together somehow. The tubes were gone, leaving round scars on her arms and legs.

      And her skin was blue. All that she could see, was blue. The same pale blue as the alien lights.

      Cam tried to lift her hands, but her arms were strapped down at the wrist. She dropped her head back and began to weep quietly, with short hitching gasps. Tears pooled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks and neck, an uncomfortably hot sensation against her skin.

      Cam had evaded capture countless times. She’d expected to die in battle--a soldier’s death. Her tears stopped, burned away by the anger at being robbed of the sweet oblivion of death.

      What did they do?!

      Cam slowed her breathing, counting silently the way she would before rifle practice. The Ringheads had experimented on her and she doubted they were going to stop. She stared at the dark blades overhead, tantalizingly out of reach. I need those.

      Her breathing shallowed out as her anxiety started to rise. Cam felt her throat tighten as fear threatened again. Soldiers were trained to give up nothing, to not let the enemy exploit them--to try to get home with their honor and dignity intact. Home. Home meant holiday meals with her folks, eating mom’s red sauce and drinking cold Mexican beer with her dad and brothers. Home meant time with Keenan, stealing hot kisses away from prying Dub eyes.

      How could she go home now?

      I can’t.

      Thoughts of Keenan made her chest ache. She hadn’t seen him much and they’d been left with vid calls and holo visits. The Dubs were stretched thin as it was, most of their teams engaged in the northeast and in northern Europe. Keenan had been stationed in Finland for two years now, supporting NATO troops. She missed with him an intensity that hurt, and one she’d learned to cope with. “Cammie, don’t forget me.” She’d never let anyone else call her that. But Keenan had always gotten away with so much, his easy charm and genuine affection soothing all affronts.

      On his last leave, over a year ago, she’d flown to New York to spend it with him. That time had been very different, the playfulness of their prior romps burned away by urgency and knowledge that time was running out. Keenan had been assigned as head of security for an IWC science team, the Hail Mary project.

      While Cam had started to resign herself to a never-ending offensive with these aliens, Keenan had started to become optimistic in his last few videos calls with her. “Cammie, these scientists, they have something. It could end the war.”

      Cam had shaken her head. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “I’m serious, baby.”

      “Really?”

      Keenan had nodded. “The Russians had this thing at their poison lab in Yasenevo.”

      “I’m not sure even the Sino-Sovs could take these things down.”

      Keenan gestured expansively. “The docs think the Yasenevo Star can shut it all down.”

      Cam wanted to believe. But deep down, Cam suspected these hateful creatures would just come back and build another base on another icy moon.  They were losing this war of attrition and humans would continue to die.

      But she had let Keenan talk. He was the big idea person, not her.

      “Think about it, the war would be over.”

      That had seemed impossible to Cam.

      “I want to marry you, Cammie.”

      Cam had been foolish. She’d told him yes. She had never been able to resist him. She hadn’t had the heart to tell him it would never happen.

      Peacetime and a wedding had been delusional.

      Her thoughts turned to the only exit plan she could imagine. I need them to kill me.

      The door slid open again. Turning her head as much as she could she could just see a sliver of the hallway. White mist again billowed into the hall. The door facing hers was open, and another prisoner encased in gel was being moved out of the opposite room.

      Her stomach tied into painful knots as the person was pulled past her door and she saw the face come into view, along with the familiar pattern of neuro circuitry next to the eyes.

      Jonesy!

      Her pulse went from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye. The surge of blood pounded in her ears and made her see stars. She pulled again and again but the restraints held her down mercilessly.

      She screamed, “Jonesy! Jonesy!”

      She was still screaming his name long after her door had closed. Seeing him had pulled her head out of that dark space preoccupied with self-destruction. Cam stared up at the blades above her again, but now her thoughts were of escape.
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      Phillips paced before her like an angry dog, jabbing a finger into her face to emphasize his point. “Damnit Kennedy, tell me why I shouldn’t send you back home and tell your old CO to bust you down to private?”

      Sasha stood at full attention in Phillips’ ready room, still dusty from an exhilarating night ride back to base. She resisted the urge to look away in the face of his ire, picking a fleck on the far wall to stay focused on. Several empty chairs were arrayed around Phillips’ desk. With no ‘at ease’ she maintained her rigid posture. She took a deep mental breath, and plunged into the deep end.

      “Sir, I rescued a Dub whom you expressly ordered to remain on base, and brought you back not just alien tech, but an actual alien carcass.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Gunny give a small nod.

      She pushed on since Phillips continued listening instead of reaming her out. “Also, you did not issue any restrictions to anyone on base to avoid Segovia.”

      Phillips scowled at her. “Do you really think sassing me and reminding me of my fuck ups is the right strategy for you right now?”

      Sasha wisely kept her mouth shut. Gunny nodded again, his normally impassive face interrupted by a slight lift of his dark eyebrows. Sasha knew she was in the wrong, violating the spirit of the law, if not the letter.

      Phillips sat behind his imposing steel desk and leaned forward. “Kennedy, you are a pain in my ass. You’re welcome to resign your time with the Dubs if you can’t handle it here, or you can elect to accept administrative reprimand.”

      Sasha swallowed hard, heat rising to flush her normally pale skin. “Sir, I can’t leave.”

      Phillips grunted and then pointed at Gunny. “Fine. You are now officially his problem. He can decide about docking your pay and your duties until mission call. You will be required to attend Officer Ethics in the meantime.”

      Sasha exhaled in relief, but she still had one more thing to do. She dropped her gaze from the wall, and looked Phillips in the eye. “Sir, thank you, sir. If I may, I’d like to request the addition of McKenzie to my unit.”

      Phillips scowled at her. “You just don’t know when to quit, do you, Kennedy?”

      She waited him out, wishing for once that she possessed Ace’s knack of reading people.

      Phillips looked down at his desk for a moment. Sasha could see a pile of dog tags on top of his tablet. His shoulders drooped. When he looked back up at her, his face seemed sad. “Yeah, you can have Mack. Now get out.”
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      PHILLIPS

      

      When Eisenhower had been giving his D-Day speech, the enemies were the Nazis. Fast forward one hundred and seventy years and Phillips found those words were still appropriate when fighting space aliens.

      

      
        
        “Your task will not be an easy one. Your enemy is well trained, well equipped, and battle-hardened. He will fight savagely.”

      

      

      

      For the last two years, Phillips watched good soldiers be torn apart like confetti by these alien bastards. He was heartily sick of it. Every single moment of these last two years, he worked his ass off. To raise funds, gather scientists, and better equip his men and women. And now he’d lost seven of his finest in one night.

      Instead of hurling his tablet across the room with a satisfying smash, he carefully set it on his desk next to the mound of dogtags for O’Neill, Chavez, Cho, Campbell, and Burke. His eyes burned recalling this morning’s holo visits to five families. Now he brooded in the dark and nursed a finger of a very fine single malt Scotch.

      Phillips picked up Cho’s tags, reading them by the dim light of the tablet. He ran a calloused thumb over the embossed lettering. That kid shouldn’t have been on the recon at all. He hadn’t seen any combat before, but Phillips had made a recruitment exception for Cho.

      Cho had begged him. “Colonel, I’m a dead man walking. The army is going to discharge me. I need the nanites, and I need to work to help my family.”

      It pushed all of his buttons. The whole reason Phillips founded the Union Wolves was to provide dignity to the soldiers who defended this great nation, and to provide them with state of the art medical enhancements and care--something the VA would never do and the Humans First movement would never allow. So he gave Cho a spot, made sure he got the cutting edge nanites that would combat his late stage leukemia, and then assigned him a unit job after so that he could continue to be a soldier. Dignity. The thing Phillips fought for every day to give his soldiers. He clenched the tags, squeezing them in his fist.

      This morning had been a shit show. Cho’s mom had cried streams of tears. He’d watched her shoulders quaking as he spewed some bullshit. He couldn’t even tell these families the truth, that their loved ones were killed by the Ringheads. Instead, he’d toed the company line and forced himself to tell them there was an explosion in Segovia and the soldiers died in the rubble while trying to rescue survivors.

      Phillips drained the rest of his scotch with a quick tip, welcoming the burning heat as it coursed down his throat. But the liquor did nothing to soothe the injustice that seethed in his gut as he mentally replayed his last holo with Senator Jackson, a senior member of the Intelligence committee.

      Esther Lee Jackson had lifted that sharp chin of hers as she delivered the US position on the Segovia attack. “We are not going to release news of the incursion to IWC.”

      “With all due respect ma’am, that’s a mistake.” A colossal one as far as he was concerned.

      She’d frowned at him. “No, Colonel. We finally have the tech, and we are in the best position to analyze it. In fact, you are in the best position to utilize it. Are we clear?”

      “Perfectly, ma’am.” Phillips heard the implied threat. That’s what made Senator Jackson so formidable. With one sentence, she’d managed to pet him and kick him. They would get more funding and manpower from Uncle Sam, but no leaks. Phillips swallowed his resistance, but it left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      Phillips debated pouring another finger of scotch. With a decisive click of his glass against the table, he pushed back from his desk, opened his bottom drawer and put away the whiskey.

      His tablet vibrated, a priority message from Abbé flashing up at him. Phillips engaged the comms, “Yes, Doctor Abbé?”

      “Sir, it’s about Project Eagle Eye. You need to come down to see this.”

      “On my way,” Phillips signed off and hustled to the lab, his heart strangely hopeful with each step to the elevators.

      The elevator AI greeted him, “Sir, Gunnery Sergeant Mason is on his way up to see you.”

      Phillips grunted. “Tell Ed to meet me over at the lab.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The lower floors of the base held two of the things Phillips was proudest of--the lab and the clinic. Both staffed by top notch talent devoted to the soldiers on his base. He turned to the door marked Lab 1 and walked into an uncharacteristically empty room. Only Abbé stood inside, wringing his hands in excitement or nerves at something on the screen in front of him. Seeing the Colonel, Abbé stood and with a discreet motion his screen slid away. “Sir! I cleared everyone else out. Come with me.”

      Phillips followed the wiry scientist as he darted into the side room. The door slid shut behind them and Phillips noted the data feed in his left eye died as the door lock cycled. Abbé had just set the highest possible security protocol around the room.

      Intrigued, he watched as Abbé began pulling up images on the viewing wall. The doctor’s hands moved quickly as he scrolled and paused and then slid each image aside to make room for the new one. All the while, Abbé muttered under the breath as he tapped and swiped until he had a set of three video sequences queued up before them.

      Phillips squinted a bit, trying to make out the image on the central screen. He reached forward to play it but Abbé smacked his finger away. “No, no. This one first.”

      The scientist enlarged the first screen and it began to play. Phillips watched incomprehensible numbers scroll upwards on the screen. “What am I looking at?”

      Abbé paused it and circled a few numbers. “These are Jonesy’s coordinates. I think I know where he is.”

      News of Jonesy’s survival had Phillips sucking in a quick breath. He then blew it out slowly before responding to Abbé. “Where?”

      Abbé pointed to the second screen, took the image, and rotated it. “This is a rendering of Mt. Markham where the Needle attaches in Antarctica. His coordinates read as just above that.”

      Phillips, like the rest of the world’s military leaders, had been rendered blind when the Ringheads arrived and took out Earth’s satellite systems. Over the last two years, the US steadily launched a vast network of low orbit microsats, but their global resolution was nothing like previously. Phillips needed to take this intel with a grain of healthy skepticism. Still, he wanted to believe that Jonesy remained alive.

      “How long ago was this data transmitted?”

      Abbé pointed to the right hand corner of the screen, “Less an than hour ago.” His voice grew sheepish. “It took me a little bit to translate it and I wanted to be sure.”

      Phillips nodded. “What’s on this middle screen?”

      “Watch.” Abbé started the footage and Phillips stared intently as the grainy images played. There was no sound and Phillips realized he was seeing Jonesy’s neural implant uplink.

      The images should have been in color but it looked as if the feed had been overlaid with a filter, rendering it in monochromatic shades of blue. A Ringhead appeared in the feed and came in close, startling the hell out of Phillips. “Shit!”

      “Yes, exactly!” Abbé bobbed his head, his voice emphatic. “But there’s more.”

      Phillips paused the feed and turned to look at Abbé. “From this moment on, Project Eagle Eye is limited to you, me, Gunny, and Dr. Patel. Got that?”

      Abbé blinked a few times, and then nodded slowly. “Okay, so the other lab technicians will have to be removed from clearance then.”

      “That’s not necessary. Just hide the data for now. I’m going to have to update JSOC and they will no doubt re-classify Project Eagle Eye as top secret.” Phillips tapped the screen to resume playback.

      The alien backed away and the image moved, which told Phillips that Jonesy was being moved. He saw dark, curved surfaces festooned with a network of alien veins and protrusions. An alien ship? It looks like the damned Needle.

      Then, a strange bending of light and Phillips saw a cylinder of some sort, with a naked human body inside. Jonesy moved his head upwards and Phillips jerked as he realized he was looking at Alvarez in the tube.

      He closed his eyes quickly and then willed himself to open them again. The video had stopped, mercifully. “Any more, Stan?”

      The scientist shook his head. “No, sir. But it is enough, right?”

      Phillips didn’t know what to say. He settled on the one thing that counted. “They’re still alive.”

      Abbé’s lips flattened. “Yes, sir. This means the Ringheads are taking us now--not just killing us.”
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        * * *

      

      After the revelation, Phillips had rushed out of the lab, his mind thrumming with frantic energy in need of action. He decided a run was about the only thing that he could do to burn it off and force himself to think this through logically. Sweat dripped down his temple as he ran along the outer road of the base. Unlucky for him, Gunny had cornered him en route and now Phillips was stuck trying to keep up a pace that gave Gunny’s long legs a workout too.

      Gunny loped along on his left, his legs flashing in comfortable strides as he breathed in an easy rhythm. Bastard.

      Three miles later, Phillips felt warm and loose. Some of his earlier stress had burned away leaving behind a residue of worry and annoyance. Gunny hadn’t said a damn word, just paced him as he pounded out the laps around base and let his hind-brain work on the implications .

      Phillips slowed to a cool down pace and finally turned to look up at his right hand man. “Senator Jackson has ordered us to cover up the Segovia attack.”

      Gunny frowned, “Get the fuck out! How does that help us?” He wasn’t much of a talker but when he got going, it was with that characteristic rapid fire New Yorker sharpness.

      With a snort, Phillips shook his head. “Damned if I can figure it out. Joint Committee wants to hide the tech but we don’t have to hide the attack to keep the tech.”

      With each satisfying slap of his feet against the road Phillips imagined stomping on the table of the joint committee, smashing some sense into each of them. “They’re sending out their hatchet man to lead the Ringhead tech evaluation.”

      “A scientist?”

      Phillips shook his head. “Hell no! That would make too much sense. They’re sending out some CIA spook.”

      Gunny gave a bark of laughter. “Oh that’s good. Stan will just love that.”

      Just thinking about the look on Abbé’s face when told he would have to work with some government agent on the Ringhead tech made Phillips scowl. “That’s going to be a goddamned disaster.” he muttered.

      The simple deal which he’d lured Abbé away from Scion labs would be threatened. Abbé got free reign on the state of the art lab and the only goal was the safety of the soldiers--not marketability, not profit. Abbé was already an excitable guy--the last thing they needed was some spook spinning Abbé up.

      As they approached the obstacle course, Gunny veered off to one of the stations and began to knock out a series of pull ups. Phillips joined him and with a last exhale, he fell in a stable rhythm of pushups. The two men were silent as they hammered out this familiar routine. Finally as they stretched, Phillips let out the thing that was bothering him most. “Did you see those vids from Jonesy’s feed after I left?”

      Gunny nodded. “Yeah. Stan rolled them for me. That’s some fucked up shit on there.”

      Phillips dropped his head in despair. “They have our people, Ed.”

      “We go get them back.”

      Trust Ed to cut through the bullshit. Phillips lifted his head and looked at Gunny. “You’re goddamned right about that, Ed.” Now he could turn his attention back to planning something that he could get behind, an all out assault on The Needle and above.
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        * * *

      

      After the run and a quick shower, Phillips’ thoughts churned with memories of the failed strike on the Needle and the Greedle in the fall of 2108. Still, they’d learned a lot from that, bided their time, stockpiling their tech in the meantime.

      His tablet started vibrating and at the same time, the comm unit on his desk started chiming. Abbé was trying to get a hold of him.

      “Phillips, here.”

      “Colonel! There is an Agent Harding here in my lab. He is demanding access to The Vault.”

      Abbé’s accent grew thicker with each word, and Phillips winced at the agitation in the scientist’s voice.

      “Yeah, about that. We’re going to need to let him in.”

      Abbé squawked in outrage. “Colonel! I was not apprised of this. How do I even know he has clearance?”

      Uncomfortable, Phillips cleared his throat. “Yes, good point. I’ll be right down, Stan. Just have Agent Harding wait a moment.”

      On the way down to Abbé’s lab, Phillips recovered his earlier resentment at Senator Jackson’s heavy handed demands. I do not need her lapdog here sniffing around my base.

      He’d glanced at the dossier that the Senator’s office had sent over on Agent Elias Harding. No military service. Yale Law School graduate. Formerly a consultant for Dynavem, now assigned as liaison to the IWC science committee. Great, a fucking paper pushing lawyer.

      But the file had been too thin. Harding’s identity was as clean as a new pair of shoes. It didn’t feel right. “Consultant” to the country’s leading arms trader, my ass.

      Now standing in front of the bland-faced Agent Harding, Phillips grunted. “Corporal Akins, thank you for escorting Agent Harding down to the lab. Dismissed.” Akins gave a quick nod and pivoted before loping off.

      Phillips vented his ire on the agent with a scowl. “Why didn’t you come by my office first, Harding?”

      Harding lifted a blond brow as if surprised. When he spoke, Harding’s voice was strangely unaccented, as if he could have been from any town, USA. “I was tasked to investigate the Vault, not socialize.” The ease and calm with which the man responded irritated Phillips.

      Just looking at the unremarkable Agent Harding confirmed Phillips’ earlier suspicions. Harding stood a hair under six feet, his average build discreetly attired in a dark suit. Nothing about the man stood out. His wheat colored hair was trimmed and neat, his posture and stance unassuming. A sharp pair of blue eyes took in everything in the lab.

      Phillips distrusted him instantly. Nobody is that average. He knew he was looking at a graduate of The Farm.

      Prick. Phillips leaned forward and lowered his normal booming octaves, “Be that as it may, beyond simple courtesy there are security protocols to observe, Agent Harding. I’m sure you know all about those.”

      Harding gave a slight tip of his head, “Touché, Colonel.” He pushed open his crisp black blazer, revealing his badge clipped onto his belt. Phillips caught a glimpse of a compact shoulder holster, cleverly hidden by the cut of the jacket.

      Abbé let out a loud harrumph and lifted his scanner pad. Harding obliged him and placed his palm onto the pad. Phillips lasered in on his hand. Calloused on the palm, small webbings of white scars on the back, a fighter’s knuckles. A soft ping sounded as Harding’s clearance was confirmed.

      Phillips strode past them both to the rear of the lab, and pressed his palm to the scanner pad on the back wall. The wall slide up and a locker room of sorts was revealed. Phillips yanked one of the lab suits off the rack and stepped into it. Abbé walked over and zipped up the back of the suit and handed the headgear to Phillips.

      Abbé stepped into his own encapsulated labsuit and Harding did the same. Shortly after zipping up, Abbé handed out radio buds and the men popped them in before sliding their head gear over. Then came their breathing apparatus hookups. Long tubes coiled from behind them, feeding them their clean oxygen and warming their bodies. Finally, they were all decked out as if ready to repair the outside of a space station.

      “Synced. Please confirm.” Abbé’s voice sounded a bit muffled in the confines of the isolation suit.

      Harding put out an arm and rapped on his own head gear twice. “Confirmed.”

      Even through the confines of the gear, Harding’s voice managed to annoy Phillips. Phillips watched the lights inside his helmet go green across the board. “We’re a go, open it up.”

      Phillips kept watch on Harding from the corner of his eye as the airlock cycled through purging the air and spraying them down. He had a feeling he was going to need a better read on him before the day was out.

      From the decontamination unit they stepped into the viewing level. The temperature here was a balmy minus 60°C. Sensors flashed and a bright light flooded the interior of the Vault, illuminating the room which could be clearly seen through the floor to ceiling glass panel exteriors of the Vault.

      Phillips couldn’t make out Harding’s face behind the voluminous head gear and the visor panel but he took a moment to imagine some satisfaction in seeing the Ringhead carcass secured to the gurney. Correction, two gurneys end to end in order to contain the monstrous thing.

      Harding took a few steps closer to the glass panels but stopped short of actually bonking into them. “What about the weapon?”

      Almost absently, Phillips toggled a chin switch to lower the gun rack down from the ceiling. The alien weapon had been retrieved by his second recruit, Keenan Flynn, during the first skirmish with the Ringheads in the Arctic Circle. That was more than two years ago. Much to Stan’s dismay, no one had ever been able to activate it.

      Abbé slid his arm into one of the control sleeves for the robotic arms within the Vault. With barely perceptible gestures, the robotic arm grasped the weapon and lifted it from the brackets. Then the arm brought it directly in front of Harding and slowly rotated it to provide a 360 degree view of the weapon. The alien gun was about a meter long, made of the same dark blue-gray material as the Needle. Its dull surface seemed to absorb light, a strange matte vacuum.

      On the glass panel before them, a laser began to render a three-dimensional image of the weapon as if etching the glass.

      Harding tilted his head upward to study the image. “Strange, it seems more hollow than I would have expected.”

      The robot hand stopped moving and Abbé began to speak in his rapid fire way, “Yes, exactly! We have this rendering after imaging all the points of this device but we do not know how it discharges that incredible energy blast.”

      Harding traced his forefinger along the outline of the image and paused. “I’m going to need to commandeer this weapon.”

      Before Phillips could respond, Abbé yelped. “No! That’s outrageous. It’s the only one we have.”

      Harding shook his head. “Dr. Abbé, you don’t know this about me, but the Colonel’s probably read my file.”

      He turned and took a few steps closer to Abbé. “I have been dealing arms for Uncle Sam for the last decade. Mostly supply side. I’m retired from that now that I work R&D but I’ve got weapons contracts coming up to my ears.” Harding pointed at the weapon. “That there is the weapon we need to be reverse engineering.”

      Abbé released the robotic controls and stood to his full height, which at about 5’7” put him a head shorter than Harding. “Ridiculous! You can’t manufacture that! We don’t know how it works or what it’s made of.”

      Harding shook his head again. “Correction, Doctor. You don’t know how it works or what it’s made of.”

      Phillips heard Abbé’s sharp inhalation of outrage and decided it was time to intervene. “Agent Harding, our security protocols here at the Vault have managed to keep this item safe for the last two years. Surely your commandeering can wait until after Dr. Beaufort’s findings?”

      Both Abbé and Harding turned to look at him. Abbé bobbed a bit, as if in excitement, “Yes, yes. Honorée will want to do her examination of the carcass and the weapon together. We cannot separate those.”

      Harding turned to scrutinize the pale blue alien carcass. “What exactly will Dr. Beaufort be needing the weapon for?”

      Phillips spread his hands expansively. “Look, she’s a world renowned exo-biologist and the world’s foremost expert on Ringhead biology. She’s the most likely person to be able to figure out how to activate it.”

      Harding clasped his hands together. “Normally I’d be concerned with her clearance but she has kept her lips sealed all these years since she killed the first Ringhead.”

      Abbé gasped. Phillips ignored him and responded to Harding, “Yes, that’s right. I worked with Senator Jackson to procure an agreement with France for their cooperation. So our guy Eckmann took the credit for the kill and the blame for not recovering any alien tech at the time in exchange.”

      Harding took a step back from the Vault. “I’ll give my boss a call. But when Beaufort’s done, that weapon is coming back with me.”
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      MACK

      The directions he’d been given brought him to the lowest levels of Camp Glenn, crutching through endless gray hallways. A repeating pattern of yellow and red lights activated by his biosignature traced the walls before him, leading to his destination.

      Now Mack sat in a hard plastic chair, off to one side of the enormous, open-plan lab. Rows and rows of blazing shop lights crowded the high ceiling, washing everything in the room to a relentless blinding white. Gleaming steel workbenches stood at the ready, each armed with an arsenal of tools, monitors, and projects at various states of completion.

      On a bench to his right he saw an exoskeleton, splayed like a man being stretched on a rack. To his left a bench was covered in both physical and holographic monitors, each screen scrolling endless columns of numerical data. A little further off he could see the twisted and blackened remains of Sasha’s rail gun. Mack had listened to Sasha fret about her poor Betsy until Dr. Abbé had promised to have the Betsy 2 built within 48 hours.

      In fact, Dr. Abbé was the only other person in the lab at this moment. His ebony skin shone in stark contrast to his crisp white labcoat and the sterile surroundings. Dr. Abbe bustled at the far end of the lab, bent over a workbench littered with mechanical odds and ends, the whirring sound of a drill echoing off the ceiling. He muttered to himself and bent closer to the bench now, faint spirals of smoke rising up.

      Mack tapped his foot on the floor. He could feel his missing foot tapping as well, which was driving him a little crazy right now. He shifted his weight in the chair, trying to get comfortable, feeling lopsided no matter how he sat. He lifted the stump of his left leg off the chair and massaged the end, tracing the jagged scar that ran from left to right. This set off a tickling sensation in his missing foot, but at least quieted the phantom foot tapping.

      The Dubs’ commitment to returning soldiers to duty meant the base had more than its share of grunts on the rehab track. Mack never begrudged another soldier’s chance to return to active duty, but honestly he’d never given any of these guys a second thought.

      Mack turned to the bench closest to him. A prosthetic arm similar to Sasha’s hung suspended from a frame bolted to the bench, the hand opening and closing in a steady mechanical rhythm. The monitors showed the arm was being endurance tested, and was now fifty percent finished with a half-million cycles. A spray of fine wiring emanated from the top of the device, the wires twitching just slightly as the hand clenched and opened. It looked like a metallic jellyfish struggling to free itself from a cave.

      Looking at that arm, Mack wondered what his new leg would look like. Getting a robotic leg just seemed unreal but he was relieved it wouldn’t be pretending to be something it wasn’t. No eerie synthetic skin, no attempt to replicate a human leg. Just a sleek cylinder of nano-lattice ceramics and titanium, micro-weave muscle mesh, finished off with a tensile blade for his foot. Guess I won’t need to worry about losing socks in the laundry anymore.

      His lips twisted in a grim parody of a smile. Well, half the socks.

      Dr. Abbé shuffled across the lab, struggling with both arms to carry the new prosthetic leg. Mack nearly stood up to help him with it, before setting back into the chair, glowering at his missing leg. Some help you are.

      The wiry doctor heaved the leg onto the nearest bench with a huff and looked Mack in the eye. “If not for the tissue damage from the Ringhead Frostbite you would be in Dr. Patel’s lab, having your leg regrown over the next two weeks. As it is, I have to make not only a leg for you, but also a custom build because you are too tall!”

      “Um, sorry? Next time I’ll just ask the Ringheads to just off me, ok doc?”

      Dr. Abbé ignored Mack, mumbling. “Yes, yes, just so.” The doctor continued fiddling with the leg, flexing the knee back and forth, examining the ankle joint.

      Mack drummed his fingers on the top of the bench and looked at the wall clock. It was still too early for the day shift, so the lab would be empty for at least another hour. Most of the base personnel who were awake were probably at chow. His stomach grumbled in protest.

      Dr. Abbé swung the leg off the table and placed it in front of Mack.

      Mack grinned. “There are many like it, but this one is mine?”

      Dr. Abbé gave him a puzzled look.

      Mack sighed. No one appreciates the classics. “Show me how it works, doc.”

      “The reference implant we placed in your femur during surgery will allow the prosthesis to auto-align to you. Once I key the circuitry to your DNA, nano-filaments will find your nerves and infiltrate. When I tell you, begin moving your knee, the programming will do the rest.”

      He placed the end of the prosthesis near Mack’s stump of a leg. The ceramic shell covered his thigh and the filaments came to life, reacting to the reference implant. As the leg locked into place with an audible thump, Dr. Abbé nodded. “Begin flexing.”

      Mack began squeezing his muscles. The nano-wires coiled around his leg, an army of pinpricks as they pierced his skin, sending sharp tingles across his skin and up his back.

      Dr. Abbé followed the progress on his tablet. “Good, good. This next part may feel a little strange.”

      Mack yelped, his cry echoing through the empty room. It felt like someone had grabbed his toes. And now it was his whole foot.

      “Keep flexing! We need the processor to calibrate correctly!”

      Mack grunted, and bore down. His stump was burning with electric sensations, and a light sweat sprang up across his neck. His hands gripped the cheap plastic chair as he clenched the muscles in his amputated leg, willing it back into existence.

      The new leg twitched, ever so slightly.

      Dr. Abbé tapped out a sequence on his tablet. “Yes, yes! That’s it!”

      Mack dug deep, straining to lift the leg he had left on the battlefield. With halting jerks and stops, the leg slowly lifted from the floor, straightening at the knee. He whooped, “It’s alive!”

      In his excitement, he stood up, placing most of his weight on his new left leg. The leg held, and for the first time in weeks, Mack stood again on two feet.

      Dr. Abbé scurried closer, nearly dropping his tablet. “Not yet!” He knelt on the floor, his head alarmingly close to Mack’s groin. Mack hopped back half a step and again settled his weight onto his new leg. While Dr. Abbé made his mysterious adjustments, Mack revelled in feeling the solid feel of the floor under both feet. His left leg still felt oddly out of place, almost a little numb, but standing tall on both feet felt like warm sunshine after days of rain.

      Mack took a deep breath, and looked down again at the unsettling view of the top of Dr. Abbé’s head. “We ready to take this out for a spin yet, doc?”

      “Yes, yes, just a moment,” Dr. Abbé reached behind him for his tablet and keyed in a few more strokes. Several open panels on the thigh of the prosthesis closed and sealed. Dr. Abbé stood and backed away. “You are ready for walking.”

      Mack looked down at his feet, one size 16 monster in his beat up basketball kicks, and one gleaming, neural integrated, cybernetic prosthesis. By god, but he could feel the hard concrete beneath his feet, the slight bump in the floor at the slab seam, he could even feel the cool temperature of the floor. He flexed his calves, waving his arms to find his balance as he lifted up onto his toes. He barked out a laugh of pure joy and wonder and crouched down to his knees.

      “Wait wait wai---”

      Dr. Abbé’s warning went unheard as Mack launched from his crouch, and shot towards the ceiling. He yelped in surprise as he cleared eight feet and smashed into the hanging shop lights. He tangled in the cables and tore the fixture from the ceiling, crashing back to the ground. Flimsy aluminum twisted and shrieked when he landed, spraying splintered glass in all directions. Mack lay in the midst of the shattered light fixture, hands over his face, laughing like a loon.

      He put a hand against his cheek and it came away bloody. Pushing to a seated position, he was confronted by the sight of Abbé keening in distress. “Sorry, doc.”

      “Imbecile! I said walking! ” Abbé rushed to a control panel and with a press of his fingers, two floor utility bots zoomed out of the closet and began dusting and vacuuming. He spoke to the base AI, “Hestia, lab lights and ceiling tiles are damaged. Please page facilities personnel for repair.”

      “Yes, Dr. Abbé. Paging, now.”

      A new voice from behind him interrupted the cleanup. “Are you ready?”

      Mack turned around. Sasha stood behind him. She was still dressed in dusty field armor, the chest plate marred with two long parallel gouges. Gleaming titanium sparkled from beneath the damaged ceramic. Her normally tidy hair was matted with dirt and sweat, but her eyes shined bright, pupils wide and dark. She was probably coming down off a stim. Damn, she can be sneaky when she wants to. She looked him up and down, eyes lingering on the new leg.

      “I just had to bench my heavy gunner.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her eyes hard. “They're not sure he's going to make it. You ready to come back to the bigs?”

      Mack stood slowly, dusting debris off his clothes. Dr. Abbé yelped again behind him. Standing this close to her, their height difference was almost comical. She barely came to his chin but she held his gaze without wavering.

      He looked down at the new leg extending from his gym shorts. After a few steps in place he rocked up on his toes again, now bouncing lightly, with more control than before. He could feel the added power from the prosthesis, how he would have to rebalance his strength on the left side to not overpower his right leg.

      Running would be different. Heck, walking would be different. He would probably crash again if he tried jumping. But for the first time in weeks, he found he was looking forward to tomorrow with some sense of purpose. I can do this.

      He turned and grabbed his crutches off the floor. Crouching down to get them was a little awkward, as was getting back up again. But it still felt damn good. He called out to Dr. Abbé. “Yo! Doc!” He walked towards him and waved the crutches. “Can you get these back to the med ward?” He placed the crutches on the nearest bench and flashed Dr. Abbé a high sign. The doctor sniffed and bent to this work again.

      Mack walked back to Sasha, his speed increasing as he crossed the floor. As his pace increased, he began to skip-walk and he nearly crashed into the petite soldier. He grinned after the near collision. “Fuck yeah, let’s do this!”
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      Cam cracked her eyes open and scanned the room. A quiet hum she felt through the gel bed hinted at machinery or engines nearby.

      From her vantage point, she could see the high ceiling as it arced overhead. Judging by the way the aliens moved around when here, the room was small.

      The biting cold that assaulted her when she first awoke felt better now, dulled to a chilly ache in her joints. She flexed her fingers, the only part of her body she could move. Even her head felt securely restrained. She gritted her teeth and tried to bring her arms up, failing at the attempt. Her joints felt strange and tight, like an overwound rubber band. Her mind, however, felt sharp, clear of drug-induced cobwebs.

      She scanned the room, eyes fully open now, looking for anything that might be useful. A frightening array of instruments were suspended from the ceiling above her. Nothing within reach.

      Cam closed her eyes and took a breath. She forced her hands to relax, willing the tension out of her body. As her hands relaxed they drifted over the sides of the bed. Under her fingertips, the bedding felt crinkly and fibrous, almost like leaves. A tingle crept into the fingers of her right hand and a sudden vision of herself pinned to the bed flashed in her mind.

      What the hell?

      She traced her fingers back to the side of the bed, finding a smooth, rounded area and again found herself looking down on her own body in her mind’s eye. She kept her fingers on the smooth pad and the image in her head gained focus. She couldn't see the room, but she could see the bed and the restraints that held her down. Except they weren't restraints. It looked like the bed grew around her arms and legs to hold her down. She couldn't see locks or any way to open them and free herself.

      Her hand chilled from the contact, but rather than being painful, it felt soothing. Her right hand and wrist felt looser and the lack of tension meant she could bring her whole hand to bear on the rounded surface.

      As her hand made greater contact, her vision changed. She could still see the ceiling of the room, but the image of her body was overlaid, producing a jarring vertigo. With her whole hand on the side of the bed, now she saw data flowing underneath the image of her bed. The symbols were incomprehensible, but she recognized her heartrate pulsing in time with one of the feeds.

      A med bay? What the hell?

      With none of the unfamiliar Ringheads in the room, and no immediate danger to her, her thoughts turned elsewhere. What are they doing to Jonesy?

      Thinking of him, the image in her mind flickered, and she saw the briefest flash of him strapped to a similar bed. His back, arched and coiled with tension, agony etched into the lines of his face.

      Adrenaline pounded through her at the sight. She screamed and flailed at the bed. Her heart pounded in her ears, and the data behind her eyes went wild to the crazy rhythm of her panic. Gripping the side of the bed for leverage she pulled, feeling her elbows and shoulders strain against the effort. She felt her neck pop, but she kept up the pressure, willing herself to break through and open her restraints.

      She sat up and nearly folded over onto her legs. The same kind of thin material as the bedding covered her groin. Aside from the brief covering she was naked, her light blue skin a stark reminder of whatever the hell the Ringheads did to her.

      She turned to look back at the bed, and saw it flow back to a flat surface. Her legs remained trapped. She reached up to the hanging instruments, grabbing the robotic arm mounts, and tried pulling her body up off the bed. The moveable arms ripped out of the ceiling mounts, the exposed conduit belching sparks and oil.

      Shit!

      She dropped the robot arms and braced her hands on the bed, trying again to pull her legs out. The muscles in her legs bulged and rippled as she yanked. This time she saw it happen. As her hand brushed the side of the bed again, she saw the restraints begin to waver. The solid forms wrapping her legs released their grip and began to flow back into the top of the bed.

      Cam hopped off the bed and took stock. Nothing she could use as a weapon other than the arms ripped from the ceiling. She picked up one that ended in a wicked six inch scalpel and turned to assess the door.

      Ten feet of matte blue-gray metal door towered over her. With no obvious hinges she couldn't tell which way the door opened, or even see a lock on it. Conduits branched like veins around the frame and disappeared into the ceiling. To the side of the door she spotted a small round panel. Looking back, she saw that it matched the panel on the bed. Suppressing a shudder at the blue color of her skin, she raised her shaking hand, pressing it firmly to the cold metal.

      Again, touching the alien surface superimposed another image over her vision. This time she saw an empty corridor. As with the room, a maze of conduits snaked along the walls and ceiling, reaching out both left and right. She saw no monitors or readouts along the walls. The passageway was lit by an ethereal glow that came from the conduits. Several doors faced her, all closed. The hallway curved away in both directions.

      To the right, she spotted movement, and saw the alien scientist coming down the hall. It stopped before her door and raised a hand, as if in greeting.

      Cam jerked back from the door. As she lost contact with the panel, the image of the alien faded, and now she could see the door opening, rising into the ceiling. She darted to the left and readied her impromptu club.

      As the door slid open, cold air from the corridor poured into her room like a wave. As the cold washed over her limbs, she panted, as a primal, almost sexual energy coursed through her body.

      The alien took a step into the room and stopped, staring at the empty bed. Just the sight of the scientist Ringhead, the architect of her changed body, made Cam scream in defiance and rage. She swung her club up, aiming for its neck. The alien snapped up an arm to deflect the blow. The force of her swing crushed the club against the alien’s arm, smashing the club to pieces.

      Her opponent stepped closer, swinging a backhanded blow across Cam's face. The impact flung her over the bed to the back of the room, slamming her against the wall. Mouth flooding with the salty tang of her own blood, she crumpled to the floor in a heap. The alien advanced, and she backed into the corner, trying to keep the bed between them before getting her feet under her.

      Cam feinted to the door and then bobbed left, trying to get back around the bed. Lightning quick, the alien’s long arms shot towards her, snagging in her hair, jerking her head back. White hot pain lanced across her skull as the alien flung her upper body onto the bed.

      As her head hit the surface of the bed, she could feel it starting to flow and move again. Almost facedown, with one eye she could see the arm of the alien holding her head down. Its other hand on the control panel. The bed began to engulf her head.

      Cam flailed, trying to reach any part of her assailant. She beat savagely against the arm that held her down. With each swing, she felt the arm give just enough to keep her from suffocating. She wrapped both hands around the alien’s forearm, and pulled, straining to free herself. With a wet crunch, she felt its elbow wrench and then the arm gave way. Cam fell off the table, losing her grip on the alien.

      Scrambling to the back of the room again, she saw the alien stagger. Its left arm hung loose, swinging freely at the elbow. The alien reached up and pulled down one of the armatures. The tool on the end looked like a hypospray.

      Crap.

      The alien advanced again, moving cautiously around the bed to Cam’s right shaking its left arm. She huddled on the floor, waiting for her opening, backing herself into the corner again. As it cleared the back of the bed, Cam leapt up and vaulted herself over the bed and towards the open door. In the light gravity she misjudged the jump, and crashed headfirst into the ceiling instruments. A bright star of pain erupted in her leg as one of the sharp implements pierced her left thigh.

      She whipped her head back towards her opponent and saw it jabbing at her with the hypospray. No, no. She grabbed the ceiling mounts and jerked her legs out of reach. The implement in her leg drew a searing hot line across her thigh as she pulled her legs away. The smell of her burning flesh threatened to gag her. The alien kept coming and stabbed her in the right leg with the hypo. In desperation she reached up and yanked the tube connected to the hypospray from the ceiling, releasing a fog of bitter smelling mist. The hypo stung, but did not deliver the instant sleep as it did last time.

      The Ringhead grabbed her ankle and she gasped as her left knee popped, and she was jerked out of the tangle of robotics. The instrument tore completely out of her leg, greenish blood spewing up to the ceiling. The alien swung her by the leg and tossed her against the back wall.

      Agony flared in her back as she crashed. Her vision darkened and swam as she slid to the floor. She landed on her left leg and another spike of pain drove through her. The alien stopped shaking its left arm and stalked over, grabbing her by the neck and leg and lifting her bodily into the air. It turned and threw her facedown onto the bed.

      Cam let the momentum of the alien’s throw bounce her off the bed and over the side. She hit the floor, her left leg again buckling in pain. Something under the bed caught her attention. As she crouched, the cold air on the floor revitalized her, filling her with strange energy as she reached under the bed and picked up what might be her only hope.

      Breathing in the cold air, the lights became over-bright and her breath quickened. Coiled tension hummed in her arms. The alien stalked around the bed, both hands wide and threatening.

      There was no artifice this time. It stepped forward and swung a powerful right fist towards her head. She raised her left arm to block the strike, and stepped in close, lunging at the alien’s neck. The scalpel blade in her right hand flashed and drew a gaping mouth across its neck. She followed with a quick slash across its right arm, hoping to sever vital tendons.

      The alien howled and staggered back. Cam pressed her advantage, slashing at whatever she could reach. Two, three, four slashes opened up across the alien’s chest as Cam drove it back against the bed. The alien made a desperate lunge, screaming in rage. Cam met its lunge with her own and spiked the scalpel into the alien’s eye. The alien arched back in pain, and Cam kept on, slamming the back of its head onto the bed.

      Pinning the alien down, she reached down and palmed the control panel, willing the bed to hold the alien. The bed flowed up, engulfing its head and silencing the creature. Cam jerked out her blade and stepped back. With great satisfaction she watched it twitch and jitter, futile arms too long to reach the control panel.

      The alien reached for her, but she stepped back, out of its grasp and breathing heavily of the cold air to restore herself. She looked at the alien, wondering what it was thinking now. Thinking of all her fallen comrades, a cold rage surfaced. This thing tortured her, changed her body, experimented on her, and Jonesy, and who knows how many others. A helpless Ringhead was a new and enjoyable experience for her. She aimed her foot at one of its flailing arms and kicked solidly, hearing the crunch with great satisfaction. She immobilized the second arm with another kick and leaned over it.

      “This is for everyone you ever hurt,” she whispered as she plunged her weapon into its belly. The alien twisted in pain and she grinned in triumph as she felt the cold blood running down her arm. She dragged the knife across its body with renewed strength, spilling blood and innards onto the floor grates. The alien spasmed. She whipped the blade out and slashed it across its neck. Skin parted and she used the blade to saw back and forth, cutting tendons and muscles until she reached the spinal column and plunged her blade in. The alien twitched once and collapsed.

      Cam panted, standing over the alien, covered in gore and slime. She closed her eyes for a moment and the fury that fueled her moments before drained, leaving her empty. Cam opened her eyes and the creature she had flayed had stopped twitching. Now horror seeped into her. I have to get out of here.
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      Cam bolted into the hall through the open door. The last time she had seen Jonesy he was being taken to the right. She moved in that direction, loping along in the light gravity. The curvature of the hallway let her see ten meters ahead. At the next door she stopped. As with her door, a round control panel sat to the right. The panel glowed brighter as she brought her hand up.

      Pressing a hand green with gore against the panel she accessed the door. Once again an image superimposed on her regular vision. Another man, not Jonesy. An icy weight dropped into her stomach. The man in this room was suspended in familiar gel. His legs were gone below mid thigh, and his skull flayed open. Instruments poked into his exposed brain. She dropped her hand off the panel and collapsed to one knee, vomiting. She turned and looked down the hallway at the other closed doors. How many have they taken?

      Cam ran to the next door. This time she found Jonesy, the image showed him secured to a bed identical to hers. She could feel the alien blood beginning to dry and crust on her fingers as she accessed the control panel. She pictured the door opening in her mind, willing it to happen. The door slid up, revealing Jonesy, pinned to the bed.

      His right arm ended in a stump. Puckered scar tissue covered his amputation, midway between shoulder and elbow. Weeping, Cam palmed the control panel and again found that their technology responded to her needs. She touched the bed controls to free Jonesy, then pawed at her eyes, wiping away tears, blood and grime.

      “Jonesy,” she barked. “Wake up, we gotta get out of here!”

      Jonesy’s eyes fluttered as she lifted him off the bed. She collapsed under his weight as she struggled to lower him to the floor.

      “LT?” Jonesy’s eyes were unfocused and fluttering.

      “Jonesy! We have to go! Now!”

      His eyes opened and he looked around. He brought his right arm up to his face, staring dismally at the stump. “Fuck me.”

      When he found Cam’s face his eyes snapped open and he began flailing, kicking his legs to push himself away from her.

      “Fuck you! No! Get away!”

      Cam pinned him down. “Stop! It's me! It's Cam! Calm down!”

      Wide, panicked eyes roamed over her face. Jonesy kept trying to twist away from her grip.

      “Dammit, button it up!” Cam stood up and grabbed him under the arms, hauling his larger mass easily. “Stand fast, Corporal!”

      Once on his feet, she let go. Jonesy staggered yet stayed upright. His gaze kept flickering between her face and then back to the alien lab. His eyes drifted up and took in the implements dangling above them. “LT? What did they do to me? What the hell did they do to you?”

      “I don't know, but we’re naked and alone on an alien ship. I need you to get your shit together and figure us a way home.”

      His eyes dropped, and his head jerked back up to make eye contact with her. He might have been blushing. Cam couldn’t tell. His skin already looked ruddy in the cold air. His eyes hardened and he stood a little straighter, “You’re on, boss. Let’s get out of here.”
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      Jonesy stumbled to the door and stood there panting from the exertion. Cam waited for him to catch his breath and peered into the corridor. Undulating alien walls and floors stretched before them, bathed in eldritch light. Other than the quiet rumble of the engines, there was no sign of activity. Cam wrapped her left arm around Jonesy’s chest to support him, and held her knife out as they advanced into the hall. He shivered in the cool air.

      “We have to find a shuttle bay, or take over the bridge,” Cam said. “Did you see anything like that when they brought you on board?”

      He shook his head. His brow furrowed in its familiar way, “The lab is this way,” pointing to the right. “Let's try the other way.” His recall was better than hers. Cam didn’t remember the lab. Or maybe she just didn’t want to. Later.

      They made their way awkwardly, Cam’s leg hurting a bit from the wound the alien inflicted and Jonesy still a bit wobbly. They passed Cam’s open door and Jonesy sucked in a breath, seeing the carnage inside.

      “Holy shit….” he breathed.

      Lurid alien gore dripped from the walls. The alien hung off the bed, dark green entrails glistening obscenely where Cam had gutted him.

      “Close the door,” Cam said. “We can’t risk him being found. Hit the round panel next to the door.”

      Jonesy hit the panel with his left hand. Nothing happened. He hit it again. Cam scooted around him and slammed her palm against the panel. With equal parts dismay and relief, she watched the display engage and the door slide shut. She concentrated on the hallways and imagined zooming out. In her mind, images whirled by, too fast for her to process. Cam staggered and dropped her palm from the display. Dammit.

      Cam dragged in a long breath, trying to focus. What did they need? A ship, guns, and clothes. She looked down at herself, her skin tinged violet in the dim corridor light. Yeah, clothes would be good.

      “What was that?”

      Cam looked up at Jonesy. “What was what?”

      “You got the door to close. How did you do that? It’s not a mechanical switch. How did you make it work?”

      Cam shook her head. “I don’t… I don’t know.”

      She told him how she escaped her room, and how she found him and the other dead man. Jonesy’s eyes lost focus as he considered what was happening. His gaze dropped to the blue skin of her arm supporting him, and then to the stump of his right arm. Cam’s intuition hinted at a yawning chasm threatening to pull her down, but she held her breath, waiting for Jonesy to speak.

      Jonesy looked at the crusted palm print she had left on the display, and turned to look at her again, slowly taking in her freakish state.

      “How’s your leg?”

      “What?”

      “Your leg. Looks like you took a nasty hit there. How is it?”

      Cam saw the crusted gore on her left thigh where the robot arm had stabbed her. Nothing seemed to be hurting in this frigid air, though. She wiped away the blood and found nothing but intact blue skin beneath. When she pushed on the spot gently she winced at the pain, but it wasn’t as bad as she expected.

      Jonesy’s eyebrows popped up. He turned his attention to the empty hallway. Cam waited for him to say something about her but Jonesy merely said, “Let’s keep going.”

      He eased out from under her arm, and began making his own way down the hall, falling into the familiar role of point man. Another wary twenty meters down the hall they found a branching passage to their right and a ladder going through the ceiling and the floor. Jonesy began checking the walls near the intersection, running his hand along the strange nodules that sprouted from the conduits. His amputated arm waved futilely as he searched, and he kept shifting his body to allow his left arm to do the work.

      Cam rolled back and forth on the balls of her feet, pushing lightly into the smooth floor. The cool metal felt good, like it was sending a charge up through her calves. She flexed her legs, feeling like she could leap up on the wall and climb the rest of the way. Before she could try it though, Jonesy smacked the wall, startling her.

      He pushed and pulled at various points, mumbling under his breath, exhaling mist as he spoke. Next to the ladder, he located another circular panel.

      He put his hand on it, and waited a beat. “Nothing. You try it.”

      Gritting her teeth, Cam reached for it.

      In the space between heartbeats, she was transported, viewing the ship from the Earth’s atmosphere. She was dwarfed by the vast emptiness surrounding the ship as it hovered above the clouds. She didn’t see stars or planets. Not dark enough. Abruptly, her head jerked as vertigo brought acidic bile to the back of her throat. Biting back her nausea, she focused on the ship. The image shifted, pushing her through the hull of the ship like a ghost.

      Panting through her teeth, “I can see the ship’s interior.”

      Jonesy grunted, “Good. What can you tell me? Can you tell where we are on it?” From the sound of his voice, she could tell he was facing away from her, teeth chattering, keeping watch.

      The ship was massive. Far larger than any of the jumpships they’d seen on earth so far. If she was to guess, larger than anything ever built by humans. A massive central core, with radiating arms on multiple levels. The frame of the ship bulged and thinned in areas. What looked like reservoir tanks and storage pods dotted the silhouette at regular intervals. Several lifts ran through the central axis. At the top of the core, she saw something like a communications array.

      Cam exhaled sharply, stunned by the size of this vessel. This might not even be the largest in the alien armada. And she believed sincerely there had to be an armada despite the lack of intel on it. With their luck, she and Jonesy were stuck on some kind of research vessel, lab rats for the Ringheads. This was beyond anything she could have imagined. Before despair could suck her down its familiar hole, she breathed in again, and concentrated on finding something familiar.

      “It’s huge, Jonesy. We’ve never seen anything this big!” Her eyes traced blindly around the corridor, seeing only the massive alien vessel.

      “Ok, slow it down. Focus. Look for anything that can help us. Is there another ship we can get to? Can you see a weapons locker?”

      Cam closed her eyes and the display panned, slowing on the engine room at the bottom of the core. Not the docking bay, but still useful. Cam stayed there for a long moment, altering the view point from birds-eye to moving through the engine room. Here the aliens were so close, they almost brushed by her virtual presence as they worked. She had to remind herself that she wasn’t really there to quell the urge to bolt.

      She counted, two, four, six, eight….when she got to eleven, she zoomed back out. Too many to take the engine room. C’mon, c’mon...where’s the garage on this thing?

      A short way from the engine room she saw it. The familiar silhouette of a Ringhead jumpship, secured in a small docking bay.

      Hope soared in her chest. “There’s a jumpship! We can take the central lift to--”

      “F- f- fuck it,” Jonesy broke in, “I’ll s- set- settle for c- cl- clothes. I d-don’t suppose th- these m- mon- monsters have a  lock- locker r- r- room?”

      Cam reached out, still seeing the ship, and groped for his shoulder and felt him trembling. Nausea threatened to overtake her again as she began her ghost-like jump along the ship, searching for some kind of reference point.

      This time, she found it.

      Halfway up the ship, a section with a regular distribution of identical rooms. A brig? She focused closer and ended up looking at the back of her own head. Next to her, Jonesy crouched on the floor, rubbing his chest to keep warm. Cam looked at him with concern. He was looking worse than when she nabbed him from the room, his complexion ashy under his normal dark skin tone. His teeth chattered and Cam recognized her own uncomfortable guilt from feeling remarkably good at this icy temperature. She needed to get Jonesy to a warmer spot.

      A quick scan of this section showed another Ringhead two levels above them. One of the rooms on their level was larger than the others and showed promise. She took her hand off the panel and felt her stomach drop again as she came back to the corridor.

      “Come on, this level is clear and we need to get to the other side.”
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      This room is a dumpster. Piles of clothing and gear from dozens of people littered the floor. A haphazard array of rifles hung on the near wall. Towards the back, several open containers smelled of spoiling meat. Cam tried not to look towards the back of the room.

      Cam sorted through the clothes and gear, pulling out a patchwork of Dubs, USMC, and Sino-Sov uniforms for them. Jonesy pulled the rifles down, moving at half his usual speed, picking out the ones with a decent charge remaining. Cam refrained from helping Jonesy, instead concentrating on finding each of them a pistol.

      “We’ve got three plasma rifles with a decent charge here.” He strapped one across his chest and passed the others to her. Cam held up four pistols triumphantly in response.

      “What do you think happens if we fire these in here? If we miss?” She looked at the walls around them, trying to picture the endless hard vacuum that surrounded them.

      “I don’t miss.”

      “Lefty?”

      “Even lefty.”

      Jonesy ripped into a survival kit with his teeth and passed her a food bar as he devoured one himself. Cam watched Jonesy struggle to properly holster his pistols. She hated seeing him in this state. Of course, being Jonesy, he didn’t complain.

      Cam pocketed the signal flares from the kit as well as the meds. As he finished eating Jonesy tongued a stim tab. Cam watched the color in his face flush back, saw his pupils enlarge as the drug jacked up his ravaged system. He shouldered a small pack with more scavenged supplies.

      She palmed another control panel and re-confirmed the locations of the Ringheads.

      “We go down the central lift and we can get to the jumpship. But from here to there we’ll have to avoid several Ringheads.”

      “Which kind?”

      “Take your pick. They’re all pretty terrible,” Despite her flippant response, Cam thought about it and counted mentally. “One scientist, ten grunts.”

      “Ok, our best bet is to keep a low profile as far as we can. The only way we’re getting out of here is that docking bay, assuming we can actually fly the jumpship,” He jammed his pistol into the front of his pants and slung the rifle to his left side. “Let me take point from here, we have to make sure you--”

      His head jerked up. Jonesy side stepped to the left side of the door and paused, listening. He risked a quick look into the hallway.

      “They’re here,” he whispered. “Not on us yet, but they’re on this deck. I count three, all Hunters. They just got off the lift and they’re headed to check our cells.”

      “Can we break for the lift?”

      Jonesy’s lips pulled down into a frown. “Negative. There’s no cover in the hallway. Plus, the hall is probably circular, which would make it too easy for them to get behind us.”

      Cam hopped to and slid her hand over the display. The dizzy feeling didn’t last long this time, and to her distress, she watched the lift open again and two more grunts get off. Jonesy turned to her and she could feel the shared dread and spike of adrenaline as they prepared to face five Hunter Ringheads.

      Jonesy adjusted his rifle, his movements simultaneously smooth and awkward as he braced for close quarters combat. She flattened herself on the opposite side of the door and mirrored his stance. She ran her fingers over the plasma rifle, acquainting her hands with the feel of smooth barrel and the trigger pull.

      From the doorway they had a clear view down the central hallway running past the lifts. From her side of the door she could cover the right-hand branch, and Jonesy could cover the left. She was about to reach up for the control panel and check on the Ringheads’ position when loud, clattering footfalls began echoing through the hallway.
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      Jonesy crouched against the doorframe, keeping his profile to the absolute minimum to cover the hallway that led directly to them. Even with the pounding footsteps echoing around them, his enhanced ears told him the absolute truth: the Ringheads were headed down the central corridor. Which was a good thing because his stump of a right arm was doing piss-all to help stabilize his rifle. Any second now…

      He glanced quickly at Cam, or, what Cam had become. He felt sure the LT was in there, otherwise she wouldn’t be helping him try to escape. Yet seeing her like this, her skin blue, strong enough to take down a Ringhead with just a knife…it all sent his hind brain into high alert. Jonesy fell back on his training.

      Assess risks.

      Ringheads = wolves.

      Cam = wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      Jonesy = sheep.

      Conclusion = risk on all sides.

      His active imagination already had a working theory about what the aliens were trying to do with them...maybe successfully with the LT. Knowing Cam as he did, she was probably bulling ahead without a lot of thought to her situation.

      While he was dressed in two sets of fatigues topped with Sino-Sov furs, she was dressed like they were in the tropics. She’d grumbled and ripped off the sleeves and neckline of her uniform, turning it into a muscle tank. She’d torn the legs off her uniform for a set of cargo shorts. He’d inhaled two food bars, and his stomach was still growling, while she had barely touched hers.

      No question, the scientist had changed her, made her like them. And of course, her ability to use the alien tech was at once a tantalizing asset and mind-bogglingly frightening.

      So he kept his focus wide, keeping her in his periphery at all times. It felt like betrayal, to treat her like this, but if she turned on him, he wasn’t about to get caught out. He pondered if he would be able to take the shot, and then another part of his mind wondered what it would take to drop her. In any case, the Cam he knew would want him to try.

      His mantra, the thing that kept him alive when the shit hit the fan, was first things first. First survive the Ringheads attacking them, then worry about how much of the LT was left in that changed blue body.

      “Here they come, right down the chute.”

      Cam nodded, “Hold your fire until they’re all visible. Let’s not lose track of any of them.”

      The Ringheads appeared at the far end of the corridor. By the time the first one reached the lift, the last one rounded the corner. Jonesy tightened his grip as best he could on the rifle, wedging it against the doorframe. “Now?”

      “Drop it.”

      As one they fired, pouring rounds into the first Ringhead. The alien crumpled under the assault, dropping to one knee. The other Ringheads ran towards them, roaring in their strange way. The lead Ringhead stood up, arms braced in front of it as a shield. Jonesy battered it with plasma blasts, but its arms were protecting the neck area he was aiming for. This isn’t going to work.

      As they continued firing on the first alien, he saw one of the others opening a panel in the wall across from the lift entrance. It pulled a weapon out of the open panel.

      “LT, take those fuckers in the rear!”

      As he kept pounding fire into the lead alien, Cam switched targets, forcing the others to bob and weave. She managed to bullseye one of the alien weapons, causing it to erupt in a shower of blinding sparks.

      As always, the firefight took place below his wrist, dispensing scorching plasma as naturally as water flowing downhill. His mind became detached, analyzing their position even as the fight raged around them. He kept an ear on Cam, paying attention to her breathing--a little fast, which was normal for her in battle. So that much hadn’t changed.

      The gun was getting hot against his face as he continued firing on the lead Ringhead. The incessant chatter of the rifle filled the air around them with the noise of joyful destruction. Just for kicks he dropped his aim and took out one of its knees. Its leg collapsed but the alien stayed up, still with its arms braced protectively. Damn, these things are disciplined.

      They couldn't afford to waste resources on this crap. They had started with low reserves to begin with, and if they hoped to make it off this ship they were going to need more than they had. Down range, he watched one of the aliens lean on the panel coming out of the wall and rip it off its moorings. Well, crap. It pulled another weapon out of the locker and began advancing down the hall, using the panel as a riot shield. Behind it, Jonesy could make out the others arming themselves.

      “LT! This is going sideways fast!”

      The lead Ringhead finally collapsed under the sustained fire and landed in a smoking heap on the deck. The four others took up positions along the walls and began firing energy blasts into their position. The sound of gunfire swelled as crackling bolts poured into the doorway, scorching the floor and walls around them. He ducked out of the line of fire, looked over and saw Cam had pulled back as well. She seemed to be holding it together. And the Ringheads were shooting at her as much as him. So that’s a good sign -- so to speak.

      He risked a look out the door in time to see one of the Ringheads plant itself in the center of the hallway with the biggest rifle Jonesy had ever seen. “Cover!” He ducked back in and watched an enormous arc of electricity hammer through the door like a lightning strike. Jonesy felt his hair stand on end, and his face sunburning in the white hot light. The piles of clothes caught fire and began belching smoke into the room. Yeah, this shit needs to end, now.

      “Not good! LT! Get the other rifles! Pull all the charge packs!”

      They made eye contact through the hail of weapons fire. “On it! Slow them down!”

      Jonesy slid down to the floor, to reduce his profile even more, firing prone. Between their cover and tough hides, he doubted he did much to them, but he kept the rifle going. Return fire hammered the doorframe, showering him with molten sparks, the smell of ozone, and the acrid scent of his own burning hair. Tendrils of smoke from molten craters in the walls and floor obscured his view of the hallway. From the corner of his eye he could see Cam going through the gear, frantic, yanking packs. Down the hallway, he barely made out the last Ringhead slowly backing away.

      “Running low! We gotta do it now! They’re moving to flank!”

      Cam ripped off one of her rifles, unclipped the strap, and kicked it across the floor to him. A moment later she slid back into position on the doorframe with her rifle up, adding to the firefight.

      “Pour it on!” she yelled.

      He picked up the new rifle and squeezed the trigger down to full auto, turning the corridor into a blazing inferno of ionized gas. The glow of super-heated gas overpowered the alien lighting, casting the hallway in stark orange light. Alarms began blaring as fire suppression systems kicked in, spewing foam over everything in sight.

      “Now!”

      Cam dropped her rifle and picked up the small bundle, a dozen or so charge packs tied together with a rifle strap. She stepped back and tossed it underhand into the hallway.

      Jonesy’s vision narrowed to a tunnel that ended at the charge packs. Time slowed as his eyes tracked the arc of the package sailing down the hallway. The trajectory was long, flattened by the low gravity they were fighting in, but his eyes followed it and matched it perfectly through his sights. It floated gently through the suppression foam, finding a spot midair between all four Ringheads. He pulled the trigger.

      The explosion rung the ship like a bell, making the floor buck like a wild animal. Confined to the hallway, the concussion wave threw the Ringheads to the walls and crushed them to pulp. Jonesy watched the wave race towards them, a raging wall of fire and destruction. Not one of my bett--

      The shock wave picked them up and flung them into the back wall as tongues of flame licked in through the door. The bone-jarring impact kicked him in the back and nearly knocked him out, despite the stim tab. They slid to the floor, gasping for breath.

      Jonesy watched as the decking popped from the stress of the blast. The floor felt loose, wobbly beneath. No, that couldn’t be right. It was his legs that were wobbly. Jonesy rolled up onto his knees, shaking his head to clear it. Ow.

      He couldn’t hear a damn thing right now, not even the alarm klaxons from earlier. He tried to get up, but the floor kept moving, making it hard to balance. He blinked rapidly, still punch drunk from the explosion. He settled for crawling across the bucking floor to retrieve his rifle, keeping Cam in the corner of his vision. He found the comforting grip of the rifle buried under the fire foam.

      Jonesy army-crawled to a wall, moving like a crippled slug. At last he scooted up, resting his back against a wall. The wall didn’t seem to be moving. That was good. He petted the rifle, the one thing he could trust in this alien landscape. As he continued his deep gulps of the smoky air, he coughed and his ears seemed clear out. He could hear the ship’s alarms now.

      Cam was shaking off the impact as well, and faster. She stood, a rueful smile on her face as she looked at him. “Not one of your better--”

      “Yeah, yeah. We’re still alive, aren’t we?” Jonesy envied her ability to stand upright. He wasn’t there yet.

      They shared a glance for a moment, memories of prior fucked up battles flashing between them in that gaze. He chuckled and shook his head, finally attempting to stand. He leaned heavily against the wall and the floor felt solid once more beneath his feet. Progress. “All right, let’s get moving. With any luck we didn’t slag the weapons locker in the hallway.” Cam grinned and began collecting the rest of their supplies.
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      The door had shut.

      Neither of them had seen it happen, but it had likely shut automatically when the charge packs detonated. For all they knew there was nothing but molten metal on the other side of the door.

      For five minutes now Cam had been standing at the door, trying to open it with the control panel. It might be stuck. It might have been locked down. Maybe she was faking, stalling for time. Fucking aliens, who knew? Either way, he needed a way out of the room.

      “How many left on the ship?”

      Cam frowned, her eyes darting up and down. “A dozen or more. It’s hard to count with them all running around.”

      “So much for sneaking out of here.”

      “It looks like they’re staying off this level.” She put her hand on the door. “I don’t think there’s a fire out there. I think we breached the hull.”

      He looked around the room again, hoping to spot something he had missed before, “No other way out of here? For sure?”

      Cam shook her head. Jonesy continued walking the perimeter of the room. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the LT now, and a little distance didn’t hurt.

      The walls of the room sounded like metal when he rapped with his knuckles, but it didn’t look like any metal he knew. The dark finish had an odd sheen to it that looked oily, almost organic. As in the hallway, conduits snaked about the walls in no discernable pattern. He found that pulling on them was useless as they were somehow welded securely to the walls.

      “Toss me another stim, I’m going to take a look.”

      Cam brought him the packet, “Are you sure?”

      “We got another play here?”

      She frowned and handed him the tab. As the drug dissolved he felt his skin flush hot all over his body. The throbbing ache in his back, the burns to his hands and face, all his pain melted away in the warm bath of endorphins. Two in an hour. He was going to pay for this one--especially with what he was about to do.

      Jonesy closed his eyes, concentrating. The first bit always hurt the most. He opened his eyes and even with the stim he still dropped to one knee as pain lanced through his right eye. Tears welled up and ran down his cheeks as he struggled to keep his eyes open.

      His breath coming in ragged gasps, he looked up and scanned the room again, seeing a cacophony of wavelengths through his cybernetic eye. Strange radiation patterns assaulted his vision as he looked for a solution to this locked room dilemma. Pulsing yellow energy ran through the conduits, throbbing like a heartbeat. He could see stresses in the walls and floors. The explosion had twisted the structure of the deck, bent this room out of shape. Thermal gradients showed the cold vacuum on the other side of the door, as well as their air leaking out through microcracks in the walls.

      In the far corner of the room, Jonesy spotted something promising. “Let’s try over there,” he said as he looked back to Cam, and felt his stomach flip over. He closed his eyes and went to his hands and knees, shutting down his implant. The pain through his eye began fading as he threw up the food bars he had eaten. The bile bit his tongue as he wiped his mouth, trying to drive the vision of Cam glowing in mottled yellow and blue out of his head.

      He looked up, careful not to re-engage his implant. Cam stood there, the familiar concerned expression on her face made chilling by the blue tint of her skin. An alien pretending to be human.

      He’d had these episodes before in front of her and he knew she wouldn’t try to touch him while he was in this state. Thank god. He closed his eyes again and spat on the deck, trying to get the sour taste of vomit out of his mouth.

      “Over there,” he pointed without looking up. “See if you can find a panel on that wall.”

      While Cam checked out the back wall, Jonesy took deep breaths and concentrated on not throwing up again. After he collected himself he joined her in the back of the room and found her with both hands on the wall, right where he’d pointed.

      “This is definitely different from the rest of the wall.”

      “But….?”

      “But I can’t figure out what to do with it. I think it opens, but it’s not like the door. I also can’t tell what’s behind it.”

      “Well, we’re out of options and our air is leaking out of here, so door number one is going to have to do.”

      Jonesy rechecked his rifle while Cam kept at it. It was a standard US Marine Infantry plasma rifle, very serviceable, if a little boring. His own gear he liked to spice up a little. The charge pack stood at 50%. He could see that Cam’s was near the same level. Thankfully the pistols were still in reserve. He had a bad feeling that they would be counting on those very soon.

      Cam ran her hands along the seam of the shape he’d spotted in the wall. As her hands came down one side, her arm glowed faint blue for a split second. She jerked her hand back and turned to look at him. “You saw that too, right?”

      He nodded and instantly regretted the movement. His head still felt fragile. “Try like you do with the door control, but on that spot.”

      She put her hand back on the wall, and her arm glowed again. As she closed her eyes to concentrate, the glowing intensified. Her brow knitted, and the glowing expanded to the wall in the shape of the panel. The outline of the panel completed and it separated from the wall with a hiss of air, sliding outward.

      Cam dropped her arm and opened her eyes. When she turned to look at him, her eyes were blank, staring at him and devoid of expression. Jonesy took a step back, dropping his hand to the pistol at his side. His mind reflexively played a nightmare scenario of being locked in a cage with an angry bear.

      “LT?”

      She took a step towards him, eyes unblinking. Her head scanned him up and down, apparently sizing him up as she took another slow step. Jonesy kept backing up, shuffling his feet as he went. His headache made it hard to concentrate. Sweat sprang up on his neck and hands, making the pistol grip slick. He couldn’t remember if there was anything on the ground behind him, or how far it was to the opposite wall.

      “Cam!”

      She took another halting step, leaning forward like a broken marionette. Her head dropped down, and when it came back up, her neck looked odd and disjointed. In fact her neck moved like-- Oh, fuck. NotCam straightened up and began stalking towards him, all traces of humanity gone like a match in a windstorm. Her jaw hinged open hugely, baring fangs as she roared.

      He snapped his arm up with the pistol. As he drew the front sight caught on his belt, twisting the gun as he brought it to bear on her. He squeezed the trigger, and knew his aim was off. NotCam was five feet from him now, and as the pistol report sounded he backed into the far wall.

      “Owwhatthefuckwasthat?!” Cam dropped to the floor, clutching her abdomen, a confused expression on her face.

      Jonesy tried to press himself into the wall, keeping his pistol trained on Cam. “What the hell is going on?! LT!? Are you in there!?”

      Cam stayed on the ground, pressing on her wound, looking back to the open panel, and then up to him, still with the confused expression on her face. Jonesy watched her face crumple as the horrifying realization hit her, leaving her weeping on the floor.

      “What’s happening to me?” Cam began to cry, ugly gulping sounds.

      Jonesy slid to the ground and sat with his back to the wall, his gun hand propped up on his knee. His nerves jittered like bare wires. He was crashing from the adrenaline again, leaving him bone-weary and spent. God, I need to sleep.

      But he couldn’t close his eyes, because right in front of him, he watched Cam’s green blood spill out of her gut wound. Sweet Jesus. As his heart continued to pound, her wound sealed, but not before her body expelled the pistol round. Note to self, shitty SinoSov pistols don’t work on the aliens. Better upgrade these puppies.

      Cam looked at him, distraught, her face wet with tears. He leaned his head back on the wall, letting his eyes drift half-closed. Cam remained kneeling on the floor, hugging herself and rocking back and forth, moaning now. It didn’t matter. Their air was running out. In a few moments, all this would be decided for them if they didn’t move.

      Fortune favors the bold. He stood, keeping his back to the wall. He paused as he came to his full height. His vision was still a little blurry around the edges, and his headache was now threatening to pound its way through the back of his eyes. It had been less than an hour since the LT pulled him off the bed, but he felt like he’d just run two consecutive marathons. Home stretch.

      He strode over to Cam and prodded her shoulder with his toe. He kept the gun up and trained on the back of her head. “C’mon, LT. Get up. We’re leaving.”

      When she remained immobile on the floor, Jonesy sighed. What the hell, he would die here if he didn’t get out anyway. He tucked away the pistol, grabbed her under an arm, and hauled her up. Oof. She weighed a ton. Her skin was dry and pebbly, like leather, and she seemed much denser than she should be. He put his back into it and tried to get her to half standing. Thank god she stood up the rest of the way on her own before he fell over, ass over teakettle.

      “Alvarez. If we stay here, we’re going to asphyxiate in a few minutes. If I’m going to die, I’m going to take out as many Ringheads on this ship as I can. I’m not going to die like this, suffocating in a damned box. Let’s go.” His voice started escalating at the end, each word a bullet between them.

      She swallowed, then gave a short nod. He marched her towards the open panel in the wall.

      They considered the open panel and the open crawl space behind it.

      "The jumpship is five decks down, right?”

      Cam nodded.

      "Ok, let's get going." He waved with the pistol, inviting Cam into the opening first. "Hate yourself later, get off the alien spaceship now."
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      The sight of Camp Glenn stung. The sight of the sprawling base with its blocky beige buildings used to fill him with the happy anticipation of seeing the love of his life. That all changed when the Colonel informed him Cam hadn’t made it back from Segovia.

      In the week since the revelation, Keenan hadn’t slept much. Nothing seemed real. When he tried to lie down, memories burned against his eyelids, adrenaline pounding in his brain forcing him up. The man who looked out from the mirror bore little resemblance to the photos by his bed. His brown hair, normally unkempt as it was, had gotten shaggy. He rarely remembered to shave. His green eyes were so sunken that they looked bruised.

      If Phillips hadn’t ordered him back down to base, he would have come anyway. Stupid, he knew, since Cam wasn’t there, but he wanted to feel closer to her.

      Keenan heard the stalwart Dr. Beaufort mumbling under her breath behind him. He guessed she was none too pleased with the pace he set, dragging them down from the Yukon cold weather training station. But she hadn’t said a word of complaint to him.

      They’d both lost so much since the Ringheads arrival. Now when he looked in the mirror, he saw the same thousand yard stare on his own face that Beaufort wore the first time he’d picked her up from McMurdo Station in Antarctica.

      One look at his face when he’d gone to fetch her, and she hustled to pack her gear without a word. Kekoa, who’d been with him to hell and back treated him with kid gloves. The easy going islander often fell silent at the sight the thunderclouds brewing on Keenan’s face. It made him feel like shit nd he was having a hard time keeping a lid on his anger. It sometimes overflowed--he couldn’t help it. Every time he saw the hesitation in Kekoa’s eyes, he bit his tongue to keep from snarling.

      At least now that they were at Camp Glenn, he figured people would stop tiptoeing around it. Someone would say her name. She’d be real and not a cautionary tale or nightmare no one wanted to talk about because they feared for their own mortality.

      Keenan needed to be around people who knew her and wouldn’t pretend they couldn’t talk about her. He just wanted to hear someone say her name and share something about her. Cam. Camila. Camila Alvarez. And if he’d just been a bit quicker … Camila Flynn.

      That maglev ride had been hell. The drive up the mountains the rest of the way from Reno had been even worse. Bells had offered to drive, but Keenan knew he wasn’t going to sleep anyway. So the rest of them had sacked out and he’d been left with his own thoughts and memories to churn as he babysat the vehicle through the twisty mountain roads carved into the Sierras.

      As he grabbed his kit and stepped away from the vehicle, the late spring weather brought a sweat to his forehead. Here in the mountains the locals probably found it chilly, as evidenced by the number of long coats he’d seen on the drive here. But after a year in the Yukon, everything was sensory overload. Too much sun and heat, too much color, too much terrain, too many smells. The heat pressed in on him from all directions, forcing him to move forward and confront his reality--he was here at Camp Glenn but Cam wasn’t and she never would be again.

      Keenan slowed as he approached the ramp to the main entrance, his body taut with impatience as he turned to glare at Beaufort. She dropped her bag to the ground, creating a puff of arid desert dust. She wiped her forehead and tucked a loose strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “I’d forgotten how hot this place is!”

      He clamped down the angry words that rose to his lips. It was a fucking desert, what did she expect? Keenan inhaled deeply, reminding himself that the earnest scientist didn’t deserve his anger.

      Bells strode up, her athletic frame towering over Beaufort. “This ain’t nothing Doc! Just wait till summer!” She gave a snort of laughter and a grin, her teeth a feral flash of white against her onyx skin.

      Her cheerfulness, normally endearing, now grated. He turned to look for the other two members of his contingent. Kekoa and Bennett humped the remaining gear, the shorter Kekoa taking the brunt of the heavy equipment with his cybernetic legs.

      Bells bounded up to the entry gate, her long strides eating up the walkway. “Hestia, we’re home!” she said as she waved her bracelet at the scanner and the speaker crackled to life.

      “Greetings, Corporal Chan.”

      Keenan stepped to the scanner and smacked his bracelet against it. “Hestia, I have Dr. Beaufort with me, please notify Colonel Phillips we have arrived.”

      There was a short pause as the base AI no doubt searched for the Colonel.

      A moment later, “Yes, Lieutenant Flynn, please escort Dr. Beaufort to the main lab in the lower levels. Colonel Phillips will meet you there in 10 minutes.”

      Keenan turned to Bells. “Get the gear unloaded. I’ll get Doc down to the lab.”

      She nodded, her dark curls bobbing with the movement. “Sure thing, boss. I’m starving too so you can find us in the mess hall after.” She turned to head into the bowels of the enormous base. “C’mon fellas! Coffee and bacon are on me!”

      Bennett took off his black cap and ran his fingers over his closely shaved skull before tagging in and scooping up his rucksack and gear. Kekoa grumbled a bit, dropped all the gear but his ruck and then tagged in with a quick swipe. “See ya later, Doc!” He scooped all the bags and made a beeline for the mess hall, leaving a trail of dust in his wake.

      Keenan drew in a deep breath before exhaling slowly and reminding himself that she wasn’t here. Cam’s not here. She’s gone.

      That grim thought must have bled through to his face because Beaufort, ever direct, placed a hand on his forearm. “Are you alright, Keenan?”

      He shook his head. “No, doc. I’m not. But the Colonel is waiting.” Keenan gave her hand a squeeze in thank you and escorted her into the entryway. Mission first. Questions for Phillips burned inside him like a hot coal. His grieving would have to wait just a bit longer.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Abbé appeared just as Keenan remembered from their voyage years ago to the Arctic Circle, energetic and fast moving like a vid played at 1.5x speed. The scientist’s hands gestured constantly, his features tugged into a frown. His mood certainly hadn’t gotten sunnier despite his time here in the desert climate. He merely grunted at Keenan in greeting.

      For Dr. Beaufort though, the dour little man gave an effusive hug and European air kisses, followed by a rapid-fire exchange in French between the two. Figures.

      Phillips walked in and made a beeline for Keenan.

      Years of habit pulled Keenan out of his funk as he stood at attention and snapped off a crisp salute. “Sir.”

      Phillips returned the salute and pulled him away from the scientists. “Son, I know you must have some questions.”

      Keenan looked into those searching blue eyes, and gave a small shake of his head. Now that he faced the Colonel, he slumped, finding himself at a loss. “I don’t even know where to start, sir.”

      The Colonel pursed his lips as if holding back his words. Finally he seemed to come to some decision. “Mack was the only one who made it back. He’s probably got more answers for you than anyone else about how it went down.”

      Keenan nodded, mentally searching to place a face to that name.

      Phillips helped him out. “Mack’s back in the field with Kennedy. There’s a lot going down right now. The shit hit the fan with Segovia and we’ve been shoveling ever since.”

      Keenan leaned in a little closer. “More Ringheads?”

      Phillips’ eyes slid to a secured door on the side wall. “Step inside the video room with me, Flynn.”

      Surprised the Colonel would be imparting something that the scientists wouldn’t be privy to, Keenan stepped into the video room with Phillips.

      Rows and rows of screens lined the back wall. Phillips pressed his hand into the scanner and the central row of screens flickered to life from their electronic sleep. Keenan watched in silence, wondering why Phillips thought a video was necessary at this moment.

      Phillips keyed in a few strokes and then turned to Keenan. “None of this leaves the room. Dr. Beaufort is not cleared to see this.”

      Keenan nodded, feeling uncertain. “Understood, sir.”

      Phillips scrubbed a brisk hand over his eyes. “These vids were downloaded from Operation Eagle Eye. When Jonesy needed his sight restored, we had prototypes of the neural networks implanted with his new eyes. It’s not perfect, but when it works, it can give us extremely detailed intel.”

      Keenan’s eyebrows lifted nearly to his hairline. He knew Jonesy well, but had never understood the full extent of his cybernetic implant.

      Phillips spoke more rapidly now, as if finding the right cadence to deliver this information. “Dr. Abbé decoded this after Mack returned. We’ve had no further transmissions since then. Only Abbé, Gunny, and I have seen this. And now, you.” He took a breath. “You’d better sit down, son.”

      His curiosity rising, Keenan took a seat and tipped his chin at the screen. “Ok. Hit me.”

      Phillips swiped two of the central screens and monochrome footage began to play. At first, Keenan couldn’t make out what he was seeing. Shortly though, his eyes began to recognize the sinuous alien lines of the background.

      The seconds dragged on as Keenan watched the feed in stunned silence. At the final bit of footage, hands went cold and clammy. He turned to Phillips with a snarl. “That’s Cam.” His heart pounded and his neck flushed with hot anger and fear. “Where is she? When was this taken?” He was out of the chair but didn’t remember getting up. Adrenaline fueled energy thrummed in his arms and legs.

      Phillips waved him back into the chair and pointed to the bottom corner of the feed where a small series of numbers was displayed. “Abbé thinks this feed is about six hours after last contact in Segovia.”

      A bright flame of hope burned through him and Keenan had to take a calming breath before repeating the latter half part of his question. After some quick mental math, he came to the unpleasant result that two weeks had passed since this footage. “Do you know where she is?”

      Phillips nodded. “Abbé believes she’s here.” He pulled up a holographic map of Antarctica. He spun it slightly before tapping a spot high above the Earth.

      Keenan blinked. “She’s in space?”

      Now Phillips paused and when he spoke, his words came slower. “Abbé manually did the calculations. That’s all we have and it’s two weeks old. We don’t know if she’s still there. But Jonesy’s signal data indicates the last transmission came from somewhere directly above the Needle.”

      Keenan collapsed into the nearest chair, staring at the blurry video frozen on Cam’s face. Her eyes were closed, and she looked like she was strapped upright into some kind of machine. His gut rolled over and fell off a cliff, a wave of helpless, impotent anguish crashing over him. “She’s been going through god only knows what these last two weeks.”

      Phillips laid a firm hand on his shoulder, gripping tightly. “Steady, son. Stay with me here. I need you to keep your head in the game if we’re going to have a chance at bringing her back.”

      Keenan nodded slowly. He looked from the screens into Phillips’ hard gaze. “Yeah. I’ll do whatever it takes to bring her back.”
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      Stepping back into the lab, Keenan saw that Abbé had pulled up a full sized three dimensional rendering of a Ringhead Hunter. Dr. Beaufort was pacing beside it, looking small next to the seven foot long monster. The sight of the alien rekindled the hot anger in his gut. What was Cam suffering through right now? He wasn’t going to be able to sleep tonight.

      Abbé pointed to the claws and elbow spikes, “I have been working on the armor to withstand these, and await data from one the material engineers.”

      Beaufort nodded absently, then tapped and swiped on her tablet. “I confirmed with Corporal Chan that in addition to the softer flesh here at the neck, there is a vulnerable spot here.” Beaufort tapped at the lower belly of the holographic image.

      Remembering that encounter shifted Keenan’s mood and he snorted. “Bells only found that out because she fell under one the first time we encountered those bastards.”

      Looking up, Beaufort’s lips quirked. “She is very resourceful.”

      Keenan approached the Ringhead image and gestured to the claws. “It’s important to stay out of reach of these. They like to gut us with these spikes.” Despite his jangling nerves he kept his voice dispassionate, slipping into the way he talked to his students at the training center. However, unlike his soldiers, these scientists didn’t need to hear about how Ringheads would stab a soldier in the throat and the arterial spray would coat everyone within a five foot radius.

      He cleared his throat. “When they aren’t stabbing us, they crush rib cages, or shake us the way a terrier does with rats.”

      That’s how Cam had gotten hurt before. A Ringhead Hunter had picked her up and squeezed. And kept squeezing. Keenan shook away the awful memories in the medical ward with her afterwards. That’s over now, man. Shut it down. “Our most effective tactic is overwhelming firepower. Plasma rifles only. Concentrated fire to the weak point at the neck.”

      He looked at Abbé. “But I gather they’ve upped their game now, right Doc?”

      Abbé looked startled for a moment, but gave a short nod in response. “Yes, the iceboxes, yes.”

      Keenan hadn’t been on base, but he’d read the after-action reports. “What do you make of it, Doc?”

      Abbé looked over at Dr. Beaufort. “Honoree, I’ve been waiting to go over this with you too.” He pulled up a few more holo displays. Images began to scroll and Keenan recognized them as Segovia.

      Stan zoomed in on an interior shot. “This is the kitchen footage from Sergeant O’Neill’s helmet cam.”

      It was  ripped from Keenan’s nightmares. “What is it, Doc?”

      Stan poked at the image, then gestured at a series of alien structures jutting out of the tiled floor of the kitchen. “These cylinders were found in the kitchen, by the pool, and also over by the lake. They generate a massive freeze effect, chilling the atmosphere around them.”

      Keenan took a moment to process this, the realization settling in his stomach like a cold ball of lead. “Jesus. It’s the Needle.”

      Beaufort gasped, a hand coming up to cover her mouth in distress.

      Stan frowned. “It’s worse than than, Lieutenant--it’s an armory for the Ringheads.”
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        * * *

      

      Keenan leaned against one of the cool walls of the lab, barely listening to Beaufort and Abbé chatter on. Apparently the Ringheads used these cylinders to encase themselves in some kind of super ice armor, making them nearly impossible to kill.

      He’d blooded himself in combat with the Ringheads over the mega monolith dubbed “the Greedle” over in Greenland. He’d lost so many men that day and he would never forget the horrible sensation of severing Kekoa’s legs with the plasma knife.

      Two years later, when he’d found out Cam had nearly died at the hands of another Ringhead, Keenan realized that as bad as losing his own men had been, it was a special kind of agony to watch your love lying pale and still in a hospital bed, each breath hardfought. They’d made it through that and Keenan had started to hope again for a future together. Phillips crushed those hopes two weeks ago.

      Now Cam was back to possibly alive, but captured and being tortured on an alien ship. Oh, and the Ringheads had figured out a way to breach the green zone. The hits kept coming, whipsawing his emotions like an out of control helicopter.His breathing shallowed out. Bad. He needed to pull his shit together, he couldn’t let his team see him fraying like this, not when they all needed him. Keenan concentrated on regaining some control, slowing his breaths before he passed out. The good old standby of inhaling for four counts, holding for four counts, exhaling for four counts. His eyes drifted to half mast, fatigue piling onto him at last.

      As he watched from his spot in the lab, one of the doors slid open to admit a trim blond man in a dark suit. Abbé turned to the newcomer and a sour expression marred his face. “Oh, it’s you, Agent Harding.”

      Keenan found himself amused despite his fatigue. Abbé looked at this new guy like something he’d scraped off the bottom of his shoes.

      Agent Harding ignored Abbé and stroke over to Beaufort. “Dr. Beaufort. Eli Harding, US Liaison for the IWC.” He held out his hand.

      Beaufort peered down her nose at his hand and after a pause, she shook it briefly and then dropped it like a hot rock.

      Huh. That was strange. Keenan had never seen Dr. Beaufort be anything but courteous. First Abbé, now Beaufort. Who was this guy? He studied Harding, seeing a clean-shaven and neatly attired man, maybe a decade older than himself. Not a scientist. Taut and fit, but not in uniform so Keenan ruled out military. What does he do for the IWC?

      Abbé drew a breath and puffed out his chest. “Honoree, Agent Harding has been waiting for you.”

      Beaufort stared at Harding, her normal warmth missing in that gaze. “I had no idea why I was being summoned down.”

      Harding gave her an easy nod and turned to Keenan. “That’s right, Lieutenant Flynn was not cleared for that information.”

      Keenan straightened from the wall. “I’m just following orders, Agent Harding, was it?”

      Abbé snorted, interrupting the brewing tension in the room. “I don’t see why Keenan wouldn’t be cleared seeing as how he recovered the device in the first place!”

      Harding’s nostrils flared in annoyance but his voice was mild. “Nevertheless, I’m going to have to ask the Lieutenant to vacate the lab while Dr. Beaufort and I discuss the reason for her visit.”

      Keenan didn’t know who the fuck this guy thought he was ordering him around, but reined in his surge of temper. He had bigger fish to fry right now, namely, tracking down Mack. He tipped his head to the doctors. “See ya, doc. Catch you later in the mess hall.”

      Beaufort blinked in surprise but gave a slow nod. “Yes, okay. I’ll meet you there, Keenan.”

      With that, Keenan stalked out. It was time for some answers.
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        * * *

      

      With a satisfying click, the latches on his gun case flipped up and Keenan popped open the sleek black case to reveal his babies. Two experimental plasma rifles lay nestled within their foam cutouts. The majority of Keenan’s life as a soldier had been as a rifleman with standard ammo. Now he carried directed energy weapons and he definitely preferred their stopping power. Nothing like a screaming, seven foot tall, blue alien bearing down on you to give you an appreciation for fiery hot plasma bolts.

      Mack had been out on patrol so Keenan had halfheartedly shoveled down some grub at lunchtime while trying to organize his questions into some semblance of order. He’d given up, both on eating and reasoning and decided to hit the range. Beaufort had been a good sport, eating with him in a companionable shared silence. Keenan felt bad, he knew he was lousy company. To his surprise, she asked to join him at the range.

      She hovered near his elbow and pointed at two weapons. “Are they the same?”

      Keenan shook his head and grinned. “Hell, no. This is Unique and this is Monique.”

      She didn’t laugh.

      Keenan sighed. “No, they do look very similar but this one is hotwired to speed the bolt charging. More rapid rate of fire. A little heavier.”

      Keenan lifted the other one out. “This one is a bit lighter, more stopping power but the bolt chamber is smaller so bolt formation takes a fraction longer.”

      Beaufort’s eyes lit up with interest. “Light enough for me to use?”

      Keenan’s mouth curved into a slight smile. He really liked the doc. Her toughness made her a standout in the civilian pool he normally dealt with. She had saved that Marine in Antarctica three years ago, and that was saying something.

      He walked over to the shooting station, and handed Beaufort a set of goggles. “Abbé is always working on stretching the battery life so we don’t come up short in the field. These work pretty well on the Ringheads, or at least they did before this new armor.”

      Keenan made a few swipes at the console and re-set the gallery. A grisly alien replica loomed in front of them on the landscape.

      He checked her stance. Falling into teaching mode felt good. Familiar. Though he rarely had to teach basics like proper rifle form. “Always assume every weapon is loaded. In the case of a plasma rifle, that will be true as well.”

      Beaufort nodded, her face set in tight lines as she concentrated.

      Keenan pointed to the rifle he was holding. It was currently pointed away from both of them. “Always point your weapon in a safe direction--down range.”

      Since Beaufort was already squared off with the target, he didn’t adjust her. “Your stance is good. Are you right handed or left handed?”

      She lifted her right hand.

      Keenan pointed at her legs. “What about your legs? Stronger side?”

      Beaufort thought for a moment, then shifted her right foot forward. “This one is better for me.”

      Keenan tilted his head. “Ok, move your stronger foot about 15 centimeters behind the weaker one.”

      She adjusted her stance. Keenan then went on to show her how to line up the buttstock of the rifle and how to adjust her grip. With each instruction, Keenan felt more like himself, more in control. Beaufort was a good student, careful, and she asked good questions.

      When she was ready, Keenan took back the rifle and pressed a sequence into the stock.

      Beaufort’s brows drew down in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      He double checked the power gauge. Locked and loaded. “This rifle is keyed to me. Experimental Projects only authorized a few of these.”

      Beaufort inhaled sharply, her fine brown eyes brightening with an inner fire. “That’s it. That must be it.” She took a step back from the platform and yanked off the goggles. “I have to go back to the Vault. Thank you, Keenan.” She dashed off, practically spraying dust in her wake.

      Keenan didn’t know what to make of it. Must be tied to that damned Harding character. Above his pay grade, he guessed. He shrugged and picked up the goggles. He concentrated on getting some shooting practice in until Mack returned.
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      Cam inched her way down through the crawl space. It was slow going here. The space was pitch black, the only light from the chem lights they found in the survival packs which were now tied to their feet and hands. The dim green light cast more shadows than light, illuminating dark shapes and alien curves that jumped and danced as they moved.

      The space was tight but manageable for both of them, despite carrying all their scavenged gear. As she descended, Cam wondered who had built this ship for the Ringheads, as these access spaces were clearly not made to accommodate them. The ladder rungs cut into the walls were too small even for them - they were taking them two and three at a time. The rungs were also precariously sloped, making them feel like their fingers could slip at any moment. The light gravity made that much easier, at least.

      She shifted her shoulders, getting off a particularly irritating pipe that was digging into her spine. The discomfort eased and she leaned into the wall, taking her weight on her knees and hips. It was a lot like down-climbing a chimney, something she and Keenan had done on their last trip to Joshua Tree. It wasn’t taxing, or even scary. The repetitive motion centered her mind, kept her focus on the next step and slide down, rather than spinning her thoughts out into the void.

      Above her Jonesy grunted softly with each step down, catching the next rung one-handed. A makeshift rope tethered them together at the waist. Every few steps it would get snagged on an odd protrusion from the walls and they would pause to untangle themselves. At each stop, a faint glow pulsed around Jonesy’s face as his implants activated. He was listening. After a moment, he gave the tether a shake, and they resumed their descent.

      Each break in their movement brought Cam right back to the present. Morbid curiosity got the best of her and she kept peeking under her tank top to marvel at the unmarred skin of her abdomen. She tried to ignore the blue hue of her skin. I’m still me. I’m still me.

      The memory of the wound expelling the bullet and closing up ran on a repeating loop in her head. She had watched it happen with a feeling of surreal horror, at once fascinating and repellent. And yet the truly terrifying aspect of the whole event was not the shooting, not the healing, but the memory loss. One moment she was touching the panel and the next moment she was writhing on the floor with Jonesy’s bullet in her gut.

      Opening the panel in the wall had generated an odd sensation, similar to opening the ship doors, but to a much greater degree. She almost felt like someone was talking to her without language, speaking directly to the primitive parts of her mind. Just before her memory blanked out, she remembered a feeling of utter comfort and security, juxtaposed over a sensation of mind-fracturing terror. Even the brief memory of that schism caused her to break out in a prickly sweat.

      The rope jerked taut, pulling her out of her reverie and bringing her to a stop. She looked up into the dim light and saw Jonesy signaling her to wait. His implants flashed for a moment and went dark. Cam leaned back, waiting for the signal to move, and finding the cold of the wall behind her surprisingly comfortable.

      The cold pulled her thoughts back to the chill desert night in Joshua Tree, camped under pitch black skies adorned with a dazzling array of stars. Wrapped in blankets together, they watched for meteors and Keenan rambled on about the advances in Experimental Projects. She only she half-listened, her attention on the starscape.

      He’d levered himself up on one elbow, his face a dim outline in the dark. Hope, painful in its intensity, glittered in his eyes.

      “We’re almost there, Cammie. We’re going to win this. The artifacts they recovered from the London op....Abbé says it could change everything.”

      She’d cupped his cheek with her hand, savoring the feel of the stubble on her palm, the warmth of his skin. She heard everything he said, and yet grieving for so many lost teammates had deprived her of hope.. She couldn’t share his optimism. She’d bitten her lip, reluctant to argue with Keenan. The Ringheads were killing humans slowly, but easily. She had the titanium rib cage to prove it. Only her plasma rifle and Jonesy’s quick actions had saved her from death in Quebec.

      Another tug on the rope brought her attention back to the present. Jonesy signaled her to wait again, and he slowly made his way down to her. He stopped next to her fumbling with his gear and the handholds, his usual economy of movement gone with his arm.

      “I think we’re down to the next level. Let’s start looking for some way to get back into the ship.”

      Cam shifted to her left, scanning the walls with her eyes and hands, looking for signs of another access point. She trailed her fingers slowly over the varied surface of the wall, paying careful attention to any reaction she might have.

      After a few minutes of quiet searching, she found it. Her fingers passed a spot that sent a thrill of energy through her hand. She went back to the spot and brought her chemical light closer. Now that she knew where it was, she was surprised she hadn’t seen it earlier. Just looking at it, she knew this was an opening to a holding room on the next level. She didn’t understand how she knew this, but it felt so right she saw no way to argue it.

      “Jonesy, it’s here.”

      He shuffled back to her. She showed him where the panel was going to open. He nodded and braced his feet on the walls, wedging himself in place. As he brought his rifle up to cover the panel, she had the thought that he was covering her as well. She held his eyes for a moment, there in the darkness. She nodded to him, both in assent and understanding, and she placed her hand on the control.

      A cool flow of energy from the ship pulsed into her arm, questing into her body and heart. The feeling of contentment again washed over her, but she fought, pushing it back. It felt like pushing back a wave of water, trying to fight something as amorphous as smoke. The wave pushed past her resistance and through her mind. She felt herself being pulled along, like ore drawn inescapably to a magnet.

      Cam felt her mind submerging, being pulled by an inexorable riptide. Her mind slipped away being pulled through a funnel and gaining speed as she rushed to the exit. The sound of rushing water and energy filled her mind, nearly drowning out all sound.

      “... --am! … --uck! ... “

      A dull flare of pain, far away but insistent and pestering.

      Who dares?!

      Cam’s mind jerked out of the warm bath of unconsciousness. She had heard two voices, she was sure. One was Jonesy’s, but the other voice had been in her head. She fought, the warm energy around her like sucking quicksand, bitterly cold and numbing. She clawed her way back to herself, back to consciousness, pulling herself up by the strength of her mind. She couldn’t forget Jonesy--she had to get him home!

      She opened her eyes. Her hand was still on the control panel, and dim lights played on the wall around her hand, and up and down her arm. She was aware of a dull pain above her right eye. She turned slowly and became aware of heavy panting breathing, suddenly loud in the small space, that was not hers.

      Jonesy was next to her, sweating and panting, with the end of his rifle pressing painfully into her head. His finger clenched on the trigger, knuckles tight and straining.

      Cam willed the panel open. It popped open with a puff of air. Greenish light spilled into the crawlspace illuminating the panicked and pained expression in Jonesy’s eyes. Beads of sweat glinted across his sallow cheeks. She slowly pulled her hand from the wall, feeling the energy connection break, leaving a small empty hole inside her. Cam raised both her hands.

      She looked him in the eye, willing him to understand that she was still herself. “Make up your mind, soldier. But I’d like to get out of here, if we can.”

      His finger unclenched and he pulled the barrel of the gun up. She let the tension go from her shoulders, sagging against her footholds. His ragged breathing filled the narrow space with unresolved tension.

      Jonesy waved his gun towards the opening and tilted his head. “Why don’t you take point?”
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      Jonesy prowled through the alien corridors, maintaining a ten foot distance between himself and Cam in front of him. It was damned jarring to not be at point, but common sense told him he needed Cam where he could keep an eye on her.

      The alert lights flashed, making the worst kind of psychedelic lighting nightmare possible. Nothing moved smoothly in the strobing light, instead blinking and jumping like an old film reel. If she timed it right, Cam could easily turn on him in any of the half-a-heartbeat moments of darkness. Jonesy kept his rifle tucked tight to his side, trained on her back as they walked. God, what he wouldn't give for his hand back to hold a sidearm.

      Sweat ran down his forehead despite the cold. He shook his head to keep the sweat out of his eyes, but the blurriness in his vision had nothing to do with the sweat. Keeping up with Cam’s steady pace was getting harder, his legs feeling more leaden as they pushed on.

      Cam seemed to be fairly normal right now. She hadn't even blinked when he suggested she take point. It made even more sense with the fact that she seemed to know her way around the ship. But the queasy feeling in Jonesy's gut was not a new feeling, and it had never been wrong about shit going sideways.

      She stopped at the next intersection and almost seemed to sniff the air. Jonesy’s enhanced hearing picked out Hunters searching for them, pounding down hallways, but they were all at least two decks above.

      Jonesy closed his distance by a couple steps. “What is it?” He whispered.

      She continued to move her head around like she was trying to follow a smell. “Something's missing. We missed something.”

      “Yeah, the dozen...assholes hunting us down. We missed them. Good.”

      “No, no. I mean something is missing. Think about all the uniforms and equipment we raided. Where are all the other prisoners?”

      She cocked her head to the side, listening. “Why aren't we hearing anyone else? All the noise we've been making. I'd be screaming my head off to get someone's attention.”

      Jonesy thought back to the equipment room. His thoughts swam in useless circles. He fought to bring his focus back. “Remember all those...buckets? The smell? Everyone else...is probably dead. Let's keep going, we...don't have time for this.” He waved his gun down the hallway. He tried not to think about how much the end of the barrel was shaking.

      Cam still hesitated. “We should look. At least along our path, without detouring. Who knows if we'll be able to get back here? This might be our only chance to spring any others like us.”

      Jonesy checked the hallway behind them. The damn lights were really giving him a headache. Still nothing, but it sounded like the Hunters were coming down a level now. “Keep moving. How many levels...until the docking bay?”

      “Three more. All the way to the bottom.”

      “Then let’s get going. We’re not helping...anyone if we get...killed here.”

      On the next level down Cam stopped again, this time at a closed door. “We need to check inside. I think there’s someone in here.”

      “What we need to do is get off this damn ship. And why do you think this door is different from any other?”

      Cam shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.”

      Jonesy closed the distance and got up in her face, feeling frustrated and not bothering to keep it out of his voice. “Cam, your feelings are going to get us killed. We need to keep moving.”

      Cam narrowed her eyes and stood a little straighter. “Corporal, we are checking this door. That’s an order. We are not leaving anyone behind if we can help it. Are we clear?”

      He remembered that tone. It was pure Lt. Alvarez and it woke him up a little. Nice to hear it again. Jonesy considered their odds for a moment. They had two decks between themselves and the hunting party again. More hands for their extra rifles would be good, too, unless they found some poor sap who needed to be carried out. He lifted his rifle and moved to cover the door. “Ok, LT, whenever you’re ready.”

      Cam nodded, crouched low, and palmed the door control. A heartbeat later, the door slid up, releasing a cloud of white mist. Jonesy tightened his grip on the rifle, straining to hear anything beyond the mist. Nothing. He gave Cam a quick nod and she edged inside the door, sweeping her gun low from left to right. Jonesy stepped up to the left side of the door and stayed outside, watching the interior to the right.

      The mist cleared, showing them a circus of horrors. A single wide room contained six massive cylinders, each ten feet high and molded seamlessly into the floor and ceiling. Four men and two women occupied the cylinders, each of them suspended in some kind of translucent gel. All were missing at least one limb. The two men on the far ends were near dead, if not already dead. The room held two of the familiar beds that had held Jonesy hostage. With a grimace he noted the grisly display of sharp tools dangling from the ceiling.

      He clenched his teeth at the wave of emotion that rose in him seeing the alien beds and those blades. The shorter Ringhead had loomed over him, cutting and worrying at his arm like a joint of fried chicken. He remembered almost hearing them in his head when they had removed his cybernetic eye. The probing, the pain, the fear. He felt his throat closing up at the sharp, bright memory of agony. Jonesy blinked and focused on Cam as she made a noise.

      Cam covered her mouth with her hand and let out another soft, sobbing moan. Jonesy scanned the room. Other than the science experiments, nothing else. He moved back to the door and scanned the hallway. “Cam, whatever we’re going to do, we can’t stay boxed in here.”

      “Right.” She palmed the door control again and shut it. She shouldered her weapon and walked up to the stasis tanks. “C’mon, let’s see who we can save.”

      The second and fifth tanks held victims whose chests had been flayed open. Biomechanical worms writhed through their chest cavities, intertwining amongst the organs.

      The two tanks in the center held a man on the left and a woman on the right. The man was missing both legs. His right thigh bone protruded from the stump of his leg. Biomechanical worms squirmed over the bone.

      The woman on the right was in better shape. Her left hand was missing, just above the wrist. Her left leg below the knee was also gone, but replaced with a small version of a Ringhead foot. The blue-black biomechanics grew out of her leg and pulsed steadily. The foot ended in a sharp talon-like claw. Otherwise she looked intact.

      Disgust rippled through him. Jonesy spat on the floor. “What the fuck are they doing to us, LT? I never heard about anything like this.”

      Cam shook her head. “I don’t think anyone knew about anything like this, Jonesy. That’s why we gotta get back. Let Phillips know. Somehow, this is what the Ringheads want.”

      Jonesy looked at the sad stump of his right arm and back at the various victims in the tanks. If Cam hadn’t busted him out, he might be in one of those grow vats now, with alien limbs coming out of his body. The sour taste of fear filled his mouth, threatening to overwhelm him. He needed to get out this place, pronto.

      Cam stepped up to woman’s stasis tank. “I guess this is our Sleeping Beauty. Let's see if we can get her out.”

      Jonesy watched as Cam palmed the control panel. A soft light lit up the gel from within and began pulsing like a heartbeat. The girl in the tank glowed white in the eerie yellow gel. Her hair fanned out, so blonde and fine, it looked like a silvery net. Freaky as hell.

      Jonesy stepped back and raised his rifle, settling on a spot evenly between the LT and the ghostly woman in the gel. Better safe than sorry.

      Cam gasped, her eyes shut tight, hand clenching on the controls. “Jonesy! I can hear the ship! It’s talking to me!”

      What the fuck?!

      Cam’s breath started coming in quick, gasping pants. Her eyes flew open, looking blindly up at the ceiling, her neck craning back to an impossible angle. She fell to her knees, back arching. Her breath rattled in her throat as she continued to gasp raggedly.

      Jonesy took another step back and found himself against the wall. Adrenaline surged through his system. Fuckfuckfuck! They should not have come in here. If he’d been thinking straight he would have shot this stupid idea down before it blew up in their faces. Putting Cam down now meant he was going trap himself in this stupid box. He tightened the rifle against his shoulder and settled his sights over her, waiting.

      Cam stopped breathing for a moment, then inhaled hugely. Her eyes cleared as she did, and her neck and back relaxed. She slumped a little, but kept her hand on the control. The light in the gel steadied to an even glow of yellow light.

      Cam released the control panel and collapsed, her body now strangely still on the deck. He was about to check her vitals when she let out a low moan and flopped over onto her side to face him. “It’s trying to help me.”

      She sounded like Cam. Jonesy took a tentative step forward. “LT?”

      Her head bobbed but she didn’t get up. “Yeah, still me. Gimme a sec.”

      Jonesy stayed where he was and didn’t lower his rifle. “Say again about the ship?”

      Cam brought up a hand and scrubbed at her face. “Uhh...the ship is…” She paused, looking confused. “It’s like, alive. Or something.”

      Jonesy was seriously sick of all this alien whatthefuckery. His taxed body was already crashing again. He was normally quicker on the uptake. “Like Hestia, back at base?”

      She shook her head. “No. No, at least, I don’t...don’t think so.” Cam sat up, rubbing at the back of her neck. She raised her hand to her face, turning it to examine her palm. With a frown, she wiped her palm on her pants, as if trying to clean it. “It’s trying to … correct me.”

      Jonesy shook his head, agitated. “LT, this is some fucked up shit. But we have to move our asses.”

      Cam looked up at him, and he could see the strain around those deep brown eyes. She nodded, as if in resignation, and stood up. “Yeah, there’s no good way to move her, at least not without me engaging the ship again.”

      “Oh, hell no.” Jonesy couldn’t take that shit again. They were only taking that risk to get off this damn nightmare ship. “We can’t risk it. If the ship is...talking to you, that means it can find you. We gotta stay off their radar. We’re gonna have to find another way to spring your girl.”

      As if on cue, the girl in the tank opened her eyes.
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      Mack rolled the jeep to a stop at the security checkpoint on the main road leading into the rubble of Segovia. Keenan sat shotgun; he hadn’t said a word for the last ten minutes of the drive, and now seemed lost in his thoughts. Mack glanced at Keenan from time to time, and Keenan’s head would turn slightly back and forth, his soldier’s gaze flicking quickly from one side to the other.

      The security perimeter stretched into the desert scrub on both sides of the road, a ten foot fence topped with razor wire. The hum of patrol drones buzzed overhead and in the distance. By nightfall Mack knew the drones looked like a ring of tiny UFOs that endlessly flew the security perimeter, washing the fenceline with spotlights and infrared scanners.

      Until Phillips had given him the thumbs up today for this excursion, Mack had been strictly banned from coming back out to Segovia. So of course, that had been the first personal outing he’d taken after Abbé fitted his new leg. He vividly remembered that night, sneaking off base, which was damned near impossible when he’d been trying to figure out how to sign out a vehicle from the depot. In the end, he’d actually run the whole way there and back, an impromptu physical therapy session with his enhanced leg.

      While the guard checked their gauntlets for clearance, Mack noted the light dusting of snow on the ground just inside the perimeter. With the windows open, Mack felt the crisp bite of winter--odd for an afternoon in the desert. This guard wore standard gear, but in the distance Mack could see several guards patrolling in cold weather gear. Looked like Stan was still having trouble hacking the iceboxes. If the snow was this far out, then things were getting worse.

      The young guard raised the barricade. “You’re cleared for entry. Welcome to Project Ice Box. The main road will take you directly to Dr Abbé’s mobile lab. They’ll have extra coats for you there.” He waved them through.

      The jeep’s tires crunched through the thin ice and gravel on the road as they entered. As they drove up the road, Mack looked up into the rocky cliffs. He could see the locations where he had placed his blast cannons, now shrouded by temporary tents. The silvery fabric reflected the afternoon sun brilliantly. Several squints moved among the tents. As Mack understood it, they were combing the rocks for any trace of alien material.

      Mack coughed, cleared his throat. The silence in the jeep was scarier than anything he’d thought to expect. Jesus, he was bad at this.

      He pointed out the cliffs to the west. “Um, we--ah--we came down that, that ridge. It was faster to rap down from there than to take the main road.”

      Keenan leaned forward and looked where Mack was pointing. Keenan’s dull green eyes showed nothing. No reaction, just more of the thousand yard stare. Christ, this guy was a Sphinx. Mack shifted in the driver’s seat, the worn leather creaking, and wondered what it would be like to play poker with him.

      Mack kept talking. He had to fill this awful silence. It felt like Cam’s ghost was riding in the jeep with them. “When we -- ah -- first got here, um, we really had no idea what we were gonna find. Drone’s weren’t telling us anything. We just had to get eyes on station, quick.”

      Keenan nodded but said nothing in response.

      They neared the town center. From the road Mack could see the deck of the pool. His leg twinged a little at the sight of it. Recounting the night to Keenan -- still sitting stoically quiet -- brought a rush of memories back to him. It had all happened only a few weeks ago, but it felt like ages. In Mack’s brain, he now categorized everything either Before Leg or After Leg.

      The story tumbled out of him now, the firefight, the sprint through the desert, and the ambush from the jumpship. The longer he spoke the worse he felt, and the more he needed to keep going. Keenan listened, nodding, looking back up towards the western cliff as Mack rambled on in his rush to tell it all.

      Mack took a deep breath, uncomfortable with the his last memory of Cam, his anguish when she commanded him to leave, to get the civilians out. His words came out slower, his voice hoarse as he described Cam and Garcia’s last moments. He shut his eyes, the burn of unshed tears when recalled watching the explosion from the APC. At last Mack sighed, feeling drained and empty.

      Keenan finally broke his silence. “I’d like to see the top of the cliff.”

      Mack gave a quick nod, relieved. “Yeah. Sure...we can detour to it on the way back to base.”

      Keenan said nothing further. Mack couldn’t figure him out. Keenan was acting like one cold son of a bitch, and Mack couldn’t see Cam being so head over heels for someone like that. Sure, the guy was posterboy handsome, but Cam had never struck him as shallow. She’d been such a careful officer and Mack had always appreciated her leadership. The times Keenan had visited before, Mack could swear the man had exhibited actual human emotions. Colonel Phillips seemed especially fond of the guy, and Keenan had earned the moniker “Faceman” with the grunts. All that bonhomie charm was absent now.  

      Mack decided Keenan must still be in shock over Cam’s death. A loss like that had to strip away your happiness.

      Mack pulled the jeep to a stop outside of Stan’s tent. Frigid air leaked into the jeep now, fogging the windows over. Mack shivered as his nervous sweat cooled. The feeling of Cam watching him, judging him, was an aching pit in his stomach now.

      He nearly jumped when Keenan grasped his shoulder. Mack turned to face him, the heat of shame burning up his neck, and saw Keenan’s eyes, now sharp, focused and bright.

      Keenan’s gaze burned into him as he spoke. “You did your job, soldier. Cam gave you an order. You followed it. You saved those civilians.”

      For a guy who hadn’t more than one sentence in the last hour, this stream of words felt like a flood. “Cam kept the mission first and she ordered you to do the same. You did right.”

      Keenan’s eyes drifted half-shut, seeming to take in the ruined town for the first time. “You know, we came here once, Cam and I. We were on leave. It was beautiful.”

      He bowed his head slightly and his right hand came up and pressed against his chest, as if it ached. His voice softened. “I appreciate you talking to me about Cam. It’s good to hear someone say her name.”

      In the silence after those quiet words, Mack felt the knots in his stomach slowly loosening. Keenan lifted his head and gave Mack a steady look. “Cam was a hard woman to know sometimes. But I know she would want you to get the hell back on your feet. Phillips told me what you did, later that night. That’s pretty incredible. We’re going to need more of that before this is all over.”

      Keenan let himself out of the jeep and high-stepped through the snow towards the tent. After a moment Mack got out and followed him in, his steps sinking into the crumbled stone of the village’s formerly beautiful walkways.
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        * * *

      

      The temperature inside the tent wasn’t much warmer than outside but that didn’t surprise Mack. Stan didn’t strike him as one to care much for creature comforts. The wiry scientist moved around so much that he probably barely even noticed the cold. The parkas hanging by the door smelled uniformly of stale storage lockers and cheap cologne. Despite this, they kept Mack warm and dry as he stepped into the large central exam room. He pulled on a black beanie, grateful it was standard issue.

      He looked over at Keenan. The older man seemed almost impervious to the cold, eschewing the smelly coats but pulling on a pair of thin gloves.

      The tent was built over the site of the town’s inn. Vast swaths of translucent plastic sheeting hung from scaffolding erected at the borders of the building. Black cables wound around the perimeter, feeding power to light fixtures that obliterated all the shadows inside. It felt like the world’s biggest surgical theater. Mack dreaded the thought of seeing the patient.

      A three foot brick wall ran the width of the room before disappearing under a plastic tarp and passing through an interior tent wall. Other walls zigzagged through the large enclosure, mapping out the footprint of the old hotel. Judging by the breaks in the low walls, they were standing in what had been the lobby of the inn. More white-coated squints walked briskly in and out of the room, carrying tablets, bins of equipment, and in one case, even a cage with a squirrel. Mack turned to follow this one with his eyes as the lab assistant bolted for the door. The squirrel clutched the walls of its cage, chattering as it went by.

      Keenan had stopped just inside, and looked around, taking it all in. He saw Mack looking at him. “Well? What’s the plan, soldier?”

      Mack pointed to the back of the room. Dr. Abbé’s accented voice floated angrily from behind a set of rolling partitions. “Gunny asked me to check with Stan, see how things are going with the iceboxes. We’re still trying to come up with a solid game plan for those things.”

      Keenan motioned for him to lead the way. Mack looked around as he walked to the back of the building. All traces of the attack had been scrubbed, cleaned, sterilized. It was eerie, like someone had hit a magic reset button. The grisly landscape of the lobby played again in his head as they walked through. The young couple in the back, their necks frozen to ash. The woman behind the counter, crushed under the door. It was all gone; a new coat of paint and carpet and it would be as if nothing had ever happened.

      Except for the glowing alien artifact in the kitchen.

      Mack pulled aside one of the partitions and saw it again, the stuff of nightmares. The aching cold bit deep in his lungs as he got closer, pulsing from the icebox like waves of nausea washing over him. Dim blue lights flickered up and down the alien tech, playing across the pipes and hoses. Dr. Abbé stood before the icebox, seemingly unfazed by the bitter cold. He argued with a nondescript man in a black suit who also seemed to be unaffected by the cold. Jeezus. These people are unreal. Mack felt like a wimp in the parka now.

      Stan waved his hands in the air, magnifying his already manic behavior. “No! Non! I can’t -- I won’t work like this!” He began pacing, stomping, three steps right, then left, back in forth in front of the dark suit. “This is not what I was hired for! I answer to Phillips, not you!”

      The man in the black suit crossed his arms and sighed. “Look, doctor, we all want the same thing. And understanding Ringhead tech will be the key to winning this war.” He smiled in a way that failed to reach his eyes. Those eyes flicked once towards Keenan with a sense of recognition. “Lt. Flynn. Ah, yes, excellent. Can you please help me explain to Dr. Abbé how important his work is in helping us defeat the Ringheads?”

      Keenan’s eyes glittered and the smallest of smiles tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Harding. I think Dr. Abbé knows more than anyone what the stakes are.”

      Mack wasn’t surprised to see Keenan stick up for Abbé. The things Abbé did for the Wolves, Mack would bet that despite Keenan’s aloof demeanor, the officer would take a bullet for the Doc. Mack kind of felt the same way. His own leg was a fucking miracle and he knew it. Mack would have been stuck with a damn stump if Abbé hadn’t built him this cyberleg.  

      Harding’s smile faltered a touch, but the predatory gaze did not falter. “Of course. Ever the boy scout, eh, Lieutenant? Very well, I’ve made my case.” He took a small tablet from his pocket and tapped in a notation. “We’ll try it your way, for now. Stan. Now, you were telling me about what you know about these ‘iceboxes’?” Again the smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      Harding turned to face the artifact, putting his hands on his hips. Mack noted the subtle bulge under his left arm as he did so. He felt Keenan go tense next to him, even as his own senses kicked into high gear. This guy didn’t smell right. And Abbé had a point, the lab was the Colonel’s pride and joy. The scientists and doctors at Camp Glenn rolled directly to the Colonel. Mack wondered why Harding was here looming over Abbé’s shoulder or hell, why this guy was even on the base at all.

      Harding snapped his fingers. “C’mon, what’s the hold up? Let’s hop to! Educate me, Dr. Abbé.”

      Mack wanted to punch this guy in the neck.

      Dr. Abbé cleared his throat and pulled a tablet from his labcoat pocket. The labcoat was dirtier than Mack was used to seeing. The doc must be putting in some long hours, maybe not even going back to base.

      Dr. Abbé ran a hand through his short kinky hair and began lecturing. “Firstly, the wider belief assumes these are miniature versions of the artifacts found at the poles of the earth. This is not true. While they share similarities in structure and composition, their functions do show distinct differences.”

      Harding’s lips pulled back into a flat line of displeasure. “We’ve covered that already, Dr. Abbé.” He rolled his hand in a ‘let’s get on with it’ gesture.

      “Humph. Just so. The ‘iceboxes’, as so many of the Wolves have come to call them, do produce a localized cooling effect. This effect is not so dramatic as seen at the larger artifacts. The iceboxes appear to be placed in relative proximity to sources of water, and their efficacy seems to be less if they are farther from the water source.”

      Harding began tapping his foot, his impatience obvious. He took a step closer to Abbé, a small invasion of Doc’s personal space.

      Mack didn’t even realize he was leaning forward until he felt Keenan’s hand on his chest, holding him back. Keenan gave him the tiniest shake of the head, and returned his attention to Stan.

      “The iceboxes are incredibly durable and have so far withstood all our efforts to destroy them---”

      Harding help up a hand. “Wait a minute, there. Nobody is going to be ’destroying’ these boxes. Your directive is to retrieve any tech.”

      Now Keenan closed in on Harding. “SOP is to destroy the beachhead.”

      As Abbé nodded vigorously, Harding set his own tablet down before turning to face Keenan. Mack assessed Harding but didn’t move otherwise. While Keenan might be the larger of the two, that didn’t mean Harding wasn’t dangerous. Harding’s posture now struck him as a deliberate one. A martial artist’s shift in weight, his arms held loose, but ready at his sides.

      Still, when Harding opened his mouth, his tone was mild. “That is usually the case, Lieutenant. However, Project Ice Box is under North American IWC jurisdiction. This is a joint effort and the Union Wolves are the contracted local talent. This is now a salvage and recovery op.”

      Keenan frowned. “That right, doc?”

      Abbé grumbled. “Phillips might have mentioned it this morning.” He cleared his throat. “That is why we stopped trying to destroy them today but Honoree and I think that only alien tech will destroy the alien tech at this point---”

      Keenan interrupted now, “You mean, like the blaster I recovered?”

      Harding gave Keenan a sharp look that had Mack puzzling for a moment. He struggled to recall his training lectures up in the Yukon. Ringheads hoarded their dead and their tech. Sasha had dragged back a steaming carcass along with Mack’s sorry ass. First time any soldier had managed it, she had boasted. So maybe Keenan had scored an alien blaster too, like the one that had shot off Mack’s leg?

      Abbé nodded, his head bobbing with his usual energy. “Yes, yes. Just so. Also, combat footage has shown the Ringhead Hunters using an effect of the iceboxes to armor themselves.”

      Mack grunted. “Yeah, makes it harder to kill the fuckers.”

      Abbé’s tablet began pinging, as well as the comm’s speaker on Abbé’s makeshift desk. He looked over at the tablet, then bounced over the comms. “Yes, Honoree.”

      Harding moved over to the box as well. “Hello, Dr. Beaufort.”

      A woman's lilting voice came over the box, “Stan, cela fonctionne!”

      Mack had no idea who this doctor was, but apparently Keenan did as his eyes perked up at the sound of her voice.

      Her words tumbled out in a rush, “Le fusil! Je l’ai fait! Cela fonctionne!”

      Harding frowned as Abbé and the woman went back and forth in rapid-fire French. “Doc, English please, for the rest of us.”

      Dr. Abbé hesitated a moment. “Ah...yes. Honoree believes she may have made a breakthrough on the alien technology.” His words started coming faster, his hands waving. “She believes the alien technology works on an interaction with alien biology. That there is some cellular level of communication or energy exchange between the aliens and their technology.”

      Keenan cut in. “That’s great, Dr. Abbé. But does it bring us any closer to beating them?”

      Abbé ran his hands through his tangled hair, screwing it up into wild knots. His eyes widened as he seemed to think it through. “Yes, yes! If Honoree and I can find a way to replicate this bio-signature, we should be able to access their technology!”

      Harding perked up at this. Hell, the sourpuss nearly smiled. “You mean we can utilize their weaponry.”

      “So much more than that! If we can learn how to interact with the Needle, we could conceivably reverse its effects on the planet!” Stan’s voice bubbled with excitement, and he sounded practically giddy.

      Mack and Keenan looked at each other in dawning wonder. For the first time in this fight against the Ringheads did Mack start to think they had a shot at winning this war.
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        * * *

      

      In all the excitement with the French doctor’s revelation, Mack had forgotten why he was here. But as Keenan started talking to Harding reality smacked him in the face again.

      “I want to test the Ringhead blaster.” Mack heard an intensity in the Lieutenant’s voice that was palpable.

      Harding shook his head. Not surprising. What a prick.

      Keenan practically snarled. “I retrieved the damned thing, and I gave Beaufort the idea for unlocking it.” He took a step back and then seemed to deflate a little. When he spoke again, his tone was more even, but no less intense. “I paid for that blaster with the lives of my team. I’m asking you to do the right thing here.”

      Harding cleared his throat. His face showed no expression as he stuck his hands in his trouser pockets. He rocked back and forth, slight movements, while he stared at Keenan. Nobody said anything, not even Abbé, who moments before had been shuffling data pads around his work table and yelling instructions to the lingering techs. After drawing out this stalemate, Harding finally said, “It’s true that we normally would ask someone of your expertise to test the weapons that come out of the Experimental Projects Division.”

      Keenan nodded. But a ‘yes’ hadn’t come out of Harding’s thin lips yet.

      Harding sighed, the exhalation of his warm breath leaving a foggy mist around his face. “I will speak to Dr. Beaufort about whether you would be compatible with the alien bio-signature.”

      Unfuckingbelievable. The Faceman had disarmed Agent Harding without firing a single shot or swinging a fist. Mack shook his head in admiration.  

      All the tension left the tent. Abbé went back to bustling about, and he continued talking without looking at any of them, rearranging his holo screens. “Mr. Mackenzie. Please ask Gunny to check with me before your next sortie. We may have something new for you to try.”

      “Sure thing, doc.” Mack gave a small deferential nod to Abbé.

      Mack’s comm started pinging. It was Sasha. He stepped back to try to get to a corner. “Mack, Gunny wants you to get some sort of security upgrade for your leg from Abbé while you’re there and then hustle your ass back to the base most ricky tick. We'll be suiting up and heading out to assist our Canadian allies on an evac mission.”

      Mack’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Roger that.” As he signed off his heart throbbed in his throat. This would be his first mission with the new leg, and as part of Sasha’s team. Mack approached Abbé, “Hey Doc, Gunny wants me to get some kind of security upgrade from you.”

      Abbé looked up from his mountainous piles of testing equipment, his eyes startled for a moment. Recognition dawned. “Ah, yes, yes. Come here.”

      Mack pulled over a small plastic stool. “Do you want me to put my leg on that?”

      Abbé shook his head and fussed around for a bit before pulling out a small cooler. He opened it and withdrew a pressure injector. Before Mack could figure out what was going, Abbé stepped behind him and smacked him on the back of the neck.

      “Hey!” Mack yelped. It hadn’t really hurt, but the doctor had startled him. Hell, he didn’t know the little guy could reach that high.

      “What kind of security upgrade was that, Doc?” Mack grumbled as he reached around to rub the sore spot on the back of his neck which still bore the indentation from the injection.

      Abbé put the injector back in the cooler and looked at him, his dark brown eyes serious in his wizened face. “Mack, it is the kind of upgrade that lets us know where you are.”

      Mack stopped rubbing. Now the doc was just creeping him out. They always knew where he was anyway, what with his gauntlet and the circuitry in his leg. Well, ok, he took those things off in the shower, but why would he need any more tracking than that? And was everyone getting this injection? And how long would it last? Was it permanent?

      Before he could ask those questions, Abbé shooed him away. “Go on, leave now before your Gunny starts hounding me.”

      As he opened his mouth to blurt out his thoughts, Keenan slapped him on the shoulder. “Harding’s going to ride with us back to base. Let’s move.”
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      JONESY

      

      Jonesy felt like he was in a goddamned horror flick. When Tankgirl opened her eyes, he nearly shit himself. Between the ghostly white of her body, the floating net of her hair, and the creepy lab filled with mostly dead experiments, Jonesy had maxxed out his freakshow quotient for the rest of his life.

      She opened her mouth and Jonesy was sure she was going to start screaming. Instead, she spoke, her words strangely muffled through the gel, “Padėk man…prašau...”

      He looked over at Cam. She shrugged. “Soviet?”

      A light bulb went off. He looked down at his purloined clothing. Sino-sov. Tankgirl probably thought they were on the same side. Which they were, given that they were all human. Mostly. “Doesn’t sound like any Russian I know.”

      Cam spoke to the girl in English, her words slow and quiet. “We’re trying to help you.”

      Tankgirl’s eyes widened and she gave a nod, the movement in slow motion in the gel.

      Jonesy knew they weren’t leaving this woman here. But he also knew he didn’t want Cam accessing that console again. “How are we getting her out?”

      Cam turned, scoping out the room. She took a leap and landed on top of the nearest bed thing. Oh Jeezus. Not that.

      Yes, that. Cam ripped a blade arm down and bounded off the bed. In the dim light of the lab, Cam stood there heaving, clutching the alien equipment with a blade dangling at the end. She looked terrifying and Jones took an involuntary step back. Cam ignored him, her focus on the tank. He watched her study the tank before raising her arm and swinging the bar into console. Two more smacks and she seemed satisfied the console was wrecked.

      Jonesy listened closely, sure that the Ringheads two decks above them would be alerted to the activities below. But he sensed no new movement.

      Cam set her feet and cocked back her improvised club, teeing up like a golfer. “Get ready to catch her.”

      Shit. Well, in for a penny… Jonesy stowed his rifle and stood off to the side where he could at least keep an eye on both women. Cam tensed, and swung. The club whistled in the cold air as it blurred by. The impact rang the stasis tank like a gong, the sound echoing in the confines of the room. Tankgirl’s mouth opened in an ‘o’ of surprise, her hands drifting up to her head to cover her ears from the next swing.

      The second hit cracked the outer casing. By the third and fourth strike, Jonesy was nearly twitching, shifting his focus from watching for the tank to crack, and watching the door for Hunters to come barging in on them. As it was, he almost missed catching the girl because he was checking the door.

      With a splintering crack, the last swing of the club crushed through the exterior of the stasis tank. The spider webs of cracks began to fail spectacularly as hundreds of gallons of yellow alien goo came rushing out at them, smelling of bleach and burnt plastic. Jonesy thrust his arms into the waterfall of slime -- Fuck I should have thought this through better -- and caught the young woman as she collapsed out of the gel.

      Jonesy was now acutely aware of holding a wet, slippery, and naked woman in his arms. Who was also currently vomiting alien slime over his boots. Cam rushed in with a sheet taken off the exam bed and threw it over the young woman’s shoulders. The strange fabric flexed and molded itself around the woman’s body. No, that wasn’t freaky at all.

      He eased his arms out from under her as she got her arm and knees steady on the floor. She continued to wretch up gobbets of yellow goo flecked with bits of red and black. Jonesy stripped off his outer jacket -- it was completely soaked through with the stuff -- and began cleaning off his hands and gear with the cleanest parts of the jacket. Hopefully things would get warmer as they kept moving.

      Cam helped the girl to her feet, and kept a hand on her arm until she found her balance. The Soviet girl hopped a bit on her good leg until apparently giving up and trying her alien foot on the ground. Tentatively, at first, then with more weight, until she had both feet firmly on the deck. She looked like she was going to throw up again.

      Cam spoke very slowly. “Do you think you can walk?”

      The girl was staring at the stump of her arm, despair etched over her eyes. Tears welled up and fell down her cheeks. Sobbing, she lifted her head and looked directly at Cam. Her eyes bulged and her breath became a keening panicked scream. She flailed with her arms, stumbling away from Cam. She almost fell but caught herself on Jonesy’s shoulder. She swung herself around his back, and began wrestling to take his extra rifle off, yanking him around in the process.

      Jonesy yelled. “Hey! Hey! Hey! Slow down there, soldier!”

      He twisted around to face her, managed to snag her right wrist, and dragged her across the room until he pinned her to the wall with the stump of his right arm jabbed into her neck. “Settle down!”

      The girl kept flailing, wide eyes jumping from Cam to Jonesy, trying to back away and crawl up the wall. She pounded on Jonesy’s head with the stump of her left arm and kicked her legs. One swing of her legs grazed him across the nuts and nearly winded him. Fucking hell!

      He pulled her off the wall and body slammed her to the floor, landing on top of her. “Ty che, blyad?!”

      The girl stopped moving, staring up at Jonesy, panting from her exertions. She went limp underneath him, allowing him to sit up.

      With a scowl, she ground out, “Otstan' ot menya.”

      Jonesy shook his head and he kept his voice firm despite the uncomfortable lingering twinge from her kick. “Nyet.”

      Cam walked up behind him. “My, aren’t we full of surprises? Where did that come from?”

      Jonesy sat back, keeping his weight on the girl’s belly. His boys were still sore, so there was no way he was letting Tankgirl get back up yet. He sighed and rubbed his face with his hand. “I had a really vulgar grandmother who nannied me. I have an extremely limited, and yet sometimes very useful grasp of Russian.”

      “I thought you said she wasn't speaking Russian.”

      “She wasn’t. But a lot of people from that part of the world understand it. I guess we got lucky.”

      He shifted his weight a little and offered her his hand. “Ok?”

      The girl nodded once, a tense, fragile movement. She grasped his hand and struggled to her feet, still keeping her distance from Cam, and a wary eye on Jonesy.

      Cam asked her, “What’s your name, soldier? Speak any English?”

      She nodded slowly. She was still staring at Jonesy. “Starshina Daina Markunas, Soviet Federation Army.”

      Cam responded in kind. “I’m Cam Alvarez and this--”

      Daina held up her hand, her eyes now hard and boring into Jonesy. “You are Lance Corporal Maxwell Jones, Union Wolf. You stole my eyes.”
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      Cam was fully aware that they did not have a plan. She half wanted to 'talk' to the ship again, but figured maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. She’d resisted the ship’s corrections last time, but just barely. Still, she had to be honest with herself and admit that the connection with the ship had felt right on a visceral level.

      Contact with the ship felt like being wrapped in a warm, comfortable blanket, protected and at peace. Even for just the few moments last time, her consciousness expand to the reaches of the ship, attempting to connect her with each aspect of the ship, and all those aboard. It was only when she realized that the other Ringhead minds might touch hers that she had broken off. In retrospect, she figured that communicating with the ship would actually be quite useful to getting off the ship. Except for that part where the ship wanted her to be more like a Ringhead. That part Cam was not so keen on.

      The feeling of the ship trying to ‘fix’ her was disturbing. Cam had felt parts of her sliding around like a puzzle. As the pieces dropped into place, her mind opened more to the ship. Each changing piece felt right, which was appealing, and also scary. Cam wasn’t sure how much she would be herself if she gave herself completely to the ship. Will I still be human? Am I human even now?

      Jonesy’s assessment was correct. It wasn’t worth the risk unless they were going to get off the ship. She would have to hold this card in her back pocket for later.

      Cam ran point again, with Daina sandwiched between herself and Jonesy. The recent abductee was looking steadier already, especially since taking a layer of clothing off Jonesy’s back. If only they’d thought to bring an extra pair of boots. Still, she carried herself with the kind of spartan efficiency Cam had seen before from Soviet soldiers.

      Cam stopped at the ladder access to the next level down. She mentally consulted the map she had memorized before their excursion. If she was remembering correctly, this should bring them down just outside of the docking bay. After that, the only difficulties would be commandeering a ship, and learning how to fly it safely home. And land it.

      Markunas and Jonesy both stopped behind her and took positions along the walls, waiting for Cam’s signal. Their argument continued in hushed tones.

      Daina hissed. “Ne. Ne! Your doctor was given neural pathway technology by US government. Technology stolen from Soviet lab. Make me wait another year for implants!”

      Cam could hear the impatience in Jonesy’s voice. He was usually Mr. Cool, the one she trusted for his steady hand but this girl was really getting to him. “Look, lady, Dr. Abbé was working for years on this before I was sent to him.”

      Daina jabbed her stump of an arm in the air at him. “Yes, years and no results! Then you are hurt and -- boom! -- he finds it? I think not. Your Uncle Sam stole from Soviets, then wait until one of their own needs it. Then they make miracle happen. Nuostabu!” She twirled her stump in the air and rolled her eyes theatrically.

      Cam looked back and hissed. “Shut it down! This is the last ladder down. Docking bay should be within a hundred meters after we descend.”

      Like the others, the ‘ladder’ access wasn’t so much of a purpose built ladder, as it was a small access port between levels. The varied conduits and snaking pipes in the walls made for convenient hand and footholds. The paths were too small for Hunters, and even pretty tight for humans, so Cam was left wondering who these paths had been built for. For now, she was simply grateful for their existence.

      Jonesy stood beside her and looked down the narrow access. Dim blue lighting showed several ready handholds, just as all the previous times. He cocked his head, listening. “The Hunters are on the next level up. They’ve probably found the lab we raided. We gotta move quick.”

      He seemed to be doing some mental math, eyes flicking back and forth between herself and Daina. “All right. I’ll take point on this one. Daina, follow me. Cam bring up the rear. Good?”

      Cam nodded and settled against the wall to cover the hallway behind them. Jonesy stepped into the alcove and began wiggling his way down, at one point cursing the small tube before disappearing into the darkness. Daina tucked into the top of the access and covered the opposite direction. For being shoeless and covered in crusting alien slime, the woman was doing quite well. If they all got back in one piece, Cam was going to be sorry to see her return to the Sino-Sov alliance.

      Jonesy’s whispered voice drifted up from below. “Down and clear.”

      Daina stowed her rifle, gave Cam a quick nod, and began to descend. As she began climbing, Cam’s eye drifted to the wall above her. A circular control panel gleamed in the dull blue light. She gripped her rifle tighter to stave off the itch in her palm to grasp the panel. This yearning to connect with the alien technology was freaking her out even more than her blue skin. What was happening to her?

      A bark from below interrupted her thoughts. “Jesus fuck!” Jonesy cried, followed by the rapid report of his rifle firing on auto.

      Daina’s voice echoed from the narrow access. “Aš ateinu!” Cam could hear her grunting with exertion to force herself down faster.

      Fuck it. She had to get down there. Cam shipped her rifle and began worming her way down the access as fast as she could.

      Daina screamed something she couldn’t understand, sounding defiant, followed by the crackling of more plasma fire. Between bursts Cam also heard the quick pop of a pistol firing as well. God, it was a war zone down there. Cam hurried.
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        * * *

      

      Cam saw the blue oval of light that was the end of the access. From here she could drop the last few feet and land directly in the hallway. But she had no idea what to expect. The gunfire had stopped. The smell of cordite and ozone drifted up, telling her nothing of what was happening down there, except that it had been chaos. She was braced with her arms and back in the narrow tunnel. She remembered the docking bay should be to the right after exiting, so she picked right.

      She dropped.

      Cam landed in a crouch, staying as low as she could, whipping her rifle off her back. She had picked correctly. Through the haze of spent plasma she saw the silhouette of Daina’s lithe figure, still standing, rifle raised at a target beyond her. She was standing with her legs wide, protecting a still form on the deck.

      Jonesy?! She stayed crouched, trying to hide in the mist, and hurried forward. As she approached, she saw Jonesy and quailed. He was lying on his side on the floor, a thin trail of blood coming from his hairline.

      Daina clucked her tongue and shook her head minutely as Cam bent to check Jonesy. She kept her rifle trained forward, eyes searching. “He is ok, just unconscious. Caught ricochet. Look up. This fucking bitch is hard to kill.”

      Cam looked up. The haze in the air parted, and she saw before them the smallest Ringhead alien she had ever seen. It was, maybe, three feet tall. Definitely a Ringhead, though. The same featureless black eyes and the same body coloration. Although this one had the same leopard mottling as they had seen on a few of them, but the pattern covered its entire body. It lacked the vicious bony spikes and plating she was used to seeing on the Hunters. It's head was round, lacking the bony crown. It looked like a ghoulish Ringhead baby.

      It was standing between them and the docking bay. A small window was set into the door behind the alien. Through the window Cam could just make out the lines of a jumpship in the dim light. They were so close!

      Daina tensed next to her. “Watch out!”

      She pulled her trigger, began hammering the tiny Ringhead with plasma bolts. Cam felt the hairs on her arms stand up as electricity cracked across the room. The tiny Ringhead raised its hands, which were now shining pinpoints of azure light, and the walls of the ship came alive. The snaking conduits jumped off the walls and slashed the air between them and the Ringhead, blocking Daina’s gunfire. The alien waved its arms and the tubes and pipes whipped through the air in sinuous fashion, continuing to block Daina’s barrage.

      Daina let loose a scream of frustration and released her trigger, the end of her barrel glowing hot. The conduits paused in midair, tense, like cobras preparing to strike. Daina’s chest heaved as she panted in the smoky air. Jonesy was beginning to stir at her feet. Cam could see one eye cracked open, and his hand slowly moving towards the rifle laying at his side.

      She looked back to the tiny Ringhead, amazed and dismayed. How were they going to get by this? The alien’s small arms twitched, the lights in its hands flickered, and the pipes quivered a little.

      Cam whispered, “I think it’s getting tired.”

      Daina grunted, “Not fucking fast enough.”

      Cam shook Jonesy’s shoulder. “Hey. How close are the others?”

      His brow furrowed as he sat up. “They’re at the lift one level above. We have less than a minute before more hell breaks loose.”

      Cam turned to look at the tiny Ringhead. The small alien cocked its head and stared back at her. Cam gasped as she felt a hand on the back of her head push into her brain. Her eyes rolled up as the hand pushed through her mind, searching. It found a spot that fit perfectly, like a key, and turned.

      Cam felt her soul and entire being shift as if a dam had been opened. The puzzle pieces of her mind flipped and spun, locking themselves into a new pattern, transforming into something that opened her connection to the aliens like a live circuit. A flood of sensation and memory coursed through her in a torrent, causing her to gasp. She dropped her rifle and fell to her knees, prostrate before the tiny Ringhead. On shaking arms she dropped her head to the deck and grunted out one word.

      “Mother!”
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            Special Delivery

          

        

      

    

    
      Sasha

      

      Sasha felt like a microwave pizza. Baking in the stifling confines of her thermal armor, hotboxing herself before getting dropped into an urban freezer. Her crew was packed into two tight rows on the newest bird out of Experimental Projects. Like its namesake, the Raven was an inky matte black, every square inch covered with a new EM-absorbing coating designed to skate past Ringhead radar. Or whatever the aliens had that they called radar. Like the name said, it was experimental. But so far, three drops and not a peep. Ace still flew dangerously low, though, just to be safe. A few tree branches caught in the landing skids was better than facing down a Ringhead jumpship.

      Sasha sat in the first seat in the hold, facing the left side of the helicopter, just behind Ace. For once, her small stature was a win, as she had plenty of legroom on the cramped bird. Outside, the deep purple of the night sky was beginning to give way to sunrise. She took off her glove and leaned out. The window was ice cold. Beside her, Mack shifted restlessly, bobbing his knees and tugging at his collar.

      She sat back and used Ripper to thump his enhanced leg. “Fucking sit still.”

      He looked down at her with a sheepish grin. “Sorry, pre-game jitters.”

      “Save the energy. You’re going to need it.” She pulled Bitsy onto her lap from beneath the chair and began rechecking her. Satisfied with Stan’s work, she put Bitsy back down and systematically patted down all her pockets, counting up charge packs and grenades.

      She looked sidelong at Mack as she checked over her grenade launcher. “Remember, the iceboxes they set up are getting more powerful. Don’t bother with anything other than the thermobarics if we run into them, you're just wasting your charge energy.”

      Mack gave her a thumbs up, and he settled a bit. Sasha had monitored his progress these last few weeks. Not unlike her own schizophrenic behavior when she got fitted with Ripper. Sometimes Mack zigged when he should zag. Other times she watched him laugh like a goddamned fool when that monster leg took him on a rooftop leap. Sasha could appreciate the craziness of it. Elation one minute from the power the enhancements gave you--despair the next because you felt like a fucking freak. But she figured killing some Ringheads would go a long way to making Mack feel like the soldier he was.

      Some of her guys were in it for the money, but not Mack. Maybe he had been before, but not now. When talk turned to his squadmates, he got really intense, and she could feel the heat coming off him. The other night she had watched Mack go off with Keenan and get shit-faced on some of the lab rats’ finely distilled moonshine. Sasha’s lips twisted in dismay. Mourning Cam, no doubt. They all were, of course. But for Keenan...Sasha shook off the sad thoughts.

      The interior lights switched to red. Ace’s easy voice sounded through their comms. “Two minutes out. Drones away.” Two metallic thumps sounded as he launched their surveillance drones.

      Beside her, Simmons tapped on his gauntlet. He twisted around to give Sasha a thumbs up as the drone data started scrolling up.

      Sasha stood and called out over the buzz of the rotors. “Button up!”

      The rustle and swish of seven bodies securing gear and weapons. Helmets went on and visors came down. The light painted their winter armor a garish arterial blood red. Sasha secured her own helmet and reviewed the data displayed on her visor. An aerial map of the outskirts of Vancouver appeared.

      “Zoom in.” The map jumped up towards her, bringing her close enough to make out roof details. The streets were covered in uniform white. “Go north.” The view veered abruptly north, gaining speed. “Stop.” The view showed her the city center. Several buildings were still smoking, and a party of Hunters ranged through the streets.

      “Ace, put us down ... here.” She found a deserted grocery store parking lot south of the city center, sent the coordinates to his visor.

      Sasha secured her own helmet and grabbed the nearest ceiling handle. These tiny helicopters were nice. “Ok, mission objective is to sweep and clear. We have to break down that encampment of iceboxes and give our Canadian cousins a breather while they evac civilians. Clear?”

      Heads bobbed and she saw her sergeant tap his gauntlet twice. That’s right, Sasha needed to remind them of one last thing.

      “No one moves alone, everyone watch each other’s backs. Your gauntlets will give you team readouts only when the drones establish the local network. No guarantees. Pick your targets carefully and engage only when you have the advantage. I want this clean and neat and I do not want to have to save your ass again, Linc.”

      Chuckles all around. Sergeant Lee popped Lincoln on his helmet and Linc tried to duck. Good, she wanted them loose and ready for anything. She launched into a review of the approach.

      “Lee, take Whiskey, go three blocks east, then turn north. I’ll take Victory straight north. Swing wide as you get closer to their beachhead and come in from the east.”

      Lee gave a grunt and a nod. The gray skull and crossbones painted on his helmet leered at her in the crimson light.

      Ace’s voice broke in, “Clench up, everyone. Dropping in three, two, one.”

      The Raven’s forward momentum slowed and Ace began to drop them the last 400 feet in the space of heartbeat. Sasha felt her feet lifting in her boots. Adrenaline surged as her blood pounded to a crescendo in her ears. She keyed open both doors and they swept wide. The pent up heat inside puffed out in a cloud of white mist. Arctic air crashed in from both sides of the chopper, bringing flurries of thick, fat, snowflakes.

      Her feet slammed back into the soles of her boots as Ace pulled up hard on the stick. The downdraft created swirling vortices of snow around them. She felt the increased gravity ease off and she launched herself out of the door, jumping the last ten feet to the ground. Dirty snow gave way beneath her boots. She landed in a neat crouch and stood to see her team landing in tight formation behind her.

      She wanted to open her mouth and suck in the freezing air but her suit and full helmet warmed the air, depriving her of its bracing bite. She couldn’t keep the grin out of her voice. “Good hunting! Victory, let’s move!” And she took off at a run to the north.

      From her comms, Ace’s voice piped in. “Slow the fuck down, Tiny. Drones can’t get a good read on your surroundings.”

      Sasha reined in her exuberance, coming to a halt. “Big uglies ahead?”

      “Undetermined.”

      She turned to Carmichael, Linc, and Akins. “You heard Ace.” She jerked her head to the building lines and they hugged the edges. With their white suits and the snow flurries, their movements were masked but they had no way of knowing how Ringheads tracked them. Beaufort and Abbé hadn’t been able to figure out how the aliens saw them or smelt them or had radar or fuck knows what.

      She looked up, scanning the cityscape above as they moved steadily north. Hard to see what was going on. Mostly evacuated. No human heat signatures. Sasha drew in a slow breath, holding it for four beats and exhaling the same way. Ringheads showed up as dark spots on thermal imaging, a negative space. The problem was, human brains tended fill in negative spaces, glossing over blank spots. After more box breathing, she continued her scanning. Nada.

      A burst of static, and Lee checked in, his slow Southern drawl a welcome sound. “LT, we are rounding the corner, over.”

      “Roger that. ETA three minutes, out.” Sasha replied.

      With every step, the relentless snowfall filled in their footprints. They trudged on, their footfalls getting more difficult with each step. At least, it felt like that for Sasha. Probably not so much of an issue for Carmichael, who was pulling up the rear. Carmichael was built like a bulldozer, nearly as wide as he was tall, hence his call sign of “Box”. Even his fiery red hair was shaved in such a way that his head resembled a cube. If she tried, Sasha could probably fit her entire leg in the footprint left by Box’s size fifteen kicks.

      To his credit, Box was quiet for big man and kept up easily with his trimmer squad mates. Box checked behind them regularly, his silent vigil a good sign. After several quiet blocks his low baritone rumbled into the comms. “Aerial contact! On our six!”

      Shit. Sasha turned around, automatically looking up into the featureless gray sky. A Ringhead jumper was headed straight for them. “Ace, Lee, we have incoming.”
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        * * *

      

      Sasha ducked into the nearest doorway and planted herself in the rising snowfall, which was now nearly to her knees. Akins took the next doorway, and began methodically opening his vest pockets, getting his RPGs ready to go.

      Her comms crackled. “LT, we can cut over to your position, over.”

      “Negative, continue mission. I repeat, Whiskey--continue mission.” Sasha barked at Lee.

      “Roger, charlie mike, Whiskey out.”

      Linc and Carmichael hustled across the street and took cover in their own doorways. Sasha hugged the wall and edged her head out, one eye scanning the skies to the south. The jumpship was lumbering along, seemingly on patrol, drifting slowly north towards her position.

      She kept her eye on the jumpship. “Linc, gimme a sitrep from the drones.”

      In her periphery she saw him drop back into the shadows, tapping away on his gauntlet. After a moment he looked up at her from across the street. “Just the jumpship, boss. No signs of any Hunters for five blocks around. The ones in the city center are maintaining their positions.”

      Sasha ducked back in. She crouched low and looked up, scanning the surrounding buildings again, searching for the telltale darkness of a Ringhead body. The buildings were clear, and the beginnings of an idea percolated through her mind.

      “Hey guys, I’ve got an idea. Let’s see if we can bring home an extra present for Stan.”

      She may have heard a groan or two over comms. She chose to ignore them for now. The jumpship was still hovering a block south of them, a fat, inviting target.

      “Lee, what’s your position, over.”

      Lee’s reassuring drawl came through the comms. “We’re a hundred yards east of the plaza. I can see the iceboxes they’ve set up, there looks to be half a dozen. There’s also half a dozen Hunters standing guard, but none of them look iced up yet. What do you want to do, LT?”

      Sasha trusted Lee to finish out the mission. “Hold your position for now. We’re about to make a lot of noise down here, which should draw them out. Make your move after the music starts. Over.”

      “Roger that, holding steady for now. Out.”

      Sasha turned her attention to getting the party started. “All right, gentlemen, let’s bag this turkey. Linc, Box, sticky grenades, target propulsion. Akins, we’re going to watch the street and cover them. Lee, send me one of the bugs.”

      The four of them hunkered down, getting down to business. Sasha drifted back in the doorway, bracing the butt of her railgun on the building, covering the street to the north. Bitsy hummed quietly as her capacitors charged up. Sasha brought up the drone’s video feed on her visor so she could watch the street and keep an eye on Linc and Box.

      From above, she could just make out their weapons edging beyond the building’s cover. The jumpship drifted into range, still seemingly oblivious to their presence.Their chances couldn’t get much better.

      Sasha cracked her neck in preparation for Bitsy’s debut. “Light it up.”

      Hollow thunks! rang out as the boys leaned into the street, peppering the jumpship from below with Zooks. On impact, the grenades’ outer shell shattered into a quick setting, tenacious glue that adhered their ordinance in place. Bright pink goo splattered and set, covering the rear of the jumpship in a split second.

      Box ducked back into his doorway. “Fire in the hole!”

      The rest of them ducked as well as the grenades detonated, sending shock waves into the street, knocking snow off every building on the block. A hot rush of air, smoke, and debris howled down onto them turning the formerly pristine snow drift into dark, soot-covered ice.

      Sasha slid along the wall again, wiping dirty slush from her visor and looking both to the north, and at her vid feed from the drone. The street was still clear, and the jumpship began to list as it veered to the south, smoke emanating from the rear of the ship. It slowly lost altitude, engines laboring loudly in the cold air. Metal screeched and groaned as the ship caught on a fire escape and tore the rusting staircase away from the building, ripping massive chunks from the wall. Snow and rock rained down into the middle of the street.

      Lee chimed in. “LT, these guys are on the move. Headed your way, over.”

      “Roger that. Get in and plant your explosives. Then get down here and join the party. We’ll try and leave some for you. Out.”

      Sasha backed out into the street, still covering to the north with Bitsy. She waved her arm, pointing south to where the jumpship had disappeared behind a building, a thin trail of smoke rising above the rooftops. “Move out!”

      They ran south. Box dropped back to cover their tail and Sasha sprinted to catch up to Akins. A bone-jarring sound of rending concrete and metal came from ahead of them. Sasha hauled up at the next intersection and checked around the corner. The jumpship had come to rest in a school playground, shearing through a large metal play structure. Smoke continued to pour out of the rear of the craft. Even from this distance, Sasha could tell the ship was in pretty good shape. Stan was going to owe her huge for this one.

      “Akins, Linc, take positions and cover the north. Linc, tie into the drone feed. Box, you’re with me. Let’s open this can of spam.”

      Sasha slowed as she neared the ship. It had gone down nose first, crashing through the jungle gym. The playground structure groaned in protest under the weight of the alien vessel. Oily smoke drifted off listless fires that burned over the aft section. Her helmet helpfully informed her of the various toxins in the smoke, and advised her against opening her visor. Behind the ship, the two-story school sat empty, black scorches marring the brick face of the building, most of the windows shattered and gaping.

      Box lumbered up behind her as she made another check on Bitsy. They circled the ship until they came to the side door of the craft. The only sound she heard was the metal popping and ticking underneath, and the fitful sputtering of the fires.

      They both stopped, partially crouched, looking at the ship before them. Up close, Sasha saw the outer hull resembled every other piece of alien tech she had seen. It was deep blue-black in color, with winding ropes and biomechanical tubes writhing along the surface. She was barely twenty feet away. This might be as close as any human had ever gotten to a jumpship. The wind kicked up, blowing sparks and dirty snow over the top of the ship.

      Box growled, a low booming rumble in his chest. “Don’t say it.”

      Sasha looked the ship over. No lights, no sounds, just the occasional crunch of metal as it settled further into the icy landscape. She looked behind her and saw Linc and Akins digging in, each behind an abandoned car. Linc flashed her a high sign and returned to watching the street to the north.

      Another grumble. “Don’t--”

      Sasha narrowed her eyes. “It’s too quiet.”

      Box sighed. He yanked up his helmet with a quick jerk, pulled his left earlobe twice and spit to the left.

      Sasha grinned in amusement at his superstitious antics. “Did you bring your can opener?”

      Box snorted and put his helmet back on. He slung his Repeater 55 into a thigh holster. On Box’s leg the massive Repeater looked like a dainty pistol. Box reached behind him and pulled out a wicked arc of dark metal mounted on an actual Louisville Slugger. He admired the curved blade and hefted it in his big paws. “That is not what we are calling this. No way.”

      Box had liberated the piece of jumpship debris from an earlier mission and spent some time in the shop affixing it to the baseball bat. The alien metal -- or whatever it was -- wouldn’t take an edge until they had tried putting it in the smelter in the metal shop. Box had hammered it to a keen edge and now brought it on every mission, eager to try it out on a live Hunter. He said it was poetic justice.

      Sasha took aim at the side door of the jumpship and braced. Bitsy felt alive in her hands, humming with lethal potential. “All right, batter up! Let’s see what’s inside.”

      Box wound up, and swung the axe in a wide arc, a streak of midnight black in the gray daylight. The axe struck with a ringing clang and bit into the door.

      Sasha dug her feet into the snow, her breath coming faster now as Box strained on the axe handle, dragging the door open one painfully slow inch at a time. She tightened her grip on Bitsy, hugging the stock tight to her shoulder, feeling like she was about to leap off a cliff. She caressed the trigger, riding it down to the edge.

      Box bellowed and strained, and the door slid open.

      The jumpship was empty.

      Sasha blinked, her grip on Bitsy loosening in surprise. What the fuck?

      Comms crackled. “LT! Contact!”

      Sasha turned to see half a dozen lanky Hunters making their way slowly towards them, coming straight down the street. Linc and Akins crouched behind their cover, weapons trained on the advancing aliens. She judged the distance but it was too far. She and Box would have to stay put. She slipped around the nose and into the shadow of the downed ship.

      Box yanked his battle axe out of the ship and stowed it, pulling his Repeater back out. Box wasn’t one for subtlety. Rather than try to hide his massive frame behind the marginal cover offered by the ship, he opted to stay out in the open. He set his tree trunk legs and waited for Sasha’s signal.

      Sasha trained her sights on the lead Hunter, a particularly tall Ringhead wielding one of their alien rayguns. The main group was nearly in range for Linc and Akins. She focused her aim at the neck of the Hunter and took a deep breath. She really wished she could feel the cold air. She exhaled slowly, feeling her tension flow into the rifle.

      “Lee? Party’s starting. Get your butts down here.”

      She pulled the trigger.

      Bitsy kicked her hard in the shoulder, throwing a chunk of supersonic lead across the plaza in a microsecond. The electric whine of the gun was still just registering to her ears when she saw the Hunter’s head disappear in a fine cloud of atomized green blood. The body took a last shaky step before collapsing onto the snow like a felled tree.

      As one the remaining Hunters broke into a run, quickly covering ground with their strange, undulating movements. The rest of her team opened up, splintering the morning stillness with the symphony of blaster fire. Box laid down suppressive fire at full auto, blanketing the distance from himself to the Ringheads in a cloud of supercharged gas. The snow and ice on the ground around him melted into a gray sludge under the sustained barrage from his plasma cannon.

      Bitsy hummed again as her capacitors topped out, ready to rock and roll again. Sasha sighted the next Ringhead running towards them. She needed to time this one better now that the enemy was moving faster. As she silently counted, the Ringhead slipped past Linc and Akins, barely even pausing to glance at them or even return fire. It was now between their positions, and barreling towards her. In fact, they were all running, seemingly ignoring Linc and Akins.

      She looked up, verified Box’s position.

      Yeah, they were all running directly at her.
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            Ready the Torch

          

        

      

    

    
      Mack

      

      Mack placed the last of the V-10’s against the base of the icebox, and strapped them down with conductor tape. He wasn’t the demolitions expert that Garcia had been, but Lee was giving him a chance to prove himself here. Right up close to the iceboxes, the bitter cold pulsed in waves that he could feel even through his suit. The quicker they were done with this, the better.

      Mack turned to check out Simmons and Lee and they were finishing up their charges as well. That was good. Mack was all for hitting the Ringheads where it hurt, but right now he wanted to shoot something. Repeatedly. He double-checked his work and made sure the wiring was five by five. As he jogged away from the iceboxes his comms crackled to life with a hiss of static.

      “-- repeat, Whiskey One, anyone listening? I’ve got a problem.” Sasha’s normal saucy tone was gone, her words clipped and muffled by bursts of sustained gunfire..

      Everyone rallied to Lee’s position as Sasha continued to broadcast.

      “Grr…. Shit!Fuck!” The report of her rail gun sounded in his comms and echoed off the buildings. “Lee get your asses down here --- ed support! Come in from the north -- Fuck! -- I repeat, northwest! We need cover fire on their position in the northeast corner!”

      Lee whirled his finger in the air. “Roger that, Whiskey One en route.”

      Lee pointed at Mack.

      “You. Get down there and take overwatch position on the roof of one of the buildings on the north side of the square. We need some intel.” Lee turned and signaled to Blake. ”Blake will go with you for backup.

      Mack nodded. His heart pounded with anticipation.

      Lee continued on, his Southern drawl not so slow and easy now. “Simmons and I will finish our objective here. We will head to your position when we have completed decommissioning these suckers.”

      Mack nodded again. The morning sunlight glared off Lee’s helmet and the Jolly Roger on it looked like it was winking at him.

      Lee unslung his Torch and thrust it into Mack’s arms. “I may need you to do something loud and noisy. Wait for my signal.”

      Things were looking up. Mack ran a covetous hand over the Torch. “I get to bring the thunder. Sweet!” He was off in a burst of enhanced speed before he reined it in for Blake.

      Running wasn't really running anymore, not when he went all out. It was more of an alternating leap and hop, huge bounding strides in the right, and a quick step to catch himself on the left. Learning to use this new leg had been hard fought, and now Mack reveled in the expansive movements, the surge of power he gained from each bounce.

      Mack and Blake zigzagged their way to the south, taking positions at the intersections to cover each other’s movement. Each time he stopped to cover, Mack checked the skies above them, dread building in his gut. Blake took the last position next to a stairwell access. Mack poured it on, hop-sprinting the last fifty yards.

      When he got to the target building he kicked extra hard and launched himself at the stairwell door. He hit the door with his cybernetic leg and the metal door crumpled like tinfoil under the impact. Mack pivoted and began taking the stairs five, then two at a time. He made three stories in about ten seconds. He wasn't even breathing hard yet.

      He opened the door to the roof slowly, carving a wide arc in the snow. Glancing down the stairwell he saw Blake coming up the first flight of stairs. Mack looked out the door and saw a vast square expanse of undisturbed snow. The sounds of the battle drifted up from the square below. He scanned left and right again, confirming the rooftop was empty. Blake made the top of the stairs, puffing lightly.

      Mack unslung the Torch. “Roof is clear.” He shuffled to the edge of the roof and edged up slowly until he could see below.

      Dubs and Ringheads dotted the wintry landscape below him. Even from this distance, the aliens’ flat, black eyes made his guts squirm. A grounded jumpship leaned haphazardly in a school playground. Victory was arrayed around the jumpship, using it as cover against an advancing wave of Hunters. Mack’s visor zoomed in on the smallest figure. Yup, it’s Lt. Kennedy. She was giving them hell too, but there were too many of them.

      “Victory One, Blake and I are on overwatch, we will be providing support until the rest of Whiskey arrives.”

      “Good--” LT’s voice was cut off by more rounds of blaster fire.

      A flicker of movement caught his eye. He looked up, and his visor zoomed in to confirm. Three-o-clock, another jumpship inbound. Shit.

      “Victory One, you have incoming, eyes on the sky.”

      Mack updated Lee. “We’ve got eyes on Victory. It’s bad, Sarge.”

      “Lay it on me, Mack” came the response.

      “A dozen hostiles on the ground. Victory team is about to be surrounded. I also have visual on another jumpship en route.” Mack wanted to join them but knew it was no time to go hotdogging. “Orders?”

      Lee did not hesitate. “Blake, lob the Zooks, take that jumpship out of the picture. Mack lay down a barrier with the Torch, give Victory some breathing room. Simmons and I will be there in two. ”

      “Roger.” Mack readied the Torch while Blake pulled out the grenade launcher. Mack didn’t envy him that job, a miss with that Valter recoilless could mean hitting friendlies.

      While Blake took aim at the new jumpship, Mack aimed the spear tip of the Torch. Choosing a spot behind the Dubs, he squeezed off his shot and a stream of ignitable cord followed the tiny spear head. As it found a perch on the building across the street, Mack flicked the switch on the base of the Torch and small explosions lit up the cord, the pellets of compressed gas breaking up into a wall of streaming flame. He launched six more cords across the gap, igniting all of them and turning the street into a raging inferno.

      “Hooah!” yelled Mack as the new jumpship was cut off from the Dubs.

      Victory now had nowhere to go but forward, and while they were still in the shit right now, it was only half the shit it would have been. I’ll take those odds any day of the week.

      Blake remained quiet, and Mack watched the man systemically spit out the the Zooks, each grenade sticking briefly to the shell of the alien jumper before splitting open into a conflagration of flames and smoke. It spun lazily in the sky, small drifts of black smoke rising in its crooked wake.

      Mack turned his attention back to Victory and saw the damnedest thing -- five Ringheads, undeterred by the sustained blaster fire of Victory team, converged on Lt. Kennedy’s position. Bitsy barked once, holing one of the Hunters through the torso. Concentrated fire from the rest of the team reduced a second Hunter to a pile of briquettes.

      The remaining Hunters kept coming, unfazed by the slaughter of their comrades. As one, they bulled Lt. Kennedy’s position. Victory team pulled back, unable to fire without risking their lieutenant. From overwatch, Mack spotted one of the Hunters physically grab her and jump onto the downed jumpship. What the actual fuck is happening? Ringheads didn’t take hostages--they were killing machines.

      With Lt. Kennedy and her captor on the ship, the two remaining Hunters immediately boarded the ship, and it lit up and began taking off.

      Mack turned to Blake. “How many Zooks do you have left?”
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            Into the Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      SASHA

      Jesus but these guys don’t give up!

      Sasha found herself wishing she had brought an extra Dub1 plasma rifle with her. She would never want to hurt Bitsy’s feelings, but the girl didn’t quite have the rate of fire Sasha needed right now.

      Bitsy’s humming topped out again, barely noticeable above the crackling thunder coming from Box’s Repeater. Five uglies bolting towards her again. This was getting old. What the holy fuck is going on today?!

      Box bellowed as he shifted his field of fire. “Cover! One o’clock!”

      Sasha sighted in and pulled the trigger, blowing a smoking hole through the chest of the closest Hunter. As it collapsed, Box and the others reduced the one behind it to a pile of smoking embers. The remaining three kept running, undaunted by the destruction of their fellows.

      Box shuffled back, trying to keep his fire trained on the lead Hunter. “What the fuck is going on!?”

      Sasha bobbed to her left to clear around Box’s hulking form. A moment later all three Hunters angled slightly to match her new position. She juked back, and the Hunters all followed her again. “CentCom! Are you seeing this?! What the hell is going on?!”

      “Victory, CentCom, we are receiving your feed five by five. Recommend evac ASAP.”

      “No fucking shit?!” Bitsy was still in her refractory period, she was going to have to talk to Stan about that.

      The lead Hunter bellowed, a deep, bassy roar that reverberated through her feet and lungs. With the roar it bulled through Box like a freight train, knocking the big man on his ass. The Hunter finally dropped its arms, still covered in glimmering ice armor, and leapt the last ten feet to land directly in front of Sasha. A thick layer of milky ice covered its body, melted to a thin sheet around the arms. In its open mouth Sasha saw multiple rows of spiky teeth.

      Too surprised to react, she watched in horror as the alien scooped her up in a fireman’s carry. Bitsy flew from her hands, the strap dragging across her neck and choking her. The alien jumped again, this time to land inside the open jumpship. As the alien crossed into the ship, the once quiet engines flared the life, blowing snow and ash over the playground. The consoles and walls lit up in a blazing display of flashing blue lights.

      The Hunter shrugged her off his shoulder and slammed her back into the rear wall of the ship, pinning her chest with one massive clawed hand. The alien loomed over her, its dull black eyes inches from her helmet. As Sasha struggled to move the crushing hand off her chest, the alien slammed its other fist into the bulkhead. Lights played along the alien's arm, flowing into the bulkhead. The wall behind her flowed and squirmed like a box of worms, and two coils snaked out from behind her to wrap themselves around her chest, securing her in place. The coils tightened, squeezing the breath from her.

      The two remaining Hunters bulled past Linc and Akins, stepping on Box as he tried to regain his feet. They leapt onto the ship. As the two new aliens touched down, the jumpship lurched and groaned, ripping itself free from the twisted metal of the play structure. The side door slid shut and sealed, closing off the light of day and the sounds of battle.

      The aliens had her. What the fuck were they doing and what did they want with her? She twisted and kicked, trying to free herself. She had to get out of here before they gained altitude. Sasha kicked her leg out, trying to take out the Hunter’s knee. The Hunter calmly moved its leg out of the way. It leaned into her, brandishing a wicked elbow spike in her face, pressing the point into her faceplate. She felt her head squeezing as the alien pressed in, the point of the spike pushing the carbon ceramic to its limit. The helmet cracked as the pressure increased, and Sasha gritted her teeth against the crushing force on her head. She was hyperventilating now, imagining the spike bursting through the helmet to plow into her face. Her straining arms pulled her elbows painfully as she struggled.

      Sasha screamed in frustration and rage, the sound echoing in her helmet, as the pressure built. The Hunter roared as well, and pulled back, causing her head to lunge forward. The alien appeared to glower at her, then slapped her across the helmet with its free hand. The impact rung her helmet like a bell, smacking her head against the bulkhead. Sasha’s vision flared, over bright, and she tasted pennies in her mouth. Fuck, almost bit off my tongue.

      She looked around, dazed, trying to make some sense of this insanity. The inside of the jumpship was almost totally dark, the ceiling lost in shadows above her. Damn, this thing is huge. The barest hint of light bled in through the fuselage, but there were no windows, no instruments. How the hell did these things fly? This thing had all the tech of a damn shipping crate! Of the two Hunters standing near the front of the ship, one of them was now strapped to what looked like an upright bed. Neither seemed to be involved with flying the ship. What the hell? Were they drones? Was some other alien flying this bucket remotely?

      Through the ringing in her ears, a staticky comm signal came through. “--LT---- read-- -- ump --- my mark.”

      That sounded like Mack! She struggled again but the coils around her arms were like icy steel. She had to get out of here! Fuck, but she couldn’t hear anything for all the ringing in her ears!

      Oh my god.

      I can’t believe I forgot about you.

      She looked down at Bitsy, the strap pinned along with her right arm. Her faithful railgun, humming contentedly with a full charge, ready to rock. Sasha wiggled her hand, eating up the slack until the handgrip was in reach. She crawled her fingers around the grip, keeping an eye on the Hunter next to her. This had better work.

      The jumpship rocked to the right, a huge thumping and scraping sound across the roof. It sounded like a seal landing on the roof, flopping around.

      Sasha grinned. That idiot.

      When she heard the familiar sound of shattering Zooks on the side of the ship, she made her move. She angled Bitsy, maneuvering her thumb into the trigger guard. She caught the barrel with her left hand and tilted the gun up. One chance to get this right…

      “Hey! Fucknuts!”

      The Hunter loomed in to swat her again and Sasha pulled the trigger. Bitsy yelped and a smoking hole the size of a grapefruit magically appeared in the Hunter’s chest. The alien seemed stunned, and cocked back its arm to strike her when four explosions rocked the ship to the left. The force of the blasts blew the door off the ship. Dull sunlight flooded back into the ship, filtered through smoke and fire. The ship tilted crazily to the left and the Hunter was pulled off his feet, his arm on the bulkhead snapping off at the shoulder as he went.

      The coils around Sasha’s chest died and went limp. She pawed her way frantically out of them. Freedom was a few steps away, through a wall of fire and smoke. She didn’t hesitate.

      She tucked Bitsy in close and jumped through the door.
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      MACK

      

      Mack wished he had more of a start, but the width of the roof was going to have to do it. At least he wouldn’t be doing this with the weight of the Torch on his back, just a half-loaded Valter. Blake stood at the edge of the roof, carrying the Torch, and watching the newly active jumpship slowly lift into the air. Furious plasma fire echoed from below as Victory tried to defend itself from the remaining Ringheads, and bring down the jumpship to save its Lieutenant.

      Blake raised his hand. Mack switched his comms to Kennedy. “LT! I’m comin’ for ya. Get ready to jump on my mark.”

      Blake dropped his hand. Mack took off, bounding across the rooftop. He hit the edge of the roof at something like forty miles per hour and launched himself from the top of a three story building, sailing through the air to meet a Ringhead jumpship. Mack had never been more scared and exhilarated in his life, screaming through the frigid air to bring fiery doom to the aliens. People will buy me drinks for this story for the rest of my life! If he survived it.

      The jumpship grew larger as he approached. He spotted where he thought he was going to land on the roof of the ship and picked out a number of likely holds he could grab as he landed. The ship rushed up to meet him.

      Even absorbing the impact with his new leg, the force just about shook every tooth out of his head. He flailed his arms, reaching desperately for a handhold to keep from bouncing off the ship. His left hand snagged, then slipped off an antenna. His right hand missed an enticing bit of alien conduit shaped like a ladder rung. Trying to bleed off his momentum he sprawled onto his stomach, sliding the rest of the now very short distance to the edge of the ship. He scrabbled at, and missed more handholds, only to be saved by his right foot catching in a narrow crevice. The sudden stop yanked painfully at his hip.

      Panting now, he got up on his hands and knees, crawling the rest of the way to the edge of the ship. The ship rocked slightly. Did they know he was up here? He had to move fast, before they gained too much altitude. At the edge of the ship he found a handhold for his left hand, clipped in his rope, and swung his body over to the side of the ship. Two stories and counting of dizzying open air yawned below him.

      Mack pulled the Valter off his back and aimed at the boarding door. He systematically planted his only four grenades at the corners of the door. He cocked his leg under him and kicked, vaulting himself over his handhold, back onto the roof.

      “Three seconds! Everyone wait until we’re clear!”

      The explosions rocked the ship to one side, careening to a wild angle. Mack barely held on. Thick black smoke plumed from the side of the ship where the door had been blown away. “Now!” he hollered and then coughed as a tendril of the nasty smoke got past his helmet filter.

      He looked over the edge of the roof just in time to see Kennedy’s compact form burst from the door in a tight ball.

      Mack jumped for all he was worth, arrowing his body to meet Kennedy’s. Their bodies collided in midair. He wrapped his arms around her as she frantically grabbed hold of his harness. “Gotcha!”

      The descender in his harness bit, and began dragging their descent from the jumpship. Mack pulled out his knife and cut them free to drop the last dozen feet. He and Kennedy let go to split apart and both land in neat crouches. They bolted for cover as the rest of the team began throwing every last sticky grenade at the jumpship.

      The rest of Whiskey team had rounded the corner to join in on the action at some point as well and the bloom of heat and cheers from everyone told Mack all he needed to know about the jumpship.

      “Nice work, Mack.” Lee’s compliment came in loud and clear, bringing a flush of satisfaction to Mack. Guess I passed my probie period for Whiskey team.

      Kennedy glanced around the corner they were behind, “There’s still a few left.”

      Mack patted down his chest theatrically. “Sorry, LT, I’m tapped out. I even lost my Valter on that stunt.”

      She smirked. “Typical. Leaving me to do your clean up.” She swung Bitsy off her back and took aim. She walked around the corner and squeezed off a shot, the report echoing off the buildings. Mack shook his head as he watched her go. She really loves her job.

      Lt. Kennedy barked orders as she stalked through the burning remains of the battlefield. “All right! Bag and detail everything we can fit on the Raven! Lee, contact base, let them know there’s a giant to-go order they need to pick up before the food gets cold! Ace! Get your ass back here! I need to get back home before I lose the deposit on this dress!”
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      Jonesy

      

      Jonesy was still on the groggy side of things. His great idea to switch to a standard pistol had been less than stellar. At least the glancing shot he took had only knocked him out for a bit. How embarrassing was it to get shot by your own gun?

      Today had been the Bad Day to top all others, but seeing Cam kneeling before the pint-sized alien was the cherry on top. He didn’t hear what she said, but he’d had enough. They were leaving Freak Show central. Now.

      Jonesy got up on his knees, feeling like the the ship was swaying around him, with a throbbing lump growing out of the left side of his face. Daina hooked her stump under his arm and hauled him up.

      She looked worried, but not scared. He liked this woman. “What now? Shoot her?” Daina asked.

      Jonesy considered how to respond. He’d been wondering the same thing himself. Was this Cam or NotCam? If Alvarez was still in there, then he didn’t want to shoot her. If NotCam was making a re-appearance, then he would shoot like hell and reload the fucking magazine while he was at it.

      Cam and the tiny alien hadn’t moved since Cam bowed down. In fact, the alien was just standing there, staring at her with those creepy black eyes. The shining lights on the alien’s hands had died with Cam’s exclamation, and the biomechanical conduits had snapped back to the walls.

      Those alien tendrils from the ship...he didn’t know who was controlling them but he had a feeling Cam could do it. She could already use the consoles. She was their best chance for blowing this pop stand.

      He was probably making a mistake. But if the LT was still in that blue alien skinjob, he had to take the risk. He owed Keenan that much, at least. Jonesy shook his head. He took a deep breath, waited for the walls to stop rocking. “Hm. Ow. No, actually, we can’t shoot her. Not yet. She can control the alien tech, so we probably need her help to get on the jumpship.”

      The young woman grimaced and her face filled with resignation as she stared at the bizarre tableau of Cam and the tiny alien frozen in silent combat. “So. We need to get her back.”

      He cocked his head to the left. Ow. Again. He heard the lift running. “Yep. And we gotta do it in less than a minute. There’s a pack of Hunters about to get off the lift just down this hallway.” He took off his pack and pulled out the rope he’d salvaged earlier.

      Daina turned her rifle to the side, checking the charge pack. She looked around, surveying their surroundings. “Impossible.”

      Jonesy smiled grimly and flaked out the rope. “Don’t you know? Wolves specialize in the impossible. We just gotta change the playing field.”

      With a grunt of effort, he leaned over and prodded the small alien. To his total relief, it didn’t put up any resistance and the walls didn’t attack him. As he suspected, whatever Cam and the little alien were doing, it was taking all of their brains to do it. It was a little heavier than he guessed, but Daina was able to help him get the alien strapped to his chest like a baby. A freaky, blue alien baby. Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any weirder.

      So when the Hunters rounded the last corner to come barreling towards them, they were treated to the sight of their baby Ringhead, strapped to his chest, as he began to blast them with his rifle. Daina had dragged Cam’s inert body back to the docking bay door, and was trying to get her hand up to activate the door controls.

      Jonesy kept the gunfire to careful bursts. Just enough to keep the Hunters from sticking their heads around the corner. Now that he had their ‘baby’ hostage he was definitely calling the shots. At least, until his ammo ran out.

      “How’s it going back there?! Charge pack’s getting pretty thin here…”

      Daina grunted. “Gah! This bitch is heavy!” Another grunt, “There! … Bah! Nothing. You said this would work!”

      Jonesy squeezed off another burst. He thought he might have caught one of them in the eyes when it poked out. “Um, no. I didn’t. I said she could control the doors. I was guessing about using her hand on them.” Another burst. Jesus this baby was heavy. How do all those moms do it?

      Jonesy heard a body being dropped to the deck. “Ublyudok!”

      Sounds of slapping. Jonesy risked a glance behind him and saw Daina straddling Cam’s unconscious form, slapping Cam’s face with her good hand, and spouting a steady stream of Slavic curses.

      Jonesy’s rifle was going to give out any moment. He backed up towards the docking bay door. He was trying to decide if it would be a good idea to try to bring this little Ringhead back to earth or just try to kill it. Maybe Stan could do something with it.

      He stopped when he was even with the ladies. Daina was building up a sweat trying to get Cam to snap out of it. “Um, no pressure here, but we--”

      Cam’s eyes flew open. They were jet black, all the way through the sclera. Daina’s hand was already in motion but Cam’s right hand shot up and caught Daina’s forearm. Jonesy heard the crisp sound of bone breaking and Daina let out a sharp cry of pain.

      Daina tried to pull back but Cam clenched down on the broken forearm, squeezing another yelp out of her. Cam yanked down on Daina’s arm, pulling her in, and met her jaw with a withering left cross. Daina’s teeth clacked together and her eyes rolled up into her head. She collapsed, senseless, on top of Cam.

      Cam squirmed and writhed, pulling herself out from under Daina. She gave a negligent kick with one leg and rolled the unconscious woman down the corridor away from the docking bay door. She stood, extending herself to her full height, craning her neck oddly. She swiveled her head and focused her dead black eyes on Jonesy.

      Oh. Shit. He let his rifle drop and started pawing around his waist. He couldn’t see with this damned alien strapped to his chest, but he knew his sidearm was down there somewhere.

      “Maxwell.”

      The voice was Cam’s, but altered. It sounded like there were other voices layered over top of Cam’s, and they were all speaking at the same time. This was even worse than NotCam’s prior appearance. Jonesy had the sinking feeling that this time, whatever was happening was not merely the result of the ship’s “corrections” as Cam had described it. He was a not a religious man, but this was sounding like full out demonic possession. Fuck.

      NotCam bent down and picked up Daina’s rifle. NotCam held the rifle in both hands, looking it up and down as if it were a foreign object. With a small, terrifying smile, NotCam settled the rifle into her arms, and took aim at Jonesy’s head.

      “Maxwell. Put our Mother down. Now.”
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        * * *

      

      Jonesy liked to think of himself as a good soldier. One who took orders well. One who would never shoot his superior officer. But fuck this shit. Mini alien was getting one in the eye and NotCam was getting a double tap in the forehead.

       He raised the pistol and put the end of the barrel against the tiny alien’s eye. “Fuck you.”

      NotCam sucked in a breath and took a small step back. She tilted her head, still looking at Jonesy, and seemed to consider.

      Jonesy’s blood pounded in his temples. He thought about how many bullets he had left and wondered whether it would even do anything to the alien. If he shot the alien, would it kill Cam through their psychic link? This was some seriously fucked up shit, and his head hurt trying to work it out.

      NotCam twisted her lips into an upward tilt, a grotesque parody of Alvarez’s usual warm smile. “You will not hurt our Mother. If you do, we will destroy you. We know you, Maxwell. You want to live, just like all humans.”

      “You don’t know shit about me. Goddammit! Cam! Are you in there!?” Jonesy began backing up towards Daina’s still form. “Fight it, LT! I know you’re in there!”

      She paced him, slowly, following him down the hallway. “We know of your pain, Maxwell. We have travelled the stars, encountered species you could never even dream of. We are dedicated to perfecting life in all its forms.”

      NotCam pointed at his eye. “This crude instrument hurts you. We can heal you.”

      Jonesy gave an involuntary shudder of revulsion. He didn’t want anyone messing with his eye ever again. Sometimes the pain was so bad he wondered if he wouldn’t have been better off blind. Abbé tried to convince him that upgrades would help, and the pain would go away, but Jonesy was done with “enhancements.” He could live with the hand he was dealt.

      The rolling voice continued, compelling him with its monstrous words. “What you call medicine is crude and primitive. We have the power to transform you, to make you better than you are, to raise you to your full potential!”

      He’d had enough of transformation, thank you very much. Jonesy kept his hand steady on his gun.

      “Shut the hell up! Cam! Snap out of it! Remember Cho! We need to tell his parents what happened! We’ll probably need to drink some of that awful tea!”

      She hesitated a moment, tilting her head in that disturbingly alien fashion, then resumed stalking him. Was he getting through to her? He hoped like hell he was. He didn’t have anything else.

      Jonesy drew in a quick breath and then began rattling off the names of everyone on Alpha squad while backing up with careful steps. Burke and his horrible body odor. Pretty Nell who always had a line of soldiers begging her for a date. O’Neill and his god awful cheap ass cigars he wouldn’t let go of. Garcia who always cheated at cards, and cheated badly.

      With each pronouncement, NotCam wavered a little more. By the time Jonesy finished up with Garcia’s horrible deck stacking, tears streamed down Cam’s face, and the black was fading from her eyes. His back hit the wall behind him. He was out of options. The weight of the alien on his chest dug the ropes painfully into his ribs.

      “Cam, remember Keenan! You love each other! You need to get back to him. And Colonel Phillips. The Colonel and Gunny are counting on you! Hell, I’m counting on you!”

      The black disappeared entirely from her eyes and Cam gave a hitching sob, collapsing to her knees again. “Oh god, Jonesy! I’m so sorry!”

      Jonesy whirled around and pawed for rifle hanging by its strap. “Thank. Fucking. God! No time for tears now! Get the jumpship open!”

      Cam dropped her rifle and staggered back to the door. As Jonesy turned to cover the hallway again, he heard the door open behind him. He squeezed the trigger and the rifle died mid-burst. He crouched down to pick up Cam’s dropped rifle when the alien strapped to his chest woke up.

      In a split second, the dead weight turned into a squirming, writhing, kicking mass of tiny arms and legs. His breath flew out of him as he caught a kick to the balls. The alien jerked its head back and popped him in the jaw, the impact turning his vision blinding white. Seeing stars, Jonesy went to his knees, fighting for breath. He had to get this asshole off of him. Stan could get his own damned alien.

      Piercing blue light filled the hallway again as the alien’s hands began to glow. In the light, Jonesy saw the Hunters standing now in the hallway, watching him with their weapons down. The walls came alive. Coils slid along the floor, wrapping around Daina’s still form, twining around her legs.

      More coils jumped off the walls and reached for him. He managed to catch one of the alien’s hands and tried to wrench it away. Cam screamed from behind him. “Jonesy!”

      He twisted around, saw her through the open door, nearly to the jumpship. “Fucking go! Get home! I got this!” He watched her disappear into the ship, relieved she hadn’t called him on his lie.

      The small alien waved its free hand, and a conduit snaked around his right leg. Bitter cold immediately soaked into his leg, immobilizing it like ice. His strength began to ebb. He wished he was the praying kind. He wished he still had his right arm. This would certainly be a good time for either.

      The little alien squirmed, flexing and loosening the ropes. Jonesy brought up the butt of the rifle and slammed it down, repeatedly, on the tiny alien’s head. Trapped within the ropes, it was unable to dodge and it began to screech horribly, a sound that tore at his ears. The alien continued to twist and squirm until it was turned around inside the ropes. A dozen bright lines of pain lit up his chest as the alien sank its clawed hands and feet through his shirt. He continued to hammer the alien, until one of its claws tore through his shoulder and the pain forced him to drop the rifle.

      Jonesy tried to ignore the tiny alien crawling on him and twisted around to look for Cam. The lights on the jumpship blinked. He hoped Cam was smart enough to do the right thing. The alien placed its cold cold hands on his cheeks, turning him to face it. The bright lights in the alien’s hands dazzled his eyes, washing out the hallway. Even in the blinding light, the alien’s eyes remained, two flat dark circles sucking everything in. He found himself caught in the black alien gaze, mesmerized.

      Darkness swallowed him.
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      Her throat hurt from screaming. Her neck ached from craning it unnaturally. Her head pounded from Mother’s probing invasion. Her heart hurt from leaving Jonesy behind. But Cam couldn’t think about any of that now. She just concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other as she charged through the shuttle bay. Each step felt like running with lead weights and each second felt like an eternity as she waited for Ringhead blaster fire to rip her apart.

      At last she reached the jumpship and she didn’t hesitate, slamming her palm to the console. LET ME IN! Her pounding desire communicated instantly to the jumpship and the door slid open for her.

      Once inside, Cam stopped, paralyzed by indecision. She hadn’t thought this far ahead. She didn’t know what she needed to do to fly this bucket. As far as she knew, no one had ever even seen the inside of one of these jumpers before. It was dark inside, the only light source seeming to emanate from small twinkles of blue light from the walls. The walls were lined with the same dark twisty tubing that Cam recognized from the larger ship. The air inside felt cool, and after her mad dash heating her up, she found herself soaking up the crisp interior temperature like a dry leaf after a spring rain.

      She remained hunched over, heaving and panting. She could hear herself, her huge gulping breaths loud in the stillness of the dark. If she kept this up, she would hyperventilate. How strange. She hadn’t been able to breathe this deeply since her old injury.

      Her old injury. A mere eighteen months earlier, as she had lain dying in the hospital with each breath possibly her last, she had thought her problems were enormous. Now she looked down in dismay at her pale blue skin swathed in a torn Sino-Sov uniform. What she wouldn’t give to be that broken soldier again.What would Keenan do now if he saw me like this?

      The wave of despair at that thought nearly toppled her over. Jonesy had told her to get home, but could she go home now?

      Cam struggled to focus. She needed to get her bearings. Cam lifted her head and took a good look around. The boxy inside of the Ringhead jumpship was practically palatial, with ten feet of vertical clearance. There were no chairs. Huh. Guess those flat assed Hunters didn’t need to sit. No straps either. How the hell did they keep from smacking into each other like a carton of loose marbles?

      This thing was literally a giant flying alien refrigerator. If she hadn’t been so distressed, she might have laughed at the absurd image. The walls of the jumpship were spartan to the extreme. She saw no controls of any kind. She wished Jonesy were here. He would know what to do.

      She finally spotted a lone console at the far end of the jumper and hobbled over to it, still partially hunched over. Cam straightened and ran her hands gently over the console. Could she lock the door? Almost familiar now, the sensation of connection with the alien ship washed over her, but less overpowering on this jumpship. As she tried to convey the ‘lock’ concept, she heard a small snick sound. Holy shit, that actually worked? Cam looked back over her shoulder and a thin, pink seam now sealed off the door, stark in contrast against the dark alien metal.

      Cam turned to look forward out of what she guessed was the front of the jumpship. There were no windows. She couldn’t see for shit. This is not going well. Cam imagined finally getting this thing to move, only to crash it into the docking bay doors. With each heartbeat, she imagined a horde of Hunters bursting into the vessel she was attempting to steal.

      In frustration she slammed her fist against the console and to her surprise, the flooring behind her shifted. She spun but before she could step away, a thick black slab had emerged, its smooth edges clearing the height of her knees. Tendrils snaked out from the slab and encircled her ankles, anchoring her to the cold alien surface as it continued to rise.

      She shrieked at the sudden imprisonment. Cam bent over at the waist, beating uselessly at the alien shackles. The restraints felt like ice cold steel. As the slab rose higher, more alien branches unfurled to coil around her thighs, then her waist, forcing her upright, bringing more of her body in contact with the freezing cold surface.

      Cam panted with panicked exertion as she battled the hated restraints. In a moment of awful clarity, she stopped trying to yank at the tendrils and instead tried to communicate with them. NoPleaseNoPleaseNoPlease.

      The slab continued its relentless progress, with another band snaking under her arms and across her chest, forcing her shoulders against the slab. Hot tears seared down her cheeks. She sobbed as she continued battering impotently at her restraints. I’m sorry, Jonesy. She had come so close to getting off this godforsaken ship and now she was captured again. Two more tendrils coiled around her arms and forced them out, extending them until her shoulders popped painfully. Those early thoughts from before started to creep back into her mind. When she’d been bound to the bed, her burning desire had been to end it. I'm no good to anyone now.

      A final alien limb crawled around her head, completing her imprisonment. She closed her eyes in agony, crucified by this alien device. Darkness covered her and she sagged against her restraints in despair, surrendering her weight.

      As she gave herself over to the darkness, she felt weightless. As if she was no longer in her body at all. A feeling of warmth and comfort enveloped her, along with a reassuring presence in her mind. The darkness around her gradually transformed into a dull gray light which cast no shadows. Even with her eyes closed, she felt the light coming from all sides. Cam realized she could no longer see the inside of the ship, but she could see the docking bay. She could see all of the docking bay.

      It was as if she could see through the barricade over her eyes, as if she could see through the ship itself. Cam took in a long draw of air, and when she did she realized she could feel the ship. She could sense where the ship breathed air to feed into its engines. She flexed her arms against her restraints, and she could feel the guns along the underbelly.

      Hope rose in her chest, spilling out in a gasp. She could see. She was flying. I’m coming home.
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      Phillips

      

      Phillips clicked off the holo. It was never pleasant having a conversation with Senator Jackson. But like peeling shrimp, it was a chore that couldn’t be avoided if you wanted to get to the good stuff. She held the leash, and he knew it. He’d sat on the news of Alvarez and Jones’ capture as long as he could, but the higher ups needed to know. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. A few moments peace wouldn’t hurt. Maybe some peace and some Scotch as well.

      Hestia chimed, breaking the quiet darkness in his office. “Colonel Phillips, Lieutenant Kennedy is waiting outside your office.”

      Phillips sighed. His favorite bottle was inches away in the lower drawer of his desk, but it would have to wait.

      “Thank you, Hestia. Please tell her to come in.”

      “Yes, Colonel.” The ceiling panels brightened as Hestia opened the door.

      The diminutive soldier stalked in, waves of barely leashed energy rippling from her body. Her cold weather gear was filthy, the once white suit smeared with black ash and other indeterminable sludge.

      “Kennedy.”

      Lt. Kennedy stopped and stood at rigid attention on the opposite side of his desk. She thrummed with tension. “Sir, I’m here to verbally deliver my after-action report.”

      Phillips’ eyebrows rode up a bit at that. Not that Kennedy was much of a rule follower, but this was unorthodox even for her.

      Best get this over with. “All right, soldier. Let me get Gunny in here so I don’t have do this twice.” He looked up to the ceiling, “Hestia, I need Ed in here, pronto.”

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      He reached for his tablet and pulled up Victory team’s footage from the Canadian sortie. He took the best footage and transferred it to the holos behind him. He turned his back on Kennedy while he watched. He had actually watched most of this live, so he sped through it this time around. He could feel Kennedy stewing quietly behind him. Good. She needed to learn how to rein it in.

      He grunted in satisfaction at the continued success of the Raven’s stealth capabilities. He’d fought tooth and nail to nab a few of those for the Dubs. With talent like Ace, his Dubs could regain the skies in these new birds. He would have to get Stan started on Raven 2.0 soon, though. No reason to rest on success.

      Upon reaching the footage of Victory team being surrounded by the Ringheads, he slowed the vid speed down.

      The door to his office opened and shut. Phillips didn’t need to look to know that Ed was here. He was the only one on base with the brass to enter this room without knocking. Kennedy chose this moment to begin tapping her foot.

      Mackenie’s helmet footage showed the greatest detail of the moment Kennedy was thrown into what they had presumed was a downed jumpship. Phillips expanded the screen to fill the wall, playing it at half speed, soaking in all the details. He backed the footage up and replayed certain segments, to cement the order of events in his mind. When he felt Kennedy had marinated long enough, he spun his chair around to face her again.

      Ed stood at parade rest by the door. Their eyes met, and Ed gave him the slightest of nods. Good to see they were in agreement here.

      He steepled his hands before him and took the plunge. “Ok Lieutenant, I assume you’re here to tell me something I can’t see for myself on the video?”

      Kennedy stilled her foot, returning to attention. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Phillips grimaced and ran his hand over his buzzcut. Getting a little scraggly in the back, due for a trim. A tremor of tension ran up his neck. “Every time you say those words, my blood pressure goes up a notch. Why is that, Kennedy?”

      She maintained her rigid posture, staring at a spot over his head. “I don't know, sir. Must be something to do with my natural charm.”

      Phillips leaned back into his chair, feeling it creak, and studied her face. If he didn’t know any better, he might have thought Ed was smiling. This would be easier if I didn’t like her so much. She reminded him of himself, when he was younger. Stupider. Just needed to polish off some rough edges--some, not all--and he saw some fine officer material beating within that uniform. And to be fair, she rarely argued with him, but she had a knack of raising some uncomfortable truths that tested his patience.

      The hell with it. Phillips knew no amount of stick would change her, he might as well try the carrot. He leaned forward and opened the bottom drawer, pulled out his bottle of Lagavulin with two glasses, clinked them onto the desktop.

      He pointed to the chair opposite him. “Sit. If we're going to argue we might as well enjoy it.” He poured two fingers for each of them.

      “Sir?”

      Ah, this he liked. She was confused. Kennedy probably hadn't expected this.

      He pointed again at the chair. “Sit. That's an order.” He placed a glass in front of the chair with another clink on the desktop. “Drink. That's an order, too.”

      He raised his own glass and savored the aroma while Kennedy sat. She perched herself on the edge of the stiff wooden seat. He abhorred cushions. Encouraged people to stay too long.

      She took her glass, and after a curious sniff, she opened her maw and downed a big gulp. Figures. No dainty sips from this one. He watched her face closely and when her eyebrows lifted in surprise and enjoyment, he allowed himself a small dose of satisfaction.

      Phillips rolled his glass and allowed himself a small sip. “Young Scotch is brash, and sometimes abrasive. But you need to know how to appreciate it in order to understand how it will mature--” He waved his glass at Kennedy. “--to become the fine product you’re enjoying now.”

      He set down his glass and looked at her intently. “Now, you had something to add?”

      Kennedy set her glass carefully back on his desk. She looked Phillips square in the eye. “They weren’t there to kill us, sir. At least, not all of us. They came for me. They nearly got me, too!” Her voice, never that well modulated anyway, rose in volume at that last statement.

      She shook her head and closed her eyes for a brief moment. “Those blue fuckers baited that trap and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker like a stupid fish.” Her resolve seemed to run out of her in a rush and she slumped into the chair.

      Phillips grunted. “You’re not stupid, soldier. Don’t insult me for bringing you to the Dubs. You did your duty as best you saw fit.”

      He leaned forward. “No one’s going to fault you for that. Well, except for you.”

      He lifted the glass bottle and poured himself another finger. He was going to need it for this next part. “The truth of the matter, Kennedy, is we wondered when this was going to happen.”

      Her head snapped up. Phillips saw equal parts anger and confusion in her eyes. He pushed on, no reason to stop now, giving her the broad details of Alvarez and Jones’ current disposition. As he talked Kennedy’s eyes widened, then narrowed, her gaze hardening on him.

      “The only common marker between those two was some our most successful cybernetic integration.” He nodded towards her arm. “At least as successful as yours.”

      He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the holo, frozen on Mackenzie’s view of the downed jumpship. “This is pretty compelling proof that, as you said, they were looking for you. Or someone like you.”

      There was no more confusion in Kennedy’s eyes. Only glittering anger. She stood, planting both fists on his desk, leaning into him. “You sent me and Mack out there as bait.”

      Ed took a half step forward. Phillips raised a hand to him to wait, keeping his eyes on Kennedy. “No, I sent you out there to do your job. And I trusted Lee, and Mackenzie, and the rest of your squad to back you up as needed.”

      He finished his drink and set the glass down. “We had no idea what the Ringhead’s intentions were. Hell, we still don’t. But I know this--” He jabbed a calloused finger at her. “--whacking Hunters one at a goddamned time isn’t our path to victory, no matter how much you may enjoy it. What you need, is to start to see the bigger picture, because like it or not, we’ve shown you a big fucking piece of it.”

      Kennedy sagged a little under his onslaught, and Phillips pushed on. The hardest metals had to survive the forge. He stayed seated but Kennedy dropped back a step like he’d moved into her space. “I need you to step up to the plate, Lieutenant. I have Flynn leading Alpha, but with Alvarez’s situation, he may become compromised. I need you and Victory working with Alpha. I need backup. The Wolves need backup. Hell, all of fucking humanity needs it.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “I need you to understand that this isn’t just a damn bug hunt. You say you’re one of our best. Now you get to play at the big table and show me.”

      She didn’t say anything. He waited, the silence in the room drawing out. Phillips began to worry. She was mouthy as hell and he’d never managed to shut her up before. He filled the silence by tipping another finger of Scotch into his tumbler.

      Finally, she began to move, her characteristic energy reappearing. Her foot tapped a few times and she shifted her weight from side to side. Her eyes flicked from Phillips, to Gunny, and back. “What’s going to change? Will I still be leading Victory? Mack is integrating well--I don’t want to jeopardize what we’ve built.”

      Phillips put up his hands, placating. “Your role is the same. You’ll still roll up to me through Gunny.”

      He pointed a finger at Gunny. “In fact, I want you to work with Gunny, starting now. The two of you will identify three members of your team who you feel will be best suited for … unorthodox missions.” He grimaced. “Hell, we’re fighting goddamned aliens, so they have to be ready for anything.”

      He could see the gears turning in her head already. “When the time comes, I’ll call you up with the three you’ve chosen. You’ll likely be working with Keenan, with three from Alpha. As I said, your assignments may be unorthodox, so I need you to remember that there is a bigger picture we are working towards. Am I clear?”

      She straightened slowly, and snapped a crisp salute. “Clear, sir. And, thank you, sir.” She slid her glass back to him across the desk.  “May I have another?”

      Jesus, the stones on this one. Phillips smirked and took back the glass. “Hell, no. What, do you think this stuff grows on trees?”
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      From his post at the door, Ed spoke. “That went as well as we could have hoped.”

      Phillips grunted and set his snifter down with a firm thunk. “Goddamnit, Ed, there’s no one here and we’re not in the service anymore. The least you can do is sit and have a drink with me.”

      He pulled out a clean glass and set to pouring Ed a measure. Gunny sat and took his drink. Even sitting, the man loomed over him. Phillips sighed and considered the bottle. He hadn’t finished the last finger he’d poured, so he corked it.

      Ed raised his glass in a salute. “Absent friends.”

      Phillips clinked glasses with him. “Absent friends.”

      They both downed their drinks in one swallow. Phillips savored the lingering burn in his throat. “So where are they now?”

      Ed pulled his tablet from inside his jacket and started tapping in commands. “You’re just gonna need to see for yourself.” He pointed to the wall behind the desk.

      Phillips turned around and the holo lit up with a life-sized view of the latest Eagle Eye footage.

      Ed began narrating. “So Stan says the intervals between transmission isn’t constant. He still doesn’t know what’s causing the interference, but he’s working on maybe sending a signal to Jonesy’s implant to boost his signal.”

      On the holo, Jonesy’s viewpoint moved through the alien ship, this time with the telltale rhythm of walking. “They’re roaming the ship, no longer restrained. This segment we got is only a few minutes long, so mostly we see them moving around.”

      “There’s not much left here, so I’m going to slow the last few seconds down for you.”

      The video went to quarter speed, stuttering through the alien ship. A brightly lit, open doorway stood before them. Jonesy went through the door and looked around the room.

      Phillips let out an involuntary whistle and his eyebrows shot up. The room was festooned with gear and weapons from all branches of earth’s military. “Stan’s analyzing this? Frame by frame?”

      Ed snorted. “You think?”

      Even without pausing the video, Phillips identified weapons from the US Marine Corps, uniforms from Australian Special Forces and Sino-Sov Commandos, and Union Wolf plasma rifles. Eyes wide, he turned to face Ed.

      Ed pointed him back to the screen. His mouth was set in a grim line. “You’re not gonna want to miss the end.”

      Phillips returned to Jonesy’s slow pan across the room. The final frame of video froze as Jonesy turned back to the door. Clearly outlined in the door, was Lt. Camila Alvarez, nearly naked, with mottled blue skin from head to toe. Phillips felt his mouth drop open at the frozen image before him.

      Phillips closed his mouth and tried to swallow past his suddenly dry throat. He coughed. “Tell me you didn’t--”

      “No, of course not. I locked out Flynn’s access the moment I saw this.”

      “Good. Good.” Phillips rubbed his jaw. “Jesus. Don’t ask the questions if you can’t handle the answers, eh?”

      Behind him he heard Ed uncork the bottle and pour them each another round.

      Phillips turned and picked up his glass. With his elbows on the desk, he pointed his glass at Ed. “Obviously this goes no further than you, me, and Stan. Get the data off the main lab server as well, we can’t risk Harding stumbling into this.”

      His bushy gray eyebrows drew together in a frown. They really needed Beaufort’s expertise here, but that absolutely had to get clearance. He didn’t know if Senator Jackson would approve of IWC having this info.

      Phillips stood and paced behind his desk, jabbing at the air as he ticked off points. “Tell Stan I need every Wolf who has any enhancements at all to be lo-jacked, ASAP. Have him start with Alpha and Victory teams. Call it maintenance, or...whatever, just get them in for it.”

      He stopped pacing and faced the holo, studying the image of Alvarez. “Jonesy’s still with her. That says a lot.”

      Ed grunted in agreement. “We’re going to have a hard time keeping Flynn from mounting a rescue mission.”

      Phillips gave a snort of disbelief. “Hell, why would we want to stop him? I’ve been waiting for him to come around and hijack the shit himself so I can conveniently be unavailable to notice.” At least, that had been his half-formed plan. Answer enough of Flynn’s questions to get him the answers he would need. He’d fully anticipated that Flynn would commandeer a pilot and a Raven to get to the last location ping from Jonesy.

      Gunny gave a grim smile. “I’m sure Kennedy will have no problem tackling that with Keenan as their first special assignment.”

      Phillips lifted a brow. “Ed, I don’t need you to fall on your sword for this. Flynn will get his head in the game soon enough.” He and Ed had been through so much together, growing the Dubs into the fighting force they were proud of. They’d made plenty of sacrifices along the way. Hell, Ed’s wife had left him long ago and he would bet good credits Ed hadn’t seen his daughter since the Ringhead invasion began.

      Gunny shook his head. “No, no. That boy isn’t thinking straight right now. I’m going to have to aim that arrow in the right direction.”

      Phillips scowled at his old friend. They were skirting a dangerous line, concealing intel from the higher ups. The future of the Dubs depended on the two of them. He didn’t want to sacrifice Ed on the altar of bureaucracy for an unauthorized mission with misappropriated experimental technology.

      The whiskey left in their glasses jumped as a small tremor shook the room. Phillips looked out his window, checking for the telltale signs of an earthquake. Another quick shock pulsed through the room, making the drawers on his desk rattle.

      Phillips swiped across his tablet, throwing the base security maps up on the holo. His eyes squinted as he scanned quickly across the map, searching for the disturbance.. Two more shocks reverberated through the building in quick succession, nearly knocking him off his feet. “Hestia, get me CentCom. What the fuck is going on?”

      Ed had his tablet out, tapping in commands and speaking quietly into his own comms.

      “Colonel, CentCom. We’re getting some strange seismic activity, sir. It’s localized to the area around the base and the city.” Another pair of shocks rocked the building, bucking one of the snifters off the desk to shatter on the floor.

      “No shit! You don’t have more for me than that?” He threw his arms wide, zooming the holo map onto the northern gate where a large red circle pulsed just beyond the fence. The matching video feeds were all static.

      “Where are my drones? Get me eyes on station, now!”

      A nearly monotone, female voice broke in. “Drones launched thirty seconds ago, Colonel. ETA one minute.”

      Finally, someone with their head screwed on tight.

      Phillips switched over to a secure channel. “Landau. Sitrep.”

      “Multiple impacts in a rough perimeter around the base. Video feeds in the vicinity of the impacts are non-functional.”

      He swept the security map back and forth as Landau continued her detailed report on the last two minutes. An expanding circle of bright green triangles sped across the map from the center of the base.

      “Drones have long range visual now, sir.”

      Phillips selected one of the green triangles and the holo bloomed into a live feed from the drone’s camera. A plume of white smoke drifted up in the distance. A three-story building listed, caving towards an opening ripped into one side. The structure toppled like a badly stacked tower of blocks, sending an opaque dust cloud billowing through the streets.

      A brilliant flash of light overloaded the camera for a moment, casting the image into stark negative relief as the image processors filtered the data. The color faded back and the drone moved closer, the picture now wobbling, static creeping in on the edges. The dust plumes slowly collapsed, somehow deflated of their energy.

      He zoomed in further, trying to find meaning in the ash, like trying to read tea leaves in the bleached out image. “What the hell are we looking at? What’s wrong with the image processors?”

      “Colonel, image processors are optimal. Pan back to the intersection, sir.”

      The image slid back and dropped an icy weight into his gut. The dust continued to settle, revealing a towering set of iceboxes in the center of the intersection. Hoar frost covered every surface of the surrounding buildings. A sheared hydrant lay next to a frozen spout of water. Another flare of light and great cracks appeared in the surface of the road, the asphalt cracking from the thermal stress.

      Phillips snatched up his tablet and headed to the door when the comms blared, “Colonel, CentCom! We have multiple radar contacts, inbound!”

      He looked at Ed. His friend’s face was pale, but his eyes hard and set. They shared a look that said everything. All their plans, and now they would be forced into their most desperate contingencies.

      Gunny nodded at the door. “Let’s get it done, then.”

      Phillips threw his office door open and stalked into the hallway. “CentCom, go to ThreatCon Delta. Sound the alarm, initiate base lockdown.”

      Ed trailed behind him, barking his own orders, moving their assets into position, anticipating their next move. Even as Phillips gave his own orders he crushed down the rising dread in his chest. He’d hoped they would have more time. Time was up--Ringheads had come to the green zone in full force.
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      The ship lurched, and Cam felt her stomach drop a few inches. The jumpship broke free of its moorings and began drifting towards what she hoped was the gate to the docking bay. The gate that was still closed, but she wasn’t worrying about that yet.

      She was immobile, crucified in granite-like restraints, pinned to a slab of freezing cold alien metal, unable to move all but her eyes, her fingers, and her toes. Snaking biomechanoid cables twisted around her body, squeezing her painfully as they held her down. She couldn’t worry about that either.

      With her eyes open, all she saw was the low, gray light that seeped fitfully into the cabin of the jumpship. The light barely illuminated the interior, creating dancing shadows that were as confusing as the seeming lack of any controls to operate the ship.

      With her eyes closed, Cam saw through the walls of the jumpship. She felt the outer layer of the hull, like it was the skin on her arms and legs. Her ‘sight’ was a part of that skin, and she could see all around her, in every direction at once. It was like she literally had eyes in the back of her head. When she closed her eyes, she had the urge to vomit, from the strangeness of the sensation, the feeling of having an extra set of eyes.

      As disturbing as the sensations were, for a brief moment the ship gave her a feeling of connection. An intimate connection more intense than anything she had with Keenan. With Keenan it was a little scary, but still good. That kind of closeness with an alien entity? A thousand times more scary. Cam didn’t want to admit to herself that the connection with the ship also made her feel good. That’s wrong, isn’t it?

      Cam shook aside her confusion and focused on getting her ass out of the mothership. Keeping her eyes closed, she exhaled slowly through her mouth and inhaled deeply through her nose. Her connection with the jumpship was tenuous. She felt like she was splashing her feet in an ominous, dark pool of water. If she slipped off the edge she would sink into the inky depths and never find the bottom. She held the breath, and let it out, feeling her heartbeat slow. If she was going to fly this damned thing, she was going to have to go all in...jump into those black alien waters.

      She forced herself to keep her eyes shut, and concentrated on opening her mind, feeling herself sink a little deeper into the dark waters. As she did so, her vision of through the jumpship expanded.

      Cam could see the docking bay. It was enormous. Easily a hundred feet to the ceiling, the room traced a wide arc, pivoting around the door she had run though. It was two hundred feet to the outer wall, where she saw an enormous access hatch, big enough for two jumpships to fly though at once. The hatch was closed, and Cam had no idea how she was going to open it. Several jumpships were moored next to hers, and Cam noted what must be empty slots for even more ships. The remaining ships in the bay were each secured to the deck by a pair of large armatures, each ending in a pincer. A maze of gantries and ladders zigzagged above her, providing access to the empty docking spots.

      Clunk! The ship next to her collided gently with hers. It drifted free from its moorings as the armatures holding it released and began extending themselves into the air. One of the arms pushed the now floating jumpship to the side and began reaching for Cam’s ship. This, she could worry about.

      Cam slipped further into the ship, feeling herself now waist-deep in black, frigid waters. Fractal patterns of ice bloomed in her mind, reaching out from her to the ship. Her sensations at once contracted and expanded as the hull of the ship wrapped around her mind.

      The closest armature closed in, the pincer jaw wide open. In her mind, Cam was back pedaling, scrambling away from it. Go, go, go! Her jumpship floated sedately, drifting slowly, numb to the growing panic in her chest. The pincer reached her and pivoted, clamping down onto the port side of the ship. Cam winced as it made contact, feeling pain on her shoulder, and also, not her shoulder. The mechanized grip ratcheted down, squeezing a cry of pain from Cam’s lips. She felt the bones of her left shoulder joint grinding like stones under the crushing grip.

      Cam twisted reflexively, trying to pull back from the pain. Her view spun wildly as her thrusters fired, pulling the ship back, making it yaw crazily against the grip of the armature. Cam panted, the pain now a pulsing red spot in her mind, growing in intensity as she strained to pull the ship away.

      Pain flared in her gut as the other pincer made contact with her ship, clamping onto her underbelly. Spasms rippled through her abdomen as she now strained against both restraints. Bright lines of agony traced their way from the hull of the ship, into her mind. The pain was breaking her, crushing her under their weight, forcing her into the dark depths. She felt the cold waters of the shipmind rise up to her chest, her throat. She was paralyzed between crushing pain and impending suffocation. Dimly, she heard the hull creaking and popping as she fought the alien mechanisms that were pinning her down.

      The pain crested like a wave, impossibly high, crashing down on her with icy finality. Cam gasped for breath and held it as the pain submerged her into the dark waters.

      She floated in the darkness. The pain faded, becoming a distant, small thing. The chill that washed over her was now a comforting blanket soothing her mind and body. She saw the docking bay perfectly, every corner in sharp, bright detail.

      The door remained closed, but through the window she saw Mother standing in the corridor, arms up, hands glowing. Its head was down, the dead black eyes on the two bodies at its feet. Snaking coils wrapped up the bodies, dragging them down the hallway and around the corner.

      A stab of heartache pierced the warmth she floated in. Jonesy! Instinctively Cam reached out to him, clutching after him as he disappeared. The jumpship lurched again, slamming into the next ship with a squealing crash of rending metal. The small alien’s head snapped up at the sound, and the flat black gaze seemed to cross the distance in a moment, spearing into Cam’s mind.

      The suffocating mental presence of the tiny alien seized Cam by the neck, instantly robbing her of air. Cam’s blood pounded in her ears as she was wrenched halfway out of the comforting cold of the black waters. The grinding pain in her shoulder flared back to life even as her view through the ship dimmed. A scream of pain and frustration tore out of her, echoing inside the empty jumpship.

      Kicking and flailing, Cam struggled to wrest the alien’s hold from her neck. The waters of the shipmind roiled around her as she splashed. She twisted violently, trying to force her way back down into the water. As she fought her way down, she discovered she could feel the presence around her neck. She felt the cold fingers with their sharp claws, wrapped nearly all the way around her neck, crushing her windpipe. There were small spaces between the fingers. Her mind grasped, clawed, scratched at the spaces, greedily working its way into the gaps and forcing the fingers open. Blessedly cool air rushed into her ravaged throat as she peeled back the fingers. She sank steadily into the waters again, her strength returning to her.

      Submerged in the ship again, Cam looked into the hallway. The Mother alien stood with her arms raised, eyes focused on Cam. This time, Cam met her gaze. This time, Cam felt the Mother’s mind, questing for her, searching for the path to push through her, to use her like a puppet.

      Cam remembered. She remembered the Mother’s hand in her mind, finding the place where it fit like a key in a lock. When there, she had controlled Cam completely, even using her voice to speak to Jonesy. Cam remembered being locked in a box in her own mind, unable to resist. The memory of her psychic violation roared back, striking Cam like a hammer blow. It ignited her fear, turning it into anger.

      Cam screamed, pouring out her rage and hurt. Every part of the jumpship lit up in her mind, giving her instantaneous access to every system. She flexed her arms, and the skin of the jumpship shifted, molding into new shapes. The pincers shattered from the sudden shift of force, and the docking armatures snapped off. Other ships were released as more arms extended towards her, reaching and clutching for her.

      Howling, she swung her fist at them, and the jumpship pivoted. Energy cannons extended from the nose of the ship and began dispensing crackling bolts of destruction. The docking arms fell to pieces under the barrage. Cam continued sweeping her arm, and the ship’s guns cut a wide swath of destruction across the bay.

      As her path swung past the main doorway, she saw the Hunters retreating down the corridor. She saw one of them carrying Mother on its shoulders. Its flat eyes never stopped looking at Cam until they disappeared around the corner. A moment later the cannons obliterated the door.

      Cam kept the guns going and destroyed the adjacent jumpship. She panted, her breath coming in huge heaving gulps. Tears streamed down her face as she found a system that looked like missiles. She turned the ship, firing the missiles across another arc of the docking bay. She hit two other ships, turning them into fireballs. The bloom of heat warmed the side of her face. The concussion wave rocked her ship to the side, jarring her head enough to make her see stars. Warning lights blinked in her periphery and an angry siren began to shrill. Cam fired a pair of missiles into the outer wall, tearing a gaping hole in the side of the mothership. She felt another sharp impact, followed by the sucking cold of hard vacuum.

      She turned to look back at the smoking doorway. Jonesy had been taken down that corridor, maybe to never come back. Her team, her family, they were all gone now. I’m alone. Grief bubbled up from inside, drowning her rage. Fatigue dragged at her mind now, and the vacuum of space sucked at her ship, pulling her through the gap in the hull. Giving in to fatigue, she floated to the surface of the shipmind.

      The last thing she saw was her jumpship clearing the edge of the mothership. You’ll never control me again. Before she blacked out, she launched the last of her missiles into the side of the mothership. The explosion buffeted her away. The shipmind expelled her and she collapsed senseless against her restraints.
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      A cheery jingling sounded as Keenan stepped through the door and into the diner. While the door was all modern technology, with its proximity sensors and automated motors, someone had strung a small silver bell next to the door’s actuator. Inside the diner, more signs of the previous century greeted him. Two waitresses, actual people! moved briskly between tables, dispensing food and refilling steaming mugs of coffee.

      Warm, comforting aromas of coffee, pastries, frying eggs, and bacon washed over him, melding seamlessly with the sound of clinking silverware, and a low hum of conversation. Keenan stopped in his tracks, overwhelmed with a sudden nostalgia for weekend mornings at his grandfather’s house.

      True to form, Bells broke the silence, ruining his brief reverie. Her tall form shouldered past him from behind. “Outta the way, boss. Don’t get between a woman and her grub!” A quick flash of her brilliant smile and she was past him, staking out an empty booth and waving one of the waitresses over.

      Gunny stopped behind him. “It’s really something, isn’t it?”

      Keenan nodded, looking around the quaint restaurant.

      Gunny gave him a grin. “I knew you would like it. The effect is a bit lost on your second, though, I think.”

      Keenan looked over to Bells. The young waitress she had corralled had a worried look on her face as Bells seemed to be ordering the entire menu. He sighed, then smiled. “Let’s get over there, Gunny. Before she destroys your expense account.”

      With a chuckle, Gunny stepped past him and took a seat next to Bells at the booth. He greeted the waitress with familiarity. “Ms. Giovanni, I brought you some folks with a good appetite.”

      She beamed at him and nodded, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. A pearly smile creased her round cheeks, striking against her warm brown skin. “Hi Sarge, I told you to call me Ellie.”

      Gunny shrugged and Ellie sighed in exasperation. She turned back to Bells, “Yes, the pigs in a blanket combo comes with six pancakes, sausage links, and 3 eggs. And yes, you can order a side of hash browns or country potatoes.”

      Keenan slid onto the vinyl seat next to Bells and across from Gunny. Bells was holding up the menu tablet and scrolling madly with her fingertips.

      Gunny ordered the apple pie ala mode, and Keenan did the same. Ellie poured steaming mugs of black coffee for the three of them and left them to place their orders. As they sipped in appreciation they were quiet for a bit, even Bells.

      He looked over at her. She’d poured a boatload of cream into her coffee and her dark eyes were half-closed, the sweep of her lashes masking her gaze. She seemed to be smiling into her coffee mug. Keenan’s shoulders relaxed as well, dropping as his forearms rested on the scarred wooden surface of the table.

      For the first time in weeks, the ache in his chest faded. Though Bells often drove him nuts, he appreciated her ability to stay in the present and wrest every ounce of joy from her life. They’d been through a lot together, and she’d cried all the tears he hadn’t been able to when they lost Hambone in their first battle with the Ringheads years ago.

      He knew he’d been moody as fuck and Bells had put up with his self-absorbed shit, teasing him, cajoling him to eat. Keenan felt like an ass. She never complained or whined, and he knew she missed her own husband like hell.

      He’d only met the guy once, when they’d been on leave in Atlanta. He’d thought it an unlikely match at first, when Bells told him that her husband Derek was a teacher. Turned out that Derek Chan was a high school track coach, and competitive triathlete. The man was fit and trim, honed like a blade. Their garage housed his various bikes and swim gear. Derek radiated discipline and toughness. They’d all gone for a run together and Derek’s endurance had had been obvious. Keenan had cried uncle at mile 10, and Derek had gone on to do wind sprints after.

      Now Keenan felt the uncomfortable grit of shame in his throat for the resentment he had harbored these last few weeks. Bells gave off a vibrant intensity that he hadn’t been able to handle, and his anger at losing Cam had eaten him up. Bells had her own heartache too, with no ability to build a future with her love, this war derailing all of them. Keenan resolved to be a better friend and leader, and re-engage with his team.

      He pushed the hot sauce and ketchup bottles closer to Bells. She was going to need it for the hashbrowns. She blinked in pleased surprise and then gave him a thumbs up.

      “How’s Derek doing?” Keenan asked.

      Bells beamed, and her expression took on a slightly sappy look. “He’s getting ready for his next IronMan.” Then she chattered a bit, about time trials and endurance metrics while Keenan and Gunny nodded and sipped their coffee.

      Bells finally paused as Ellie set down plates mounded high with mouthwatering stacks of pancakes, sausages and eggs in front of her. Bells rubbed her hands, her anticipation obvious as Ellie placed a warmed carafe of maple syrup and a small dish of sliced butter in the middle. With efficient motions, she topped off their coffees and whisked off to serve other patrons.

      Bells let out a low hum of pleasure after her first bite and then began to systematically demolish her food.

      Gunny shook his head in amazement as he watched Bells tuck in.

      Keenan indulged in his pie and melting vanilla ice cream. For a moment, he concentrated on the amazing food, the ease of companionship, and allowed himself to forget about aliens and war.

      Bells spoke up around a mouthful of pancakes. “You gonna wash your hands before you eat?”

      Keenan looked at his hands and the thin, iridescent green film coating them. He flexed his fingers, getting a light tingling sensation for his effort.

      “Actually, Dr. B says it won’t wash off. Something about how it bonds to my skin. She said it’ll wear off over a few days.”

      Bells shivered. “Freakshow.” She returned to demolishing her plate.

      Gunny set his mug down. “I haven’t read the report yet. How did the test go?”

      Keenan stared at his hands. They seemed very far away from him just now. It had been a whole day already, but he could still feel the odd sensation of the alien weapon in his hands.

      “It was weird. I mean, the test went fine. The weapon fired fine. Obliterated the target, actually. Stan was a little bent about the mess, even with Dr. B there to talk him down.”

      He made a fist with his right hand, watching the knuckles turn white.

      “It just felt--odd. Even just picking up the thing. It wasn’t cold. At least, not in my hands. I felt the cold here--” He patted his right arm and shoulder. “--but not where Dr. B put the biofilm.”

      Gunny held Keenan’s gaze. “It hurt you, son?”

      “No, no. At least, not in the way you’re probably thinking. It just felt...wrong. It felt like that damn gun was alive, Gunny. Like it was going to turn around and bite me.”

      “Maybe we should have let Harding test it.”

      Keenan smiled thinly. “That guy. He’s a piece of work. You’d have thought it was Christmas morning when the gun discharged. We’ve barely managed to fire the one rifle the one time, he’s already talking about mass production plans. Dickhead.”

      Just thinking about the spook got Keenan’s blood boiling. He looked down at this hands again, uncomfortable with alien biofilm coating them. But it was a means to an end. Now he could use that fucking blaster. That Ringhead blaster had been bought and paid for by the blood of his team. Ham, Lefkowitz, Ducky, and Chavez. All gone, killed at the fucking Needle. He picked up his coffee and took a swig to settle down. Gunny seemed to sense his mood and went back to his pie, and for a minute, the table was quiet except for the clinking of silverware.

      Two bites later, Gunny started talking. “You know, Kennedy is going out on Operation Pick Up Sticks in Canada.”

      Keenan swallowed a bite of pie and washed it down with a swig of the dark brew. “Yeah. I was wondering about that.”

      Keenan had been up north for a while now, and he would have been the logical liaison for this little jaunt.

      Gunny put down his fork. “Well now, the reason we didn’t send you is that we had a shipment of shiny new Ravens last week.”

      Keenan let out a low whistle. Those were hard to get. Right out of Experimental Projects Division and allegedly with cloaking tech that could mask the aircraft from Ringhead detection.

      “That’s right. They are impressive. And if they do half the shit EP swears they do, we’ll have a significant boost in our ability to fight these bastards.” Gunny smacked the table in emphasis.

      Bells looked up from her pancakes. “Oohrah,” she mumbled and then went back to attacking the sausage.

      Gunny continued. “Course, we wanted Kim to fly the bird up to Vancouver. And Kim and Kennedy are like two peas in a pod. So Kim flew up Victory and Whiskey team.” He paused to take a forkful of pie and chewed thoughtfully.

      Keenan would love to get into one of those birds. “So EP sent us one?”

      Gunny snorted. “Son, do you think the Colonel would be satisfied with just one Raven for his Wolves?”

      Bells shook her head. “Nuh uh.”

      Keenan shrugged. “Those cost, what, two hundred million each? Not exactly pocket change.”

      “Yeah. You got that right. Why do you think Colonel’s on the horn with Senator Jackson all the time?” Gunny’s face took on a sour expression.

      Keenan’s eyebrows lifted. He always wondered what kept Colonel Phillips busy during the day. He recalled several trips to DC back when Phillips first brought him on board. It had felt vaguely like he was being paraded around by a proud parent. Senator Jackson’s name evoked a distinct memory of a sharp-tongued woman in a severe suit eyeing him like a slab of meat. That’s right, she was on the appropriations committee. Keenan might just be a grunt, but he wasn’t stupid. The Wolves didn’t run on good intentions and willpower. Somewhere backstage, there was always money changing hands. Guess the Colonel had managed to shake that money tree.

      Bells set down her fork with a slight clatter on her empty plate. She picked up her napkin and blotted her lips with a firm pat. Keenan watched as she flagged down Ellie with an enthusiastic wave. “Could I get a slice of that blueberry sour cream pie?”

      Gunny looked startled and then dug into his melting ice cream with a serious focus. Keenan did the same. While he ate, the thought about the Raven. Having a way to evade Ringheads was exactly what he would need when he went after Cam and Jonesy. He didn’t think the Colonel would clear that mission though, not when the Dubs were up to their eyeballs in problems right now. And he’d need to wrangle a pilot. Other than Kim, he didn’t know the pilots very well. He’d left his trusted pilot, Giamello, up at the Yukon base. It had made sense at the time, since they were closer to the action. But now Keenan was wishing he had all his closest confidantes with him because he needed to make a plan and he needed some serious help.

      As they settled up their tab, Gunny’s tablet pinged. He checked it and frowned. “Keenan, Bells, I’m going to head back to Camp but you just contact the Depot when you want to leave and we’ll send someone out for you. Stay in Reno and finish up that list I gave you.”
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      Cam hated being alone in the dark.

      Being on a night mission with her team, that was exciting. Being in bed at night with Keenan, that was loving. But being alone at night, that’s when Cam’s mind couldn’t settle down. Self doubt, insecurity, and fear. They liked to crowd her mind and keep her company when she had no other company. They were shitty roommates. That’s why she rarely stayed at her officer’s quarters back on base, eschewing the solitary room unless Keenan was coming to stay with her.

      Keenan.

      The need to be with him burned an aching hole in her gut, even as the emptiness around her sucked the breath from her lungs. Space seemed to stretch away from her, casting her into the depths of the endless void. Lost in her dark thoughts was where she needed him the most, to anchor her reality and keep her focused.

      Her mind rewound to The Talk. Over a year ago, she’d flown to New York to spend leave with him. That time had been very different, the playfulness of their prior romps burned away by urgency. She knew their time was running out.  He seemed to notice the almost panicky need in her lovemaking.

      “Cammie, relax.” She’d never let anyone else call her that. But Keenan had always gotten away with so much, his easy charm and genuine affection soothing all affronts. The intensity of his eyes, so warm and green. She couldn’t resist his vibrant spirit, the balance she so desperately craved.

      She clung to him in the dark, afterwards. Moonlight through the window washed the hotel room in stark shadows, a poor substitute for the electric skyline the city was famous for. Just another war casualty. Even in the dim light Keenan’s eyes sparked with their own inner light as he talked about his latest assignment.

      “Cammie, the Hail Mary Project. They don’t tell me much, but I can tell they have something. Something big. It could end the war.”

      Cam had shaken her head. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      His gaze was fixed on the dark ceiling, seeing a future that was hidden from her. “I’m serious, baby.”

      Ever skeptical, she snorted. “They haven’t even figured out how to activate that blaster you brought back from the Greedle.”

      She knew where it was all headed. They were losing this war of attrition. Friends and family would continue to die. But she had let Keenan talk. He was the big idea person, not her.

      “Think about it, the war could be over.”

      That had seemed impossible to her. His optimism spilled out from him, but the memory of her pain kept it from soaking into her.

      He turned to look at her, his eyes like blazing emeralds. “I want to marry you, Cammie.”

      Cam knew it was foolish. But the question had evaded her defenses and torn into her heart, releasing emotions she’d long had under tight control. Her common sense never stood a chance. She’d told him yes, and let herself begin to imagine a future with him, and without war.

      Stupid. Look at me.

      Cam studied the pebbled blue texture of her skin and grieved for her future with Keenan. Her eyes closed and she let the pain flow through her, hollowing her out. She didn’t know how much time passed. I’m empty.

      Cam waited for her old demons to creep in. But they didn’t show up. But there was no room now. Just Cam and the ship. Or at least, what was left of the ship. She’d taken some heavy damage when she’d blasted out. Cam could still sense her jumpship’s hull and to some extent, see beyond it. But she’d lost all contact with the mothership. That was good. Mother can’t reach me.

      Unlike the previous times Cam had connected with the ship’s console and lost herself, Cam had been present for every word Mother forced out of her mouth. It wasn’t like having that feeling of floating Cam got from the ship. No, having Mother in her mind was like being shackled to a wall.

      Mother’s smothering presence had swamped her, shoving Cam down. Jonesy had talked to Cam, his words triggering memories and images that strengthened Cam. Jonesy.

      Cam sagged against the embrace of her restraints as unshed tears burned her eyelids. She’d left Jonesy behind. Her stomach started to hurt, clenching and pulling at her. What are they doing to him? What will Mother do to him? A low moan of pain left her and now the tears fell freely, scalding her cool skin.

      I should have stayed. Now Jonesy was alone with that monster. Cam rocked slightly back and forth, as much as her restraints would allow. They almost seemed to loosen with each sway of Cam’s body. She was running from the aliens she was supposed to fight. Away from the teammate she was supposed to protect. The weight of her anguish pressed down on her. She was bone-tired, heartsore, and strapped, standing, inside a fucking alien ship. She couldn’t even sit down to cry.

      The slab behind her rippled, the surface shifting and squirming under her. Her eyes widened in alarm as her legs were lifted up and in moments the surface had resolidified, now in the rough shape of a captain’s chair.

      Cam tensed and slowly relaxed now that the chair had stopped its movement. The coils holding her in place seemed looser now.

      In opening her eyes, she’d lost her external sight and the now familiar sight of the jumpship’s dim interior greeted her. She looked around her, but other than the chair, nothing else seemed to have changed. No user manual had magically appeared before her. Cam gritted her teeth, and settled into the chair. At the very least, she could try all this crazy while sitting down.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and exhaled a sigh of relief when she could ‘see’ again. Cam felt the familiar out-of-body sensation hit her, just like when she’d connected with the consoles on the mothership. It was almost an astral projection, and she had the jumpship’s view of herself in the chair. Cam held the view longer than she ever had before, and studied the workings of the jumpship. She was no engineer, and she didn’t understand how the ship worked, but she knew the ship was interacting with her.

      If only she could figure out how to give the ship commands. Cam wished she could click her heels together a few times and say, “There’s no place like home.” But the jumpship wasn’t going to take her to Kansas. Instead, Cam thought about maps, trying to visualize a map of North America from a bird’s eye view. It was surprisingly difficult. Stupid! She’d studied countless topo maps but those were just isolated mission locations. In frustration, she smacked her forehead against its alien strap.

      To her surprise, a series of circular signals lit up in front of her, like a holo display. Her rising excitement fizzled rapidly when she realized she couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

      “Great. I need a Ringhead decoder ring.” Her hoarse voice rang hollow in the empty jumpship.

      At her words, the restraints around her wrists began to tingle and then loosen. Am I supposed to do something with my hands? Feeling foolish, she rotated her wrists, thumbs out. As if turning dials, she made small spinning motions with her fingertips. The signals in her view changed as well, a notch appearing on each circle. Cam stopped her movements and rotated the opposite direction. The notches turned.

      Holy shit. It’s working. Cam turned just one dial this time and felt the ship yaw to port. On instinct now, she punched forward slightly with the other hand, and the ship heaved to.

      If only she knew what direction to go. Resting her forehead against the alien coil, Cam tried to relax and make contact with the shipmind. The adrenaline of her escape from Mother had long since drained out of her and the weight of exhaustion pulled on her. Her shoulders rolled forward in fatigue and her head felt like it was filled with bricks. I’m so tired.

      Her stomach growled at that moment. Cam let out a laugh but it sounded more like a whimper. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. And then she thought about Jonesy again, the two of them tearing into the chalky protein bars they’d found. Those bars had been so awful she’d barely managed to choke down half of one.

      What she wouldn’t give for a real meal. Dad's famous banana pancakes. Bacon. Coffee. Keenan was such a coffee snob, patiently grinding beans and steeping the grounds. The memory of the aroma was acutely painful. Cam felt ridiculous, her belly should be the least of her worries.

      The visuals of the shipmind shifted and a rapid fire series of images spun around her. Whoa! Slow down, girl! Cam tried to jerk her head back, struggling to keep up, but it was like trying to drink from a firehose.

      Most of the images made no sense to her at all, flickering past her in such rapid order. Here and there she could pick out clear images of bizarre alien creatures, and fantastic landscapes that had to be from other planets. The shipmind yanked her mind-first, through a waterfall of images and ideas. Her breath hitched as nausea bubbled up her throat, angrily clenching her abused stomach.

      Cam wrenched her eyes open. The images stopped, leaving smeared afterimages like strobe flashes in her eyes. She leaned back against the chair, waiting for her heart rate to slow. How was she going to get this to work? She had nothing in the way of supplies. She had to make this work.

      She closed her eyes again, feeling the odd transition as she slipped into the shipmind. The process was already getting faster, like slipping into comfortable shoes. Her senses opened again, and this time she called up the ship controls at will, the myriad of holograms floating before her. Hey girl, take it easy on me this time.

      Cam cracked her knuckles and took a steadying breath. The ship began to shift slowly under her control. Something was wrong with the starboard side of the ship. Controls on that side behaved in fits and spurts, sluggish. Her vision on that side blurred when she tried to see there, and she felt a dull ache there. She sensed the damage, but she couldn’t figure out if she could fix it. She would have to make do.

      The ship pivoted slowly. As it came around, she saw that she had already drifted a significant distance from the mothership. True to her vision from within, the mothership was truly massive. The scale of the main ship loomed so gargantuan, her jumpship was dwarfed in comparison. Cam simply couldn’t conceive of anything so large as a ship, it was bigger than any air or space port she had ever seen.

      The harsh light of the sun cast the ship in sharp relief. The same dark blue-gray color of all the alien tech dominated the structure. Bright blue lines traced their way vertically through the maze of antennae and protrusions on the surface. Cam followed the lines with her eyes until they converged to a point on the underside of the mothership.

      A chill ran down her spine as she finally saw the whip-thin structure extending from the intersection of the lines. Compared to the mothership it was impossibly thin, and yet seemed to support the entire structure. It was as thin as a needle.

      She cursed softly into the quiet. “Jesus Christ.” This monster of a ship sat at the top of the Needle? She continued to follow with her eyes, tracing the thin structure until it disappeared into the cloud cover. At least now she had a dim idea of where she was. Not too far from home, it seemed, and yet impossibly far away.
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        * * *

      

      The need to get back home burned like a white hot star in her chest. Strapped to the table on the mothership, Cam had thought about dying. Better to die by her own hand than suffer through more torture from the aliens.

      Remembering Keenan, who’d always accepted her unconditionally, Cam sobbed in despair. She’d brought Keenan home before to her crazy family, more than a little afraid of how that first meeting would go. Her little brother Ernesto had warmed up immediately, bombarding Keenan with questions about military weapons and strategy. Funny how Ernie never asked her that stuff.

      That macho attitude of her dad and brothers didn’t sting now. The injustice of it before had always chafed at Cam, causing her to move out as early as she could. Her older brothers Ricardo and Miguel had been worse, asking Keenan when Cam was going to settle down and start popping out babies.

      Keenan had handled it all like a champ, and then proceeded to talk sports to distract them. She’d fallen hard for Keenan then, seeing him slide easily through her family’s shit and come out roses. The Faceman in action. Cam’s eyes watered, the pain of missing Keenan stinging anew.

      She would never fit back into her old life. Cam didn’t see a white dress and bouquet in her future. I’m not that woman anymore.

      But getting mindjacked by Mother gave her a new perspective. She might be different, but would never be like them. Where it counted, her thoughts, her feelings were all still human. Cam would never rest until she freed Jonesy from Mother. Memories of her team from Camp Glenn rushed at her and then vanished, hollowing her out, creating a vast emptiness within her that she would only be able to fill with one thing. Revenge.

      Sobbing now, her breaths painful, hitching moans, Cam closed her eyes and slipped once more into the shipmind.

      The curving arc of the planet stretched before her. The arcane control symbols fluttered to life before her eyes. Dimly, she felt the coolness of the chair against her back and legs, a soothing, comforting feeling. Still sobbing gently, she thought of her team, lost in the chaos of Segovia. Keenan, who must believe she was dead. Jonesy, whom she had left to an unknown, horrifying fate.

      The shipmind reacted, began streaming images into her mind, like it was shouting to make itself understood. Cam pushed with her mind, trying to stay focused, but it was like screaming into a hurricane. She felt her mind again being buried beneath the onslaught of the shipmind. Cam had never seen a horse being broken, but she imagined now that this must be what it was like, to pit your resolve against a wild force of nature that only knew of the law of survival of the fittest, and that the strong would survive. She felt her mind being flayed, slowly eroded by the onrush of alien thought, and she knew if she succumbed she would lose her mind forever, and curse Jonesy and Keenan, and the rest of her family to suffer at alien hands.

      Her thoughts of Keenan and Jonesy steadied her under the torrent. Cam focused on them and felt her mind become clearer with each passing moment. Her breathing steadied and she forced her arms to relax. She was going to break this horse.

      Cam let her hands hang loose in the restraints, palms down and relaxed. She felt the chair shift again, and the armrests grew, extending themselves until they were under her cupped hands. She grasped these new handgrips, like twisting her hands into a horse’s mane. Her breath was steady now, her heartbeat a steady drum in her neck, her hands. It felt like a beating pulse of power that was driving her will into the ship, beating back the torrent. She paired the rhythmic beat with thoughts of home, of Keenan, Camp Glenn, the Wolves, Reno, mom, dad, everyone, the images flashing through her mind faster and faster. The beat of her heart quickened, now racing as she built the volume up in her mind, to shout down the shipmind and impose her will on this wild thing.

      Her grip on the chair tightened inexorably, she could faintly feel her knuckles aching from the pressure. She felt the cords in her arms and neck standing out as she strained with the effort to tame the ship. The beating rhythm of her heart reached a crescendo and when she thought it would burst she loosed her will on the shipmind, hammering it with all that she had, thinking only of home and family. Cam now pushed with her arms as well, bracing into the back of the chair, releasing the coiled tension in her body, thrusting her arms forward along with her mind, willing the ship to bend to her needs.

      The ship stuttered, bucked, and lurched forward. The waterfall of images slackened, and Cam could feel her own mind cutting a path through the flow, like the prow of a boat through a wave. And behind that prow as the pressure flowed around her, she thrust herself forward and into the shipmind, plunging herself in without regard, committing herself fully to one last, desperate gambit.

      Getting into the shipmind was like breaking through into the eye of a storm. The maelstrom of energy quieted, leaving a controlled chaos that surrounded, but did not affect her. She turned, slowly, in the newly quiet space, and saw with almost painful clarity how she could control the ship, how the Ringheads worked with their technology. She understood it on a level as basic as knowing how to walk. The realization filled her with elation that burst forth from her in a primal yell of triumph. She knew how to use their tech. She could change the face of the whole war.
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      Keenan

      

      After leaving the diner, he and Bells took an auto-cab to northeast Reno, beyond the bustling University of Reno to a serene neighborhood of nearly pastoral homes sporting neatly manicured yards. Waves of unease washed over him as they drove through the tree-lined roads. The world was at war. With aliens. The peaceful domestic tableau jarred his senses, discordant with his life as a soldier.

      Bells remained quiet for much of the ride, and Keenan found himself wishing she would talk and joke to break the tension. He nearly broke the silence himself, and stopped when he saw the look in her eyes as she took in the rows of picturesque homes. He turned to look out the other window, giving her what privacy he could, and wondered if he and Cam would ever have anything domestic like these places in their future.

      Gunny’s task for them had been to deliver a folder of documents to the civilian governor of Reno. Keenan wanted to shake his head at the ridiculously anachronistic errand. If Gunny couldn’t use his comms for some reason, he could send a drone to the Governor’s mansion.

      To someone accustomed to the tight quarters of military barracks, the palatial home sprawling in front of him hinted at obscenely large bedrooms gauging by the size of those upper story windows. The auto-cab drove up a long, curved driveway and stopped at the front of the security gates. They waved their gauntlets through the security panel and the elaborate wrought iron gates swung open.

      A massive set of dark wood double doors greeted them. The doors glowed in the fading sunlight, framed by an impressive portico of marble columns.

      Keenan noticed Bells eyeing the tall doors and the face of the building with cool detachment. He suspected that, like him, she was less impressed with the ostentatious display of wealth, and was instead checking for sightlines and exits. Old habits. The sooner they were back on the front, the better.

      If the exterior of the home whispered ostentatious, than the interior screamed positively garish. Velvet couches, gilt scrollwork, cabinets filled with bric-a-brac. Keenan found himself uncomfortable with the tackiness of all this wealth, reluctant to touch anything lest he break it.

      Keenan sat, teetered on the edge of an overstuffed armchair while Bells prowled like a caged cat, pacing in front of a picture window. The waiting grated on Keenan’s nerves like broken fingernails on a chalkboard. He wanted to be back at base, testing out the blaster. Even working under the covetous eyes of Harding was better than this. Gunny had voluntold him and Bells for this errand. He could feel his hackles rising when a petite woman entered the room.

      She was probably mid-forties, Keenan guessed. Well-dressed but subdued, in contrast to the home. He stood and identified himself. She took the folder from Keenan and rifled through it, pausing to read over the first page, her brow knitting. Keenan felt Bells still pacing behind him as he studied this woman. Her clothes had the sheen of costly high quality fabric, but the lines on her face spoke of a hard life, of struggle, and survival. She moved with a surprising quickness, each movement precise. If he had to assign a word to her, it was ‘efficient’.

      Even as she read the paper, Keenan had the impression that this small woman was keeping detailed track of where he and Bells were in the room. The woman’s eyes widened as she reached the end of the paper, and she motioned Keenan and Bells to follow her. Without checking to see if they were coming, she turned on her heel and marched deeper into the house.

      Keenan hustled, catching up to the woman as she went through a swinging door. He went through and found himself in a kitchen the size of his barracks. A spotless vista of gleaming chrome and marble greeted them. Mouth-watering aromas wafted over him from a stove the size of a small car. He found it warm, inviting, and above all else, quiet.

      The woman gestured for them to sit at a long picnic table in the back of the kitchen. She sat opposite them and laid the folder in front of her. “It’s a little easier to talk in here, I think.”

      Bells snorted at Keenan’s side. She wore an annoyed expression on her face, but it changed to curiosity as she glanced over to the stove repeatedly.

      He shook his head in mock-disgust. “Really?”

      Bells shrugged, unapologetic. “What? I have a high metabolism.”

      The woman laughed. Keenan turned back to her. The smile took years off her face, and Keenan got the briefest glimpse of what she might have looked like before years of hard living had taken their toll. She rose from the table and moved to the range. Keenan watched with interest as she burned the note he had given her.

      She opened a drawer and pulled out a potholder, then lifted the lid off the pot. As she bustled about the stove, she spoke to them.

      “My name is Rosie, and while I am grateful to you for bringing these to me, they are not the reason I asked Sergeant Mason to see you, Lieutenant.” With the ease of years of practice, she dished two steaming bowls of a red soup. She returned with the bowls, and with the same economy of movement she set out small bowls of tortilla strips, diced onions, cilantro, shredded cheese and lime wedges.

      She settled down again across from them, smiling gently. “There’s always room for soup.”

      Bells tipped a nod to Rosie and dove in, dumping in all the condiments and proceeded to make small, happy crooning noises as she ate. The fragrant squeeze of lime over the chicken tortilla soup flashed him to a happier time, the first time Cam had brought him home. Mrs. Alvarez had bustled about slicing fresh tortillas and frying strips while the Alvarez brothers had tossed back beers and yelled at the football game playing on the vids. He’d marveled that his solemn, serious Cam had grown up in the chaotic and noisy Alvarez household.

      Keenan spooned up the rich broth and while they ate, Rosie related her story of escaping Segovia. Even though he had already heard the story from Mack, Rosie’s account rang somehow both more horrifying, and more human. Keenan felt his chest tighten and his hands go cold when Rosie recounted her run through the desert, leaving Cam and the others to defend their retreat.

      He surprised himself by finishing his bowl. More than filling his stomach, it seemed to have filled some of the emptiness in his chest. He cupped the bowl with his hands, enjoying the fading warmth of the ceramic.

      Rosie dropped her eyes now, staring into her tea as if looking for answers. Her voice lowered, hesitant now. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Lieutenant. I didn’t know her for long, but Lieutenant Alvarez--”

      Keenan interrupted her for the first time. “Cam.” The volume of his voice in the sleepy kitchen startled him.

      Rosie hesitated again. “...yes, Cam. Cam was good, and kind, and brave on that terrible day.”

      Keenan felt his eyes prickle. He steadied his breathing, refusing to blink.

      “She saved us. Me, and Miguel, and Julio.” Rosie’s eyes blinked rapidly, as if heavy with unshed tears now. “If not for her and the others, we would have died there. She died to save us. To save me.”

      She’s not dead. The sheer force of this thought nearly knocked him from the bench. His heart thundered, and a warm flush crept up the back of his neck, standing his hair on end. The ache in his chest returned now with a vengeance. A Cam-shaped hole in his being that sucked him down, pulling him out of the land of the living.

      The sucking sensation used to make him lethargic and stupid. But now it felt like it was fanning a flame inside him, stoking a fire in his belly. His hands tingled with pent up energy and he stood, pushing back the bench. Bells yelped as he nearly pushed the bench out from under her. He had to get up, had to move, or he was going to burst.

      Rosie stood, eyes worried. “Lieutenant?”

      “It’s ok,” Keenan said. “It’s ok. I just have to go. Thank you, for everything. For Cam.” He ran a hand through his short hair. He had to get outside. “I’m sure… I’m sure Cam would have been happy to call you a friend.”

      Tears now fell freely from Rosie’s eyes, and she only nodded, a sad smile on her lips.

      Keenan nodded as well, and turned to go. He stopped, realizing he hadn’t cleared his bowl and spoon but Rosie stood and shooed him away. He bobbed his head. “Thanks.” He turned to Bells, “You mind if we walk back?” Bells looked at him, and in her typical friendly way simply said, “I like to walk.”
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      Jonesy

      

      Jonesy’s day had gone from really shitty to downright catastrophic.

      He was restrained on the Ringhead surgical table again. The putty-like material enveloped him from head to toe, leaving only his eyes and nose exposed. It felt like being wrapped in a gigantic sheet of rubber. He labored to breathe against the pressure on his chest. His lips were crushed against his teeth. The taste of pennies leaked into his mouth.

      The Ringhead looming over him looked like what Cam had described to him as a ‘scientist.’ It lacked the vicious elbow spikes, and was smaller than its Hunter brethren. Even so, it still had plenty of strength to manhandle Jonesy, laying him onto this bed like freshly killed game.

      His struggles under the restraints did him no good, gaining him only his arm stuck under himself. The putty reformed and stuck to him, pinning him in place as he tried to move. Even with the putty around his ears, his implants still picked up a lot. He could tell there were at least three other Ringheads in the room with him, possibly four.

      Jonesy’s heart thudded a staccato bass, threatening to explode into his throat from the force of each rapid beat. Things were a lot simpler when Ringheads just killed soldiers. It meant Jonesy never had to think about more than staying alive. Now four of those monsters were just fucking staring at him. What are they going to do to me? He waited in silence, and a cold sweat began to run down his neck and onto the surface beneath him. Death would have been so much easier than facing this.

      Stalking footsteps told him one of the Hunters was headed for him. It loomed over him now, dead black eyes staring down at him. The Hunter lifted a clawed hand in front of Jonesy’s face and made a tight, trembling fist, bare inches from Jonesy’s face.

      Huh. Some stuff was apparently universal. Literally, universal. Strangely, this made Jonesy feel better. This was a language Jonesy could understand.

      Jonesy tried to glare back at the Hunter. It was harder than he thought it would be, with their odd looking eyes. It was hard to tell when you were making eye contact. Still, if this a-hole was trying to mad-dog him, Jonesy needed to step up as best he could. Even if he was tied down to a dinner plate. And it felt way better than being scared.

      The Scientist waved away the Hunter, and began sifting through the array of implements suspended above the bed.

      Uh-oh.

      Jonesy was out of options. Even if he had both hands, he was still trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. At least Cam had gotten away. He hoped. With her freaky alien enhancements, she had the best shot of all them to fly the damn jumpship out of the hangar.

      On that thought, he remembered Daina. Hell, he didn’t even know what had happened to Daina.

      As if on cue, Daina’s voice began to echo through the room, a steady stream of cursing, and the sounds of a struggle. Her voice drew closer, and he heard a body being wrestled on to the bed to his right. The Scientist looked up and walked to the other bed.

      Daina cried out. “Jones! Jo--mmph!” Her voice cut off as her head was undoubtedly secured by the same restraints that held him. Jonesy craned his head as far as he could, catching sight of Daina just in his field of vision. They had her partially secured to a bed as well, but she had one leg free and was fighting to stay that way.

      One of the Hunters hauled back and swatted her across the cheek. The sound of the strike was like a dry branch snapping. Her head lolled and the fight went out of her. Jonesy’s anger went up a notch, but there was nothing he could do.

      Seemingly satisfied that Daina was secure, the Scientist again waved away the Hunters and turned back to Jonesy. Jonesy tracked his movement with wide eyes as the alien reached to the ceiling and pulled down a particularly nasty looking tool, all sharp edges and gleaming points.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw the dwarf-like Mother alien appear at the side of his bed. It might have been comical. Its head barely reached over the top of the bed. Its knobby, clawed hand reached over and cupped his cheeks. The fingers were cold and dry. It squeezed, grasping him by main force, pulling his face to the side and forcing him to look the Mother square in her dead eyes.

      Again, the feeling of alien thoughts intruding into his mind, like there was someone following behind him, someone just out of sight. An icy finger of pain bored into his head as his ocular implant switched on. Jonesy frantically tried to shut it down, but the implant was no longer responding to him.

      A miasma of noxious colors swirled before him, threatening him with vertigo and sensory overload. The Mother’s energy signature was like looking into the sun with his eyelids torn off. It continued to squeeze his face. His jaw popped. It came closer to him. As before the eyes remained, bottomless pools of inky black, twin eyes of a storm of color and energy. The presence over his shoulder drew closer, now it was right behind him, crawling up his spine and directly into his hind brain.

      ::Cockroach::

      Jonesy’s eyes widened, his heart now slamming in his chest. The voice was in his head, but it hadn’t said the word, as much as somehow conveyed the idea. Along with disgust, contempt, and an utter disregard for his life. The pain from his eye was a thorny spike, slowly twisting through his head.

      ::Baby::

      Now he felt small and helpless, like a blind, mewling kitten. Icy, clammy sweat crawled down his forehead, and dripped stinging, into his eyes. The Mother’s intrusion into his mind continued, battering into his consciousness.

      ::Broken::

      A high, whistling whimper escaped him as the pain from his implant spiked, it was now like a burning brand thrust into his eye. The Mother flowed through him now, wearing his mind like an ill-fitting glove. The swirling colors and the blinding pain gave way to a white hot nausea boiling up his throat. Jonesy was contemplating the horrifying idea of vomiting with his mouth clamped shut, when the pain eased to the mere suffering of chewing a mouthful of broken glass.

      The Mother continued to regard him, toying with his mind. It released his face, and the putty began to shift and move, pivoting his head until he was again looking at the surgical freakshow suspended above him.

      The putty on his face crept down his forehead and brushed gently against his eyelid. A gelatinous finger extended into his eye, and peeled back his right eyelid. The putty froze in place, locking his head down to the bed. Jonesy rolled his eyes, panicked, looking for the aliens. The Scientist stepped into view and grabbed the instrument from before. It swung it down to Jonesy’s face, bringing the blades into deadly focus.

      From the next bed, Daina’s muffled screams drifted over to him. He wondered if she was screaming for him, or for herself. A moment later, he began to scream as well.
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      Keenan

      

      Hours later, Keenan tramped through central Reno, with no idea where he was going. They’d passed Circus Circus casino and at this rate, he’d probably hit the airport in another hour. his head was still buzzing with energy. Dusk had fallen as they walked, and the streets were now cast in long shadows. The night was still warm as the concrete all around them gave up its stored heat of the day into the cool of the night.

      Bells kept up easily with her long strides, but he could hear her breathing more heavily than usual, as was he. Neither of them were used to moving like this in this heat. It was another sign that they were out of place. He needed to get his team out of Camp Glenn and back on the line. Back where they mattered, where they could do something.

      But as he walked, his mind continued to drive circles around the image of Cam’s face on the blurry video, the color distorted, but definitely her, definitely alive. He didn’t want to wait anymore. Waiting for Phillips to move on the intel was going to take too long. The burning need for action and his impotence coiled inside him, making him feel like an overwound spring. He needed to hit something, and hit it hard.

      A hand grabbed his shoulder.

      “LT!”

      He skidded to a stop. When had he started running? They were on the edge of the business district, edging into an area filled with warehouses. He had stopped in the shadow of one of these warehouses. His eyes scanned left to right, seeing only a deserted parking lot at the corner. He and Bells stood alone on the street.

      He whirled to see Bells behind him, her face shiny with sweat. Keenan realized now in the cooling shade that sweat was running down the side of his temples. His shirt clung to his back and sweat coursed down his neck. He wobbled a bit, and leaned his back against the wall of the warehouse. He put his hands on his knees and hung his head, breathing deeply, trying to slow his racing heart. Bells squatted on the sidewalk near the curb, elbows on her knees.

      She spit into the gutter. Panting, she said, “Ok, what the fuck, LT?”

      Keenan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His breathing steadied, even as his heart kept pounding. He smiled mirthlessly. “It’s Cam.”

      As he said her name, he saw Bells narrow her eyes. He saw her taking stock of him, trying to read him. She was probably trying to decide if he was going crazy. She rolled her hands, inviting him to continue.

      “She--” The words stuck in his throat. If he said them aloud, it might be real. If it was real, it could be taken away. Bells kept her eyes locked on his, and for once, kept her mouth shut. “They showed me. Phillips did. When we got here.”

      Bells’ eyes widened. “What? What is it?”

      “She’s… she’s alive.”

      Her eyes bugged, and she fell back on her ass, now sitting on the sidewalk, almost cross-legged. She looked like a little kid. A six-foot tall kid that could kick your ass. Utter shock froze her usually animated face.

      Keenan nodded and hung his head again, looking at the pavement between his feet. “I know, a real kick in the junk, right?”

      He looked over at her. Bells was still looking into the distance, unfocused. Her eyes snapped back to his. “She’s alive? Are there any others?”

      “Jonesy, apparently. They’re getting a data feed from his eye.”

      She whistled. “They know where she is? Where Jonesy is?”

      “They have a good guess. They’re both in the same place.”

      She stood and stretched, cat-like. She walked up to him and offered a hand, getting him back on his feet. Once he was standing, she held his gaze. “What do you want to do?”

      His insides began to churn again at the question. He felt like he could ride through the turmoil now, like he had endured the worst of the rapids. Even as the energy swirled inside him, his voice was steady. “I want to go get her.”

      Bells didn’t say anything for an eternity. The unspoken question hung in the air between them, heavy in its ramifications. Keenan knew what he was asking of her. If this had been their mission from Phillips, there would be no hesitation. Bells did her job. But Keenan was asking something else entirely. He was asking her to go off the books and risk her standing with the Dubs for him.

      When Bells started to nod her head, her dark curls bobbing, Keenan felt his shoulders begin to droop in relief. She clapped him on the back, her solid smack reassuring him. And when she spoke next, her words bolstered him.

      “All right then. Let’s go get her.”
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        * * *

      

      As he had suspected, saying it out loud, the truth of Cam’s situation, solidified it in his mind, but it remained a fragile thing. His mind rapidly made and discarded plans, some impossible, some just outright ludicrous.

      Bells walked beside him, quietly listing names of those they might be able to enlist. He stayed wrapped up in his own thoughts so, locked down so deep he didn’t hear when she stopped talking and fell behind. He breath exploded out of his mouth as Bells hit him from behind like a football lineman, driving him across the sidewalk and into the doorway of a market. The two of them tore the door off its moorings and crashed to the tile floor in a tangle of limbs and shattered safety glass.

      Keenan coughed and sputtered, “What th---”

      Bells’ muscular form pushed him into the floor. “Stay down!”

      A thunderous boom filled the world and Keenan felt the floor beneath him buck up and kick him in the chin. He felt himself thrown upwards as the concussion wave passed through the store. The picture windows on the front of the store blew inwards, showering them with shrapnel. Sharp, acrid smoke began to pour into the store front.

      Keenan couldn’t hear shit and his vision blurred when he tried to focus. A line of hot wetness ran down the left side of his face. He heard the muted wail of car alarms and fire suppression systems, the wails and screams of civilians. He rolled onto his side. Bells lay next to him, just coming to. Fine gray dust coated her from tip to toe, residue from the explosion, making her eyes stand out against her now pale skin. A bloody gash sliced across one cheek where she must have caught some shrapnel. Her eyes were glazed over, unfocused.

      “Bells. Bells!” Fuck, he could barely hear himself talk.

      He crawled to her and gripped her arm. They would have to settle for hand signals. He got close to her and patted her cheek gently. Her eyes fluttered and seemed to focus on him. He held up an OK sign.

      Bells’ eyes tracked around the room now, seeming to gain focus. She started to move and now it was Keenan holding her down. Every nerve in his body was screaming at him -- get up and move! -- but they had to get their heads on straight. Who knew what was waiting for them outside? His mind only conjured up horrific scenarios. He scanned the shattered doorway and saw nothing but thick plumes of gray-white smoke.

      He felt Bells moving again. This time she gently pulled herself out from under him, and remained in a tight crouch. She signaled that she was ok, and ran a hand across her cheek. She winced and her hand left a bloody smear across her face. She wiped her hand on her pants and looked to Keenan, a question in her eyes.

      Keenan pointed to the back of the store. There had to be a service entrance. The back of the building had been shielded from the explosion, so they might have eyes out back. Staying low, Bells led the way, keeping her arms out, tracing the rows of shelving, and then the walls. They passed several civilians, all unconscious or semi-conscious. Keenan hated to move past them, but the local first responders would do the job. He had a feeling that before long, he and Bells would be called upon to do their jobs, too.

      They made their way to the rear of the store. His hearing wasn’t coming back fast enough, and he tottered into the door frame, still woozy from the explosion. Keenan leaned on the door, slamming his shoulder into it when he realized it was stuck in the frame. The door popped open, spilling him into the service alley. The alley was deserted, save for several upended garbage bins. He picked his way carefully to the mouth of the alley, Bells following close behind. As he neared the edge of the building he pressed himself to the wall and peered around the corner.

      Hazy smoke choked the street and fuzzed the streetlamps into haloes. Silhouettes of staggering figures faded out of the gloom, stumbling to the south. More explosions sounded in the distance, rocking the sidewalk under him. What the holy hell is going on?

      Keenan crouched and tapped his gauntlet to raise someone back on base. He tried Gunny. Nothing. Then Kekoa. Nothing. Finally he tried the secure base line. A tense moment later a static-garbled signal came through, muffled through what felt like cotton balls in his ears.

      “--zzt---entify yourse--”

      Keenan identified himself. Halfway through his security clearance another warbling squawk of static burst from his communicator. More shapes solidified in the gloom, now moving faster to the south. Keenan struggled to make sense through the static and his muffled hearing. His nose was filled with acrid smoke and the sour stink of his own nervous sweat.

      Bells pressed in behind him. “Everyone’s going south.” She sounded strangely distant, but was standing behind him now, with her sidearm drawn, covering his rear. Her eyes tracked slowly across the dusty street. Sirens wailed thinly in the distance.

      He wasn’t going to get any orders from base. His communicator’s screen showed no connection to any networks. Keenan gave up and lowered his wrist to draw his own sidearm. He got to his feet and looked south. People streamed southward. “Right. So we go the other way. We get what intel we can and get the hell back to base.”

      Bells nodded and edged around him, leaning out into the street. At his nod she stepped out and they began to make their way north. They stayed close to the buildings, boots crunching on shattered glass across every store front. Clumps of panicked civilians continued to run south, towards base.

      Something cracked loudly under his boot, and Keenan stooped to see what it was. His insides dropped to zero when the smoke eddied away and he saw the shattered ice beneath his boot. A chill wind gusted by them, carrying the smell of diesel and crisper scents he associated with the Yukon. They were back in front of the store Bells had pushed them into.

      What the hell is going on? He picked up a jagged shard of ice. Bells squatted at the corner of the building, looking a question back at him. Keenan hustled up to her and hunkered down.

      “Ringheads.”

      Bells’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Here?”

      “There’s ice on the sidewalk. I think they’re dropping iceboxes on us. It also explains the comms.”

      “Shit.” She looked at her sidearm. “I am not dressed for this kind of party.”

      Keenan grinned at her. “At least you have sensible shoes on.”

      She snorted in response, but Bells had a fair point. They were not geared for Ringhead combat. He thought about what they would find if they kept going north. Something like Segovia, a ring of iceboxes jutting out of the ground, chilling everything around it into an arctic playground for Ringheads to romp through.

      Their options were to head west, back to Camp Glenn and hope the Ringheads didn’t get to them first or to head east to the airport and find a ham radio. Keenan sighed and wondered if he could remember his Morse code. Either way, they were going to need a ride. None of the auto cabs would work with the grid down. Keenan and Bells were going to need to find an old model vehicle that he could commandeer. This would be fun.
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      Sasha

      

      Sasha trotted down the wide corridor, her boots pounding on the dark gray floor plates. Phillips’s Scotch still burned in her throat, fumes tickling her nose. God damn, but that was some good shit. She was going to have to find some more of that. The echoes of her footfalls rang through the hallways and she forced herself to slow down. Jesus, she was practically skipping like some giddy schoolgirl.

      She settled at a deliberate pace. No need to rush, Ace wasn’t going to be far away from his new girl. Despite her slow strides, her heart raced. Sasha followed orders, but sometimes reluctantly. She’d seen her share of chin-scratching graybeards, more interested in protocols and CYA bullshit than getting in the trenches and doing work.

      The Colonel though, he knew which end was up. He knew to keep the soldiers priority number one, and backburner all the red tape and window dressing. Plus, Sasha sensed the Colonel still had a ready killer instinct. Something in the eyes, and the way he held his arms, hinted at some brutal menace, just beneath the surface. She’d asked, before, but no one would talk about it. Not much. Still, she could read between the lines.

      She found Ace where she expected, up to his elbows underneath the Raven’s skirts. Ace was in the cockpit, on his back underneath the instrument panel. She crouched next to his legs and gently squeezed his knee. He flinched, and she got a satisfying bang from inside the panel, followed by a volley of colorful cursing. She laughed and sat on the deck of the bird, feeling some of the tension leave her shoulders.

      “Damnit, Tiny!”

      To her disappointment, he didn’t crawl out.

      Sasha leaned over, peering under the panel. “You know, for someone who likes to play the field, you seem to be settling down with this new girl real quick.”

      That pulled him out. Ace squirmed out, glaring at her. He had an angry red mark on his forehead, above his right eyebrow. He flipped her a rude gesture that started her laughter up all over again, and then she was curled up, holding her sides, trying to get herself under control. She sat up, cheeks wet with tears, fisting away the moisture from her eyes.

      “Done?”

      She hiccoughed, nodded.

      “Alright, help me get this download finished and we can get out of here.” He pointed behind her. “Pass me that data cable.”

      She reached up and passed the cable to him. He wriggled back under the instrument panel, grumbling while he worked.

      “I can’t believe anyone could be this paranoid, to build a bird that doesn’t transmit any telemetry data. Every time we bring this girl in it’s going to be this same bullshit song and dance to move the data to the servers.”

      Sasha grunted in agreement. This wasn’t really her forte anyway, so she kept her mouth shut. Despite his griping, she knew Ace was happy. A grounded pilot was a grumpy pilot. Get them in the cockpit, and they were happy. A moment later Ace re-emerged and popped the optical data cube off the other end of the cable. “You comin’? I gotta hoof this down to CentCom.”

      Sasha hopped up and followed him off the Raven. As they walked back through base, she quickly filled him in on her debrief. Ace nodded and smiled in all the right parts, but Sasha had a feeling his head was still underneath the Raven.

      The quickest route to the command building took them outside and across a large swath of tarmac. The low afternoon sun beat steadily down on them as they crossed the parade grounds. Sasha began to loosen and remove segments of her armor as they walked. Really should have taken all this shit off before seeing the Colonel.

      She was dancing out of her pelvic shield when her foot hitched and she rolled to the asphalt in a tumble of gear. “Grr, fuck!” She hit the dirt and rolled, paying with the skin off one elbow. Ace turned, chuckling at the wide sprawl of chaos.

      “Serious--” He stopped as the drum beat of a massive impact rolled across the open grounds.

      Sasha froze, scanning the horizon. Two more low thuds in rapid succession. Sasha felt the impacts through her abraded palms on the asphalt. Ace looked towards Reno, his hand shielding the sun from his eyes. She turned just in time to see a brilliant white flare streak down from the sky and land somewhere in town. She felt the impact through her hands again a split second before the basso rumble reached her ears. A mushroom cloud of dust and debris rose in the distance.

      Another impact, but she didn’t see this one. She got up to her feet and collected her gear. Ace continued checking the skies. She smacked him on the shoulder to get his attention. At the same time, the base alarm klaxons began to wail. ThreatCon Delta. In the distance she heard doors slamming open and pounding boots. Their eyes locked and she saw in his face the same mix of alarm and anticipation that she felt. They turned and ran to the command building.
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        * * *

      

      The command center was a flurry of activity. Everyone seemed to be on comms, alternating between barking orders and pleading with whoever was one the other end. The big board at the front of the room showed a microsat view of Camp Glenn and its surroundings, showing most of Reno. Someone had overlaid a handful of red circles on the map. The marks sketched a rough perimeter around base, and passed through a sizeable portion of the city.

      Across the back of the room, Sasha could see through to the other section where the drone warfare room operated. Better than half of the drone pods were closed, dark outlines of the vid jockeys visible through the smoked glass. More jocks poured in from the other side of the building, heading straight to the vacant pods.

      Techs and analysts manned every workstation, and every monitor and holo flickered with footage of the impact sites or blinding data streams.

      Someone bowled into Sasha from behind, sending her to her knees and igniting another ember of frustrated anger. A shower of paper and tablets rained down around her as one of the comm center techs tumbled to the floor. The harried-looking tech scrambled up, scooping up papers and equipment. Ace handed him the last of it, and when the nervous tech finally made eye contact with Sasha, his eyes widened.

      “S- sorry, Lieutenant! S-sorry!”

      Today’s situation seemed to be trumping Sasha’s reputation because the tech had no sooner sputtered his apology before he turned tail and ran for the far side of the command center, clutching at his gear as he went.

      Sasha looked around the room, noting the spilled drinks, upended chairs, and many pairs of eyes showing far too much white. She didn’t come here often, but the times she had, it had felt more like a computer lab mixed with a video arcade to her, cybersecurity techs stomping out hacking threats only they could see.

      Now fear and tension hung thick in the air, but Sasha felt the same adrenaline-fueled high as entering a combat hot zone. The ceiling lights sparkled, over-bright to her eyes, and details around the room focused into painful clarity.

      She dropped her gear to the floor and walked to the nearest comm analyst. His name tag identified him as Private Franklin. The scrawny private looked like he’d had better days. His dishwater blond hair was screwed up in wild twists, and she could hear someone screaming through his ear bud from here. He typed, rapid-fire, at his terminal, trying to keep up with the voice in his ear.

      “Private. Where is Colonel Phillips?”

      Franklin looked up at her, eyes wide and panicky. He looked around, seemingly looking for who had addressed him.

      “Private Franklin. I need to speak to Colonel Phillips. Or whoever is in charge. Now.”

      His Adam’s apple worked up and down. “Sir. Um. Captain Landau, sir. She’s in the control room.” He pointed a trembling finger to a wide window overlooking the command center.

      Landau. Why did it have to be that pogue? And where the hell is the Colonel?

      Sasha looked up to the control room. Through the glass she saw the rail thin silhouette of Captain Landau with her ever present clipboard. A circular array of translucent holos surrounded her gleaming off Landau’s sleek blonde bob, and she stabbed at the air as she gave out orders.

      Ace stepped into the corner of her vision, also looking up to the control room. “Landau. Huh.” He pivoted and gave Sasha a nod. “Yeah, I’m gonna get to my post.”

      Sasha bristled, her body rippling with nervous energy. “Do what you want, I’m going fishing.” She walked across the command center and mounted the stairs to the control room. She heard Ace’s footsteps fall away behind her.

      At the top of the stairs Sasha opened the door and stepped into the control room. Like the command center, several analysts sat at desks, surrounded by smaller arrays of holos. They were all typing furiously and mumbling quietly. The door clicked shut behind her and several heads swiveled up to look at her. The door sealed out the buzzing sounds from downstairs. Compared to the bustle of the command center, the control room was as quiet as a morgue.

      Sasha squared her shoulders and marched across the room, making a beeline for Landau. Her boots squeaked and clomped on the pristine white floors. Sasha ran a hand through her short hair, feeling dirt, sweat, and tangles. She brushed her hair out of her face, wiped her hand on the front of her jacket and closed the distance on Captain Landau.

      Not everyone, Sasha supposed, came to the Wolves on their strength in the field, or expertise with a weapon. Sasha could understand why Phillips needed Landau. Lord knows Sasha wouldn’t want to do the tedious shit that Landau seemed to revel in. That Ops officer had a head for organization the uncanny ability to keep track of every item of interest on the sprawling grounds of Camp Glenn. Sasha found that she was frequently the subject of interesting items at Camp Glenn. Captain Landau did not seem to find Sasha very endearing, despite repeated exposure. Still, Sasha had one thing going for her--she wasn’t a quitter.

      The Captain did not look up as Sasha came to rest just outside of the holos. Standing near Landau only emphasized how filthy Sasha’s uniform had become. Landau’s razor sharp creases and expanses of immaculately ironed wool stood in jarring contrast to the mud splatters and dried blood on Sasha’s clothing. Sasha imagined a cloud of dusty filth following her around the base, spreading the complex aroma of decon chemicals and spent plasma.

      Captain Landau continued to flick aside holo screens and speak quietly into her comm link. After each order she made a precise tick mark on her clipboard, then returned to the holos. After several seconds of this, the captain turned to face away from Sasha, and continued working with robotic precision.

      Sasha saw new holo screens popping up behind the ones closest to Landau. It looked like those with higher priority were larger and brighter. One-handed, Landau sorted quickly through the screens. Some she flicked down, where they hovered, darkened, at knee level. Others she collected into a group and passed back to her analysts with softly-spoken orders. The largest screens she expanded and kept at eye level. Even with data flowing past at eye-watering speed, she spent no more than a few seconds on each before jabbing her hand at the holo, pushing them away with more spoken orders.

      Sasha waited. She could wait all day.

      Sasha’s foot started tapping.

      Landau gave a pained sigh, still not looking at Sasha. Her low voice rasped out a curt statement at last. “You should be at your post, Lieutenant Kennedy. I think T-Delta is enough to warrant immediate attendance to your station.”

      “Are they here, sir? Are the Ringheads here?”

      Landau turned, the color high on her sharp cheekbones. She jabbed her clipboard to the picture window, and the muted chaos of the command center.

      “Maybe if you at were your station, you could ascertain that for yourself.”

      Sasha’s eyes opened wide and her voice rose in excitement with each word. “So they are here! I knew it! Ace and I can take a squad on the Raven. The cloaking worked great in Vancouver.”

      Landau inhaled and her nostrils flared. “That’s enough, Kennedy.”

      “But Captain…”

      Landau cut her off. “Kennedy, do you see this shit show? All the shit you brought back from Vancouver will have my teams working double shifts. Now we have god knows what happening just outside of the base, and the Colonel has seen fit to set us at T-Delta. Every time I see you, Kennedy, I see chaos and extra work for days. What do you have to say to that?”

      Sasha cocked an eyebrow but kept her eyes staring straight ahead. “Job security?”

      Landau’s thin nostrils flared. “The Colonel cuts you too much damn slack.”

      In her periphery, Sasha saw one of Landau’s larger holos displaying a map of the base, surrounded by bright red impact points. The impacts were ringed with slowly expanding blue circles. It looked like a heat map.

      Check that. It looked like a cold map.

      Landau leaned through the holos and got her face right into Sasha’s. Tired creases lined Landau’s face but her blue eyes glittered with fevered intensity. She thumped Sasha’s chest with the clipboard. “Get to your station. That’s an order, Lieutenant.”

      Sasha snapped a salute and spun on her heel, grinning as she left the control room.
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      Mack

      

      Mack’s head lolled back and his eyes drifted closed. It took immense effort to keep his eyes open, even in the ruckus and bustle of Abbé’s lab. The place was a hive of activity at the moment. Stan’s team had been busy. At least half a dozen Wolves were scattered around the lab, all of them being fitted with new prostheses. Squints in lab coats scurried around the desks like rats through a maze, toting prosthetic limbs and stacks of tablets. In the far corner of the room Mack saw the massive vault door stood ajar, and misting cold air drifted out of the opening. Two figures argued at the open door, too far away for him to make out.

      Dr. Abbé tinkered away at the nearest bench. Mack had answered the urgent summons, and was immediately told to sit and wait. Typical. Supposedly for something important. Mack was again seated in one of Stan’s godawful elementary school plastic chairs, but this time it was the most comfortable chair he ever had the privilege to sit on. If only Stan would let him sleep.

      Just before blessed sleep pulled a warm blanket over his mind another sharp jab in the ribs wrenched him back to bleary consciousness. The rabbity scientist’s face was inches away from Mack’s. If the jab in the ribs didn’t wake him up, the sour coffee halitosis certainly did the trick. Mack coughed and gasped a little. He inhaled and got a good whiff of himself as well, the sharp tang of decon and cordite.

      Dr. Abbé squinted, his own nose wrinkling. “Mack. Stay awake. This is important.” He thumped Mack on the head with his pencil.

      Mack grimaced and rubbed his hands over his face. “Sorry, doc. Been going for almost twenty hours now. I’m bushed.” He yawned hugely, his jaw cracking. The extra air perked him up a little. “Hey, doc, did I tell you I jumped off a building?”

      Dr. Abbé turned away and resumed his fiddling on the workbench. He waved a negligent hand. “Yes, yes. You already told me. Twice. You are clearly sleep deprived.” He turned and raised an eyebrow to Mack. “Also, I saw it on the live feed. Just so. Stupid. You looked ridiculous.” He returned to whatever arcane object he was fiddling with.

      Mack let his eyes drift closed again. “Ridiculous?” He was mumbling now. “More like… aweso…”

      Mack awoke this time to Dr. Abbé manhandling his good leg. He found himself surrounded by new faces. A woman in a lab coat, tall and stately, her blonde hair neatly twisted back. Another man sat next to him, wiry and brown. More interesting to Mack, this guy was missing both legs. The legendary Kekoa.

      He sat up and reached up to wipe his chin. No drool. He must not have been out very long then.

      Stan looked up at him and griped in a low tone. “Awesome. Ha! You looked ridiculous. Loping along like a one-legged frog.”

      Kekoa laughed. Mack looked over at him and held out a hand. “Hey, I’m Mack.”

      Still chuckling, Kekoa reached over and gripped Mack’s hand in his iron grip. “Man, that jump was awesome! Stan’s been holding out on me!”

      Dr. Abbé paused and looked over at Kekoa. “And how, Mr. Kekoa, do you have knowledge of Mr. Mackenzie’s escapades?”

      Kekoa didn’t even bat an eye. “I may have heard about it, from someone who knows someone who saw the sat feed. I may have heard about some video going around, but I haven’t seen it.”

      He winked hugely at Mack. “Don’t mind the doc. He’s just bent I found out you got the latest build.” Kekoa brought up a scuffed boot and planted a cybernetic leg on one of the chairs. “Now he’s gonna have to upgrade me!”

      Mack stared in fascination. He couldn’t help it. Kekoa’s cybernetic legs looked nothing like Mack’s. Where Mack’s leg sported gleaming metal, Kekoa’s had clearly been painted several times for camouflage. Mack saw plasma scorches, dents, scratches, and one spot that looked like it was welded with a flare. His legs had clearly seen some tough mileage.

      The woman spoke up, her voice carrying a distinctive French accent. “I would love to see this video!”

      Mack blinked. Ah, this was the Dr. Beaufort he’d heard through the speakers when he was with Keenan in Segovia. He’d never forget a voice like that.

      He looked up at her and offered his hand. “You a friend of Stan’s?”

      She nodded, giving him a warm smile. “Oui, yes. Honorée Beaufort. I’ve known Stan many years. I am sure the video is marvelous.”

      Stan scowled but his voice lacked any acrimony. “Don’t encourage him, Honoree.” He grabbed a small tool, continuing to work on the contraption. Stan continued his work. Mack felt bands of pressure constricting his leg.

      “Ow! Fuck, doc, that’s too tight!”

      “Quiet. It needs to be tight. You look a fool, hopping along with one leg. This will fix that.”

      Mack’s insides grew cold. “Doc? I want to keep the good leg.”

      Dr. Abbé stopped and looked up at him, aghast. “You. Are an idiot.”

      He gave Mack’s leg one final jerk and he stepped back to admire his work.

      Mack leaned over to see what the doc had fitted him with. The jet black contraption wound its way from his knee to his foot. Taut cords ran down behind his calf, disappearing under his heel. Despite the tight confines, Mack found his ankle still moved easily up and down.

      “I guess it fits ok, Doc.” Mack replied, uncertain of what else to say.

      Abbé had something of a self-satisfied smile on his face. “I took the parts from the prototype power armor. Nano-fiber artificial muscle augmentors. High output piezoelectric power cells to keep it self-contained.”

      Dr. Beaufort cut in here, her husky voice pouring over him so pleasantly he didn’t freak out about the fact he didn’t understand a damned thing about what was going on. “I watched Stan work with Dr. Patel to build nerve integration into the boot to keep it in sync with your prosthesis. More importantly, that will prevent you from injuring yourself.”

      Yeah. Mack had no idea what she’d just said. “Uh, thanks? What’s it do?”

      Dr. Abbé snorted. “It makes you look less a fool. Although it does nothing for when you open your mouth.”

      He beckoned for Mack to stand, then pushed him away from the bench. After a few feet he stopped and looked up to the ceiling. “This will be fine. Jump.”

      Mack couldn’t help himself. “How high?”

      Kekoa hid a grin behind a cough, but the wiry scientist seemed not to notice. Stan looked up, gauging the distance to the darkened ceiling. “Try for four meters. That will be proof of concept enough, and will keep you from creating another mess.”

      Mack took a few tentative hops. Doc was right, the new boot felt great. Gave him better balance. Until now, he hadn’t realized that he had been instinctively babying his good leg, letting his cybernetics bear the brunt of his feats. Now the weight was more evenly distributed. Mack wondered if he could jump an even greater distance with the boot. Cheered by the thought, he forgot to rein it when he leapt for the ceiling. “Here I come to -- holy shit!”

      It was like being launched from a cannon. The darkened ceiling with its exposed grid work zoomed towards him. His shoulder slammed into a shop light and set it swinging. Stan shouted something from below. Above the lights now, Mack reached out and grabbed a support beam, neatly catching himself at the top of his jump. He hooted, hanging now from one arm and looking down.

      Half a dozen upturned faces stared at him. All wore expressions ranging from shock to amusement. Kekoa seemed to be thrilled at the sight of Mack dangling from the ceiling. Stan looked like he was having some sort of stomach distress.

      “Hey, doc! How’s this thing at absorbing impact?”

      Dr. Abbé’s frown vanished, replaced with a thoughtful expression. “Well, in theory--”

      Mack let go and dropped. “Superhero landing!”

      He plummeted to the floor, purposely landing on the booted leg. The artificial muscles tensed, soaking up the shock and dropping him almost gently to one knee. Hot damn! He held the pose for a good second. He looked up and saw Stan’s worn sneakers before him. Mack stood, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Works great, Stan!” He grabbed the little scientist into a bear hug. Mock nuzzling, he crooned. “I had no idea you cared. I thought Kekoa was your favorite, but now I know better!.”

      Kekoa gave a belly laugh while Dr. Abbé sputtered and flailed his arms, beating Mack away. “Canard!” He straightened his lab coat and turned away. Mack saw the doc jump a little as the spook somehow appeared behind him, grabbing Stan by the upper arm.

      The spook drew Dr. Abbé away, speaking quietly to him. “Dr. Abbé, I’m going to need the specs for those boots, along with…”

      Their voices trailed off as they stepped towards the vault. Kekoa clapped Mack on the shoulder, looking at Mack’s legs with unabashed envy. “Goddamn, soldier, that was some serious shit! First chance I get I’m pinning the doc down for an upgrade.”

      Before Mack could reply a deep rumble thrummed through the floors and a shock wave rattled everything around them. The chatter in the room died and everyone looked up. Mack was very aware of the fact that they were several floors underground. The high ceilings of the research lab now looked low and confining, seeming to sag with the weight of earth and concrete above their heads. Several more impacts shook the room. Someone cried out as a monitor crashed to the floor in a spray of glass.

      The deafening bellow of the alert sirens echoed through the room. Mack’s skin crawled with tension as he counted out the blasts. Damn, T-delta? Before he could make for the main doors, Harding, Beaufort, and Abbé burst out of the vault, Harding clutching a large black case. Abbé waved his hands, frantic. “No, no, no! It’s not ready, yet. Honorée, tell him!”

      The agent hardly spared Stan a glance. “It’s not doing any good in the vault, doctor. We need to get this to Flynn before this base is overrun with Ringheads.”

      Doc B shook her head, wisps of her blonde hair whipping about. “Harding, no! It could kill him!”

      Harding frowned. “It could save all of us, Doctor.” He stalked out.

      Mack exchanged an alarmed look with Kekoa. The shorter man frowned, lines bracketing his tanned cheeks. They nodded to each other and both made double-time for the main doors. All around them squints were frantically locking down their experiments. All the grunts in the room streamed for the door, a sea of bodies flowing along the path of least resistance.

      Kekoa tapped frantically at his gauntlet and then shook his head. Mack signaled Kekoa to follow him as and hauled ass to get to his station. Guess it was a good thing he hadn’t had time to take off his combat suit. He had a feeling he was going to need it.
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      Jonesy

      

      Jonesy used to think that he and pain were old friends.

      Ever since that grenade exploded in his face, pain was a day to day thing. Just one more thing to pack in his ruck. Then Stanley had offered him a shot at a new implant to restore his vision and hearing, and he learned that his previous pain had simply been a light appetizer to the main course.

      He’d never told Cam, but the implant really. fucking. hurt. All the time, without pause. Using the implant spiked his pain, causing some really good head splitters, and also made him vomit half the time, just for kicks.

      Most of the time, Jonesy managed to tune it out, the way you tune out bad music your bunkmates won’t stop playing. It’s still there, still annoying, but at least it’s not screaming in your face anymore. Sure, every so often, things would flare up, but he had it under control.

      But today Jonesy found out that pain had been holding out on him, big time.

      Bright lines of fire traced an outline of his face, and silver hot spikes slid into his arms and legs, crucifying him to the table. The heat in his arms and legs dulled to a low throb, but the pain tracing around his face continued to build. The pulsing agony crushed down on his head. He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t open his mouth. He managed only a high, whispering whimper through his nose.

      As the Ringhead worked, the light above his bed flared white hot, beating down on him with savage intensity. It was brighter, hotter, more merciless than the sun. It was like repeatedly watching a gun discharge directly into his face. He knew his sight was gone again. In the back of his mind he knew his artificial cornea must be burning out from the brutal light, the tiny circuits giving up.

      The cornea did not give up. It kept feeding the unblinking sun directly into his brain, scorching away the shadows in his head and scouring his mind. He continued to whimper, it was his only outlet for his misery. Runners of snot dripped down the sides of his face. He felt as if he had been nailed to the bed for an eternity, the bright light hollowing him out like a gourd. He would soon be a dried husk, his sanity burned away like water on a hot stone.

      There, in the featureless white expanse that was now his mind, the Mother returned to him. Consumed by pain, Jonesy lay there and watched as she entered his mind. He tried to push her out and she passed through him as if he were made of cobwebs. There, in the expansive void of his mind, she took hold of his mind, and begin to re-mold him like wet clay.
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        * * *

      

      Jonesy awoke and found himself again in a featureless white void. His heart thumped against his chest, the contractions harsh and nearly painful, as if he’d just awoken from a terrible nightmare. Gooseflesh erupted over his skin, along with a sheen of clammy sweat. He blinked and sandpaper scraped over his eyes. The blur of whiteness began to swim with vague shadows. He inhaled, the rasping sound of his breath disturbing the quiet. It sounded alien and unhealthy to his ears. The chill air smelled flat and stale, sterile lab air recycled too many times.

      He traced his hand along the surface beneath him, and found he was still on one of the alien beds, but no longer restrained. More blinking and his eyes started to clear. Sluggish tears rolled down his cheeks on cool tracks. Jonesy twisted, trying to sit up. His shoulders and spine popped and cracked as he struggled up.

      As he sat up a wave of vertigo surged from his gut to swirl around his head. His neck cracked, a brittle and fragile thing, like spun glass. His head felt like it was two sizes too large, ten pounds of shit in an eight pound bag. He smiled, grimaced. The idea of throwing up in the Ringhead’s version of a clean room might be a petty victory, but Jonesy would take what he could get. He threw caution to the wind, and heaved himself upright.

      A clenching spasm in his gut immediately doubled him over. A bitter tide churned up his throat and ejected from his mouth and nose, the bile burning his nostrils. Jonesy coughed and gagged as vomit splattered over the side of the bed, down to the floor. He knuckled away the spit from his mouth and looked around.

      Details of the room slowly came into focus. The same alien biomech walls surrounded him. The room was tiny, barely big enough to fit the bed, with only a few feet of space around it. The bed was short, barely a foot or two from the ground. A single, glaring light source shone down from the ceiling. The intensity of the light made it impossible to him to see the actual ceiling. Other than the rasp of his breathing, he heard no other sounds. None of the walls appeared to have a door.

      Alien jail. I’m in fucking alien jail.

      Instead of a dayglow jumpsuit, he was still dressed in his scavenged fatigues. He pulled up his shirt, ran his hand over his body, and found nothing amiss. He was bedsore, but otherwise couldn’t find anything off.

      But something did feel wrong. He was in one of those dreams where you go to work without your pants on. Something critical was missing from him, but a thorough exam revealed nothing missing. And yet he kept turning around, as if checking for something behind him.

      He brought his hand to his face, the touch of his fingers tentative. He needed a shave, but the stubble wasn’t bad. He ran his hand up and over his head, and found nothing out of the ordinary. No alien mind control helmet, no horrific surgical scars. Just smooth, unblemished skin, just like always.

      He rubbed his face and eyes. Though exhausted, his body hummed with energy. How long have I been out?

      He took a deep breath. The cold air bit his lungs, invigorating him. Then he noticed he wasn’t shivering. It had been as cold as a damn meat locker before. He looked down at his thrashed fatigues. They seemed to be doing the job now when earlier he had been wishing for his thermal gear. He rolled his shoulders, tilting his head from side to side. Nothing hurt. Just the absence of pain was enough to slow his thoughts. Am I still dreaming?

      He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this good. Like he could run a marathon good.

      He rubbed his eyes again and his hand froze over his face. Slowly, he traced a finger around the orbit of his right eye. A brief flash of memory of a blinding light and sharp instruments. He flinched away from the recollection, clapping his hand over his eyes, certain to his core of imminent agony.

      Nothing.

      Jonesy opened his hand slowly, his eyes darting madly, peering between his fingers. His fingers seemed to move of their own accord, probing the lines and ridges of his face, tracing the old scars along the neural implant. He slid off the bed to his knees, trembling. Hope flared, a pinpoint of pure white light in a vast field of blackness.

      He blinked, slowly and deliberately. He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling a trickle of moisture escape the corner of his eyelid. His implant was there. As always, even when inactive, its presence was like a live television tuned to a dead station.

      An upwelling of emotion he couldn’t stop burst forth, as involuntary as a sneeze. The absence of pain gave way to a euphoric rush, and the relief he felt battled with the fear of the pain coming back. The conflict of joy and anxiety was enough to make him weep.

      His pain was gone. It was like coming down stairs and missing the last step. His old pain was erased, leaving behind a oddly shaped vacuum of uncertainty. He whooped, but it came out as a rattling, hacking cough. The sound bounced back to him from the close walls.

      ::Jones?::

      He spun, looking around him. No one else was in the small room. Yet the voice sounded very close.

      ::Jones?::

      He continued to turn in place, trying to identify the source of the voice. The sound was flat, and he couldn’t determine the direction it was coming from.

      He called out, “Hello?”

      His voice came out thin and scratchy from disuse. He coughed, trying to get his voice to work. He tried again but it was impossible to talk above a bare whisper. Jonesy got to his feet and shuffled to the wall. The surface was cold, dry, and deep blue-black, like the rest of the ship. The harsh light from above cast stark shadows beneath various protrusions on the wall. Nothing looked like a door, window, or even a service panel.

      He coughed again, forcing out a loud whisper. “Who’s there?”

      Faint voices tickled at his ear, whirling him around. Each time, the voice sounded like it was right behind him.

      What the bloody fuck is going on?

      ::Jonesy! It is Daina!::

      He kept turning, trying to find where her voice was coming from.

      The voice was getting panicky, erratic. ::Jonesy! I don’t know how, but I can hear you. Your thoughts. Say something!::

      Cold dread walked up his spine. The panic from the voice was trickling into him, tuning his senses to high alert. He stopped moving and crouched low, eyes flicking to the corners of the room. What the fuck is this?

      ::Please! Jonesy! Say my name! Tell me I’m not going crazy!::

      Jesus fuck. I’m going crazy.

      ::Jones! Talk to me, please! I woke up in a small room. It looks like a brig. There are no doors! I need you to come find me!::

      The voice was getting steadier, and the feeling of panic and claustrophobia was diminishing. When he stopped to think about it, someone else talking in his head probably wasn’t even in the top ten of the strangest things to happen in the last twenty-four hours.

      God, talk about the blind leading the blind. We’re screwed.

      ::Bitch fuck! I know you can hear me, Jones! These Ringhead mother bitches have screwed with our heads. Say something oblyduk!::

      Heh. She continued cursing a stream of vile Slavic. Jonesy’s Nana would have been proud. He searched for the voice in his head, and a door in his mind opened. Daina’s voice went to a full 3D stereo audio lesson in vulgarity. ::Daina.::

      The cursing stopped mid sentence and the feeling of relief flooding from her knocked Jonesy on his rear. He heard her crying in his head, waves of joy, grief, and anger washing over him. It was damn strange. He knew, understood, these were her emotions, and yet he was somehow experiencing them as if they were his own. It was like there was some strange, porous membrane between their minds, allowing for this verbal and emotional traffic.

      He stood, and shook his head. If he just sat there, the force of her emotions would run roughshod over his mind, overwhelming him. ::Daina. Get it together. You’re turning me into a wreck.::

      She steadied herself, gasping to control her breathing.

      Yes, he definitely sensed her breathing. This was damn odd, and also fascinating. He wondered if he could see through her eyes. Jonesy concentrated on the feeling of Daina’s breathing. He felt the rough material of her jacket, scratching her back and across her breasts. The rhythmic pulse of her heart, once he found it, his own heart stuttered to match pace with hers.

      Th-thump … Th-thump … T-thump … thump … thump … thump …

      As their heart rates synchronized his sensation of Daina intensified. She was… kneeling. She was kneeling on the floor. He couldn’t see anything, but he just barely heard the sound of her breathing, coming to him through her ears, and then through their thought connection.

      He reached out to feel her breathing, and like his heart, his breath hitched and matched hers. When their breathing aligned, their connection strengthened further. His pulse beat a crescendo in his neck with his rising excitement. He was beginning to see hazy shapes, to see what she was seeing. He felt like he was she sitting next to her, he sensed the presence of her body radiating against his exposed skin. He fell into Daina, his mind flowing into hers.

      Daina grunted, like she’d been punched in the gut. ::Jones!::

      His heart raced, pounding out a staccato rhythm in time with Daina’s. His pulse pounded in his neck. Jonesy realized his fists were clenched, fingernails digging painfully into his palms.

      Daina gasped for breath and a sensual moan escaped her lips. Her hips rocked, her nipples hardening. Holy shit!

      He unclenched his fists, felt a sensation of releasing a hold on gathered fabric, letting it slide like water through his fingers. Their heartbeats slowed as he took his foot off the accelerator. His mind flowed out of Daina and he became aware again of only his own body. His mouth was dry, his back clenched, and he had a painfully hard erection.

      Jonesy laid down and stared into the bright light, feeling the sweat cooling on his arms. ::What the fuck was that??::

      More gasping from Daina. ::I am not sure. But it was fucking zdorovo.::

      He couldn't disagree with her there. But his mind found the sinister angles, as it always did. Before he could say anything, a bright red line appeared on one of his walls and the door unsealed. A puff of extra chill external air wafted in at floor level and washed over him.

      The door lifted and through the mist the tiny Ringhead walked in. It was flanked behind by two Hunters. A complex cocktail of satisfaction and amusement flowed from the small alien’s mind and rushed into him like a wall of turbulent water.

      ::Fuck. Why does it feel like my mom just walked in on me?::
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        * * *

      

      He was marched back to the lab and secured to the tables again.

      The small alien...the Mother...it came to the side of Jonesy’s bed and stood there a moment, gazing upon him with its dead eyes. Jonesy found the sight of the alien’s eyes strangely familiar now, less disconcerting. It reached up on scaly hand and gripped the end of his amputated arm. Its firm grip squeezed the end of his arm, and power, energy, flowed through his arm from the Mother. The hair on his arms and neck stood on end as the power built. His teeth began vibrating in his head and he clenched his jaw to keep them from chattering.

      Still the flow of power increased. His breath came in panting beats through his teeth and he bucked against his restraints, arching his back as far as it would go. His hips lifted off the table, and his shoulders strained to the limit. The power leaked from his pores now, his arm felt like it was dipped in acid and flayed with razors.

      He reached through his mind for Daina, but couldn’t find her. He faintly heard screaming, but that might be him screaming. He wasn’t sure.

      As the pain reached for yet another crescendo, the door to the lab opened, and one of the scientist aliens came in, followed by two Hunters. Even through the bloody haze of his pain, Jonesy could still make out the strident emotions passing between them.

      The scientist… no, that wasn’t right. It was more like, an engineer.

      For a moment, the wave of pain ebbed, leaving behind a dull throb in his arm. The tiny Mother alien turned away from and directed her gaze at the Engineer. Joney’s mind began to hum, a low level of static as if he had comms on the fritz. What the hell?

      This was nothing like how he had connected with Daina. Instead, it was like he couldn’t quite connect at all, but he could catch occasional spikes as the sound roared briefly. Jeezus, am I hearing the aliens talk?

      Blessed relief rippled up his arm as the Mother ignored Jonesy. The site where she gripped his arm radiated icy waves upward before fading into numbness. As he lay there, panting, the sounds in his head began to come together, no longer random noise. He strained to make sense of it, and in exhaustion closed his eyes.

      Images began flooding the back of his eyelids. Alien landscapes, the Engineer collecting other humans. The Mother alien waving its arms at two more Engineers. Just how many of these things were there?

      Jonesy couldn’t hear anything other than the rush of blood beating in his ears interspersed with the crazy loud white noise blares. Maybe it wasn’t talking. But he could swear that he understood the tone, like the feelings between the aliens in these montages playing against his eyelids.

      They weren’t testing him or any of the others. They were just taking them apart, and seeing how they could put them back together. Like psychotic auto mechanics.

      Jonesy couldn’t understand the Engineer, but sensed anger. Despite that anger, the Engineer’s demeanor seemed deferential of the Mother. Jonesy felt the flow of communication between them like a dangerous undertow. He was only perceiving a fraction of what was going on.

      The Mother grew haughty, indignant, as if it were mocking the Engineer.

      Jonesy felt unease, not from the Engineer, but from the Hunters. Something was wrong, but he didn’t know what.

      The Engineer pleaded, begged.

      Jonesy gagged. The power inside him was going to spill out through his eyes. He struggled to stay conscious and understand what was happening.

      The Mother took a step towards the Engineer, stopped and looked back to Jonesy. She took her hand off his arm and pushed her mind into his.

      ::Learn. After.::

      The power slacked off, and Jonesy breathed more easily.

      The Mother tilted its head slightly towards the Engineer. The two Hunters guarding the door leapt into motion. Elbow spikes and claws whipped back and forth, opening necks and bellies. The two Hunters with the Engineer collapsed to the deck in a pile of twitching limbs and quivering organs. The Mother’s Hunters tackled the Engineer and bore it down, pinning it on its back.

      Mother walked over to the Engineer, its small arms raised and its hands shining with the piercing blue-white light. The Engineer begged.

      The Mother ignored it.

      Biomech cables sprang from beneath the deck plates and coiled around the Engineer, leaving its head free. Desperate now, the Engineer bucked and twisted, gnashing its teeth at whatever it could reach. The cables lifted it up until it hung upside down, its head level with the Mother’s head.

      The Mother exuded disappointment and contempt. It thrust its small hands into the eyes of the Engineer. Even several feet away, the arcane power flowing from the Engineer to the Mother raised every hair on Jonesy’s body. The Mother’s back arched in seeming ecstasy as it received the power.

      It turned its small head back and looked again at Jonesy. He was straining to keep himself off the bed enough to see.

      The Mother reached out. ::Sleep.::

      Darkness swallowed him whole.
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      Halfway into Earth’s atmosphere, the hull of the jumpship glowed with red hot plasma. The blistering corona of heated gas blinded Cam’s view of the exterior. Truthfully, she had no idea what she was looking for, so she focused on teasing some understanding from the holographic instruments.

      The beginning of her descent was terrifying. As she slipped down the slope of Earth’s gravity well, the ship nosed down, angling for a steep entry like the first drop on a roller coaster. She plunged through hundreds of miles of atmosphere in moments, her heart a wailing, panicked animal in her throat.

      As the acceleration eased, Cam settled again, working her way through the instruments, searching for some understanding. Slowly, the ship adjusted its attitude, bleeding off speed through the denser air. She didn’t have much time. The ship was going to land. Somehow. She needed to know where she was going to end up. The dizzying sight of clouds whipping had been no help. And now she was ship-blind as well.

      She found what might be an altimeter. The symbols made no sense, but the rapidly cycling meter made her think of watching a stone plummet from a high roof. It was oddly comforting and insanely scary. It gave her the illusion that she had some idea of where she was.

      The shipmind flashed images at her every minute or so. Cam did her best to maintain her focus. Home. The Wolves. Keenan. Her growling stomach didn’t help. Wherever she landed, she hoped they had food. Water would be nice, too.

      The thing that might be the altimeter flashed, faster and faster now. The ship rocked and bucked, buffeted by the turbulent air outside. A dull red flash blinked on in the corner of her vision. It was the damage on the starboard side. More warnings flashed and the rocking became more violent, less rhythmic.

      A metallic shriek rang through the ship and the jumpship gave a clanking shudder. Cold tendrils of fear wormed their way around Cam's heart. The ship began to toss and jerk, slamming her left and right in the chair. Several alerts were flashing now and screaming incomprehensible warnings.

      Cam clung to her handgrips. The coils around her tightened and she felt the chair soften, sucking her body in. A rending crunch wrenched the ship, sending it into a tumble. Cam grunted, as if she’d been punched in the gut. Her abused innards gave up, and she vomited a thin stream of acid that ran across her cheek. Black panic crept into the edges of her vision. The screaming altimeter was a blur now.

      Too late, Cam realized her chair was morphing again, creeping around her body. Her legs were already encased and immobilized. Her heart rate jumped again, pounding painfully in her chest. Cam was gasping, gulping for air as her chest and arms were engulfed. She bucked and strained, fighting against the terror of imprisonment.

      Unrelenting, the chair wrapped itself over her face, bringing down its black bag of mindless panic over her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Cam came to with a start, surrounded in darkness and with no idea which way was up. Forcing herself to close her eyes, Cam reached for the shipmind. With a trickle of awareness, Cam realized the ship had formed a cocoon around her--a safety pod. The fit of her pod cushioned her so snuggly she couldn’t move or turn at all.

      More disconcerting, she felt like she was suspended within the pod, almost weightless, like she had felt in the alien gel tanks on the mothership. The memory caused Cam’s breath to quicken, her chest rising and falling in short shallow puffs. She was going to hyperventilate soon if she didn’t get her shit together.

      Almost immediately, the cocoon began to unravel and the pressure in Cam’s chest eased. She hadn’t been imagining the gel feel. As the rings of the alien armor began to uncoil, they seemed to absorb all the moisture around her, vacuuming her dry. In seconds, she was free of any constraints and she could move about the ship.

      “Thank you!” Cam exhaled with relief. Then she realized she was talking to an alien ship and shook her head in despair. I talk to alien ships. I flew an alien ship. If it walks like a duck...

      But who was she kidding, the shipmind felt like an ally and Cam was sorely in need of someone to be on her side. As crazy as it seemed, this little jumpship had actually kept her safe, and helped her escape Mother. At the thought of Mother, Cam gave a little shiver.

      Extending her field of vision, Cam relied on the jumpship’s sensors to get a view of what awaited her outside. The last thing Cam needed was a ambush party of Ringheads waiting to pounce on her.

      It was bright out. With a sense of relief, Cam realized that she had landed during daylight. She had no idea how long she and Jonesy had been trapped on the mothership. Daylight somehow seemed more hospitable--safe even.

      The landscape around her was a riot of green vegetation. But instead of familiar Sierra pines, she was surrounded by a tangle of squat trees with lush, wide leaves. Those closest to the ship burned, giving off columns of thick white smoke. Looking behind her, she saw the ship had dug a great furrow, plowing up massive humps of dark earth.

      Looking forward, more trees marched into the distance, wide fronds waving gently in the heat wind of the fires. The tree nearest the nose of the ship slowly toppled over, spilling a crop of ripe yellow bananas to the upturned soil.

      She had missed Reno by one heck of a country mile.

      “Shit.”
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      She knew the square root of shit about farming, but she was damned sure Nevada didn’t have any banana trees. Cam rocked back and forth in frustration, smacking the back of her head against the ship with a thud.

      She needed to get this thing off the ground and back en route to Camp Glenn.

      “What do you say, girl?” Cam gently patted her former armrest, reaching mentally for the familiar presence of the shipmind.

      Cam felt the gentle hum of acknowledgment, and a slow scrolling of alien diagnostics pulsed in her consciousness. Though awkward, Cam understood the jumpship’s communication. Unlike the battering ram of the mothership’s console, the jumpship’s presence bolstered her, reminding a bit of the helpful way Jeeves used to send her data. “If I’m going to talk to you, I might as well give you a name. How about AJ for alien jumpship?”

      The quiet ticking of cooling metal answered her. Cam shook her head in dismay. “I’m losing my goddamned mind.”

      Cam’s lashes fluttered and her eyes struggled to follow the stream of system queries. With a jolt, the ship stopped streaming. Cam couldn’t read the alien symbols but she could see the jumpship’s systems, so she rummaged around.

      Hell, the hull exterior was still steaming and smoking. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see she’d taken heavy damage on re-entry, but it might take a rocket scientist to get this thing off the ground again. An alien one, at that.

      Cam stood and began to pace the wide berth of the ship, laughing at the irony of it all. Earlier, she would have given anything, done anything, to get away from an alien ship. Now, she needed this Ringhead jumpship to get her home and she was scared to abandon it. Stupid.

      She was going to have to hump it back, or jack a new ride. Just as soon as she figured out where the hell she was. Hardening her resolve, Cam assessed her options on the outside. She had to be near the equator. Unknown if she would find friendlies or hostiles here. Some countries hadn’t taken kindly to the refugees from the North, fleeing the Ringheads for warmer climates.

      If she’d managed to land in Mexico, Chile, or Argentina, she might be in luck. Her Spanish was rough, but passable. No real US military installations to speak of in South America, but all Cam needed was to get to an airport. From there, she could get in touch with Camp Glenn.

      Despite having scoured every bit of the jumpship, her gaze swept the interior again. Nope. No supplies for her jaunt. Then she remembered the bananas outside, and on cue, her stomach growled.

      She pressed her palm to the side of the doors and the membrane lifted from the exterior of the ship, increasing the brightness immediately. Her pupils constricted and pinpricks stabbed into her eyes. Fuck. She blinked a few times, and leaned her weight against the doorway for a moment. She straightened and gave the panel a swipe, opening the double doors of the jumpship. Sunshine swept into the ship, a wave of intense mid-day heat catching her in its wake.

      Her body temperature jumped and a fever flashed her skin, sweat soaking what remained of her SinoSov cutoffs. Cam clenched her eyes shut against the blinding light and staggered to her knees. She groped at the door frame, blindly slamming her palm against the control to shut the doors. Her breathing hitched from the effort and she moaned in relief when the interior immediately cooled. As if in response to her distress, the shipmind activated the cooling system on full blast. Cam rested her cheek against the ship’s cool surface, listening to her breathing slow in conjunction with her heart rate. What the hell just happened?

      She’d been in the tropics before. Hell, she’d been stationed in the fucking desert for the last umpteen months. But just a few seconds in the heat and she felt scorched, certain her skin would blister from the sun. She hugged her body, running her hands over her arms, feeling her cool, dry skin.

      Oh god.

      Cam opened her eyes and looked at her hand, its pale blue color a perfect complement to the ship’s dark gunmetal sheen.

      I’m like them.

      She couldn’t go out there in the heat. Cam sank down, and the ship immediately formed a cradle to seat her, coils shifting and extending from the wall and floor. The cold seat felt good against the backs of her thighs. She scrubbed her face in frustration and pulled on her hair. Should she wait until nightfall and hope the temps fell as well? Cam imagined herself lurking in shadows, skulking about in the dark of night. She’d handled night missions before. She tried to tell herself this was no different. Cam laughed at that whopper of a lie, her shoulders shuddering with exertion as she gulped in chilled air after her manic bout of laughter.

      Lying to herself would not get her any closer to Camp Glenn.

      I need to think like them.

      They had penetrated the green zone. She needed to do the same.

      She laid down and closed her eyes. The cradle writhed and shifted, lengthening to accommodate her. It seemed like a century ago, but Cam dug into that place where she’d shoved down the ugly memories of past battles. Somewhere in there lay her recall of Segovia, each ugly scene stacked atop the other and compressed in the far recesses of her mind. She unpacked them all like fragile snowglobes, reliving the jagged pain of losing Nell and Cho. She focused on her moments with O’Neill in the kitchen of the Segovia Inn, the two of them surrounded by the icy landscape.

      Seeing his familiar scowl on his ruddy face sent a sharp pang through her chest. Gone. Her team was all gone now, except for Jonesy. She flashed forward and relived the horrifying poolside battle in slow motion. Those Hunters had been submerged in the frozen pool, and later one had managed to encase itself in icy armor that had been nearly impenetrable. Only Cho’s quick work with the plasma cannon had eroded that armor.

      Her brows drew down in concentration. She had barely understood her body before the Ringhead scientist had tampered with her. Would ice armor give her hypothermia? Not that she even had any ice armor lying around.

      How cold was it in here?

      Cam opened her eyes and blew out a puff of air. Nothing. She held a hand up in front of her mouth and exhaled slowly. Only cool, dry air passed over her hand. On the mothership, Jonesy’s humid breath steamed everywhere, clearly visible. What am I?

      “OK, AJ, I’m going in.”

      She closed her eyes and entered the shipmind. Before, in the center of the shipmind, understanding had come to her, a solid feeling of rightness she knew in her gut. Cam reached for that now, the calm center. She needed a way to protect herself, to carry the environment of the ship with her.

      I don’t know what I am. But I’m not human anymore--I’m something else. With a sigh of surrender, Cam reached for that something else, and joined it, moving as their shared mind shaped her.

      Cam opened her eyes. With delicate movements, her bench began to unfurl, the alien tendrils splitting open and reforming around Cam’s left hand and forearm like a cast. The tendril moved its way up her arm, encasing her to the shoulder now. The surface beneath her sagged, and she sank into the floor of the ship, more tendrils splitting open and encasing her body and limbs. Deep breaths. The shipmind soothed her. The claustrophobia lasted only a moment, as the tendrils retracted, exposing her body again, now with a thin film of some wet looking material all over her.

      The bench beneath her rippled again, and a fractal pattern of branches grew from the surface, reaching for her arms and legs. Wherever they touched, she seemed to absorb the alien material, which became a flexible covering over her limbs.

      Cam stretched her left hand and the layer of alien biomatter swarmed over it. She reached out her right arm and the biomatter flowed over it, leaving a cool, flexible mesh in its wake. She flexed and punched, and the alien material acted like a fine chainmail over her fist.

      Cam’s wonder turned to satisfaction as she stood to allow the jumpship surrender its biomatter to encase her entirely. Her heart rate slowed, and her breathing deepened as her new armor crept up her neck and over her chin. After it covered her face, she found she could see and breathe with only minor friction. She ran her covered hands over the top of her head and along her ribcage. The alien mesh on her hands rasped against her torso with a soft scraping sound. She couldn’t imagine what she looked like, but the cool armor comforted her.

      Looking down, the new armor encased her feet as well. The interior of the ship looked ragged now, the decking holed through in several places. She looked around and reached again for the shipmind, and found the ship systems rapidly failing, the controls blinking out one at a time. This ship had gotten her back to Earth, and it looked like it was going to help get her the rest of the way as well--just not by flight.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, and felt a slight vibration at the base of her skull in response. Muted, compared to her previous interaction with the shipmind.

      “I’m ready.” Cam swiped the panel and the doors opened again.

      This time, the cascade of sunlight didn’t hurt. Her new body shield worked, and her body temp didn’t spike. Cam took a step off the jumpship, then another. She could see just fine. Acres of banana trees, and no tangos in sight.
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        * * *

      

      Cam tossed the last banana peel aside, onto the heap of limp peels at her side. She chewed thoughtfully on the last bit of fragrant banana mush in her mouth. The first one had been a heavenly experience. Now she was sure she never needed to even see another banana for the rest of her life. Still, a full stomach was nothing to sneer at.

      With an absent gesture of her fingers, the cool mesh recovered the lower half of her face. Cam stood up and stretched. Although superior in cooling capability, her new ‘helmet’ lacked the data display she was used to receiving. She tilted her head back and gauged the position of the sun, comparing it with where it had been when she’d started her banana binge. Cam looked down at the line she’d drawn into the dirt, verifying the cardinal directions.

      “OK, AJ, who knows how long we’ll go before we run into anyone.” Cam gave a last glance at the banana tree she’d been sitting under. She yanked a bunch for the road, formed a pouch in the small of her back and tucked away the fruit. “Thanks, AJ.”

      She angled north, or her approximation of north, and ambled off, first at a stroll and then launching into a loping run. It sure was easier to cover a lot of terrain without a monster rucksack.

      The sugar fueled her, and Cam’s strides lengthened and her pace increased. Even through her alien face shield, she could smell the tang of the soil and fertilizers. Her feet sank into the loamy soil and ash, and her armor gave her feet protection from the small rocks and leaf debris.

      Cam sank into her breathing, her running, and exulted in her freedom. Sure, she had no damned idea where she was, but her hunger had been satiated and her body thrummed with energy. Overhead, she heard strange squeaks and snorting. She swiveled to pinpoint the source of the sounds. Small monkeys with buff colored fur around their faces and torsos hopped on tree branches. As she passed, she spotted some hanging by their tails, others chewing on leaves, their small faces dominated by round dark eyes. Did monkeys live in Mexico? She might be a lot further south than she realized.

      She slowed to a trot to gaze up and wonder at the gaggle of monkeys keeping pace with her in the canopy. A chorus of chitters rose up from the trees as she stopped completely. Cam looked into the trees and spotted her new admirers. She wasn’t hungry anymore, but she would eventually need some protein. The little guy closest to her tilted its fluffy head. They were awfully cute.

      She’d better find civilization soon, or the next time her stomach growled she’d be looking at these critters in a whole new way. As she ran along, the dozen or so monkeys began to dwindle. Soon only one remained, hopping along from vine to branch and keeping pace with her. Either it was extremely curious, or just adventurous. Cam couldn’t help herself. She stopped and moved closer to the monkey, dropping down her face guard as she moved into the shade. The monkey held its ground, then opened its mouth and let out a brief howl.

      It was too cute. Like it was trying to be scary, but the scrawny thing barely topped two feet. One of its ears was notched. It looked like this little guy had been in a few scrapes. Cam made shushing noises and crept forward, maintaining eye contact. She noted her feet were surprisingly quiet as she stepped over the dead leaves and branches on the ground. She knelt, and held out one hand to the little monkey. With the other she reached behind and pulled out a banana. The monkey’s gaze snapped to the banana, following it intently.

      Cam grinned. “Worked up an appetite chasing me, didn't you?”

      Squatting, she began peeling the banana, keeping an eye on the little monkey. It followed her hands with its eyes, its mouth opening and closing as if chewing. Cam took a bite, and laughed outright at the monkey’s hangdog eyes.

      “Ok, ok, I give!” Laughing, she broke off a piece and tossed it over. The little guy snagged the morsel out of the air and wolfed it down. It turned around, standing on its hind legs, screeching. The shrill sound pealed through the trees. The sound died away and Cam heard rustling in the trees above her again. In moments a half dozen monkeys appeared before her, all giving her the same hangdog expression.

      She shook her head. This was what she got for going on a boondoggle. Sighing, she pulled her face screen, and tossed the monkeys two more of the bananas. Let them fight it out. Turning her back to the riotous screeches, she continued on her trek.

      Cam picked up speed again and as she did, she had a revelation--these trees lined up in rows. “I’m an idiot.” Somewhere along her run, she’d left the wilds and run into a goddamned plantation. All she had to do was find a road and she’d eventually run into something--a vehicle, a plantation house...maybe something with a comms system.

      Now she ran on full alert, no longer trying to cover ground so much as uncover signs of civilization. At last she spotted deep ruts in the ground, tracks from farming equipment perhaps. Hot damn.

      The sun’s heat blazed down on her head as she meandered the open road. “AJ, warn me if I’m going to start frying, ok?” Cam wondered if she should take the time to weave through the shady patches. Looking ahead, she spotted a familiar white shape. Her heart quickened with hope. Is that a truck? Cam launched into an all out sprint, fearing the truck would suddenly rev off.

      Closing in, she saw that the truck was empty. Dirt and grime covered most of the exterior. The tires seemed to be in good shape. Cam leaned forward, planting her hands on her quads and panting for air. She looked left and right for any plantation workers, but saw no signs other than the truck. A faded black logo was stenciled on the door of the truck.

      
        
        Plantação de frutas unidas de Minas Gerais

      

      

      Well, shit. She didn’t speak Portuguese. On the plus side, Cam now knew she was in Brazil somewhere. She put her hand gingerly on the hood of the truck. Still warm. Cam had no idea when the workers would come back.

      If her guess was correct, and she was in Brazil, then she had a couple of options. All of those options involved her getting to an airport. Being in a country as enormous Brazil meant that there were a shit ton of airports. She checked the truck. Unlocked. Things were looking up. She just needed to hotwire this sucker and find a main road. Cam let out a whoop of exultation and slid into the roasting hot interior.
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      Sasha

      

      Dodging debris along her path, Sasha sprinted back to the hangar, eager to find Ace. She tapped her gauntlet to buzz him but got the Do Not Disturb icon. Damn. She tried the Raven again. No luck. She knew where she was supposed to be, but she didn’t know where Ace was supposed to be for T-delta. The vid jockeys navigated the drones but fighter pilots like Ace had other duties.

      She tapped out a short message on her gauntlet. <<Ringheads on Landau’s map grid. Where RU?>>

      <<Flight prep. Awaiting orders.>>

      She turned and trotted over to the rear of the hangar when another boom rocked the hangar, setting off a loud rattle above her. Sasha rubbed a hand through her grimy hair, wishing she had her bucket. At the rate this was going, she was going to get clocked in the head with all the shit raining down.

      Sasha finally found Ace on the rear upper deck of the hangar, staring intently at a huge bank of screens with rapidly changing aerial maps. Three other pilots crowded next to him, all several inches shorter than Ace. A woman, and two men. No one even looked up when she dashed up and yanked Ace’s sleeve, trying to get his attention. She didn’t know those three and she couldn’t make out what was on the screens. Their heads moved in synchrony as they watched and Sasha gathered it must be fucking fascinating for pilots.

      “Hey, what do you see?”

      Ace glanced down at her, his eyes not quite focusing on her face. He gestured to a screen above them. “Drone data reporting back. Multiple contacts. Tangos incoming. Origin unconfirmed.”

      Sasha blew out a sigh of frustration. “Landau had a cold map, Ace.”

      His eyes snapped back to her, sharp now. “I need to see that.”

      She shook her head. “No, you don’t need to see a map. You’ve got a Raven.”

      Ace’s eyes slid over to the other pilots. With a step to the side, he pulled Sasha out of earshot of the others.

      “We don’t have orders from Gunny or Phillips.” Ace whispered.

      Sasha wanted to smack him. “Ace, Landau’s map was of Reno. Don’t you see? Ringheads have hit Reno. We’re just getting the aftershock.”

      Ace’s dark brown eyes opened wide and his mouth dropped. He nodded slowly. “That makes sense. Segovia was their testing ground.”

      Sasha bobbed her head in agreement. “Exactly.”

      She needed him to get on board. Sasha reached up and yanked his face close to hers. “We gotta go in. We need to buy the civvies time until the cavalry comes or it’s going to be Segovia all over again.” She paused, her voice catching. “We can do this.”

      Ace closed his eyes and grimaced, but didn’t turn away. Finally he opened his eyes again and tipped his forehead down to bump gently against hers. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      Sasha exhaled in relief then jerked her head toward the other three pilots. “What about these clowns?”

      Ace grinned and straightened, his tone relaxed. “We’ve got four Ravens. Oh, and look, we’ve got four pilots. You and I are even dressed in battle rattle. Coincidence?”

      Sasha’s heart raced in excitement. “I have a plan. We need just one more thing.” She stepped back and lifted her wrist, punching in Mack’s channel. <<Get over to the hangar. Operation Hotbox commencing. Who’s with you.>>

      Mack’s response was immediate. <<Kekoa>>

      Sasha grunted. They needed more people. <<Bring him and anyone else you can find from Victory or Whiskey.>>

      She looked up at Ace. “We have to break their cold perimeter, the way we did in Vancouver.” Sasha pointed up at the drone images. “Those are fuzzy. We know what that means.”

      Ace nodded.

      Sasha didn’t have to spell it out. They both remembered the iceboxes wreaking havoc on their comms in Canada. The screens only revealed a few recognizable images. At this rate, they were fucking surrounded by the damn things. It was going to get chilly really fucking fast. They needed to haul ass.

      Sasha raised her voice. “Ace, introduce me to your friends.”

      Ace obliged, tapping the woman on the shoulder and then favoring her with a dazzling smile. Jeez, he needed to turn the wattage down before Sasha went blind. “Hey, Boomie. Come meet Tiny. We just finished Operation Pick Up Sticks.”

      The slim pilot returned Ace’s smile. Of course she did. Sasha shook her head at Ace’s relentless charm. When the pilot turned, Sasha she spotted the name stitched over her flight suit. B. Koslowski. Sasha didn’t quite understand the callsign Boomie, but whatever, fighter pilots were all crazy.

      Sasha gave her a nod. “Hey. Sasha Kennedy.”

      Boomie didn’t return the nod and no pretty smile for Sasha. “Belinda Koslowski.” Boomie turned and smacked the others on each shoulder. They turned with a grunt, their eyes catching Ripper’s distinctive hand sticking out of her suit and then quickly glanced away. Aha, so they recognize me! Sasha felt a small surge of satisfaction. The wider one at least looked her in the eyes, his own deeply set in a homely face.

      “This is Bull and Trigger.” Bull for a callsign definitely suited the pilot’s broad build and face. His flight suit identified him as J. Foley.

      Bull said nothing, but Trigger gave her a quick wave, his movements brief and economical. Even in the dim light of the prep area, Trigger’s shock of freckles stood out on his pale skin.

      Sasha raised a brow at Boomie’s curt introduction. She had to tread carefully with no one here under her command. She’d have to convince them of the righteousness of Operation Hotbox. “Reno is under attack from Ringheads. They’re surrounding the town with iceboxes. We need to take those out just like we did in Vancouver in Operation Pick Up Sticks.”

      Boomie looked startled and then turned to Ace for confirmation. He nodded.

      Sasha tapped her foot, jittery. “So we need to get a squad together and take the Ravens into the closest iceboxes by the highway and clear a path for the rest of the Wolves to get through.”

      Boomie’s face took on a distinctly mulish expression. “I’m not scrambling jets until I hear the order from Gunny.” Trigger nodded in agreement. Bull frowned but said nothing.

      Fuck. Sasha glanced at Ace. Help me out here.

      Ace shrugged. He sauntered over the comms panel and tried to raise Gunny. Sasha felt her shoulders tense as they stood around waiting for a response from Gunny. Nothing.

      The comms pinged and as five sets of eyes stared at the panel, expecting to see Colonel Phillips or Gunny, Landau’s face appeared and used the Big Voice system. Sasha’s stomach lurched. Landau had no business on the Big Voice unless...

      “All hands to assigned stations. Initiating lockdown.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Thirteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Fire and Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      Her ass was on fire. The fucking upholstery sizzled with heat. Black synth leather seats and tropical sun equaled hellfire, burning through her thin alien armor.

      The interior of her armor grew sticky and humid. Under the wheel she found only a smooth and seamless surface. Damn. Hotwiring was out. All computers, all the way.

      Cam studied the console. Aha. She pushed a round button in the center. Nothing. “Help me out, AJ.” The armor slid back, revealing her bare hand. Cam pressed the bare skin of her thumb to the button. No joy.

      She stepped on the brake, pushed the button and waited. Nothing happened. Fuck! Stupid thing probably had a fingerprint ignition lock. She got out of the cab, panting in the marginally cooler air, and slammed the door hard enough to shatter the window.

      She kicked the sidewall of the truck, leaving a sizeable dent. The dim realization that the kick hadn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have tempered her frustration.

      A low buzz droned in her ear, making it difficult to focus. Where the hell is that coming from? The buzzing in her head increased in volume, turning into a tingling on the back of her head. She whipped around and lost her balance. She yelled as she stumbled to one knee. The heat. It must be the heat. Even the heat radiating off the truck was unbearable now. Cam got to her feet and stumbled back into the shade of the nearest row of trees.

      Once in the shade her mind cleared. Jesus. This heat business is serious. She was going to have to find some water soon. Her helmet buzzed again, turning her head so she was looking to the edge of the plantation, where the tree line of the jungle started again.

      “What is it, girl? Has Timmy fallen into the well?” She thought of Mack and smiled, despite her fatigue. His goofy antics had balanced out the team. She knew that she and Jonesy had never been that lighthearted. Mack. God, I hope he made it back with the civilians. The ache for home spiked, a bright, sharp pain in her chest again. She used it to focus and calm herself. I’m going home. I will get home.

      Her helmet kept buzzing, keeping her head pointed at the nearest treeline. It seemed like the buzzing was getting more incessant.

      “Ok, girl. Let’s go see what you’ve found.”

      Her short rest in the shade seemed to have recharged her batteries. A few strides and she was back up to speed. Cam broke through the foliage and into the blessed cool shade of the jungle canopy. She slowed to a stop, feet skidding in the soft earth. Heart thudding in her ears, she turned slowly, waiting for a cue from AJ.

      The jungle was quiet around her as she moved. Cam strained her ears, listening for some clue, some hint. The stillness shattered with a loud screech, and heavy weight landed on her shoulders, pushing her down to her knees. Heart in her throat, Cam reached behind her, clutching for her attacker, and found the pale-faced monkey with the torn ear in her hands.

      Cam sat on her haunches, her face covered in nervous sweat. Part of her wanted to throw the little troublemaker up a tree. The monkey hooted and grinned at her, holding out its hands to her.

      “You’re a greedy one, aren’t you?”

      The little guy just kept smiling.

      Cam sighed and put him down. She stood and walked back to the treeline. Why would AJ bring her here for the monkey? The little monkey scampered alongside, almost tripping Cam as she walked. Maybe the shipmind was losing it, being so far from the actual ship? The truck looked like her best option now. If she could get it started and crank the AC...

      As Cam made to take a step beyond the shade of the trees her helmet buzzed with a sudden intensity that brought her to a knee. Groaning, she clutched at her head. What the hell is going on? She stumbled back a step and the pain subsided. She took a cautious step forward, and the awful tingling sensation ramped back up.

      AJ wanted her to stay here? “What is it, girl? What’s out there?”

      Cam crouched just behind the last line of lush ferns. The little monkey hopped up and sat beside her foot. Cam absently rubbed its head as she scanned the horizon beyond the jungle.

      She didn’t wait long. A shimmer appeared in the air above the truck. Her visor flexed, and the distortion brought the shimmer into focus. Cam saw a Ringhead jumpship, cloaked, hovering twenty feet above the truck. The hairs on her neck stood on end. Holy shit. I can see through their cloak!

      The ship circled once, and came to a stop again. Cam squinted, and realized with dismay that the ship was directly over where she had stood next to the truck. Are they tracking me? A boom rang out, then a second one in rapid succession. A flood of misting white gas shot out from the bottom of the ship. When the mist cleared Cam’s heart nearly stopped. Two tall cylinders jutted out from the ground right next to the truck.

      A high pitched whine pierced the air. The familiar sound grated over her raw nerves. Images of Cho and Nell flashed across her mind, each a slap of pain. A rapid bass beat began thumping, and waves of cold energy washed out from the cylinder.

      More cloudy gas collected around the iceboxes and the door on the jumpship opened again. This time Hunters dropped out, their bodies curled into tight balls. They dropped directly into the mist and disappeared. Shit.

      Cam crept backwards into the jungle, dragging the little monkey with her. Through the breaks in the foliage she saw the lean forms of the Hunters, now encased in ice, emerge from the mist. She counted the six figures. Oh good, only a small party.

      They began moving in her direction and Cam froze, watching them approach. She could hear them. Faint, but it was there. The same blur of images and emotions like she’d gotten from the ship, and the Mother. She was somehow tapped into their mental radio frequency.

      Unlike with Mother, the impressions she got from the Hunters was much simpler. Straight-forward. The thrill of the hunt. An animalistic desire to stalk, to kill. And they were homing in on her.

      At her feet, the monkey squirmed, clearly growing restless. It squeezed out from under her hand and crawled up her legs. It pawed at the pouch on Cam’s back, trying to get to the fruit inside.

      She swatted the monkey and hissed at it. “Quit that!”

      It continued to whine softly. Cam picked it up and cradled it against her chest, still keeping her eyes on the approaching Ringheads. Behind them she saw the outline of the jumpship landing beside the pickup truck.

      Her monkey writhed in her arms, struggling to get free. Its nose popped out from inside her arms. Wiggling more, it got its head free and opened its mouth, screeching in protest. Through the leaves Cam saw the nearest Hunter’s head snap around and stare directly in her direction. At this distance, and through the trees it couldn’t possibly see her, and yet it seemed like those flat black eyes bored into her from afar. With a booming roar, the Hunter took off at a run, and the other Hunter followed.

      “Fuck! Rotten little monkey!” Cam scrambled up and bolted to her right. She had to get around them, not let herself get boxed in. She sprinted along the treeline, keeping the open areas of the plantation to her left. The monkey crawled up her back and perched on her shoulders, clinging to her head. The monkey hooted and cried as Cam crashed through the underbrush.

      Cam skidded to a stop and took cover. Looking back she saw the Hunters were nearly to the treeline. Their strangely undulating run dredged up fear-soaked memories of her team’s doomed flight from Segovia. Her mouth filled with sour saliva and her hands and feet tingled painfully. She couldn't make her hands stop shaking. I gotta get out of here.

      AJ chose that moment to start flooding her with images and sensations. Her visor flexed and AJ drew green halos on the cylinders. Cam felt a cool tingle around her head. Understanding dawned on Cam. “Oh. Oh, I like that.”

      A plan forming now, Cam looked down at her package. The monkey clung to her chest, its little arms rummaging about, no doubt still looking for bananas.

      “You know what, you little pisser? You’re going to make it up to me.”

      Cam reached into her pack and pulled out the entire bunch of bananas. The monkey’s eyes widened with greed.

      “You want these?” She shook the fruit, dangling them in front of the monkey’s face. “You want these? Yeah? Yeah? Gonna be mommy’s little diversion?” The monkey’s eyes locked on the fruit, following where Cam shook them.

      “Go get ‘em!” Cam turned and hurled the fruit back the way she’d come. The little monkey took off, howling and screeching, scrabbling through the brush. Three Hunters pivoted and bolted into the brush.

      The other three stood still, as if listening.

      Fuck it. Cam sprang out from her hiding place, her armor clad feet tearing up chunks of earth. She could see the truck just ahead, the mist from the cylinders already forming icicles along the truck bed. She ran with a fury, desperate to get there before the Ringheads caught her.

      The sun burned directly overhead. The distance to the truck seemed to stretch out before her, distorted through heat haze. Cam’s legs pumped, her muscles singing with fatigue. The air in her suit tasted hot and sweaty.

      Cam’s legs were lead weights now and getting heavier. The view through her visor blurred and jumped, causing the jumpship to flicker in and out of existence before her. The earth pitched, and Cam slid sideways, landing on her shoulder. Fresh pain exploded in her arm and she found herself on the dirt, drenched in sweat, panting uncontrollably. She was going to cook in this armor.

      The truck was just a few meters away. Cam struggled to her knees to crawl the last few meters.

      Stinging pain lanced through the back of her head. She whipped her head around in time to see the lead Hunter advancing on her, reaching one clawed hand for her. The anguish and horror of losing her team in Segovia surged out and crashed over her, freezing her in place, unable to do anything but watch as the Hunter closed on her. Its massive hand wrapped around her face, razor talons digging into her neck. Cam waited for the darkness to come.

      AJ saved her. The helmet went rigid at the Hunter’s touch, keeping Cam’s head from getting pulped. The Hunter pulled Cam to her feet, dragging her up by the neck. The alien howled and shook her by the neck. Cam watched this from inside herself, surrounded by the ghosts of her dead teammates.

      The Hunter reached back and threw Cam's limp body, slamming her into the truck. The truck rocked up on two wheels and crashed back down. Cam found herself wedged into a massive dent in the door. The Ringhead stalked towards her, winding up as it came. Pinned into the wreckage, Cam couldn’t move as the alien smashed its fist into her torso.

      AJ came alive again, stiffening at the point of impact, but the effect was weaker this time. Cam’s breath exploded from her and the world dimmed at the edges. Something sharp cracked in her left shoulder, a white hot pinpoint of pain. Two more Ringheads arrived behind this asshole beating the pulp out of her. They stood back like they were waiting their turn. Cam’s terror began to burn with anger.

      The first Hunter grabbed her again by her head, yanking her out of the car door. The point of pain in her shoulder exploded in a halo of crimson pain as bones creaked and scraped in odd directions. Cam lifted her right arm -- her left wasn’t responding -- and grabbed hold of the Hunter’s arm. She squeezed as hard as she could and she felt her armor responding, her fingertips extending into precise blades that sunk deep into the alien’s arm, severing muscle and tendon.

      The Hunter roared, green ichor dripping from its arm. Cam screamed in rage and twisted her hand, severing the Hunter’s arm at the wrist. She dropped to the dirt, her broken shoulder flaring in agony again as she landed. From her crouch she kicked out at the Hunter’s knee. Another bloom of pain robbed her kick of most of its strength. Rather than felling the alien, it came down on its knees, bringing its head level with hers. Its head had no ice armor.

      I’ll take it.

      Cam thrust her right hand out and spiked the bastard in the eyes with her bladed fingers. Her fingers sunk into the knuckles, the interior of the Hunter’s head ice cold, like a pack of frozen meat. The Hunter screamed and writhed, spraying blood from its eyes and the stump of its arm. Alien roaring filled the air around her now as the other two Hunters closed on her. Still screaming Cam wrenched her hand out of the Hunter’s skull, her fingers dripping with gore. The adrenaline from the kill was already wearing off and she turned too slowly to meet the next Ringhead.

      The Hunter’s foot flew at her head with the speed of a baseball bat and the energy of a freight train. The impact clacked her teeth together so loudly Cam thought she might have shattered her teeth. The coppery taste of blood flooded her mouth. Her neck hinged over from the kick and a new flavor of pain blossomed at the base of her skull. Cam fell to her hands and knees, retching and seeing stars. The ground pitched and spun beneath her. In her periphery she saw more Ringhead feet advancing on her.

      The more the merrier, let’s all join in!

      Five on one. Bad odds by any count. Her heart hammered, each beat pulsing agony through her neck and head. Her left arm felt cold and numb despite the sun blazing down on her. Her breathing felt short, watery. Her vision was tunneling and her legs felt as heavy as lead weights. Cam backed up until she felt the truck behind her. Beyond the Ringheads she saw the encroaching mist from the iceboxes.

      Has it come to this already?

      Behind her, she heard excited yells and shouting. Probably the plantation workers. Maybe they'll send help. It would probably be too late.

      The lead Hunter edged around her. It grabbed the rear bumper of the truck and casually flipped the truck onto its roof.

      Any help they sent would probably wouldn't be enough.

      A gray fog clouded her head. Thinking felt like walking through hip deep mud. She didn't hear the second Hunter step up behind her. She definitely felt its clawed foot on her back, shoving her to the ground, her hands splaying out to catch herself. Cam hit the dirt, her breath exploding out. More bones began moving and tearing as she got up on her elbows, crawling forward.

      Even half-dazed she heard the Hunters on their alien comm channel. Confusion. She was different. Contempt. They enjoyed toying with their prey. Arrogance.

      Maybe she could work that angle. She looked up at them surrounding her. She didn't have many options at this point. Cam looked at all of them, guessing which one was the leader. They had to have an alpha, right? One of them sported larger elbow spikes and an extra bony ridge atop its head. As good a guess as any.

      Cam rolled herself into a ball and tried to look as piteous as possible. It wasn't that hard. Laying down on the humid earth felt so good. She could sleep for days. She made eye contact with the alpha, trying to project an air of defeat and subservience.

      The Ringhead stopped advancing. They all stopped and left a sizeable gap between the nearest two. That way lead to the mist around the iceboxes. I hope this works.

      Cam made pathetic, mewling sounds, dragging herself along the dirt. Roaring sounds came from all the Hunters. Laughter. It sounded vile, hideous, guttural noises like books being ripped in half. But Cam knew they were laughing at her. She writhed, angling herself towards the mist.

      The alpha came over to her, sauntering, cocky. Cam rolled herself tighter, like she was protecting her soft underbelly. She got her feet underneath her, readying for the right moment. C’mon AJ, one last push! The armor around her feet stiffened, the toes lengthening to dig into the dirt for purchase. Her legs coiled like mousetrap springs, waiting on a hair trigger.

      The Ringhead stooped down, reaching for Cam's head.

      Now!

      Cam lunged, flinging her last shred of rage and fear into her legs, catapulting herself up and past the two nearest Hunters. AJ tensed and flexed around her legs, adding to her jump. Cam hit the dirt and pounded her legs, sprinting into the gap. Two sets of Ringhead arms reached for her, missing her by bare inches. One talon whipped past her ear so fast she heard it whistling through the air. One final push and Cam launched herself into a dive, rolling herself into the mist. Opaque whiteness enveloped her.

      It was like flipping a light switch in a dark room. One moment she roasted in sweaty, subtropical heat, the next moment she bathed in a luxurious flow of arctic ice melt. The change in environment punched her in the gut, winding her yet again. She collapsed to her knees, gasping for breath.

      Each lungful of frigid air coated her insides in a rime of frost. Cam breathed deep, feeling her shattered shoulder snapping back into place, the torn and wet places freezing into icy perfection.

      The fog in her mind was gone, replaced by the deadly clarity of an endless snowfield on a cloudless day. Cam stood, feeling her energy return. Ice crackled, forming over her chest and thighs. Bracers covered her arms. A protective cowl molded around her head.

      AJ started throwing data up on her visor. Most of it made no sense but the five red icons made plenty of sense. Cool energy flowed through her arms and legs feeling like sparking electricity, making her hairs stand on end.

      The shipmind hummed with a feeling of readiness. Cam looked down at her arms, the thick ice encasing her arms glowed with an interior blue light. She flexed her arms, feeling light and full of potential. Nothing else came from AJ. The red markers on her visor slowly approached the mist.

      “That's it? Screw this. We've had enough D. We're bringing it to them.”

      Cam found AJ and through her reached into the mist. She stretched this new mental muscle, grabbing the mist and shaping it. On her visor the red shapes closed in.

      No time. Something simple. Mist coalesced around her right hand. It gained weight and heft as she shaped it. Gleaming ice extended from her hand, one, two, three, four feet. She was running out of time. Cam compressed the mist, willing it into greater density. She almost dropped it as the weight of it increased. She got her left hand on it, feeling the handle lengthen to accommodate both hands.

      She lifted her creation to her face. Four feet of translucent blue ice shaped in what her geeky brother Ernie would probably call a long sword. Or maybe a bastard sword. Or something like that. The edge glittered in the dim light. Cam smiled grimly, giving the sword a practice two-handed swing. It whistled through the mist, cold and deadly.

      She looked down at her hands. Extending beyond her left hand, the grip flared. She had somehow managed to form the end of the grip into the shape of a wolf’s head. The wolf's eyes sparkled. Tears pricked at Cam's eyes even as fierce determination kindled in her heart.

      “Fuck. Yeah.”

      Her mouth split in a feral grin and she pivoted to face the nearest Hunter. It stood about a meter outside the mist. Energy thrummed along her arms and legs. She hefted the sword and crouched. Ok AJ, time to go to work.

      Cam leapt forward, springing through the mist. She burst from the edge of the mist into the jungle heat, billows of vapor condensing around her. The Ringhead stood before her, its arms half raised. The alien jumped back as Cam burst out of the mist.

      Cam hit the ground and didn't bother slowing down. AJ flexed around her legs, adding power to her spring as she bounded forward. The ice blade carved a wide arc as she whipped it around, streamers of fog trailing off the blade.

      A guttural scream of rage and joy burst from Cam as she closed on the alien. At the apex of her swing her ice blade struck the Hunter, biting deep into the Ringhead’s belly. The alien’s ice armor shattered on contact. The shock of the impact bucked the sword in her hands. AJ tightened her armor in reflex around her wrists. Cam wrenched her arms around, burying the blade deeper and dragging it through the alien’s flesh. Blood sprayed from the wound, showering Cam in green gore.

      The Hunter toppled, a gasping moan coming from its gaping mouth. Its torso hinged back at Cam’s cut, and it fell over, sliced nearly in half. A thin, acrid smoke arose from the wound, the flesh there blackened and bubbling.

      Cam kicked the Hunter’s corpse. It fell to the ground with a sound like dead wood. She turned to face the remaining four Ringheads. More confusion arose from them. She’d knocked those fuckers outside their comfort zone, and Cam liked it this way. She had to make sure none of them made it back. Cam brought the sword up again in both hands and crouched at the ready. The alpha Ringhead stood a few meters from her. She made eye contact and screamed into the alien communication channel.

      If the Ringhead was confused at her reactions before, it was stunned to hear her thoughts. It recoiled and Cam jumped into the gap, her blade singing through the damp air.

      Ok asshole, time to dance!
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      Cam dropped the smoking sword to the ground. Pockmarks littered the once keen edges, and thin curls of black smoke drifted from the ice. Her arms alternately ached and felt oddly numb from her exertions. Cam’s left shoulder throbbed with every heartbeat. A particularly wicked strike from a desperate Ringhead had shattered her chest plate, and now her shoulder felt loose and broken again. On the bright side, the aliens were in small bits and she was still standing. Sort of.

      Scorched and chopped hunks of Ringhead bodies lay scattered about the clearing, their ice armors either shattered by Cam’s sword, or now evaporating into steam in the blazing sun. All bore the telltale marks of her blade. The last one rested beneath a tree, propped against the trunk. A large vertical stab wound in its chest, where Cam had impaled it to the tree, a last, desperate lunge as her strength had begun failing her.

      Fatigue crept up on her. Alien blood spattered her armor from head to toe. I think I’ve earned a shower and a nap. “What do you say, AJ? Hot shower sound good? Get rid of all this ick?”

      As if on cue, her armor began evaporating, leaving just the helmet behind. As it dissipated, the alien gore went with it, leaving her clean beneath. Cam sagged as the last of it vanished. Some essential energy left her as soon as the armor was gone. She dropped to one knee, her fatigue now nearly crippling. Half crawling, half dragging, Cam made her way slowly to the edge of the icebox mist. She laid on the dirt at the border of the fog, letting it slowly waft over her. It felt like fresh air from a window, in a room filled with choking smoke.

      A few moments like this and Cam felt better. She couldn’t decide if the mist was restorative, or if it was simply the lower temperature. As she debated this her eyes fell on the remains of the pickup truck. The truck rested on the roof, and one of the rear wheels hung at a crazy angle.

      So much for Plan A.

      “Ok AJ, start pulling your weight. If I’m crazy enough to be talking to you, I better be getting some answers. What’s our Plan B?”

      She would just take a knee here for a bit, catch her breath. Cam relaxed and sucked in greedily of the icy mist. The mist continued to flow over her, threatening to lull her to sleep. Cam snapped her eyes open, straining to stay alert. If one ship found her, there might be more of them. She couldn’t afford to lose her focus now.

      AJ clicked on, scanning her surroundings and homing in on the jumpship. The jumpship showed up on her visor as a blurry patch of negative space, hidden behind its cloak. A clicking sound filled her ears. This is new. Cam shook her head, but the clicking grew louder and the target image on her visor glowed with a bright outline.

      Cam nearly smacked herself on the forehead. Forget the fucking truck. I’ve got a freaking alien spaceship here! She sat up, looking in the direction of the jumpship. No other Ringheads had come out during her fight, so it was likely empty. Still, better safe than sorry. She stood and re-entered the mist, feeling the cool power infuse her blood. In addition to her armor she created two swords this time, and secured them to her back.

      She stepped up to the side of the ship and felt for the door. The surface of the ship reacted to her touch, decloaking enough for her to find the access panel. Cam placed her hand on the panel to access the ship systems.

      A shock pulsed up her arm from the palm. Cam cried out and jumped away from the ship. Fuck! An alarm system?! She shook her arm, feeling the tingles dissipate.

      Cam stepped back to the jumpship. As she stood there, AJ encased Cam’s hand in heavier armor. While Cam studied this latest enhancement, a cyan blue light sparked from her armored fingers. Cool.

      Tentative now, Cam slid her sparking palm onto the access panel again. This time, no electric warning. Instead, Cam felt AJ reach into the ship, opening locks and doors.

      Cam’s mind followed until she and AJ stood in the center of the new shipmind. The new shipmind felt similar to AJ, and yet slightly different, like twin siblings. Cam felt the presence of the new shipmind fading as AJ’s presence grew in strength. AJ was writing herself over the existing programming.

      The drop door slid open and Cam entered the jumpship. AJ had the pilot’s seat ready for her. Cam dropped into the seat, exhaustion dragging her down. The drop door sealed, closing out the bright sun and suffocating heat. In the cool dark of the ship Cam finally relaxed, leaning back into the chair. As AJ wrapped the chair around her Cam felt thrum of the engines firing up.

      Her eyes felt so heavy. Cam barely kept her head up. “Take me home, girl. Best possible speed.”
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      Sasha couldn’t believe this shit. She looked at the stone-faced Boomie. That was a dead end. In desperation, she tried Trigger. “We’re out of time, Trigger. All we need from you is a ride.”

      He lifted his hands in the air and backed away. “Uh uh. You heard Captain Landau. Base is on lockdown.”

      Sasha wanted to scream in frustration. Fuck it. One squad, one Raven. She knew Ace was on board. She’d round up Whiskey and Victory and it would be Pick Up Sticks redux. The thought of all the folks in Reno getting mangled by vicious Hunters made her sick. She knew her plan sounded flimsy but she figured dismantling the iceboxes might slow down the Ringheads and keep them from getting too comfortable. Lay down some Torch lines, break up their chilly environment and hold them at bay until more help arrived.

      To her surprise, Bull spoke up, his voice grating like a bag of gravel. “I don’t like it. Where is the Colonel? I’m not crazy about someone from the Chair Force calling this play.”

      Ace smacked Bull for the pejorative but without any real heat that Sasha could see.

      Sasha tapped her gauntlet to raise Mack. <<where r u?>>

      Mack didn’t seem concerned with the lockdown order either. <<oscar mike>>

      If he was on the move, he’d be here shortly. Hopefully the appearance of the rest of her squad might sway Bull further and they’d be wheels up with two Ravens.

      Sasha hit up Box and Lee. <<I need you both. Operation Pick Up Sticks, part 2, Reno edition. Box, bring your can opener. Pre-op in the hangar.>>

      <<Don’t call it that. Lee and I will be there in five.>>

      Sweet. Sasha scanned the flight prep stations. Nothing good. “Hey Ace, we need to reload the Raven with a boatload of Zooks, V-10s and the sticky ones. Same as before.”

      “Right, maximum property damage. Hey Boomie, give a fella a hand?” His dazzling smile lit the room again.

      Boomie sighed but shook her head, giving Ace a small smile. “Come on, Trig. We shouldn’t be here when they go off the res.” She grabbed Trigger by the arm and hauled him to the far door.

      Ace flashed Sasha a shrug and sauntered off.

      Bull took a step closer to Sasha. “What is it exactly that you all did up in Vancouver?”

      Sasha took his curiosity as a good sign. “We used the V-10’s and blew up a bunch of the iceboxes. Also, we tactically acquired some Ringhead tech for the squints.”

      Bull’s ugly face wrinkled up in thought. “Reno’s just a hop and a skip. I reckon I could get there and back before anyone notices.”

      Sasha looked at the homely pilot with new appreciation. She liked this zoomie’s attitude. Sasha gave him a broad grin. “You’re damn right about that and my team appreciates the lift.” The two of them exchanged a knowing look and something inside Sasha relaxed. She couldn’t convince everyone, but even one more Raven could make all the difference.

      Bull started walking to the hangar, his boots heavy against the paneled flooring. “Guess we better load up my girl then.”

      Between the three of them, they made quick work of looting grenades and Torches for the two Ravens. The noises outside continued to escalate and Sasha wiped her sweaty palms on a towel some mechanic had discarded. Another blast rocked the building, the rattles impossibly loud. Shit, hanger was going to collapse around them at this rate.

      Three sharp raps rang out on the hanger doors. Sasha dashed over and slipped open the doors to see the familiar tall silhouette of Mack and a shorter man. Kekoa. She’d spoken with him a couple of times up in the Yukon center but they’d never had a mission together. The pair rushed in and behind them, Sasha saw frost spreading like moss over the tarmac. Shit.

      Kekoa grumbled as he came in, rubbing his arms and chest. “It’s fucking freezing out there. Might as well be back in the Yukon.”

      Sasha gave him a friendly punch in the arm. “Your blood’s thick enough. You’ll be fine.” Kekoa looked over at her, his gaze sliding over Ripper’s gleaming hand. He smiled. “I see you got an upgrade, Kennedy.”

      Sasha shook her head at the euphemism and let out a chuckle. Between Mack, Kekoa and herself, they had three of their original legs, a five organic arms. A fucking cyber army.

      Before she could respond, five more people pounded across the tarmac. One of them was enormous. Box. That meant Lee was with him. Thank god. Lee was organized in all the ways Sasha wasn’t. She needed him to make Operation Hotbox work. As they piled into the hangar, Sasha counted them off. Lee, Simmons, Akins, and Carmichael. More importantly, Lee was holding the Torch. They were going to need that.

      Sasha fist bumped Lee. “Two Ravens loaded and ready for us. Where’s Linc and Blake?”

      Lee shook his head. “They’re a no go.”

      Sasha’s lips drew down in disappointment. She’d known a lot of people would feel like Boomie and Trigger, but she’d been hoping her whole team would show up.

      Lee looked her dead in the eye. “LT, they’ve got kids. They can’t afford for Landau to boot them or dock their pay.”

      “Yeah. I get it.” There was no time for hurt feelings or anger at Landau. Sasha shoved it down and turned away to thump Box on the back. “We’re going to need that can opener.”

      He grunted. “It’s a battle axe, LT.”

      Sasha rolled her eyes and then whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. “This is Bull. He has kindly agreed to escort some of us to Reno.”

      Bull took a short bow.

      Sasha pointed at Lee. “Sergeant Lee will break you into two teams. Designation Whiskey and Victory.” She pulled one of the holo displays over and called up an aerial map of the base and its surroundings.

      She frowned, looking at the map. “I wish we had Landau’s map. Ace and Bull will drop us into Reno-Sparks--here, and here. We’ll work our way back to each other to Highway 80, clearing a path for the nice folks from Fallon.”

      Nods all around. Sasha continued. “Lee will set our rendezvous points, expect our comms systems to be out of commission while we are on the ground.”

      Lee stepped up and proceeded to square everyone away. Sasha walked over to Ace and when the two teams were sorted, Lee had lined up Mack, Akins, and Carmichael by Bull. Simmons and Kekoa stood before Sasha and Ace.

      Sasha nodded in satisfaction. “Mount up.”

      Behind her a familiar voice hollered, “Belay that.”

      Sasha pivoted to the hangar doors. Gunny limped in, assisted by a smaller blonde man.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    







            A New Plan

          

        

      

    

    
      Sasha

      

      The newcomer wore a nondescript dark suit and tie. As he eased Gunny into a chair, Sasha noted the new guy had a small gun case chained to his wrist. He also wore a large rectangular case across his back.

      Gunny groaned as he settled into the chair. The shredded remains of his left pant leg dripped blood on the floor. Looked like Gunny hadn’t been as successful dodging that shitstorm of hailing debris outside. His breath hissed as he used his hands to straighten the leg out. He twitched aside the torn fabric, revealing a bloody wound. “Heh. Had better days, me.”

      Sasha’s eyes widened at the sight of the wound. “Jesus. Akins, patch him up best you can.”

      As Akins hopped to, rummaging around in the med kit, Gunny looked up at Sasha. “Looks like you’re about to run afoul of the rules, soldier.”

      “Situation is fluid, sir. Seemed appropriate to prepare for extravagant contingencies.”

      Gunny’s bark of laughter was cut off with a curse as Akins pulled a jagged shard of metal out of the wound.

      “Sorry, sir. This is going to hurt some more.” Akins aimed a can of tissue sealant at Gunny’s leg and hit the nozzle.

      “Gahfuck! Grrr...This is exactly why I push a desk now! Dammit!”

      Akins started wrapping his leg, his movements sharp and precise. “Doesn’t look like the bone is broken, but you need to get to medical.”

      “Thank you, soldier. But what I need to do first is make sure some people don’t go flying off half-cocked.” He looked at Sasha again.

      Sasha looked around and behind her. Then back at Gunny. “Me?”

      A guffaw burst from Gunny. Ace suddenly seemed to be very interested in his fingernails.

      “You finished, Akins?” At the soldier’s nod, Gunny waved him off. “Ok, Lee, take everyone else and finish detailing the Ravens. Wheels up in five.”

      That left Sasha in the room with Gunny and the quiet blonde man.

      “All right Kennedy, I’m giving you new marching orders. And by the way, thank you for leaving me two Ravens with which to coordinate base defenses. That was mighty considerate of you.”

      Sasha’s temperature went up a notch and her collar started to feel a bit tight.

      Gunny gestured vaguely at the blond man in the suit. “This is Agent Harding. He will be joining you for this mission.”

      He cut off her protest before it even left her mouth. “You will not be expected to babysit him.” Gunny turned to look at Harding. “I have a feeling he is more than capable of taking care of himself.”

      That raised a small smile on Harding’s thin lips. He arched an eyebrow at Gunny.

      Gunny continued, his commands shooting out like a bullets. “You will take your teams into Reno proper. Lee will command the main strength of your force and break up the beachhead that’s been established.

      “You and Agent Harding will find and rendezvous with Lt. Flynn with all haste. After locating Flynn, operational control will fall to Harding.”

      “What!?” Sasha couldn’t help herself from blurting out. If anything, she’d expected to cede the op to Keenan. Who was this joker?

      Gunny bulled on, ignoring her outburst. “Agent Harding possesses alien tech that may turn the tide for us. Lt. Flynn is vital to our plan to utilize that tech.”

      Behind Gunny, Harding pulled up his sleeve to glance at his gauntlet. He looked bored, like he was waiting in line at the bank. Sasha wanted to plant Ripper right in his mug.

      Sasha opened her mouth to protest again but stopped when she saw the look on Gunny’s face. Gunny never talked this much. Sasha owed it to him to keep her mouth shut.

      He shook his head. “Lieutenant. Pay attention. If he could have been here, the old man would be telling you this. You have to see the bigger picture. We can’t win this today. Not the way we’ve been doing it. The higher ups have known this for a long time. The only advantage we have, the only advantage we’ve ever had, has been our numbers. Enough boots on the ground, and we can take them down one at a time.”

      Gunny looked her square in the eyes. “They’ve been toying with us, Kennedy. This whole fucking time, just playing around while we’ve been struggling to stay alive. But today, it looks like they’ve finally showed up in full strength. Landau knows it, that’s why she’s locked down the base. She knows we don’t have the numbers to take the fight to them, so she’s going to fall back and defend.”

      Harding scoffed, shaking his head. Sasha didn’t want to agree with the fucking new guy, but she shared his sentiment.

      Gunny glared at him, then turned back to Sasha. “He’s right, though. She can delay them at best, but we’ll never outlast them. Getting this package to Keenan is our ace in the hole.”

      Sasha swallowed, her throat dry. She’d always wondered what it would be like to be a fly on the wall in Phillips’s office.

      Lee walked back into the prep room. “Green across the board, LT.”

      Time to move to the next level.

      She pointed Lee back to the hanger. “Get everyone repacked. Kekoa comes with me and the spook in Ace’s bird. You take everyone else with Bull. Briefing in the air.”

      Sasha took a deep breath and turned to face Gunny. A fine sheen of sweat stood out on his forehead and he looked bone-tired. “You gonna be alright, sir? Where’s the Colonel?”

      Gunny waved her off and slumped into the chair. “Don’t worry about me or the old man. We’ve got this. Call medical, tell them to come get me. You have your orders.”

      Sasha snapped off a salute. “Anything else, Sarge? Perhaps I can bring you back a pizza?”

      He grimaced. “See? And you wonder why Landau hates your guts. Get going.” Gunny tapped his gauntlet. “Check in every thirty minutes. I’ll be in CentCom directing traffic with Landau.”

      Sasha grinned and turned for the hanger. “C’mon, fucking new guy. Let’s see if you can keep up.” She sprinted for the waiting Raven.
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      She couldn’t believe the FNG was wearing a business suit. A suit for fuckssake. Sasha snapped out Gunny’s orders verbatim to Victory, somewhat gratified to see Kekoa’s shocked face when she got to the part where Harding took operational control.

      “After rendezvous with Lieutenant Flynn, we will deliver the package, and Agent Harding will call the shots thereafter.”

      With a cool Sasha couldn’t help but admire, Harding removed his blazer, folded and tied it down. He unbuttoned his shirt sleeves and rolled them back, precise and and even. Sasha watched in fascination as the agent cuffed his sleeves three inches wide, ending a couple of inches above the elbow to reveal a tattoo of a black horse with the words GET SOME scrolled underneath on his inner forearm.

      Her eyes widened. Fucking Third Battalion. They’d been gone since the Great Quake of 2088, after Pendleton had fallen into the Pacific Ocean. Holy shit. She looked at Kekoa and sure enough, his mouth had fallen open. Well, well, well.

      Kekoa cleared his throat. “Nice ink.”

      Harding quirked an eyebrow. “Relax, soldier. I’m just the delivery guy.”

      The spook turned to Ace and made a whirling gesture. Ace nodded and said. “Wheels up.” Ace engaged the controls and the bird slid out along the ceiling beam to the tarmac.

      Sasha tilted her head toward the case locked to his wrist. “So what’s so important that it needs special delivery?”

      Again the barest hint of a smug smile at the corners of his mouth. “I can neither confirm nor deny the existence of this case to you, Lieutenant. But, if I were just spitballing, I would guess that we somehow liberated some very promising alien tech that we can use as an exploit to disrupt their networks. If I were spitballing.”

      He lifted his wrist with the cuff. “Beyond that, there’s no guarantee it works. But in our current situation, if such a device existed, I would move with all haste to get the device to the one person who might have a chance of operating it. Flynn will be the star of the show, we’re just the backup singers.”

      The tension in the Raven’s interior dropped considerably. Sasha had huge respect for Keenan and she knew Kekoa was tight with him. They could get behind a plan like that, 110 percent.

      Harding turned Sasha, “We need to restore enough comms to get a hold of Flynn. Gunny informed me that he left Flynn and Chan in Reno earlier.”

      Sasha’s eyebrows drew together in concentration. She reached over and engaged the Raven’s comm system. “Whiskey-1, this is Victory-1, you will take out the first set of iceboxes and we will drop drones behind you. Sending coordinates now.” Bull acknowledged and Sasha turned back to Harding.

      Harding gave a grunt of approval then continued to brief the team. “This device makes it to Flynn. All other priorities are secondary. He is our only shot at activating the device and disrupting all of the Ringhead cylinders. If we fail, he fails, and all of the Green Zone is lost. I don’t care what we find when we get to Flynn. He must get this. I don’t care if you have to cut my arm off to get it to him. Do it.”
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      In the casino’s employee lot, they’d finally hit paydirt. Keenan hotwired an ancient beater that hardly had any computer interface to speak of. The battered pickup truck had seen better days, but today it was the best thing on four wheels. Bells paced the parking lanes while Keenan fiddled under the hood. Sporadic impacts still sounded from further away in the city. Flashing emergency lights flared past them, going in every direction.

      The engine coughed, sputtered, then roared to life, the entire car trembling like an old man. Keenan slammed the hood down as Bells climbed behind the wheel. Keenan hopped in.

      She threw the truck into gear. “About fucking time. We’re going to be late to the party.”

      Keenan checked his gauntlet again. Still no comms, no network. “Head for the airport, let’s see if we can get past their signal jamming.”

      The truck groaned and creaked as Bells steered it out of the parking lot and onto the main road. Keenan kept his gauntlet open, his eyes searching for any signal. After a few miles his gauntlet pinged.

      <<Big K. You there?>>

      Keenan’s heart rate sped up. Finally! He pinged Kekoa immediately. The urgency to do...something, anything, pressed in around him. He hated being out of the loop like this.

      <<Kekoa. Where r u?>>

      <<LT! We’re en route! RV at airport.>>

      <<Roger. Old red pickup truck. ETA 10.>>
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        * * *

      

      The backwash from the Raven hailed gravel and debris on the windshield as it landed. Against the darkened skies the Raven was near impossible to pick out. Dim red light spilled from the rear hatch as it popped open, disgorging three figures running with heavy packs. As the figures ran towards the truck, the Raven cycled up again and lifted off in a swirl of dust, obscuring Keenan’s view.

      A metallic tapping sounded on the driver’s side window. The dust settled and revealed a petite woman in combat gear, sporting a cybernetic arm. Keenan got out and looked up towards the retreating Raven. In the beams of the truck’s headlights Kekoa opened one of the packs and began pulling out extra sets of gear. Crap.

      “Kennedy. I thought you were our ride back to base.”

      She ran her cybernetic hand through her dirty hair. “Yeah, I got good news and bad news for you, Flynn.”

      Kennedy dropped her own pack to the ground, pulling out weapons. “The good news is, we brought kits and gear for you both. Get suited up now. We got places to see, aliens to kill. ”

      Bells had her gear half on already. Keenan picked up the heavy chestplate. “Ringheads. Here.” The words dropped out of him like lead weights.

      “Yep. They’re here and they’ve surrounded the base. Landau locked down the base before we left.”

      It would be tough to do better than Kennedy if they were headed back into Ringhead held territory. The woman was fearless to the point of recklessness, but her record proved her worth.

      Keenan hefted the chestplate, his shoulders aching just looking at it. With a sigh be began strapping on the armor. “You mentioned bad news?”

      The third figure stepped into the light. Keenan recognized the bland, expressionless eyes under the helmet.

      Kennedy sighed theatrically. “The bad news is now that we’ve found you, this asshole is in charge.”
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        * * *

      

      Even in the spare and unheated interior of the Raven, the alien rifle still chilled his arms to the bone. He shifted his right hand, the energy tingling across his palm and fingers, an itch just below the surface of his skin. Outside, flurries of snow obscured their view through the windows, reminding Keenan of bad weather in the Yukon. Keenan had intuited what was in the large case before Harding opened it. Just as he understood immediately what must be in the smaller case, and what Phillips was asking of him.

      This was it, the Hail Mary pass. Keenan swallowed hard. He’d asked for this--begged for this chance. It’s all we’ve got.

      Ace called out. “Thirty seconds!”

      Sasha herded everyone to the doors. Harding might be in charge here, but he also seemed content to let Sasha handle the basics.

      The Raven plunged through the blowing snow and wind, and just like that, Keenan and his crew were back on the ground. The weather bit and hammered at them like the Yukon, but the terrain was all concrete and straight edges.

      As everyone scrambled to cover Harding hunkered down next to Keenan.

      The spook unclipped the case and locked it to Keenan’s wrist. “The ID pad is keyed to any of your fingers.” Harding pulled his rifle off his back and scanned down the street. He held the rifle with the ease of a well-trained soldier.

      “Best guess, we need to get to within ten feet of one of those iceboxes to successfully activate it. Last drone surveillance says there’s probably a clump of them 100 meters ahead of us.”

      Keenan stared at the case locked to his arm. It was much heavier than it looked. Hope and dread swirled into a heady cocktail in his chest. “I’m still not sure what I’m supposed to do with this.”

      Harding smiled grimly. “We’ll improvise. Isn’t that what you Wolves are best at?” He patted Keenan on the back. “We’ll cover you. Don’t get dead.”

      The five of them moved down the street with Keenan in the middle, hugging the edges of the buildings. Distant sounds of plasma fire and the whine of jumpships echoed through the streets.

      The iceboxes stood in a rough circle in the middle of a large intersection, five grotesque structures like some alien Stonehenge. The iceboxes glowed with their own eerie light, casting long shadows into the street. On point, Kekoa stopped at the edge of the last building and looked out. A booming crack sounded and a ball of blue energy pounded the corner of the building into powder. Kekoa flew back from the building, landing in the street in a senseless pile.

      Sasha cried, “Cover!” She charged into the street, Keenan following close behind. They each grabbed one of Kekoa’s arms and dragged him out of the line of fire. More bolts of blue energy streaked past the corner, hammering the buildings around them, raining rubble down on their heads.

      In the cover of the doorway Keenan hauled on his friend’s shoulder and turned him over. Pale dust covered his slack face, in stark contrast to the livid streaks of blood running from his nose and ears. Keenan pressed his hands into Kekoa’s neck, searching for a pulse. His fingers drew dark lines across the dust. His friend lay motionless beneath him.

      Harding ran up and pulled Keenan’s hands off Kekoa. “Leave him! Stay on mission! We take this position, now!”

      Keenan popped up, arm hauling back to punch Harding in the face.

      Sasha grabbed Keenan’s arm, the metal fingers digging painfully into his bicep. He looked down at her. Her eyes were hard and bright. “No. He’s right, Keenan. We keep moving forward. Bells, grab the extra rifle. We’re going to ease out and lay down as much cover as we can. Faceman, you’re going for the iceboxes.”

      She turned away, talking into her gauntlet.

      As the others took positions, Keenan unlocked the cuff and thumbed open the small case. Cold, malevolent energy wafted out from the case as the lid hinged back. Dark foam lined the interior, cradling a nearly featureless slab of alien technology. A rime of frost formed on the smooth surface in moments. His jaw ached from the sudden cold.

      The artifact, or whatever it was, was about the size and shape of a small tablet. Rubberized plastic coated the edges and extended out on one side to form a handle. Keenan slid his left hand under the handle and plucked the thing out of the foam. As it pulled free of the case, the freezing air cascading from the artifact redoubled, numbing his fingers even through his tactical glove.

      Sasha looked back at him. She held a rifle in each arm. “Ready?”

      Keenan looked down at his friend. Bells had closed Kekoa’s eyes and laid him on the ground as far as possible from the street. He and Kekoa had come through so much together, it didn’t seem right for the tough man to go down without a fight. A bitter ache unrelated to the weather bloomed in his chest and he savagely quashed the feeling. Later. Mourn later. He turned to Kennedy and nodded.

      Sasha popped around the corner and unleashed both plasma rifles on full auto. Keenan sprinted for the intersection, feeling the heat from the rifles baking one side of his face. Bells ran beside him, laying down more fire as she ran. He dropped into a baseball slide and grabbed the first icebox to stop himself, hissing with pain when his hand made contact.

      “Bells! Don’t touch them!”

      Too late. Bells slipped on the icy road and rolled into the next icebox. She screamed in pain as she crashed into an icebox, pinning one of her legs. Keenan crawled over and dragged her into the shadow of the structure.

      She was moaning, her legs trembling uncontrollably. “F-f-fuck! Where’s my rifle? Fuck that hurts!”

      Harding screamed from across the street. “Flynn! Do it!”

      Keenan snatched up Bells’s rifle and thrust it back into her shaking hands. She rolled over with a groan of agony, tearing open the med kit on her thigh. She grabbed a hypo from the scattered items and jammed it into her leg. Her eyes flew open as the meds kicked in. She gave him a quick nod, crawled to the edge of the clearing and began firing around the nearest icebox.

      Keenan crouched in the lee of the iceboxes and took out the artifact. Cold energy and deep blue light pulsed from within, like it knew where it was.

      He licked his lips. The air sizzled around him, alternating blue alien energy and white-purple plasma bolts. He distantly heard the yells and screams of his teammates. Just bringing his right hand closer to this thing was making the itch in his palm unbearable. Gut-knotting fear and curiosity warred inside him, like the grisly desire to stick his hand into a spinning turbine.

      The pulsing beat of blue light quickened until it mirrored the hammering of his heart in his chest. Keenan’s vision narrowed down to his hand hovering a fraction of an inch over the surface of the artifact. The biofilm glowed and pulsed in sync with the alien tablet. That was a good sign, right?

      His palm came down on the glassy surface of the artifact.

      Time slowed to a halt.

      Searing pain roared up his arms, clenching his body into a gruesome rictus. A gasping, reedy scream escaped his lips as his eyes rolled up into his head. A bone-shaking vibration thrummed through his chest. The vibration built to a violence enough to feel like his teeth were being shaken from his head. The pain stretched to eternity. He felt something strike his hands, and the pain ebbed. Keenan collapsed to the icy ground, falling on top of Bells.

      She shook him. “LT! LT!”

      The world swam back to him in black and white. He shoved himself up to sitting and promptly threw up. He rubbed his head and ears.

      Keenan realized he couldn’t hear anything. “What happened?”

      Bells returned to her prone position, aiming down the street. “Dunno. Everyone stopped shooting after I knocked that thing out of your hands.”

      He looked around the clearing. The artifact lay on the ground a few feet from him, the dim light still pulsing like a rapid heartbeat. The grating whine of a jumpship appeared above them. Keenan looked up in time to see a bright square of light open and two figures jump out. Both landed in the middle of the iceboxes, graceful and catlike.

      Even in the low lighting, Keenan recognized Jonesy’s bald silhouette and the glowing tracing of the neural implants on the side of his face. He didn’t recognize the sinuous braid of biomechanical cables that had replaced his arm, or the Ringhead claw he now had for a hand. Jesus H. Christ.

      Behind Jonesy stood a tall ghostly pale woman with a similar alien prosthetic leg, and a biomechanical lens over one eye. Her silver blonde hair radiated out from her head, an electric halo. She too had a dark claw for a hand, jarring and ugly against all that pale skin. They both wore Sino-sov tactical suits, stained with substances Keenan couldn’t place.

      Jonesy stopped a few meters from Keenan, making tut-tut sounds. “Keenan! Mother says you’ve been very bad.”
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      Something was shaking her.

      “Fuck!” Cam tried to go back to sleep. They shook her harder.

      “Quit it!” Cam opened her eyes only to find it was pitch black. Before she could scream, a panel lifted, flooding her with cool air and a hazy twilight darkness. Cam blinked, remembering where she was. Closing her eyes in relief, she leaned her head back. “Are we home yet?”

      Reaching out to the exterior sensors, Cam looked out, nervous about what she might find this time. A vast green blanket of forest stretched out before her, as far north and south as she could see. In the center winked a lake of blue. Oh my god. Lake Tahoe. Cam choked back a sob of relief at the beautiful sight. “Thanks, girl.”

      With a thought, Cam’s released her flight restraints and rolled her shoulders. Huh, good as new. The excitement at being so close to base had cleared the last bit of fatigue from her system. As AJ slowed their approach, Cam considered what the hell she should do next.

      It was a good thing these damn jumpships had a cloak or no doubt they would shoot at AJ on sight. Cam puzzled over where to land. Walk in? Walk in covered in her nifty alien armor? Her options sounded bad. Really bad.

      Frustration mounted while Cam walked through each scenario. She settled on what seemed like the most direct plan. She would park AJ on the tarmac and keep her cloaked. Then she’d sneak into the flight prep area and send a comm to Colonel Phillips to explain everything. If it didn’t seem like it was going well, she could bail. It was a shitty plan, but Cam liked the thought of being on base again, albeit somewhat covertly. Also, she could steal some new clothes and get out these nasty Sino Sov castoffs.

      Squared away for now, Cam turned her attention back to the ship and realized AJ was just hovering--no longer descending into the Reno area. “Why are we stopped?”

      The interior screens lit up, pulling up visuals of the skies above Reno. So far, so good. As Cam watched, small red circles began proliferating around the city. Oh no. Red was bad. Cam’s stomach clenched as she watched other red marks blinking as well. Those were moving. Shit. Other jumpships? Why the hell were they there?

      Cam scanned the screen, trying to pinpoint Camp Glenn’s location. No moving marks, but some circles near it. She could still make it to base but she would have to evade the other jumpships. Shit. If I can see them, they can see me. Only now did she notice the faint plumes of smoke arising from various points in the city.

      Cam bellowed in frustration, a primal sound from deep in her gut. She was so close to getting home. Cam struggled to calm herself. “Ok AJ, nobody’s shooting at us. Does that mean they don’t know I’m in here?”

      AJ started descending, but at the speed of a fat ladybug. Cam took that for a no. Cam let out a breath of relief. She could go forward with her plan to get to Camp Glenn. AJ would just have to dodge all the other jumpships.

      AJ expanded the view and voices filled the cabin. Human voices. “AJ, you’re the best.”

      It was a lot like listening to a police scanner. For a moment, Cam sat there and just let the voices wash over her, familiar and foreign at the same time. She didn’t know how long she’d been alone. The forced solitude had her talking to an alien ship. Hearing the chaotic transmissions interspersed with static comforted her.

      They’d just take it slow and easy, threading the needle to avoid the jumpships over Reno. All that time left Cam to wonder. Why the fuck are there so many jumpships over Reno? They couldn’t see her and she ruled out the idea it was a search party. That left the gruesome conclusion that the Ringheads were laying down a massive offensive strike in Reno, showing off their new ability to penetrate the Green Zone. That meant the Colonel had his hands full. Nevermind Cam showing up. Ugh. Cam needed to know what was going on.

      “Hey AJ, can you filter the communications?” Cam concentrated on search threads she wanted, working with the shipmind to sift the massive amounts of streaming channels. Cam’s lashes fluttered as AJ jolted the feed. The voices sped up, losing all meaning. Moments or eons passed. Then the words slowed and Cam could make out a single channel that AJ had found.

      <<Kennedy to base camp. Gunny, do you read? The package has been delivered to Keenan Flynn. I repeat, the package has been delivered to Keenan Flynn.>>

      Cam’s eyes shot open. Keenan!

      All thoughts of reporting to the old man vanished.

      “AJ, find me that signal.”

      As if channeling her urgency, the ship accelerated, zooming towards central Reno. On the screen, Cam watched the alarming spread of the red circles, with the odd one winking out over by Sparks. Huh.

      Her chair started vibrating, shaking so hard that Cam’s teeth clicked together. Ow, fuck. AJ was going crazy, lighting up a flashing blue icon on the screen.

      Is that Keenan? Cam released all of her seat restraints, scrabbling to the doors. The ship careened downwards, so fast that Cam thought she would float upwards. She used the exterior scans to look below. Iceboxes glittered on the landscape and the normal hustle and bustle of this desert town, along with columns of black smoke everywhere. Auto-cabs sat dead in the street and people on foot streamed out towards the main roads. God help them all.

      Cam readied herself as the cityscape grew larger. “AJ, dress me up. I’m going for a dive.”

      Around her feet, layers of the armor wound itself over her, spiraling up her legs and torso to encase her. She flexed her knees, testing her mobility. This shit is amazing. Cam slammed the control panel and the doors slid open. Her visor activated and the blue light flashed like a homing beacon. Keenan, surrounded by Ringheads. “AJ, give me cover fire. I’m going in.”
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      Keenan

      

      The last time Keenan had seen Jonesy, they’d been at dinner together, laughing over drinks. Cam adored the big guy, and when she talked about Jonesy’s huge family, Keenan could hear the affection laced with envy in her voice.

      Keenan couldn’t reconcile the ghastly scene in front of him with those memories. Also, Jonesy and Cam had last been seen together. Where was she?

      “Jonesy. Where’s Cam?”

      Jonesy frowned. “She’ll come around. She’s meant to be with us now.””

      Disappointment swamped him. Keenan got to his feet, still swaying a little. The Ringhead rifle bumped against his back.

      Jonesy’s head tilted, looking past Keenan. “I’ll be taking that rifle. Plus the little toy you tried to use as well. You shouldn’t mess around with things you don’t understand.”

      Keenan moved to his right, keeping himself between Jonesy and Bells. Bells pulled herself along the ground, inching herself away from the newcomers. He had to buy some time. He swung the rifle around and got his hand on the grip. He didn’t point it at Jonesy. Not yet.

      “What’s going on? Why are you talking like this?”

      Jonesy smiled. His eyes burned fever bright, an eerie silver glow against his dark skin. “Because it’s the only answer that makes sense. You’ll see it too, eventually, just like Cam will. They’re beautiful, really. The Ringheads. They strive for perfection at a level we can barely comprehend.”

      Keenan tightened his grip on the rifle. His palm itched from the energy flow to the weapon. The last thing he wanted to do was to hurt Jonesy. “C’mon man, they’re killing us. How can you take their side?”

      “Well--”

      A sizzling bolt of plasma hissed past Keenan, baking the side of his face as it went. The bolt crashed into Jonesy’s chest, the bolt bursting apart like a splash of lava. Jonesy crumpled to the ground.

      Keenan cried, “No!” He whirled, Harding crouched just beyond the ring of iceboxes, rifle trained on Jonesy. Kennedy approached on the other side, trying to circle behind.

      Harding fired again. “Keenan, pull out! Now!” The second bolt scorched his arm as it passed. Keenan turned to see the woman thrown off her feet and out of the ring. Jonesy was getting to his feet, smoking plasma dripping off his bare chest. Shit.

      Keenan dragged Bells to her feet and shoved her out of the ring. Jonesy raised his alien arm--it glowed white hot--and shot a fiery lance of energy at Bells’s back. It missed her by inches and carved a neat, smoking hole in the side of one of the iceboxes.

      Harding and Kennedy opened fire, pouring plasma into the ring. Keenan grabbed the alien tablet and backed away from the intense heat. Jonesy and the woman stood in the midst of all that plasma fire, still standing, leaning into the gunfire like it was a stiff wind. Against the white-hot glow of the plasma Jonesy raised his arm towards Harding.

      Keenan ran and dove for Harding. “Get down!” They crashed together and the energy lance burned above them, drawing a hot UV burn across his back.

      Harding wrestled him off and got in his face. “Goddammit, Keenan. Get in the fight! We need your firepower! It’s us or them!” Harding rolled over and resumed firing.

      Ringheads erupted from the surrounding buildings, their guttural roars singing counterpoint to the gunfire. Keenan spun and fired his rifle at a Hunter running straight at him. The leeching cold crawled up his arm as the rifle discharged. A searing ball of blue energy shot out of the rifle, striking the Hunter in the chest. The energy spread around the alien’s torso and encased it in a blinding flash of light. The Hunter collapsed mid-stride.

      He turned again and saw Sasha in the distance. Two-fisted, she pounded the Ringheads with her rifles, but didn’t see the ghost woman approaching her from inside the ring. Keenan brought the rifle up to bear, the cold now sucking into his chest. He fired and the energy ball streaked across the intersection. It slammed into woman’s legs, toppling her like a felled tree. She screamed in rage as the ball coalesced and flashed around her leg.

      As the ghost woman’s body went still, a battering pulse of energy bloomed from the iceboxes, throwing everyone, Ringhead and human alike, from their feet. An inarticulate roar of rage crashed across his mind. Along the street humans and Ringheads all clutched their heads in pain.

      As one, all the Hunters on the street straightened, and all their heads swiveled to look at Keenan.

      Oh, fuck me.

      As if on cue, they converged on him. Stranded in the middle of the street, he had nowhere to go. No cover to take. Keenan crouched, gritted his teeth, and took aim at the nearest Hunter. One, two, three Hunters fell to the alien rifle. The cold crept up the back of his neck now, setting his teeth to chattering. I can’t keep this up.

      He risked a look down to the artifact in his hand. The pulsing light was weaker now. This is our best hope. Keenan let the blaster drop and slapped his hand onto the artifact again. Sucking, agonizing cold ran up his arm again, pulling a scream from him. The humming vibration set into his chest again, threatening to knock him down. He dropped the artifact, his hand and arm numb to the shoulder.

      Harding locked eyes with him, even as the quiet man kept firing his rifle. Keenan gave a quick shake of his head and swung the blaster off his back. Harding's eyes stayed flat and unreadable as he returned his attention to the oncoming Hunters. So much for our last hope.

      Keenan set his sights on the next Ringhead, unable to keep his weapon from trembling now. The crippling cold sucked the breath from his lungs and he collapsed into a ball on the street. Fatigue blanketed him like snow and his eyes drooped. Through half-closed eyes he saw a pair of armored feet land in a neat, cat-like crouch next to his head.

      He looked up. The figure loomed above him, sleek and covered in alien armor, but humanoid. Feminine. He recognized the lines of her neck and her face. His heart sang. Cam. He closed his eyes, spent.
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      Desert air whistled past her helmet as she fell from the jumpship like a stone. As the ground rushed up to meet her Cam saw Keenan in the middle of the rubble. Her vision narrowed, tunneling down to his body. Even from above she recognized the familiar stance he took with the rifle. He stood over another man in light armor, unconscious or dead on the ground.

      Around him, Hunters closed in a tightening iris. Cam tensed, an urge to howl in frustration. If only she had a rifle. She could only watch as Keenan fired again and again, the alien energy taking down one Hunter, then another. She knew it was hopeless. Cam willed herself to fall faster.

      Her legs tensed and AJ hardened the armor around her legs and hips. Below her Keenan dropped to his knees, clutching his arms to his chest. The Hunters closed in.

      “No!” Her anguished scream echoed in her helmet.

      The concrete slammed into her feet and Cam collapsed into a crouch, the suit around her legs creaking and flexing to absorb the impact. Puffs of mist and chips of ice scattered around her as the exterior layer of her armor shattered. A sickening wave of nausea washed over Cam as her guts came to a jarring stop. She coughed and the smell of bile and sick flooded her helmet. Gagging, she allowed the visor to melt away, feeling the baked desert air flow over her face. This wasn’t the homecoming she’d imagined.

      Cam stood slowly. Her legs seemed to be working just fine. The nausea faded, and the sight of over a dozen Hunters in front of her snapped her attention up. In the corner of her eye Keenan slumped to the ground, the Ringhead rifle clattering to the asphalt. Cam reached within herself, finding the diamond hard, cold center of energy, and pulled her swords. White mist spilled off the blades, glowing pale blue from within the ice. Cam turned in a slow circle, the Hunters edging in from all directions. The sounds of pitched battle drifted in from beyond the shattered buildings.

      Ice white mist arced around her in twin fans as Cam whirled into the nearest Hunter, whipping both blades around in a lateral strike. The left blade severed the Hunter’s arm at the elbow and the right blade dug into its abdomen with a wet, meaty thump. Alien gore sprayed across Cam’s face, the blood crackling in the cold. The Hunter twitched and jerked, nearly ripping the sword from her hand. Cam pulled her arms in and planted a boot on the alien’s chest, kicking forward to pull her blade free. Blood ran freely from the gaping mouth of the wound as the Hunter collapsed, a tangle of ungainly limbs.

      A red haze dropped over Cam’s eyes as she bellowed and vaulted into the next Ringhead. A primal need to hit, to punch, to hack and kill screamed from the center of her gut. She moved like wildfire through the Hunters, shedding their blows like water even as she mowed them down like tall grass. Ringhead blood spattered the concrete in a grisly rain. More Hunters poured into the street from the surrounding buildings. Still the sight of Keenan slumped on the street drove her forward, rage and grief powering her swords through mighty arcs.

      The bloody detritus of more than a dozen Hunters sprawled on the street around Keenan’s body. Cam wasn’t even breathing hard yet but smoking holes and craters pocked her left sword. Cam dropped the ruined sword and picked up Keenan’s Ringhead rifle in her left hand. A freezing thrill of energy rushed up her arm as she made contact. She shivered from the sensation and pleasure that accompanied it. The remaining Hunters approached slowly now.

      “C’mon you assholes! What are you waiting for!?”

      A strangely flat and slurred voice came from behind her, accompanied by the whine of a plasma rifle charging. “Identify yourself.”

      Cam turned to find the man in the light armor now propped up on a shattered street light, his plasma rifle aimed up at her. The end of the rifle wavered slowly, but his eyes shone sharp and bright. His clothes made him out as a civilian playing soldier, but Cam recognized the tattoo on his arm. This man was a marine. A killer. Cam’s eyes darted to the Hunters and then back to the marine. There wasn’t time to explain.

      The barrel of the man’s rifle dipped and a discharge of plasma thundered past Cam’s shoulder, bathing her in white heat as it passed. Cam whipped around in time to see a Hunter behind her tipping backwards, its neck a ruin of charred meat.

      The man spoke again. “Watch yer sixsh. Identify yersef.”

      He sounded like he had a concussion.

      On instinct, she said, “Lieutenant Alvarez. Dub Team Alpha.” As soon as those words left her, she blinked. Everyone on the team was dead except for her and Jonesy. The ugly taste of shame filled her mouth. Jonesy. She’d left him behind. The world lost focus for Cam and her eyes fell to Keenan on the ground. Cam swallowed hard, her throat suddenly too tight. Her legs shook, threatening to buckle beneath her.

      AJ zapped her, cold prickles running up and down her back and neck. Cam shook briefly, like a wet dog clearing its ears. Pull yourself together, soldier.

      Tattoo tilted his blaster away from her, though his gaze remained at the ready.

      A familiar voice rang out from down the street, from behind the encroaching Hunters. A sickening pit opened in Cam’s gut as the voice called out to her. “Cam! Mother says you need to stop! Now.”

      Cam tore her eyes away from the marine and looked past the Hunters. The sight of Jonesy and his alien arm ripped a jagged line of despair across her heart. Joy and anguish clashed inside her, seeing him alive but rebuilt with alien tech. His outstretched arm looked to be raised in greeting, if not for the glowing pulse of energy building in his hand.

      Jonesy said, “Mother says you’re to come back with us. Do it now. Don’t make me put you down. Do it and we’ll even let Keenan be.”

      Keenan. Jonesy. My family.

      Her breathing deepened, a small core of calm spreading in her chest like an ocean of still water. Rigid resolve sprang up around her heart like armor plate. The Ringheads were not going to take away any more of her family. Never again.

      Cam spared a quick glance to the marine. “Watch my back. Protect Keenan.” At his nod she lifted her sword towards Jonesy, her visor flowing back over her face. “He’s mine.”

      Frost bloomed along her left arm as Cam raised the alien rifle and laid down withering cover fire. Dazzling bolts of blue energy arced across the street, slamming into the nearest Hunters. Cam took off at a run, following in the wake of destruction. The arcane energy danced and forked from target to target, splintering off and chewing up the asphalt and blowing out street lamps. The remaining Hunters fell before the onslaught, the energy bursting them apart like rotten fruit. As she got closer to Jonesy, she could feel the chilling wave of the surrounding iceboxes. AJ vibrated around her legs, but Cam stayed in motion, too focused to slow down. Her sword took off a Hunter at the knees and she vaulted over its falling body, launching herself at Jonesy.

      Jonesy hadn’t budged. His quiet, relaxed stance didn’t change as he loosed the massive ball of energy in his hand. A solid beam of force leapt out of his hand, crossing the distance to Cam in an eyeblink. It slammed into the left side of Cam’s chest, hitting her like a semi truck, flipping her end over end in the air. The sky and ground swapped places with nauseating speed and the street reached up and slammed her in the face.

      Cam groaned, starbursts filling her vision. Blood trickled from her nose to her lips from where her face had smashed into the visor. Footsteps approached her, rough sounds on the loose gravel. Get up! She tried to get her arms under her to push up and a hot lance of pain speared her left shoulder. She rolled instead and screamed, her left arm flopping bonelessly at her side, the dislocated joint grinding and scraping.

      The footsteps stopped and Cam looked up at Jonesy. His biomech arm reached down and gripped her helmet. He dragged her up and she screamed again at the agony in her shoulder. The pain made even thinking impossible.

      Jonesy shook her like a rag doll. Her arm was a thousand pounds of bright pain, pulling her into madness.

      “Always gotta do it the hard way, don’t you, LT?”

      He hauled back and punched her in the gut. Her breath exploded out of her, spraying the inside of her visor with spit and blood.

      He punctuated each statement with another strike. “Be a good soldier. Keep fighting. Follow orders. For what?!” His voice escalated in volume as he raged at her. “More pain?”

      AJ sent an cool wave of sensation around her visor and around the back of her neck, a weak trickle compared to what Cam usually got from AJ. Cam blinked. She must have blacked out. Jonesy continued to pummel her and her vision swam.

      Jonesy paused and looked at her, head tilting to the side. “Such a waste.”

      His biomech hand began glowing, the light beating against her face. Cam’s hair stood on end as energy crackled around her head.

      A violet plasma blast slammed into the side of Jonesy’s head, rocking him to the side. Hot plasma dripped off his armor like wet paint. A look of irritation passed over Jonesy’s face. Cam tried to turn her head inside the helmet and saw the marine out of the corner of her eye. He lay prone over Keenan, the barrel of the rifle smoking. Blood painted half his face garish red from a slash across his cheek. Dark stains dotted his uniform.

      Jonesy sighed. He pulled Cam in close, shifting her to a choke hold with his other arm. His biomech hand continued to glow brighter and he aimed it at Keenan and the marine.

      Cam’s eyes widened, her heart pounding out of her chest. “Jonesy! Stop!”

      She flailed her good arm, struggling to break Jonesy’s iron grip. “Don’t do this!”

      The energy built to a peak, a crushing pressure Cam felt in her lungs. She kicked her legs, her good hand scrabbling at Jonesy’s arm.

      Jonesy turned to look at her, his eyes flat and dead. “Sorry, Cam.”

      Fury and heartbreak raged inside her, rending her soul, tearing through her heart like a knife. She couldn’t save Jonesy. She couldn’t save Keenan.

      No!

      A primal scream ripped forth from her lungs and Cam jack-knifed her body up, hooking her legs around Jonesy’s extended arm. Pain flared in her arm again, but it seemed a small, distant thing now. Even as they threatened to topple over Cam scissored her legs, trying to break Jonesy’s arm. Jonesy was fighting back now, trying to pull his arm free. Cam felt her legs winning, and with a sound like metal rending, his arm bent back at the elbow.

      Jonesy roared, just as the energy in his hand discharged, the beam of light digging a trench in the macadam the length of the roadway, missing Keenan and the marine by inches. In that instant Cam squirmed loose from his chokehold and released her legs, dropping to the ground.

      The cold certainty rose up within her again. This time, instead of going to that cold power, she called to it, welcoming it into her being. This is who she was now. Not human. Not Ringhead. Something different and stronger. Something strong enough to protect her family.

      Energy from the nearby iceboxes streamed into her as she opened the mental floodgates. Her armor rebuilt itself in seconds, encasing her body in blissful cold, popping her shoulder back into place with a moment of sweet agony. AJ pulsed gently, tightening around her rib cage, numbing the pain in her gut. Cam retracted her visor and stood, breathing deeply of the cold mist cascading off her body. Each breath streamed down her throat and lungs, filling her with strength.

      Jonesy clutched his broken arm, staring wide-eyed as the ice continued to grow on her armor. Gleaming knuckles and claws covered her hands. Deadly spikes extended from her elbows and shoulders. Cam looked at her arms with equal parts wonder and horror.

      Across the street, a figure ran out of dark alley, skidding to a stop. Cam’s heart leapt at the sight. Mack! He’s alive! Mack’s eyes took in the scene, darting from Cam, to Jonesy, and back, confusion and fear clear on his face, and Cam’s heart broke a little more.

      A scream beside her and Jonesy was on her again, pounding with his useless right arm. Cam reared back, bringing her arms up to block the blows, her movements quick and fluid. She danced back, away from his frenzied rage. Her mind was clear, clearer than ever before. Her movements flowed like water around a rock, keeping Jonesy back like he was a small child. Her claws lashed out, giving him wounds at the joints, nicking his tendons, slowing him down but fueling his anger.

      With a roar, Jonesy threw himself against her and Cam saw her opening. Time slowed as Jonesy lunged, leaving himself painfully exposed. Cam reached under his strike and wrapped her claws around the base of his biomech arm. Jonesy’s eyes showed only a moment of panic as he realized his mistake before Cam clenched her fist and ripped the prosthesis off. The biomech cables crumpled under her fingers and as she yanked bloody cords connecting the arm to him pulled out of his stump. The cords writhed and twisted like blind snakes.

      Jonesy screamed, his eyes wild. He kicked Cam in the gut, backing away, the biomech arm dangling like a dead marionette. Cam advanced on him, relentless, even as tears pricked at her eyes to see Jonesy like this.

      She knelt and retrieved her sword. “I’m bringing you home, soldier. I’m getting that bitch out of your head.”

      Cam feinted high with the sword and Jonesy raised his mutilated right arm on instinct. She whipped the sword away from his head and brought it through a sweeping arc across his arm. Ice energy crackled and sparked as the blade cleaved through the end of his stump, severing the connective cords. Jonesy uttered a high, keening whistle, his back arched, neck tendons standing out like guitar strings, his body seizing.

      Cam stowed her sword and rushed up to Jonesy, grabbing and shaking him by the shoulders. “Jonesy! Fight her!”

      Jonesy’s whine morphed into a growl and he snapped his head forward. Cam jerked back just as his teeth snapped shut in front of her nose. Cam pushed him out at arm’s length, unwilling to let him go now.

      She slapped him across the face. Bone-deep sorrow filled her. Was she crying? “Fight it, soldier!”

      He continued to writhe, kicking, flailing, and growling. Bitter smoke rose from the stump of his arm, the flesh blackening as the ice energy died away. Cam grabbed the front of his uni and pulled back her left arm. Her elbow spike swept past his face and stopped under his chin, the deadly point resting over soft skin and the beating artery.

      Jonesy stilled, his eyes huge, showing too much white. Cam pulled him in, pressing him into the spike. A dot of crimson welled at the tip of the spike and ran down his neck.

      Can I do this? Can I put him down?

      “Stand. Down. Soldier.”

      There it was. She saw it in his eyes. Conflict. Anguish warring with fear. Jonesy was in there, hating himself. Just like she was.

      “Easy there. Ease down.”

      The wild shine in his eyes faded and his arms slumped.

      “Fighting’s done. Time to come home.”

      Jonesy looked Cam in the eye, a spark of recognition now, changing into utter horror. His breath hitched into a sob. “What…”

      Cam stumbled as Jonesy turned into a rag doll, dead weight pulling her down to her knees. Jonesy’s head rolled bonelessly, his staring eyes looking at nothing.

      Fresh panic coursed through her veins. “Jonesy! Jonesy!”

      Everything froze.

      Sound stopped like a wet blanket had been thrown over her head.

      Cam was rigid, hunched over Jonesy, her hands curled into his shirt. An all too familiar feeling slithered up her back like eels sliding over her skin.

      Nononono…

      Grunting with effort Cam turned her head the barest fraction of an inch, fighting for control. Amidst the cluster of iceboxes, the largest of them unfurled like an alien flower, ropy cables twining through the air. Mother stood in the center of the twisting arms, the small alien held aloft on tentacles that formed a platform beneath its feet. Mother’s clawed hands glowed bright blue, mirroring the lights flashing along the sinuous cables.
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      Sour sweat panic boiled up Cam’s throat as she struggled under Mother’s mental grip. Her back arched in pain, the only movement she could make. Desperate for relief, Cam instinctively cried out to AJ to shield her but AJ lay silent, quiescent under Mother’s grasp. Inexorable pressure like a rolling boulder settled its weight between her shoulder blades and slowly crushed her will to powder.

      Ice water flowed through her veins, spreading from her chest, into her arms and legs. Terrifying numbness followed as the cold radiated out. A black hood of terror closed over Cam’s head as Mother stretched its mental arms and legs through Cam, wearing her like a gruesome sock puppet. Cam's perspective zoomed out, her mind fleeing Mother's onslaught.

      The alien voice echoed through her being. ::Mine::

      Mother's grip tightened like a fist, grinding stones to sand, Cam's resolve leaking away like dust.

      ::Mine::

      Cam watched her hands unclench, dropping Jonesy's limp body to the concrete. His head hit the road with a jarring crack. Biomech tentacles snaked in from Cam's periphery and wound around Jonesy's legs, dragging him and the severed arm away. His blank eyes bored through Cam like an accusation.

      ::Mine::

      A hot spike of pain stabbed through Cam’s back, forcing her up, ramrod straight. Her jaw clamped shut, teeth grinding. Cam’s breath whistled through her nose as she grunted, struggling to fight back. Her legs jerked, pushed her upright, then took a shaky step, her foot dragging through the loose gravel.

      Icy blooms of pain flared along her back as Mother twisted Cam’s body around, facing her back up the street. Keenan and Tattoo lay unconscious before her. Cam’s feet continued to ignore her and shuffle step down the street. When she reached the two men Cam watched as her hands pulled the marine off of Keenan, tossing the man aside like a bag of garbage.

      Keenan’s quiet and still face pulled a sob from Cam. She wanted to reach out and touch that scruffy brown hair as she had done a thousand times before, but she was trapped, her hands beating futilely against an invisible cage in her mind.

      ::Mine::

      Her hands reached down to Keenan, gripping his collar, knotting up the fabric and wrenching him off the ground. Cold revulsion cascaded over Cam’s mind as Mother’s unbridled glee washed through her. New horror dawned as Cam watched her hands clench, the ice over her knuckles crackling, tightening their grip around Keenan’s neck. Mother’s voice boomed inside Cam’s head, the sound itself a crushing weight.

      ::MINE::

      Nonononono!

      Panicked sobs wracked her and Cam flailed her hands against her psychic cage. Her legs knelt, and her arms pushed Keenan to the ground, driving into his neck with all her weight. Her hands clenched tighter and Cam felt her sanity slipping away.

      Keenan coughed and gasped, his eyes blinking as he struggled for air. Cam felt him moving, trying to get away, but her arms were cold steel beams pinning him down. His eyes widened and darted around, finally settling on her face. Recognition sparked in his face as he made eye contact with her. A pained wail broke from Cam, fear and shame coursing through her, even as her body bore down further on Keenan.

      It was almost as if he saw her, behind her eyes, his green eyes piercing through the veil draped over her by Mother. Cam saw no confusion, no anger, only the kindness that had first drawn her to him. The quiet soul who longed for peace even as he waged terrible war.

      He stopped struggling, and lifted his hand to her. An iridescent film shimmered on his palm. Breath whistling now, Keenan managed a small smile and cupped her cheek.

      “Hey baby. Hey Cammie.”

      His touch brought her back. Cam fell from a great distance, the mental landscape blurring past as she was dragged back into her mind. Heaving nausea clenched at her as light and sound came back to normal volume in an instant. At once she smelled bitter smoke, tasted ozone on her lips, heard echoing rifle reports. Her body came alive and Cam could feel her arms, her legs, the heaving breath in her lungs, the rawness in her throat. Had she been screaming the whole time?

      Cam’s mind was a confusing jumble of darkness, limbs, and sensations, overloading her senses. Her arms ached, her muscles screamed with exertion, wrists aching with tension. Her arms… she couldn’t tell where her’s ended and Mother’s began.

      Keenan’s eyes bulged, his face turning an ugly shade of purple.

      Cam thrust her arms forward, through the extra phantom arms. Jagged ice chips ripped across her, shredding the nerves in its wake. Razor edges flayed her arms in cold, bright lines of agony as she reached for her hands. Falling forward she became more and more aware of Mother’s mind, a towering presence casting an ominous shadow over her. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks, burning a trail across her frozen skin. Cam reached her hands and bulled through Mother’s control, exerting enough control to release her hands a little. Keenan gasped, pulling in a desperate breath. It took all of Cam’s strength to open her hands that much, and she felt Mother’s will bearing her hands down again. Cam felt her hold slipping, losing her tenuous grip on her mind.

      I can’t, I can’t.

      Still gasping, Keenan’s eyes refocused, lasering in on Cam’s. His eyes seemed to pierce through again, and Cam shuddered as her mind solidified around his gaze. The jammed closet of her mind got more crowded as Keenan’s presence drifted in behind her. She jerked her head around, expecting to see his face at her shoulder. Nothing behind her, but Keenan’s voice drifted to her from the endless darkness.

      ::Reach for it, Cammie.::

      The sound of his voice tore a hole in Cam’s heart, filling her with an aching need for him.

      A sob broke free from her chest. I can’t.

      ::It’s right there. Trust me. You can reach it.::
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        * * *

      

      Cam halted, her mind transported. Her arms burned in the cool air of the late afternoon Sierras. The fingers of her left hand jammed into a crack in the granite, her body hanging beneath an outthrust shelf of rock. The sweet ache of tired muscles and raw knuckles cleared her mind of everything but the problem in front of her. Keenan climbed beneath her, letting her take the lead this time.

      He called up from below. “Next hold’s a bomber. Just around the ledge. Easy.”

      She kneaded her chalk ball with her right hand and shook out her fingers. “Pssh. Easy for the man who’s done it before. I can’t see it.”

      “Right above the crack. Just follow it around.”

      Cam straightened her legs and craned her neck, trying to see around the ledge. A low chuckle rolled out from below.

      “You can’t see it from there, Cammie, you gotta commit. Trust me, you can reach it.”

      She huffed and flexed her legs, digging her toes in, preparing to push herself out from the rock. “If I grab it on the first try you’re taking me out to Mastro’s.”

      “Deal.”

      Cam pushed.
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        * * *

      

      The crushing weight above her shoulders shifted, just a hair.

      ::Reach for it, baby.::

      Cam threw herself into the crack, seeking the fissures separating her mind from Mother’s. She clawed at the tiny spaces, scraping her fingers raw to widen the opening. It was like pushing back a giant sheet of rubber. No matter how she lifted, Mother’s mental weight sagged down around her, threatening to smother Cam’s mind. Cam heaved again, making herself a small pocket of sanity to catch her breath.

      The sensation of her hands and arms grew stronger as Cam pressed upwards, enlarging the bubble. Keenan’s presence pressed in closer to her, the feel of his breath on her neck giving her renewed strength. Her fingers relaxed around his neck, his deepened breathing a reward for her resistance.

      Mother’s mind was still keyed into Cam’s, but now Cam had the strength to sidestep, turning the lock backwards. Mother roared, fighting for control, even as its hold on Cam slipped again.

      Cam blinked. She was back in full control of her eyes, and she loosened her grip on Keenan’s neck further. His green eyes held steady contact with hers. Cam focused on his hand cupping her cheek, savoring the familiarity of his body flowing through that point.

      Keenan stroked his hand through her hair, over her ear and behind her neck. An electric thrill shot through her neck and down her spine as his fingers traced the nape of her neck. A low growl built in Cam’s chest, a bass rumble building from the very depths of her being. The boulder on her back began to roll, and Cam pushed with all her might, flinging Mother out of her mind.

      Their eyes met again, Keenan’s now alight with fierce joy. “Fight it, Cam!”

      He gripped her more firmly at the neck, seeming to will her on. The skin on her neck pulsed hot where his hand met her skin. The heat on her neck intensified, as Mother’s mindjack weakened. Keenan’s warmth spread, his thoughts and love a blazing beacon in her mind. I can see it! Cam focused solely on Keenan and the brutality of Mother’s presence began to fade.

      Mother let loose a fresh torrent of rage and hate as its control slipped further. Cam tasted Mother’s anger and disgust like a bloody gash across her tongue.

      ::FILTH::

      Before Cam could react, Mother pushed through Cam’s mind, reaching now for Keenan. The nape of Cam’s neck turned ice cold under Keenan's hand. Keenan’s breath caught in the next instant and his back arched off the concrete, his arms and legs shaking violently, foam spewing from his lips. His eyes rolled up, showing an obscene amount of white. Cam screamed in horror even as her world disappeared in the white hot explosion of Mother’s rage.
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        * * *

      

      Cam opened her eyes and found herself sitting in the middle of the street with a score of dismembered alien bodies littered the street around her. The gutters ran with green blood. Her shoulders slumped with fatigue, and a gasp of relief escaped her as she found herself in control of her body again.

      Keenan lay slumped against her, his open eyes reflecting the dead sky above them. She clutched his body to hers, tears flowing freely now. She checked his neck, his wrist. Rippling streaks of black and blue Bite marked his skin. Stone cold skin met her touch. He’s gone. A roar of anguish ripped out of her chest. Scrambling out from under his body, she homed in on Mother, the menacing alien standing seemingly unscathed within the iceboxes.

      Hot rage surged, boiling out of her. Mother’s mindjack sprang up around her, pressing in on her mind, a vise of agony. The light and sounds of the world faded again. Just as quickly, Cam’s anger died, smothered under weariness. Cam moaned, her arms shaking as she tried to push herself off the ground. The pain mounted and Mother’s words pounded into her like crashing surf.

      ::Leave him. You belong to us::

      Cam slumped forward, resisting Mother just to be obstinate, her face pressing against Keenan’s forearm. She was so tired. Keenan was dead. He couldn’t help her anymore. Laying next to him one last time was at least some small comfort.

      A faint tingle of cool energy shivered up her spine and over the back of her head. Hey AJ, how’s my girl? Not down yet either? AJ sent a weak pulse tingling the side of her head. Confused, Cam turned that way, smacking her nose into something the size of a tablet. Except it was alien. And it glowed blue.

      On instinct, Cam wrapped her hand around the blue slab. It pulsed and an electric thrill ran up her arm, soothing her pain in its wake. The cotton in her ears and the gauze over her eyes fell away. The pressing weight around her lifted and Cam opened her eyes, alone in her own mind again. No more Mother. Sobbing with relief, Cam curled herself around the slab, guarding it.

      She stared into it, mesmerized. It acted like a battery, charging her up. Cam’s wounds sealed, and fatigue left her. She felt her heart beating in time to the pulsing light in the slab. White noise rose up in her ears, drowning out all sounds around her. The beat of her heart reverberated inside the slab. She sensed Mother, a dull, angry throb in the background. The iceboxes traced across her mind like a maze of alien railroads, eldritch energy pulsing along the tracks. The remaining Hunters in the city converged on her location, shining like deadly stars in her vision. As her heart beat the iceboxes flashed in unison, synchronizing to her. Cam slowed her breath and the light of the iceboxes began to dim, the mist dissipating.

      Cold resolve hardened around her heart. AJ? Shut it down. Cam tightened her hands around the slab, and her armor thickened and grew, sealing around the slab, melding it to her forearm like a gauntlet. The cyan light flickered out, leaving a dull diamond of alien metal behind. All around them, the iceboxes whined and dimmed, a simultaneous shutdown.

      As the power died, Cam reached into the iceboxes. They were built the same as the ships. With the remaining power she grabbed a hold of the largest icebox and unfurled its arms, whipping them around to topple the other iceboxes. A dozen arms lashed out like an enraged octopus, wreaking havoc in their wake. Cam guided the arms through a whiplash course, reaching out and impaling the approaching Hunters. Each star winked out in her vision.

      Before Mother could flee the ring Cam wrapped it up in one of the arms, encasing it from head to toe. Blue-gray biomatter melded together, sealing the cracks between the coils even as the flashing lights dimmed further. The last power in the iceboxes fled as she reformed it around the Mother’s body, entombing it.
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      Mack looked around him as Reno burned and smoldered in the aftermath of the battle. Plasma burns scarred every building. Dead Ringheads lay scattered up and down the street. Low, guttering plasma fires burned a dim purple on most of the bodies. A good portion of them were nearly intact, holed neatly through their chests when the icebox had gone crazy and killed almost all the rest of them.

      On all the Ringheads, their ice armor slowly evaporated. The natural desert heat leeched back into the city as the icebox effect faded. As the armor disappeared it left a sharp, acidic odor in its wake. Bright scars crisscrossed Mack’s chestplate, courtesy of Hunter claws. His temple throbbed under a crust of dried dirt and blood. His chest ached, equal parts broken ribs and sorrow.

      The Repeater 55 weighed about a thousand pounds in his arms and dragged him to one side. The only thing keeping him standing was the cybernetic leg. Pretty much everything else hurt like hell. Somewhere along the way he’d ditched his Dub1, the charge packs spent. He’d found the 55 by a burnt out auto-cab, next to Simmons’ body. The 55 was empty now as well, but he couldn’t relax his hands. Mack swayed, exhaustion threatening to pull him down. But he couldn’t rest now--his eyes wouldn’t let him. If he blinked he was afraid Jonesy and Cam would vanish.

      At least, he thought it was Jonesy and Cam.

      Jonesy lay motionless on the street. Only the subtle movement of his chest indicated he lived. What the hell is he doing in a SinoSov uni? His right arm was missing. Someone said Cam had cut it off. Whatever had done it, his arm wasn't even bleeding. But it was smoking. Freaky. Cam did that?

      Cam stood guard over Keenan’s prone body, radiating menace and pain. Some kind of armor the same dark hue of the alien cylinders covered her from head to toe. The armor covered her hands and ended in wicked looking claws on her fingers. Both hands ran with alien blood and gore. In her right hand she clutched the hilt of a freaking sword, the blade an eerie milky white.

      No one dared step close to her, this alarming Valkyrie.

      No one except Sasha. The smaller soldier strode up to Cam and motioned towards Keenan. “I need to check him, Alvarez.”

      To Mack’s surprise, Cam gave a quick nod, took a small step back from Keenan’s body and looked away. Cam looked down at her hand and seemed surprised to find the sword there. She dropped it. When the ice blade hit the ground, it began hissing and evaporated into acrid mist.

      Holding his breath, Mack waited as Sasha knelt and gently rolled Keenan over. A long moment passed while Sasha scanned him. When she closed her eyes and bowed her head, Mack’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.

      Someone walked up beside him. Mack turned his head away from Keenan, saw Box offering a canteen. Mack accepted it and sucked down the water. While he drank, the big man pointed around the street.

      “What happened here?”

      Mack swallowed, pointed at the once familiar woman. “Alvarez happened.”

      The big man's eyes widened.

      Mack nodded. “Scariest shit I’ve ever seen.”

      Box took the canteen back for a swig of his own. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and pointed into the sky with the canteen. “Any word on what’s going on upstairs?”

      Mack took off his visor and tilted his head back. Above them, two jumpships hung suspended in air, like fruit in a jello cube. Spooky as fuck. He took back the canteen and looked down into it. He sighed. He’d kill for a beer right now.

      He slugged back the tepid water. “No word yet, but it looks like they shut down the same time Alvarez did her magic here. Three guesses who they send up there to check it out, and your first two don’t count.”

      Box rubbed his earlobe, his eyes searching the gray skies. His battle axe protruded from his pack, the blade nicked and scratched from the fight. “Better get my baby sharpened up.”

      Mack grinned and they bumped knuckles. He liked the big man. Reminded him of O’Neill. He missed his old team, but these guys were good people.

      Sasha stood, slinging her rifle off her back. “Whiskey, Victory, I need a two block perimeter around this mess. Nothing and no one in or out.”

      She spoke into her gauntlet. “CentCom, this is Kennedy. I need immediate ground support and a decon team to my current location.”

      Mack moved to obey Sasha’s command. Cam lifted her head and her eyes met Mack's. Even at this distance he made out the brilliant blue ring around her irises. Those previously warm brown eyes glinted with an alien coldness. It was the shape of Cam, but something essential inside her was changed. He took an involuntary half-step back from her gaze.

      A pained look flashed across her eyes. Cam ducked her head, turned and knelt at Jonesy's side. As she placed her hand on his neck, Jonesy’s eyes fluttered.

      Sasha waved to Mack and Box. “Box, I need you to babysit Snow White over there. Last I checked she was still breathing. If she wakes up, sit on her until the cavalry arrives.”

      Box nodded and trotted off towards the unconscious woman, her white hair stark against the dirty melting muck of the street.

      Sasha turned to Mack, her eyes grim.“We’re going to guard these two. When decon gets here they’re all going into quarantine. ”

      “What? C’mon, LT. This is Alvarez we’re talking about here.” Mack couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice.

      Sasha’s lips tightened in displeasure. “You got a problem with your orders?”

      Before Sasha could reply, Cam spoke up from where she was kneeling next to Jonesy. She kept her gaze on Jonesy as she spoke. “It won’t be a problem.”

      Cam looked up at Sasha and their eyes met. Some unspoken understanding seemed to pass between them. Mack blew out a breath, frustrated by this latest turn of events.

      On the ground, Jonesy stirred, moaning as he regained consciousness. Sasha took a half step backwards, even as Cam turned back to him, gently rousing him.

      Jonesy’s eyes opened slowly and he looked around, his gaze passing over all of them, his expression becoming more confused. Jonesy rolled, tried to sit up.

      Cam put a hand on his chest. “Sshh. Easy there, soldier.”

      Jonesy put his arms up, and seemed to now notice the amputation. He sagged back down to the ground, looking deflated, his eyes fixed on the smoking stump of his right arm. “Not again.”

      Tears rolled down Cam’s cheeks and her breath hitched. “I’m sorry.”

      Jonesy clasped her hand, gripping it until his knuckles whitened. “Me too.”

      Mack to a step forward, only to be stopped by Ripper, outstretched before him. Sasha said, “No, Mack. They’re going to quarantine.”

      A hole opened inside Mack’s chest, threatening to suck his breath away. His friends had finally returned, but they were changed. They were hurting, and he couldn’t help them. He slumped against Sasha’s arm.

      “Mack.”

      He looked up, met Jonesy’s eyes. He had the same blue ring around his irises as Cam. The blue glinted like shards of chipped ice.

      Jonesy said, “It’s ok, Mack. We-- I need to be locked up.”

      Jonesy’s eyes tracked downwards. Mack followed his gaze, saw where the gleaming titanium of his leg showed through his shredded trousers. When he looked back up, Jonesy’s hard eyes locked onto his.

      Jonesy looked back and forth between Mack and Sasha. “When they come back, they’ll be hunting for you. For both of you.”
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        Read how it all began with the Ringheads and Keenan’s mission to the Arctic Circle in
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      The Needle is an action-packed first contact story that shares the battle for Earth through two soldiers' eyes.

      Josef is having nightmares about the alien tower that dominates the snowy landscape of Antarctica. The alien construct is turning Earth into an icy wasteland, day by day. His world unravels further when the alien tower opens to reveal its occupants.

      Keenan is the right guy in the wrong place. He will lead his pack of Union Wolves on the world's first mission to combat the aliens and find out if humanity has the strength to repel the invasion.

      The Ringhead aliens have arrived, and they are xenoforming the Earth, sending mankind towards a new Ice Age.

      Read this first contact story that kicks off the Cold War.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Coming November 2019!

          

          Alien Exile

        

      

    

    
      Five years after the conclusion of the Battle for Reno…

      RUNNING ON EMPTY

      Inside a frozen, derelict Ringhead terraforming ship, Cam was sweating like crazy. She slammed a fist into the wall of the hallway, beads of sweat flying from loose strands of her hair before freezing in mid-air. She blew out a breath and hauled back for another strike. This time a satisfying crack sounded. 

      Finally. Black ice crackled along her hands, stretching past her fingertips to form slender claws. She worked the claws into the crack in the wall and pulled. The dark materials of the wall groaned, vibrations shuddering through her feet, until a jagged chunk peeled away.

      The light in the hallway dimmed, stuttered, then flared back to full intensity. Shit. Cam picked up her newly removed section of wall and ran back, passing gaping holes the entire length of the corridor. Ahead, blue-white light spilled from an open hatch. The hallway lights and the light from the room dimmed and flickered in sync.

      Crap crap crap! Taking too long!

      She flew through the door, the torn wall section clanging on the doorframe as she crashed through. The reactor, or at least, what she thought of as the reactor, dominated the large chamber. She was deep in the central core of the Greedle. Finding this chamber had taken weeks of mapping her way through the inner bowels of the ship.

      The reactor formed a central spire that stretched to the peaked roof of the chamber. Dim cyan lights flickered along its length. The structure bulged like an onion in places as it rose to the ceiling. Down at its base it narrowed to the diameter of a life pod, with one access hatch Cam had managed to wrest open. A twisted crowbar now served as the ‘lock’ on the door.

      Cam twisted the crow bar out of the way and jammed her twisted section of plating into the core. She slammed the door shut just as the lights began to glow anew. Cam laid her hands on the reactor, willing it to keep firing. Please. A terrible moment of quiet and then a gentle nudge of pressure, like walking into a wall of rubber, pressed into the front of her body. She leaned into the pressure, keeping her hands on the reactor. 

      Please. In her mind’s eye Ula’s small hand withered to papery bone.

      The pressure intensified, threatening to push her away. Cam dug her toes in, feeling her armor widen at her feet, creeping into the ridges of the deck to hold her. The reactor glowed bright blue under her hands. 

      Work, damn you. Cam imagined Ula’s small fists beating limply against the inside of her tank, her strength melting away. Cam pushed harder. 

      The pressure vanished, abrupt as a balloon bursting. Cam fell forward and the reactor lit up a spectacular solid blue. She collapsed to her knees, gasping for breath, but she couldn’t rest. She had to know that Ula was safe. She had to keep moving--the babies were counting on her.
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        * * *

      

      Cam hurried through the darkened chamber, keeping her eyes straight ahead. To her left and right, dozens of failed tanks stood in the darkened corners of the room, a horrifying testament to the Ringhead Engineer’s appetite for experimentation. Cam didn’t know what to do with them, but she couldn’t leave them where the babies could see. 

      In the center of the lab, a single podium provided light and energy to the last three regeneration tanks. Two smaller units stood closer to the podium. Each one contained a single figure suspended in yellow stasis gel.

      On the right, Ula thrashed like she was having a bad dream. The downy feathers on her head and back swayed with the waves in the heavy liquid. The young girl’s brow furrowed, eyes shut, and she clutched her left arm to her side as if in pain. 

      On the left was...the boy. She couldn’t bring herself to give him a name yet, the thought making her heartsick. Half his body was missing, like someone had taken a massive cleaver to his tiny frame, cutting off the left side of his torso, left arm, and left leg. Swarms of Ringhead regeneration crabs scurried over his torn body, repairing his injuries and assembling prostheses at an agonizing pace. He flailed, arm and leg kicking futilely, eyes open yet unseeing.

      Cam stepped to the tanks, placing her hands on the glass. Relief flooded through her as she felt the refreshed reactor finally hit stride, bringing the tanks back to full operation. The boy quieted as the crabs glowed in response to the increased power, returning to capacity. 

      A thrill of energy shot up her right arm. Ula awoke and pressed herself close to the glass, eyes alight with excitement, her right hand on the glass matching Cam’s. The girl’s brilliant blue irises shone even through the stasis gel. Ula ducked her head down and panned side to side, searching at Cam’s feet.

      Cam laughed when Ula’s head popped back up, a look of utter indignation on her face. 

      :: Sorry honey, no AJ today. I’ll bring her tomorrow.::

      The pout continued and Ula lifted her hand from the glass, pinky extended. Cam smiled--God it felt good to smile about something--and raised her hand as well, wiggling her pinky finger. ::Promise. Tomorrow.::

      Ula drifted away from the glass, her eyes heavy as the regen system put her back in suspension. Cam put her hand back on the glass and watched her until she stilled.

      A rough voice with a Russian accent interrupted her thoughts. ::I say again. You are dura.”

      Cam sighed and walked between the two tanks to check on her last ‘baby.’ Ivan floated in the last tank she’d saved, tucked behind the first two. If she had to guess, Ivan was in his late thirties, with a build that spoke of a years of hard labor, not muscular, but wiry strength and hard lines with minimal fat. While she had no issues with Ula and the boy, Ivan’s seeming nonchalance about his nudity always put Cam off a bit.

      She looked him in his eyes, the same electric blue as the rest of them. ::I’m a fool for saving the boy’s life?::

      She felt him, in her mind, rolling his eyes. ::Ship is failing and you are fixing with bandaids and tape. Risking my life for cripple.::

      Cam let her gaze drop, making eyes at his Ringhead legs and then back up again, staring just over his eyebrows.

      He brushed his hand over his bald head. The movement scattered a handful of Ringhead worms that had been wriggling over the exposed section of his skull. Today there was only one thin tube connecting his head to the outside of the tank. Apparently his changes were nearly complete.

      Ivan drifted to the front of the tank, bending down to look Cam directly in the eyes. Even through the gel his piercing blue irises shone with intensity. ::You know what you need to do.::

      Cam rubbed at her temples, suddenly exhausted. ::You don’t know that it will work.::

      He pressed his hands into the glass. ::I know better than anyone. No one else on Earth who knows as well as I do.::

      Cam conceded that Ivan’s time under the tender care of the Ringhead Engineer had given him more knowledge than she possessed. Funny, when she had been disemboweling the Engineer, it hadn’t occurred to her to study him. That was the difference between her and the cosmonaut. Science was his god. She just cared about saving lives--including her own. She sighed. :Until you can come up with a better argument than that, I’m not going to do it. I’ll find another way.:: Her eyes drifted back to Ula. ::There has to be a better way. For all of us.::

      Ivan stood, now looking down his nose at her. ::You’re going to kill her. Your fear will  kill us all. Because you can’t face the truth that’s staring you in the face.::

      Cam surged forward, slamming her hand into his tank and ringing it like a gong. ::I will find a way! I am a Union Wolf! Impossible is just another day at the office!:: 

      Ivan looked into Ula’s tank, and then the boy's, his eyebrows drawing down into a frown. ::Camila, you have eyes. You must see that we are running out of time.:: 

      He turned his gaze back to Cam, down to her arm. Her hand came up of its own accord, covering the bright light on her forearm. His voice grew hoarse as the system pulled him back to unconsciousness. 

      "Take the next step, Camila. You are the only one who can do it."

      AN ARCTIC FOX

      The snow eased up for the first time in weeks. Cam stomped down onto the ice and watched in satisfaction as the dark discs emerged from the soles of her armor. Even without AJ now, Cam was able to modify her armor with small movements and some serious concentration. She took off at a lazy pace, the discs giving her traction and enough surface to run on the snow. The crisp Arctic air kissed the bare skin of her face.  The rest of her remained encased in the alien armor.

      As she ran under the shadow of the Greedle, the midnight sun blazed brightly above. Cam let her mind wander, and it drifted from one worrisome topic to the next.  Her test results from Patel and Beaufort. Kennedy’s latest message. Her secret project in the vat room. Cam tried her latest trick, distracting herself with Eskimo-Aleut lessons. Ataqan, Aalağ, Qaankun, Siching, Chaang. She’d managed to learn how to count to five so far.

      About fifty yards ahead of her, a dirty gray wolf bounded over the snow, stalking an Arctic fox. Hoar frost crusted over the wolf’s muzzle and steam billowed out over a lolling red tongue. The tail of the fox waved about in a playful motion, the fox seemingly unaware of the wolf’s approach. This was AJ’s newest trick, hunting and mimicking the local fauna. Cam wondered how long it had been since AJ had fed.

      She slowed to a walk, not wanting to disturb AJ. As if matching Cam, the wolf slowed its approach as well, crouching down to better hide in the snow drifts. The wolf’s ribs were easy to pick out, even at this distance. The fox jumped from its burrow in the snow and landed in the next drift of powder, then lost its footing, limping on one paw. The wolf tensed, waiting for the right moment, its hunger driving it forward toward the injured fox. Cam tsked. AJ was just playing with her food now.

      Cam crouched and waited as the wolf continued to study its prey. Through her mind link with AJ, rising anticipation and need wrapped a tight line of tension around Cam’s chest.

      Here it comes.

      The fox’s head popped up in a spray of fine powder, its ears twitching to attention. The wolf pounced, easily clearing the snow drift and racing towards its next meal. Crusted ice cracked as the wolf tore through the snow. The fox bolted, its lithe white form a blur over the dazzling landscape. The dark form of the wolf raced forward, long, powerful legs making the outcome of the race inevitable. AJ was about to get her meal.

      The wolf’s shadow overtook the fox. The fox looked back and tripped, sending it tumbling through the snow and fetching up at the base of rock face. The fox shook itself off and crouched, turning to face the oncoming wolf.

      Cam sent up a quick prayer. Please, not the dog-shark thing again.

      The small white fox launched itself into the air, impossibly high for its short legs. Dull gray leached through the pristine white fur. AJ’s head morphed, growing wide and round. Shit. Where once had been a short snout, the skull flattened out, the eyes vanishing into a gaping maw that grew to impossible proportions. AJ’s legs thickened, ropy gray muscle bursting forth even as a third pair of legs erupted from her midsection. The mouth widened until the creature had no more face, just a cavernous mouth filled with a double row of glistening spike teeth.

      No longer the predator, the wolf let out a panicked whine of confusion as it tried to scramble to a stop on the icy terrain. Its momentum carried it the last few feet. AJ’s mouth irised open to grotesque size and she landed with her mouth encasing the wolf’s head. Dozens of teeth snapped shut and after a muffled whimper the wolf’s body went limp.

      Cam stood and jogged the rest of the distance to AJ. As she reached her, AJ snapped her head up, throat muscles flexing as the last bit of the wolf’s hind leg disappeared into the raw pink mouth. It was getting easier to watch that, but not a lot easier.

      AJ’s eyeless head swung around and looked at Cam. At least, looked at her as far as she could tell, since this form had no eyes to make contact with. The head tilted, questioning.

      Cam sighed. “Look, I told you, it’s ugly. Pick something else.”

      The dog-shark melted and reformed, head and mouth tapering. The dull, rocky gray hide flexed and smoothed, rippling into a luxurious coat of glossy black. AJ’s animal form had no fur, instead thousands of tiny grooves as if she were carved of ebony. The lines of AJ’s body stretched until she wore the form of a vibrantly healthy wolf. Cam’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the wolf. Magnificent. AJ’s bright eyes, the silvery-blue shade identical to what Cam saw in her own reflection now, regarded her.

      Ever since Cam had ‘inherited’ the Yasenevo Star, AJ had grown in both her abilities and intelligence. Cam was starting to wonder if AJ was learning to read her mind. Cam frowned at AJ. “I liked you better as a fox.”

      Even as she spoke the words, she knew the wolf was more accurate. Like the wolf, the Ringheads were apex predators. AJ was an evolving remnant of the Ringhead technology left behind on Earth. No surprise that AJ would move up the food chain. Cam was starting to worry just how high up that food chain AJ would go.

      They turned to head back to the Greedle, with AJ shadowing Cam. Cam knew no one would care if she slept in the Greedle or on the jumpship, and her two months spent clearing out the Greedle more than staked her claim on it. But the last thing she wanted was to take ownership of the massive alien construct. The idea of sleeping inside it felt like giving up some last, essential part of herself.

      It had been her prison, and worse, it had been the place where the Ringheads had changed her forever. I’m not sleeping there ever again.

      So she made her way to the ice cave she had carved for herself nearby. When she was inside her ice cave, she didn’t have to look at the Greedle or the jumpships. She didn’t need to sit on alien biomatter chairs that would conform to her body and her thoughts. Cam could pretend for just a while longer that she was a human. Just a human ice camping under an alien terraforming device.

      A tall curved archway stood before her now, about eight feet high. Intricate leaf patterns wove up from the permafrost to twine in the middle at the point above the doors. It looked like something straight out of Narnia.  Cam had spent days carving those. Maybe she went a little overboard. It wasn’t like she ever had guests. Hell. It wasn’t like she even needed doors.

      Cam let out a quick puff and her visor came down, completely encasing her head. She stomped her feet in rapid succession and the discs slid back into her boots. She took a quick look around, and walked through the ice wall. She still held her breath when she did it. She couldn’t help it. A cool, tingling sensation started around her foot and rushed up her leg to envelop her body as her suit displaced the solid ice of the door. Cam floated through the two foot thick door, her armor filling in the ice behind her. AJ had taught her this trick. She hadn’t told Abbé or Beaufort about it.

      There was a lot she wasn’t telling them these days.

      AJ melted into the interior of the cave a half step behind her. The inner surface of the door shimmered like still water as it solidified behind them. The cave darkened as the shimmer on the door faded to the edges. Her visor snicked up as Cam put her hand to the wall and waited a beat.

      Nothing happened.

      AJ looked up at her, another question in those glowing blue eyes.

      Cam dropped her hand and let out a frustrated breath. “I’m tired. It’s hard to focus when I’m tired.”

      AJ snorted and walked in a little circle before curling up on the floor at her feet, a puddle of jet black fur. Apparently this was her way of saying that she could wait all day if need be.

      Cam blew out another breath and put her hand back on the wall. It was like using some tiny muscle that she never knew she’d had. Pushing and stretching it to wretched achiness each day. Remolding the armor was easier. This was harder.

      She increased the pressure on her hand, trying to physically press her will into the ice. It didn’t really work that way, but that was how she imagined it. Crisp pinpoints of sweat sprung up on her forehead. AJ could do this in a heartbeat, but Cam wasn’t going to let herself get used to leaning on AJ. She could fly the jumpship, how hard could it be to turn on the lights in her own damn house?

      A soft whine came up from the floor and Cam gritted her teeth, trying to block out the noise. She cursed under her breath. “Dammit, girl, I’ve almost got it…”

      Something in her mind shifted, and then she was in. Her will slipped into the ice, the way her armor had slipped into the door. The chill of the ice wrapped around her mind. Cam opened her eyes and saw the Arctic sun slipping into its early twilight. Snow devils twirled and danced on the winds across the barren landscape around her.

      Cam flexed that small muscle and the ice came alive under her will. A diffuse glow filled the interior of the cave with soft light. She closed her eyes and smiled. Stan would love to see this, if she would ever show it to him. Cam pulled her hand away from the wall, feeling her mind return and slide back into place like a key in a lock. She was drenched in sweat, her bangs matted to her forehead, her legs trembling with fatigue. Another plaintive whine came from behind her.

      Cam turned. “AJ--”

      She didn’t finish. AJ lay sprawled on the floor, legs twitching a rapid staccato. A thin trickle of foam leaked from the corner of her muzzle and her bright eyes were rolling and wild.

      Only then did Cam feel the sick twisting in her gut and feel the ragged gasp of breath in her chest. She took a step towards AJ and her leg buckled beneath her, sending her to her knees. Cam grunted like she’d been kicked in the gut. She reached out her arm to catch herself and a blinding flash of agony speared through her forearm underneath the Star. Pain, bright and sharp as a knife blade traced its way through her arm and wrenched a wail from her lips.

      Cam rolled to her side, clutching her arm to her chest. The alien stone pulsed with dull green light in a steady beat matching the throbbing agony in her arm. She clenched her jaw as pain raced up the back of her neck and gripped her skull. Her eyes closed tight, and she collapsed, smashing her forehead against the icy floor. Bright bursts of pain danced across her vision at the impact. Cam wanted to moan from the pain but she couldn’t unlock her jaw. Her breathing grew labored, short wheezes and her heartrate skittered in a frantic race against the mounting agony.

      She rolled and bumped into AJ’s tense body, one forepaw pawing uselessly at the air. Making contact with the wolf brought her a small measure of relief.

      The massive wolf whined, now nipping Cam’s hand weakly.

      “Ow!” Cam yanked her hand back, the pain helping her

      her thoughts turned into a chilling wave of fear.

      “Oh my god! AJ, the babies!”

      A flood of images poured into Cam. The rapid fire images blurred and melded into a giant gray wolf looming over her. The wolf’s coat faded, the color running out, leaving a white so pale and bright it looked blue at the edges. Several smaller wolves clung to the white wolf’s pelt. The smaller wolves whined and cowed, many of them maimed, missing legs, bleeding. One of them turned and looked directly at Cam, its right eye a ruin of black gore and burrowing insects.

      The white wolf grinned, the mouth huge and over filled with knife-like teeth. The mouth opened and the stench of carrion and death wafted over Cam. The inky black depths of the wolf’s mouth closed over Cam’s head and razor sharp teeth sliced through Cam’s neck. With that last image, Cam finally lost consciousness, her breaths too shallow to sustain her.
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      Pre-order your copy of Alien Exile today!

    

  

cover.jpeg
P KEN BEBELLE
IUIR VEE

4






images/00002.jpeg






images/00003.jpeg
D)
Sixth Moon

Transporfing One Reader At o Time

3





