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      This mission might be their last.

      Humanity can’t win. Lieutenant Daniel West and his soldiers will never overcome the crushing odds of a direct assault against superior alien forces. Every simulation test they’ve run ends the same way—in death. But, they have no other choice. The only option is to destroy the Gresians forever, or face Earth being overrun by alien forces.

      Forever.

      Good thing Daniel has no problem eradicating an enemy that shows no mercy. He won’t risk standing by and allowing the Gresians to enslave those he loves. So, when orders come down, he’s ready to take the war straight to the enemy’s home turf.

      But the Gresian’s planetary defense systems destroy half their platoon before they can even land on the alien world,nd when a counterattack is launched against Earth, the support ships are forced to pull back from Gresian space—leaving the team stranded, with orders to finish the mission. By any means necessary.

      In the end, there’ll be only one way to give his team a slim chance at survival and restore hope for humanity’s future.

      But it will require Daniel to make the toughest choice of all.
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      Daniel West was floating, drifting in the biggest and most comfortable sensory deprivation tank imaginable—far larger than what anyone on Earth could have constructed, and far more effective, too… better even than the mental void of a Mozari Library cube’s vestibule. His muscles could stretch out comfortably, his bones aligning without any sense of pressure or stress. He was perpetually falling into peaceful sleep, with the darkness of infinity being both far away and beyond reach, and also snug and form-fitting, and—

      “Now,” Ying Xi-Huang’s voice said, and then Daniel was dropped into a jump-seat, the padding thudding into his back and the edge of the seat into the back of his calves as the artificial gravity came back online. His digital camouflage uniform still felt a little weird and puffy over and around him, typical of the Mozari-derived artificial gravity in human-operated starships.

      The viewport that wrapped around the shuttle’s cockpit was filled with darkness and tiny speckles of starlight, one of which shimmered oddly. “There it is,” Bella Torres, the Latina woman sitting in the cockpit’s right-hand seat said, pointing. Daniel had been both surprised and relieved that she’d recovered sufficiently from her ordeal at the hands of the Gresians on Lyonesse, in order to be able to join them on this mission.

      “I see it,” Hope Ying said. “Daniel, are you ready?”

      “I’m ready if you are.”

      Hope’s hands flew over the controls of the shuttle. They called it a turtle shuttle, as, from the outside, it vaguely resembled a turtle shell. Inside, behind the two-person cockpit was a small alcove with a couple of jump-seats—one of which Daniel was strapped into—and behind that the shuttle had a plain hold large enough for a couple of dozen passenger seats, or about thirty tons’ worth of cargo.

      In the case of this shuttle, two large, vaguely humanoid-shaped crates were secured, one on each side of the hold. Something about them conveyed a sense of extreme weight, though Daniel couldn’t put his finger on what that was. Maybe, he thought, it was because he was overburdened with knowledge, being so aware of what was in them.

      “This thing steers like a cow,” Torres muttered.

      “And doesn’t accelerate much faster,” Hope agreed. There was a sudden metallic creak from behind Daniel, drawing his eyes to the crates which were sliding alarmingly in their harnesses despite the ship’s inertial cushioning system. They had to be carrying a hell of a mass to be able to do that, he reflected.

      “Daniel,” Hope said, “transference in three, two, one...”

      The strange shimmer ahead suddenly expanded, and then the viewport was filled with a gray void like static, as if even space and time were absent from the reality outside. Or maybe it was reality that was absent. Then, in the blink of an eye, the grayness and the shimmer were gone, and in the distance directly ahead was a yellow-orange dot with a gleaming razor edge of ring system tilted across it. This planet, Daniel recognized at once—any school child on Earth would.

      “Do you think anybody saw us emerge from the gateway?” Daniel asked.

      “Not that gateway,” Torres said. “It’s right in line with the Sun. Even at this distance, its output will swamp us.”

      “We need to not hang around here, though,” Hope reminded her. “If we want to get where we’re going undetected and deliver those…. things.” She jerked a thumb in the direction of the huge crates, then turned to look at Daniel. “Then it’s your turn to have fun.”

      “You’re having fun here?”

      “Ish. Familiarity breeds contempt,” Hope answered, “and so does the handling of this space tractor.” She turned back to her piloting. “The next leg of the trip is—-”

      “Hold!” Torres suddenly snapped. “I’m detecting an energy spike, forty thousand klicks to starboard.”

      “Defense station, mine, or enemy ship?”

      Torres squinted at the output displays from her scanners for a moment. “Definitely another ship. Troop transport, I think.”

      “Their sensors won’t be particularly sensitive,” Daniel said, “even if they’re actually looking for us and not just ferrying troops or equipment.”

      “Every ship out is looking for us, so they’ll be no exception.” Hope frowned for a moment, and then told Torres, “Shut everything down.”

      “We could open a gateway and jump straight to the next checkpoint—”

      “And they might detect the gateway, especially the exit, since that’s close to the planet.” Hope shook her head firmly. “Our best chance is to avoid the use of any gateways from here on in. Stick to the plan.”

      “I thought our plan was to keep out of the way,” Daniel said. “Isn’t that going to be difficult if we shut everything down?”

      “Run silent, run deep, Daniel; isn’t that what they used to say in submarines?”

      Daniel shook his head. “They can’t hear us through the vacuum of space.”

      “No, but they can detect our heat and EM leakage. If we shut those down and push ourselves out of the way with only compressed gas thrusters, they may not notice us… or at least not realize we’re another ship.”

      Daniel couldn’t think of a flaw in her logic. As it was, Hope and Torres powered down the shuttle in the next moment, gently adjusting their free-fall towards the giant planet ahead with jets of compressed gas.

      As the minutes ticked by, one of the specks of starlight ahead and to the right out of the viewport grew steadily larger. Daniel began to feel a tension in his gut, and felt glad that he was wearing a Mozari Exo-suit under his digies. If there was going to be a fight, he wanted the best possible chance of winning it.

      Winning mattered, after all.

      Slowly, the growing speck of light approached, resolving into a bright white cylindrical starship several times larger than the shuttle. They couldn’t possibly not have detected the shuttle, Daniel thought; he was certain of it.

      It grew closer still, now the size of his pinkie nail in the viewport and sliding to the right.

      Then it was behind them and beginning to shrink. He could hardly believe it, and let out a long quivering breath, just like Hope and Torres. “Shit,” he muttered.

      “That was damn close,” Torres agreed.

      “Is this where I should say I told you so?” Hope asked.
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        * * *

      

      They left the shuttle’s systems off for another couple of hours, hurtling with minimal control towards the next stage of their journey and the ringed planet ahead. “Where are we in relation to the target?” Daniel wondered aloud.

      “Currently, its orbit has taken it to the far side of the planet,” Torres answered. “Right now, we’re passing through the synchrotron radiation belt.”

      Apart from the word “radiation,” which Daniel always thought of as something deadly that was to be avoided, that last phrase didn’t mean much to him.

      Hope added, “It’ll interfere with our sensors some, but should hopefully mess with theirs more.” After a while, and several more checks of both their timing and the passive sensors, Hope brought the shuttle’s power systems back on line for the rest of their journey towards the ringed gas giant.

      The swirling clouds of the planet’s storm-tossed atmosphere rolled past below the viewport, and Hope rotated the ship until the arc of the planet was above them. Lightning storms flickering through the clouds vaguely imitated the blaze of weapons-fire. Hope looked back up at the looming cloudscape. Her mouth quirked up slightly. “Now comes the sneaky part,” she said at last. “Well, the first sneaky part.”

      Daniel’s stomach lurched as the shuttle dropped upwards with soundless grace towards the murky field of the ionosphere, with energetic particles sparkling brightly across the viewscreen.

      “Is it really such a wise move to get too close to a gas giant?” Daniel asked, hoping the pilots would take the question as at least something of a warning.

      “Eh,” Torres grunted casually. “Even at this distance, the radiation belt is putting out over a quarter of a million rads. If it’s going to be dangerous to our health, it’s already done its damage.”

      “Well, I want to get closer yet,” Hope said. Through the forward viewscreen, the huge, reddish patch of a phosphide storm was growing rapidly larger as the horizon began to flatten out with nearness.

      “Closer’s putting it mildly,” Daniel muttered, “if we’re sticking to the same plan.”

      “Nobody here vetoed it,” Hope muttered distractedly. She pointed at the growing storm, which, though a mere pinhead in comparison to the entirety of the planet, was a good couple of thousand miles across. “We should find some help there.”

      “You don’t have to do this to impress me,” Daniel commented plaintively.

      “I’ll settle for impressing the defense forces when we get there.” Hope smiled faintly as she tilted the shuttle and plunged into the outermost wisps of sulfurous cloud. A cone of glowing red began to form around the shuttle’s nose as the friction-generated heat began to build up with their steep entry. The thickening clouds merely made the plasma outside burn brighter.

      “Are they likely to have fighters stationed down there?” Daniel asked.

      “I doubt it,” Torres answered.

      “They’re built for a vacuum and the relatively thin atmospheres of Earth-like planets,” Hope explained. “They’re not built for an atmosphere as thick as this. It would be like trying to fly in the deepest part of the ocean, where a submarine’s hull would be crushed.”

      “They’re not submarines, though.”

      “Space superiority fighters are built to keep pressure in, not to keep pressure out, but this turtle shuttle has a lot more leeway in how much external pressure it can take. That’s the one advantage to its structural design.” She thought for a moment. “We’re not built for an atmosphere quite like this one either, mind you.” As if setting out to prove her words, the shuttle began to shake and rattle, beaten by the growing turbulence of atmospheric currents around the huge storm.

      “This is where the fun begins,” Torres commented. The ship shook again, and lurched downwards out of the haze into a billowing patch of wind-tossed stormheads.

      Hope kept a tight grip on the controls, reacting swiftly as the shuttle lurched around the sky as if it was clawing its way through a mass of candy floss which was still in the whipping machine. Daniel held onto the armrests of his seat with white knuckles, though his face was a picture of the calm professionalism he always strove to project.

      “For a diplomat’s daughter, you have a decidedly odd sense of fun,” he grumbled.

      Torres laughed, but, before she could comment, a solid buffeting slapped her head back against the seat’s headrest. “Of course, fun has its drawbacks....” She rubbed at the back of her head with a wince. Miles below them lay a flat brown carpet that wasn’t ground, but the next layer of atmosphere. The image was strong enough, however, to unnerve Daniel. Was the ship vibrating or was he shaking? He just couldn’t tell on this weird journey.

      An oval spot on the console began to flash amber. “Heat shield’s beginning to overload.” Hope looked over at another read-out, surprisingly calm. “Hull pressure reaching nearly twenty atmospheres. I wouldn’t like to bet on which will blow first.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After almost an hour in the clutches of the high-pressure depths of hydrogen and helium, Hope’s watch beeped. “It’s time to surface,” she said. “If surface is the right word.”

      “Remember we need to approach without being detected or seen,” Daniel reminded them.

      “Yeah, it’d be nice if someone would finally invent one of those Star Trek cloaking devices,” Torres said. “This is the really tricky bit.” Hope looked at her and nodded, but didn’t say anything. Daniel couldn’t blame either of them; he knew exactly how difficult this was going to be.

      “This shuttle does have radiation shields, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      “Only for certain wavelengths,” Hope answered. She half-turned in her seat to look at him curiously. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

      “Probably.” He proceeded slowly, more thinking out loud than really leaping into presenting a strategy. Astrophysics wasn’t exactly his strong suit, after all—he’d gained his doctorate in law, not, literally, rocket science—but he was smart and a quick study. “Light is a part of the electromagnetic spectrum, right?” he began. She nodded. “So, visible radiation…. Is there a way to tune the radiation shielding to the visible wavelength?”

      “Maybe,” Torres replied, “but that would also blind us, if no light could get through to us.”

      “We fly on other wavelengths—”

      “And a flying black spot with no light getting through from anything behind us—”

      “Would look pretty fucking shady, yeah, but only while we’re in the atmosphere here, or occulting another body, the way the moon occults the sun in an eclipse. Against… space, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “It’s not that bad an idea,” Torres said thoughtfully. “The question is, what do we most want to avoid? Sensors, or visual detection?”

      Hope had no hesitation in her answer. “Sensors, definitely. Invisibility’s no good to us if a general sensor sweep picks us up, and space is pretty big and we’re pretty small, so the odds should be against anybody seeing us by chance. Visual invisibility would be less of a priority for us.” She smiled at Daniel. “Just in case, though, I’ll cut the running lights and internal lighting when we make our approach. That way, if anyone does happen to see us drift by, we should be indistinct enough that they’ll take us for a meteoroid, or one of the thousand rocks floating around in the ring system, if not one of the hundreds of transient moonlets.”

      “That works for me,” Daniel agreed.

      The shuttle rose gently, and, though he knew it was purely psychological, Daniel felt himself relax as the billowing clouds became less like a liquid floor around them. Just as the skies began to dim towards black, a chime sounded on Hope’s console. She hit a control, stopping their ascent.

      Above them, Daniel thought he saw something move swiftly from left to right. “Fighters?”

      “Fighters,” Torres confirmed. After a moment, she added. “I don’t think they saw us.”

      “They didn’t,” Hope confirmed. “If they had, it would all be over already.” After a moment, she resumed the ship’s ascent and sent it looping between the moonlets and rocks that they all hoped the shuttle could pass itself off as. She then guided the ship out in a long ballistic arc, avoiding the glittering rings that surrounded the planet.

      The next checkpoint, Daniel felt glad to see, was right where it was meant to be: a rough gray moon, shaped like a potato or a dried-out sponge and pitted with dents and craters. “Beautiful,” he murmured.

      “Hyperion? You have a pretty strange idea of beauty,” Torres said. She glanced at Hope. “Present company excepted.”

      “Perhaps,” Hope said drily, “we could get more speed out of this thing if I had you get out and push?”

      “I’ve had worse offers.”

      Daniel looked beyond the potato-shaped moon and a sulfurous yellow disc beyond it. “It’s all about lining up the shot,” he said. “Hyperion will hide us from Titan Base until we catch up with Titan and make a run for the terminator-line.” He could hardly believe they were actually this close to the target. In truth, he’d expected to be detected long before now, and he was beginning to think that maybe—just maybe—they might actually make it.

      The wait for the right moment was excruciating, but eventually it came and, feeling just a little like Han Solo or Captain Kirk, Daniel said, “Punch it.”

      The inertial cushioning meant there wasn’t that much pressure pushing him back into the seat, and nobody aboard was turned into a pizza, but the sudden leap in the size of Titan was proof enough of the ship’s acceleration.

      “Two minutes!” Torres called. “One-fifty… one-forty...” The defenses on Titan Base were in for a surprise today, Daniel thought. “One minute… fifty seconds… forty—”

      Alarms exploded into deafening life throughout the cockpit. “Fuck!” Daniel yelled.

      “Missile lock,” Hope confirmed as two sleek metallic darts with stubby wings shot past the shuttle from behind. Daniel knew that two other fighters would be hanging back on their six, keeping the lock live.

      A moment later, a voice crackled over the shuttle’s communications net. “Greyhound, this is Sydney Actual. Endex. Repeat, Endex.”

      “Shit!” Hope leaned back in her seat, throwing her hands in the air. “I knew it! I said all along that this will not work.”

      “Come in, number seven,” the voice from the UES Sydney continued, “your time is up.”

      Hope clenched her fists while Bella Torres slowed the shuttle and adjusted their course. “Daniel, this isn’t going to work,” Hope said. “We need to completely re-think how we approach…. whatever this mission is supposed to actually be.”

      “I wish I knew what it was, too. But—”

      Hope wagged a finger at him. “If it in any way involves making a stealth approach to a hardened location as well defended as Titan, in a ship like this one, we are going to be in real trouble. We will be detected, and we won’t be able to run, hide, or fight our way out.”

      “This is only our fourth attempt at the exercise,” Daniel pointed out. “There are so many other tactical permutations we haven’t tried yet, there’s still plenty of opportunity to figure it out.”

      “No,” Hope said flatly.

      “No? It’s not like you to be negative about a tactical situation!”

      Hope raised an eyebrow as if to ask ‘Really?’ “Because this is not a tactical issue. It’s the nature of the vehicle. This turtle shuttle with this cargo set-up is not maneuverable enough or fast enough to make the run against a location as well defended as, and to the technological level of, Titan.” She thought a little longer, then added, “In fact I don’t think it would even be possible in a Mozari-derived fighter. You want to figure it out? I already know what we need to be able to do it. We need a ship that will do .32c at minimum.”

      “That’s faster than—”

      “Than anything we seem to have available, yes,” Torres admitted.

      Hope nodded in agreement. “But when we talk to the admiral and he asks, that is what we have to tell him. Give me a ship that will do .32c or better, and I’ll make that run.”

      As the shuttle approached the Sydney, Daniel momentarily shivered with that feeling of either deja vu or someone walking over his grave. The huge starship was now covered in a reflective silvery white, but it remained recognizable as the same vessel that he and the other members of Hammond’s Hardcases had breached when it had been a dark and ancient Mozari flagship.

      Sometimes he thought that fighting his way through its automated defenses had been easier, in many ways, than dealing with the situation its human controllers had now put him and Hope in.

      “Look,” Daniel said, “if that’s what you want to report up the chain, I’ll back you up on it. We’ve got a couple of days to think about it, though, while we’re back on Earth.”

      Hope’s expression went somber. “Yes, it’s the day after tomorrow, isn’t it?”

      “Wednesday, yeah. Can’t say I’m looking forward to it, but… I have to be there.”

      “It is duty. Not orders, but duty,” Hope agreed.
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        Portland, OR.

      

      

      Daniel and Hope couldn’t simply fly their turtle shuttle to Portland International Airport, and so, after an extensive debriefing to cover their mission rehearsal aboard the Sydney, they’d been rotated back to Kennedy Space Center in Florida, and then caught a flight from Orlando International to Portland. Torres had been there for the debriefing, but remained on the Sydney.

      The city was one of the nicest Daniel had seen, filled with bicycles and green spaces. Hope seemed to like it, as well, saying that those elements reminded her of home, although—because everything else was so different from how he imagined Beijing—Daniel couldn’t quite see how.

      “Five working days of leave,” Daniel reflected as they waited for their luggage at the domestic terminal’s carousel. “Plus two weekends.” He noticed there were troops on guard now, not airport cops; National Guardsmen rather than regular troops, but they were still military.

      “Maybe the last five days we’ll have for a long time,” Hope mused. “Or ever, if the admiral carries out his threat to throw away the key.” She shrugged. “It’s strange, but now that they know about our connection, I feel… more relaxed. It’s a great weight off my shoulders.”

      ‘I know what you mean,’ he thought to her. And it was true; he felt exactly the same way. “You might get lucky, and just be deported,” he said aloud.

      “I think pretty much all of the UN Security Council is pissed at us after what happened three weeks ago,” Hope said pointedly. Daniel couldn’t believe that the battle at Lyonesse had been so recent, nor so long ago. It seemed literally like yesterday, and yet it also felt as if it had always been in his past. It was weird. “I don’t see them deporting me from the whole of Earth,” she added.

      “I dunno, there have been some pretty strange rumors doing the rounds, even before that Lyonesse clusterfuck at LTT-8270.”

      “Rumors? Oh, are those of the secret Illuminati colonies or the secret gulag colonies?”

      Their bags arrived, and they grabbed them from the carousel.

      “Same thing. I shouldn’t be surprised,” Daniel replied.
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        * * *

      

      They changed into their dress uniforms in the Marriott room they’d taken for the one night at the airport. The soundproofing was pretty good at muting the too-close noise of jet engines taking off and landing. ‘I’ve got to admit I’m not looking forward to this,’ Daniel said wordlessly.

      “No-one looks forward to funerals. Not the funerals of their friends and comrades, anyway.”

      “I wish...”

      ‘I know,’ she thought to him warmly.

      “I was her CO, Hope. Hers, and Barnard’s, and Ramirez’s, and—”

      “None of them were married, were they?”

      He shook his head. “That’s what makes this the hardest one to take.”
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        * * *

      

      When Daniel remembered how Sergeant Evans had died, he could still see it, feel it, as if it had happened an hour ago. If anything, he could see and feel it more now than he’d been able to in the days immediately following the event, as they had been days filled with rush and fury while the survivors of the Hardcases had evacuated the civilian colonists from Lyonesse, and then immediately had to defend against attacking Gresian forces in the tunnels and galleries of an ancient asteroid. The memory was all too clear whenever Daniel recalled it…

      Daniel’s squad gave covering fire while Kinsella and Pipsqueak and a couple of soldiers blasted their way through to a pit in the floor.

      “They’re alive,” Kinsella shouted over the cacophony.

      Staff Sergeant Jessica Evans fired at a seven-foot armored figure—a Gresian—who evaded fire almost miraculously, swarming up one of the pillars to join another that was hanging from its claws up there. The second Gresian was aiming some kind of larger weapon at her—

      No. It was firing.

      Daniel was turning, but too slowly.

      Sergeant Jessica Evans vanished in an instant at the center of a blazing gold explosion that shook the building and sent a rockfall of carved stone pillars hurtling across the chamber. Dirt and dust and stone chips tumbled from the ceiling, rattling and tapping like gravel skittering across a driveway.

      Daniel knew he was never going to forget that sound, It didn’t help that there was a gravel driveway to the Garden of Remembrance where Jessica Evans’ funeral was being held, of course. It wasn’t a funeral in the usual sense, however. There was no coffin, and no body to bury or cremate. Just a flag and a framed photograph.

      Of the people, both soldiers and civilians, who had died on LTT8270-iv—Lyonesse, as the colonists had named it—no bodies had been recovered. Most had been buried in the meadow outside the colony’s sole town, and some, like Senior Sergeant Jessica Evans, had died in ways that had left no mortal remains to bury anywhere. Only the soldiers who had died in the interior of the ancient asteroid orbiting the planet’s moon had been brought home with the living, traveling aboard one of the Earth starships that had come to rescue the colonists from the guardian caste of Gresian soldiers.

      This was a memorial service more than anything else.

      Daniel and Hope weren’t the only military people there, but they were the highest ranking. Most of the congregation for the somber chapel service, however, was made up of devastated and disbelieving relatives, and teachers who worked with Evans’ husband Harry at the local elementary school.

      The priest gave a fairly good eulogy, Daniel thought, concentrating on Jessica’s upbringing and family life rather than on her military career, the past couple of years of which were highly classified. Nothing was said about the manner of her death, which neither surprised nor pleased Daniel. He had been pretty sure from the get-go that the Joint Chiefs would have tried to bury and erase the facts about what had happened to the colony. They had to, if they wanted people to overlook what they’d done in choosing to send a thousand colonists, Daniel’s unit, and his best friend in the military to their deaths as a test and an experiment.

      Fuckers, he thought. Hope heard him, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel had never met Harry Evans before, of course, but he had seen pictures of the man. He was pretty average, build-wise, with curly hair thinning at the back. Their eyes met at the wake, in a local restaurant that Harry’s sister ran, which was closed for the day for the wake.

      Daniel could tell Harry had never been in the service, and it was clear that he was grieving—and not doing it that well, either. He was trembling, looking stunned.

      When his eyes met Daniel’s, they sharpened, then widened. “What’s he doing here?” Harry Evans suddenly demanded, his voice hollow. “What...” He couldn’t even get any more words out, and Daniel couldn’t, in all honesty, blame him.

      Harry came over escorted by his sister, who looked worried. Maybe, Daniel thought, she was worried that a fight would break out and trash her restaurant. Or that Harry would have a heart attack.

      Or that Harry would kill Daniel.

      “What are you doing here? Wait, no, never mind that; what makes you think you’ve got the right to come to this service, after what you did? After what happened—”

      “I had to,” Daniel said simply. “It’s my duty—”

      “Don’t give me that Army bullshit! Duty? You mean orders, right? You’re just following orders.”

      Daniel shook his head. “No orders; not that sort of duty. I just… I had to say goodbye, same as everyone else here.”

      “You had to say goodbye?!” Harry echoed disbelievingly. “You’re the one that got her killed, I bet!”

      “You want to see it that way… that’s your business. But if you want to say the military got her killed… well, I’m not going to argue on that one.”

      Harry had had a few drinks, betrayed by the odor of vodka on his breath as he jabbed his finger at Daniel. “You…. They won’t even tell me how she died. Not how, or where, or fucking why! The military just doesn’t give a shit about the rest of us.”

      “They must have said something—” Daniel started to protest

      “Killed in action, that was it. What does that even mean? Shot by somebody? A crash? A bomb? And there isn’t even a body!” Harry drew himself up to his full height. “You were with her; you must have seen something, or know what happened.”

      That, Daniel did, oh yes. He didn’t know, however, how much he should tell Harry. Half of him wanted to tell the man how all the rumors about the true nature of the mission to Lyonsse, and the military’s betrayal of everyone there, were true. How the colonists and troops, including his wife, had been set up as bait to see how the Gresians would deal with a colony such as theirs. In fact, it was damned hard not to tell him how the Joint Chiefs had denied so much of the truth even in their own reports to the world’s governments, and how the press corps was being given fake news blaming the Gresians for having laid a trap. The same damned story they had given the returning colonists, most of whom had believed it when the ship’s medical officer had convinced them that Daniel had picked up a concussion and gotten confused. But his training was strong, and, more importantly, he knew that going off about it would just scare, upset, and enrage everyone even more. That wouldn’t help them, or Jessica Evans. “Yes,” he said at last, loathing himself, the words tasting like shit in his mouth, “she died doing her duty, doing her job—the job she loved.”

      “Duty!” Harry exclaimed. “Fuck duty. Duty kills—”

      Daniel tensed, forcing himself to be calm. “You want more? OK, how about this: She died saving my life, and the lives of several other people. And if you’re thinking you wish she hadn’t bothered, and that I’d died instead of her, you won’t be the only one. I’d rather she’d been the one who came home, too.”

      “She should have come home!” Harry yelled. “Fuck duty, she should have come home! How can she not be here? How can she not... be…” His voice cracked, and he dropped into a seat, tears streaming down his face. Daniel envied him that.

      One of Harry’s friends or relatives, who looked like a quarterback, stepped forward, flanked by several others. “You really should leave now.”

      Daniel eyeballed them. “She was my friend and my colleague, and died saving my life. I owe her those respects.”

      “She wasn’t your family. You fuck with Harry, you fuck with all of us.” The quarterback guy nodded towards the door. “Get out.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Daniel and Hope went back to their hotel, but not their room. They sat in a reasonably quiet corner of the hotel’s bar. On a TV, a Formula 1 race was airing live, but Daniel ignored it. He could sense Hope’s concern for him radiating off of her.

      “You hear people say they drink to forget,” Daniel said. “Do they say that in China?”

      “Pretty much.” She sipped at her beer.

      Daniel looked at his, turning the bottle around, remembering the time when she had wondered if he was a drunkard. There were certainly times when he wanted to be, if it would have the right effect. The problem was that he found it didn’t have the effect that he wanted. “It doesn’t work that way, though,” Daniel snorted. “Yeah, I know, that’s probably what you were thinking of saying to me.” He would have understood if it was.

      “It doesn’t?”

      He shook his head. “Maybe for some people. Right now, I think if I got drunk I’d remember just fine, but I’d remember the shit more than anything else. Remember the backstabbing, and the pain, and the loss… and not know whether I’d get numb enough to not feel it.” He turned the beer around some more. “If I knew I’d get numbed, and be able to not feel it, I’d climb into a bottle without a second thought. But I don’t think I would, and I know I wouldn’t forget.”

      “It was bad there,” Hope said. “I could feel it in you. Feel the hurt, but also the determination—”

      “How about the anger?”

      She looked at him with concern. “A lot of anger, and I wish I could be sure where it was directed.”

      “The Gresians or the military…. Flip a coin.” Now he took a long pull from the beer. At least it was refreshing after a long day. “How could they send a thousand people to be bait like that? To be slaughtered by those… things, those fucking animals?”

      “Animals?”

      “That’s what they look like under their armor,” Daniel explained. “Half lion, half bear, all murderer.” He squeezed his knuckles white. “Those things… they all need to die, and the sooner the better.”

      “They’re going to be hard to beat, but we’ll make it work somehow,” Hope reassured him quietly.

      “Not beat. Killed. All of them. What I saw…. They don’t deserve to exist anymore. If they can do that to my people, and to the civilians, then the least I can do is return the favor. I think that’s the only thing that keeps me from going over the hill. If I do that, I can’t kill Gresians.”

      “If I hadn’t seen it for myself when we took the colonists off...”

      “How does a guy like that Falkenstein sleep at night after dumping us all  in the Gresians’ litterbox?”

      “I can’t imagine,” Hope said, her voice ringing with honesty.

      “If the brass are full of fuckers like that, I bet they’ve got an out. I bet he’s one of those assholes—and the admiral, too; hell, maybe even General Carver—who’ve got some fucking bolthole ready with mansions and shit, on the opposite side of the galaxy, and they’re ready to ditch the rest of us when the Gresians show up.”

      “Are you saying you don’t trust the senior echelons?” She sounded more curious than shocked.

      “Do you?”

      She didn’t answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York City, NY.

      

      

      Their next flight left Portland International before dawn, but they had time beforehand to catch some five hours sleep as well as shower and change before boarding. Their next destination was New York City’s La Guardia airport, the largest and busiest domestic-only airport in the U.S. Its runways sat in reclaimed land in the river in Queens, like a giant aircraft carrier.

      The October sky was crisp and blue over New York City as their plane descended, but the wait at the luggage carousel was even longer than they’d waited at Portland. Once they got their luggage and made it through the thronging crowd beyond the arrivals gates, Daniel and Hope were both delighted to see two figures neither of them had seen in far too long. The most important people in Daniel’s civilian life were waiting there for them: Daniel’s mom and dad. Daniel wasn’t surprised when his mom started crying happy tears the moment she saw him. He was more surprised that, this time, there was no corresponding sting in his own eyes, no tears on his own face. One glance at Hope reassured him that she wasn’t judging him for it—she was rushing forward to hug Maria. At the same time, Nathan stepped forward to hug his son with a proud nod. “Welcome home, Dan.”

      Maria West was almost as tall as her son, and blessed with having very little gray in her hair, being as fit and healthy as most people twenty years younger. By contrast, Nathan still looked pretty much like any TV show’s idea of a middle-aged financier; overweight, his hair graying but not falling out—which gave Daniel hope for his own future—and with a piercing gaze.

      The family walked towards the airport’s vast parking structure, Nathan gallantly taking Hope’s suitcase while Daniel carried his own. “Are you staying long?” Maria asked.

      “A couple of days,” Daniel said. Nathan’s Mercedes GL—one of the largest SUVs on the market—was waiting for them. It wasn’t that long a drive up to Greenwich, even though LaGuardia was on the south side of NYC; it was less than thirty miles drive up I-95N, and less than an hour before the Mercedes GL drew into the long driveway by a very sturdy and ornamental six-foot-high, trellis-type fence at Nathan and Maria West’s 1930s house and estate. This driveway backed onto a hundred and ten acres of greenfield land on the outskirts of the city, all of it surrounded and divided into fields by lower fences. Originally, Nathan had considered the land an investment upon which he could build other properties to sell or rent, but in the end his wife’s attraction to walking the dogs and growing produce in a little section of countryside—probably going back to the fact that she had grown up on a farm in Spain—meant that never had happened.

      Daniel had once been worried that Greenwich would have changed so much that he’d barely recognize his childhood home, but his occasional visits had proved that it was always the little things which changed. In many ways, that was worse, as it gave returning home the rather surreal flavor of a sort of Invasion of the Body Snatchers scenario, in which it gradually became not his hometown, but something that merely looked like it—an impostor town that didn’t quite get the details right, and so left him on edge. There were slightly fewer PMC hired guns on the streets this time than there had been on his visits last year, but more National Guardsmen. He wasn’t sure if that was an improvement or not, but could only hope so.

      Maybe the old hometown wasn’t the key to relaxing after all, he thought, as the SUV drew up at the house’s front door.

      Daniel carried their luggage up to his old room while Nathan and Maria clustered around Hope and took her through to the kitchen for refreshments. The bedroom that Daniel remembered had changed, too—his parents had put a new double bed in it, Queen-sized, which didn’t seem to have been used yet.

      In the lounge, Nathan cracked open two beers and passed one to Daniel as he sat down across from him. “You’re looking good, son. I hate to admit it, because of... well, you know, but in some ways, I guess the Army life is still doing you some good.”

      Daniel tried not to bark a caustic laugh at that, but he also supposed it was true. At least here at home he should be able to relax in familiar surroundings for a couple of days, and not be wondering which of his superiors was going to try to kill him and his unit next.
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        * * *

      

      Lunch was taken in the kitchen, at his parents’ big wooden dining table. His parents had left no stone unturned to make sure they had Daniel’s and Hope’s favorites available, all home cooked. Daniel and Hope both enjoyed what they ate, and made good conversation, but Daniel suddenly noticed his mother looking at him with a strange expression. It was almost as if she was looking into his head, or his heart. “You seem a little different these days,” Maria said, thoughtfully. “I suppose all of our lives change us as we live them, but…”

      “But, Mom?” Daniel wondered where she was going with this.

      “You’ve maybe changed more than most of us do.”

      He didn’t doubt that, not for one second. Not after all the death and pain he had seen. “For the better, or for worse?”

      “I’m not sure,” Maria admitted. “Some of both, probably. We all have good and a bad turns and traits, positives and negatives, so I suppose when we change, all of that changes with us. Maybe one side grows more than the other, I don’t know.” She regarded him for moment. “All I do know is that you’re different than you once were.”

      “That’s not really surprising, I guess,” Daniel replied. “I mean, things happened that...” He stopped, caught in the maelstrom of things he could and couldn’t say… things that would break confidences, things that would be gross or terrifying to her, things that would be heartbreaking, things that would be infuriating….

      What could he tell her? What should he tell her?

      “There’s a lot of stuff I can’t tell you,” he said eventually. “Security, classified stuff.” She nodded understandingly. “What I can tell you is that, after the things I’ve had to do—”

      “We’ve had to do,” Hope said softly.

      He hadn’t really wanted to imply anything untoward about Hope to his mother, but appreciated that she’d chosen to share the responsibility. “After some of the things Hope and I have done,” he corrected himself, “we’ve had to change. To adapt to—”

      “And what are these things you’ve had to do?” his father put in. “I understand that orders are orders, and that there are certain… responsibilities you have to live up to, but…”

      “There are things we’ve been forced to do, things we’ve chosen to do, and things that just happened.” He wasn’t sure he could explain satisfactorily, not to a civilian. Then he realized that his mother was right about him having changed, and that that was one example of how he’d changed; he had just thought of her as a civilian, not as family or as his mother. He shuddered inwardly, not liking that development at all. There was something else the Gresians had done, he thought; they’d alienated him from someone as close to him as his own mother. “The fucking Gresians changed us…” he said simply. “Everything they touched burned to ashes; planets, people, thoughts, feelings, all cremated by the Gresians.” He grunted. “And the Joint Chiefs didn’t much help.”

      “Has Daniel changed that much?” Hope asked.

      Maria smiled at her. “In some ways. I see how much you love him—how much you two love each other—but I wish you could have met him before. You could have been childhood sweethearts. Danny was such a sweet kid, growing up. We have some tapes of family vacations...”

      Daniel shook his head slowly. “They’re not much in the way of movies.”

      “Then Elizabeth...” Maria trailed off, the pain suddenly clear in her face.

      “I heard about what happened,” Hope said quietly.

      “After that, Daniel…”

      “Learned?” Daniel suggested.

      “Changed,” Maria corrected him. “He became more cautious.”

      “Not a bad thing in this world,” Daniel said pointedly.

      “More cynical, less happy.”

      “Was I supposed to be more happy that my sister got shot dead?” He regretted the words as soon as they’d been uttered, but his brain just hadn’t been quick enough to stop his mouth forming them.

      “Don’t be stupid, Daniel. You’re not stupid, so don’t act as if you are.” She hesitated. “Please don’t change any more.”

      Daniel was still unsure what she was getting at, but had the uncomfortable feeling it wasn’t complimentary. “Life is change, Mom. If we don’t change, we stagnate and die.”

      “That’s true,” Nathan said. “I have to give him that one.”

      Maria rolled her eyes slightly. “It is true, but change can go in more than one direction. You can change one way and then another, forward and back, like a pendulum.” She looked back at Daniel. “I remember the person you used to be, even if you don’t.”

      “That guy’s gone,” Daniel said bluntly.

      “I hope not, because he was smart, too.”

      “Isn’t it smart to want to win a battle for survival?”

      “Of course, and I want you to win. I want you to help beat these… what are they called? Gresians. But I want you to win in the right way.”

      “And what’s the right way?”

      “Don’t backtalk,” Maria said sharply. “Winning is just a fact, but how we win determines who we are.”

      “I’m a soldier,” Daniel reminded her. “And I’m pretty full up.” He rose and walked out of the kitchen. Hope followed, and found him in the lounge, looking at family photographs on a small table. Hope picked up the photograph of Nathan, Maria, Daniel, and a little girl, eight years old. Elizabeth, Daniel’s sister.

      “Your mother means well,” she said at last.

      Daniel sat with a sigh. “Like she said, I’m not stupid. I get that, but… I get it, but it’s not something I want to hear over and over. She can say these things, but she doesn’t know what it’s like in here,” he said, tapping his forehead. He jabbed a thumb into his chest, over the heart. “Or in here. I don’t need to hear it right now, I really don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after some more relaxing garden tidying, and burning some leaf piles, they ate a small dinner, and then Hope yawned. Daniel had been able to feel her tiredness even before that, and been hoping she would see sense and get some rest. “I’m going to go to bed. It’s been a long day, and I didn’t sleep much on the plane,” she said with a smile.

      Nathan smiled understandingly, passing her as he entered the lounge.

      “You want a drink, Dan?”

      “Yeah, I think I could use one.”

      “Beer, or something stronger?” Nathan was walking to the liquor cabinet rather than going to the kitchen to visit the refrigerator, as if he already knew the answer. It wasn’t that difficult a prediction to make, Daniel thought. Not when his father knew he’d been to the memorial of a comrade yesterday, even if he didn’t know what had happened there. Drinks choices were pretty easy suppositions to make, and make pretty accurately, he thought.

      “Bourbon on the rocks,” Daniel said as his dad opened the cabinet to reveal a variety of bottles and decanters. Nathan poured him some Maker’s Mark before fixing himself a Scofflaw cocktail. Daniel had a sudden memory of the last time he and his father had shared a drink in this study, and recalled that it hadn’t ended particularly well. His father had seemed dismissive of a military career then, though he seemed a lot more relaxed tonight. Daniel wished he could feel as relaxed, but something about the conversation that they’d had that day had left him feeling a little on edge. He wasn’t sure why, but he had a feeling that he was waiting for the other shoe to drop, just like he did whenever he spoke to a higher-ranking officer these days.

      “Something bothering you?” Nathan asked.

      “No. Well, not really.”

      “Not really is something we usually say instead of yes. Kind of a short-hand for ‘I don’t want to admit to it, but yes.’”

      Daniel wasn’t surprised that his dad could tell that since he had always been pretty similar in that regard; the apple, as they said, didn’t fall far from the tree. “Ah, Mom was just…. you heard her. She thinks I’ve changed, or am changing, or will change.”

      “And have you?”

      “I guess everybody grows up, and that’s pretty much a change. I mean, I’m not her little boy anymore, so there are bound to have been some changes. Maybe they’re just more noticeable after I’ve been away for a while.”

      Nathan sipped his cocktail and nodded. “That’s true, and I guess there’s stuff a frontline soldier sees that changes a man, too.” Daniel didn’t answer; he didn’t have to. Nathan hesitated. “I once offered you… a deal of sorts.”

      “I remember.” Walk away from the Army, Daniel remembered.

      “That offer will always be open, if you have… doubts, about your superiors.”

      Daniel wondered where his father had gotten that idea. Not that it wasn’t true. But he wondered how his father knew about it. When Nathan had made that offer before, Daniel had exploded and there’d been a shouting match, but right now, Daniel wasn’t in the mood for a shouting match. Besides, this time there was something attractive about the idea.

      “And does that offer apply to both of us?”

      “Absolutely,” Nathan said. “You and Hope are too good a pair to discourage. You don’t have to change—either in your mom’s sense of the word, your own, or in the relationship you and Hope have. You can simply walk away from the military.”

      “And then what?”

      “Have a family. Become the attorney you trained to be.”

      “Get killed when the Gresians arrive?”

      Nathan paused. “Not necessarily.”

      That got Daniel’s attention. “Let me guess, that rumor about an Illuminati colony is true?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous; the Illuminati were only ever a club in the 17th and 18th centuries…. But I have connections, a friendly senator here, a congressman there. And I know that there is a fallback colony for a number of allied governments and their...”

      “Chosen few...” Daniel finished, understanding. He was stunned, but wasn’t sure of whether it was simply because there was such a colony, or because his father knew about it and had access to it.

      “Something like that.”

      “How? Where?”

      “It’s several hundred light years away; I forget the exact distance. There are a couple thousand people already there. The plan is to take a few thousand more over the next three years, just in case the Gresians can’t be stopped.”

      “They’ll be stopped,” Daniel growled.

      “I believe you. But I can also get you and Hope onto a ship for it, along with your mother and myself. The Gresians may find us eventually, but the colony will have orbital defenses.”

      Daniel had seen that before; there had been orbital defenses on Lyonesse, too, which had been of little use since it had turned out that there’d already been Gresians on the ground there. “I wouldn’t put my faith in that, Dad,” he said quietly.

      “They’ve even got their own factory ship, like the ones in the asteroid belt. It’s small, but it’s capable of making other ships. You could have a life there, both of you.”

      Appalled, Daniel backed away from the idea. Of course, the senior echelons had get-outs. Those fuckers always did, be they generals or business leaders; anyone who liked being some kind of commander or leader. He would bet good money that the Shenzhen’s Captain Peter Falkenstein had a home away from home there.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel gently shook Hope awake.

      “What’s up?” she asked. “It’s still dark.”

      “Everything’s dark now,” Daniel muttered. “Come on, it’s time to pack. We have a flight in two hours.”

      “Where to?”

      Daniel paused for a moment, caught between the desire to tell her about his father’s offer, and to simply tell her where they were really going. “It’s a surprise. And it’ll be better for you than this place.”
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        St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands

      

      

      Saint-Croix was the largest of the U.S. Virgin Islands, a jewel in the azure expanse of the Caribbean Sea, forty miles or so from Puerto Rico. “You’re going to like this, I think,” Daniel told Hope as they emerged from Henry E. Rohlsen Airport. The airport had been named after one of the famed Tuskegee Airmen of World War Two who’d been a native of the island, and Daniel noticed that Hope really liked that detail. He thought it was pretty cool himself.

      He’d told Hope that the final stop of their itinerary on leave was to be a surprise, and he had kept her distracted so as to keep her from figuring out where he was taking her. He hated keeping even this kind of secret from her, but of course it was damn near impossible to truly keep a secret from someone who shared your very thoughts if they really wanted to know something.

      “Wait,” Hope said, a little awed, “if we’re on Saint-Croix… are we going to the Buccaneer Resort?”

      “That’s the one,” Daniel said, hailing a taxi. “The cabbie helped them load their bags, and Daniel opened the door for Hope. Once they were in the car, Daniel said to Hope, “Do you want to do the honors?”

      Hope was grinning like a teenager. “The Buccaneer Hotel, please,” she told the cabbie.

      “Sure,” the cabbie said, and they set off.

      Daniel loved watching her excited expression as they approached the long, colonial-style, pink-walled hotel. Beyond it, bright green palms led down to a white beach and the azure ocean. He had known that Hope would like it because he remembered her being totally blown away by the place in some of the episodes of The Bachelor that they had started watching together when they’d been training with Chief Hammond at Camp Peary.

      He suspected, from the way her mind felt, and the way she was reacting to being at the location, that she had pretty much always wanted to go there since the first time she had seen the place in an episode.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you,” she said once they were ensconced at a small table on a private balcony overlooking the ocean.

      Daniel wasn’t sure if this room and balcony had been used in the series, but it was certainly near enough to make Hope happy, and that was what mattered.

      “I told you you’d like this,” he said.

      “I’ve been worse places,” Hope admitted.

      “Me, too.”

      She closed her eyes, sipping a cocktail that neither of them could remember the name of. Daniel closed his eyes, too, and somehow saw himself. It took him a moment to realize that she was thinking of her view of him in the instant before she had closed her eyes. That was weirder than most other things Daniel could think of.

      He thought of her, and her chuckle.

      “I’m glad we came here,” she said. “As relaxations from the mission go...”

      “I think I could have relaxed on any beach,” he admitted, “but I wanted this leave to be special.”

      “Because it may be our last?”

      Daniel didn’t answer. He didn’t want to. They both knew the mission they had been rehearsing was something to do with attacking a Gresian homeworld, and not knowing the operational specifics didn’t make it any easier, or help them feel any more confident about it.

      “Every time they’ve gone up against the Gresians,” Hope went on, “they’ve proven themselves to be resourceful and dangerous. This mission’s odds of success must be very long indeed.”

      Daniel spoke at last. “And even if we pull it off, there’s a reasonable chance we’re not going to get off the planet.”

      “And if we don’t try...”

      “Separate lifetime jail sentences, the admiral said.”

      “Daniel...”

      “Yes?”

      “You know I….” She grimaced. “Strange, how it’s difficult to say a thing aloud when we’re so used to being in each other’s heads, and to knowing what the other is thinking and feeling.”

      He chuckled, realizing she was right about that. “It makes no sense, does it? I guess that’s humanity for you. So, in answer to your question… I know a lot of things about you.”

      “I want to marry you when we get back,” she said quietly. “When we get back from the mission. I know it’s a stupid thing to say, all things considered. But there’s nothing else in life I want more.”

      “Is that a proposal?” Daniel wasn’t sure whether to laugh or ponder or cry. He knew he couldn’t think of anything he wanted more, either, but nor could he think of a worse time in their careers to suggest it.

      “It is a statement of intent,” she said primly.

      “If it was a question, my answer would be yes.”

      “Does it have to be? Can’t it just be a decision?”

      “It’s what you want. It’s something I want. That sounds like a decision to me.”

      “I want a family, Daniel. A home and a family, with the person I love most in the world. Any world.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll give you.” He gave a crooked smile. “My only possible response to this overwhelming superiority of force is unconditional surrender.”

      She nodded sagely. “That is the wisest course.”
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        Cape Canaveral, FL.

      

      

      The charter flight was a little bumpy as it passed through a mild squall on its way to Orlando International, but Daniel and Hope barely noticed. The weather had calmed by the time the plane began its descent to a smooth landing.

      Once they’d passed through security and regained their luggage from the domestic terminal’s carousel, Daniel and Hope followed a set of signs for military personnel en route to Cape Canaveral. There were uniforms from all of the services taking the same path, and Daniel wondered how many of them were going to be passengers or crew on shuttle launches to the UES ships in orbit, and how many were merely switching to terrestrial transport or being posted at Canaveral and the surrounding bases.

      There were a handful of potential protestors looking at them with a mixture of suspicion and worry, but none looked willing to cause any trouble. ‘Looks like we’re none too popular around here,’ Daniel thought to Hope.

      ‘Commuters rarely seem happy.’

      ‘True, but wait till we’re on our helo and you get the aerial view.’

      They were met by an Air Force sergeant who checked their IDs and guided them out to a fenced and guarded helipad on one end of the domestic terminal. A couple of Navy people were already aboard behind the pilot and co-pilot. The co-pilot leaned round towards his passengers. “Best to keep your heads and any limbs you feel particularly attached to inside the doors.”

      “Protestors still taking pot-shots at military transports?” Daniel asked.

      “More than ever. When the Mozzarrellas splintered, some of them took up worshipping the goddamn Gresians. Fuckin’ traitors. They got LAWS rocket launchers and IEDs now. God help us if they get hold of any surface to air RPGs.” Leaving his passengers with that cheerful thought, the co-pilot turned back to his instruments, and the helo’s turbines soon whined into life. A moment later, the pilot nodded to him and the aircraft lurched into the air.

      Daniel held Hope’s hand tight, out of sight of the other passengers, and the chopper headed east towards Brevard County. Below, there were already tents and lean-tos visible, and the sprawling camp that he’d seen last time had evolved its own streets and thoroughfares between the masses of tents, shacks, and crumbling vehicles that looked unlikely to ever move again.

      If anybody took a shot at the chopper, the fire didn’t come close enough for Daniel to notice, though he saw the pilots react to something at one point and climb a little higher. Instinctively, he searched the crowds below for muzzle flashes, but didn’t see anything. Most of the mass of humanity down there looked more like they wanted to get aboard a flight out than shoot one down.

      He couldn’t really blame the fearful for wanting to protest about the government chickening out; those people, he could understand, but he couldn’t wrap his head around anyone siding with the Gresians. The ordinary people who knew that the rich and powerful, like his father’s friends, were fleeing the Earth like the proverbial rats from a sinking ship knew they were being abandoned to fend for themselves if and when the Gresians showed up to wipe them out. And they knew there were assholes among them willing to help the aliens do just that. His stomach churned at the idea of Gresian sympathizers, the thought making it rebel against the lunch he’d eaten on the jet and leaving his head spinning, but he couldn’t bring himself to hate or blame the others. It was natural to want to flee danger, or to want to hurt the people you perceived as trying to hurt you. He didn’t agree with it, but at least he understood it, especially since his mission to the Lyonesse colony.

      He felt Hope wince slightly as his hand tensed unconsciously, almost crushing hers. He felt the sudden urge for a hot shower.
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        * * *

      

      The transport helo landed on a dispersal apron, a wide expanse of concrete where aircraft and shuttles could be parked in rows near a runway some distance from the old vertical assembly building. The space was needed because several other helos and shuttles were idling in a sprawling group, unloading personnel and picking up or dropping off equipment.

      Checking with a logistics noncom that all their gear was going where it needed to go, Daniel and Hope looked around for the next leg of their journey. An MP corporal was checking off IDs on a tablet. When it was their turn, the MP directed them to a Jeep whose driver took them across the base to its main reception building. ‘I wonder why they’re not just sticking us straight onto the shuttle,’ Daniel thought to Hope.

      ‘Thank heavens for small mercies, Dan.’

      ‘If it’s quotations you want, I think mine is ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’’

      She chuckled aloud in response.

      The drive was short, taking them to the administration building, where the familiar face of Sergeant Erik Palmer greeted them at the door.

      “How did it go?” the musclebound sergeant asked quietly. Since he was keeping his expression neutral, Daniel knew he was asking about Evans’ memorial rather than his and Hope’s vacation.

      “About as you’d expect,” Daniel said at last. “Harry was an asshole about it…. But he was right to be. It was a nice service, though, like she’d have wanted.” Palmer nodded, and the somber mood passed, along with Palmer’s slightly clouded expression. Daniel knew he would have wanted to be there, as all of the Hardcases would have, but they hadn’t been allowed by their superiors. None of them had been specifically invited by Harry or the family, either, now that Daniel thought about it, and now he could see why.

      “We should even be able to commiserate over that tonight.”

      Daniel blinked. “Aren’t we launching for the Sydney?”

      “Tomorrow,” Erik said. “We just heard a couple of hours ago. Space Command’s press office wants to hold a news conference before we go.”

      “Why would they do that?” Hope asked, astonished.

      “Search me, but they must figure there’s some propaganda cheer-on-the-troops value in it.”

      “Another GOBI,” Daniel muttered. “That’s all we need.”

      “They might think their ideas are bright, but they’re clear as mud to me,” Palmer agreed. “That’s generals for you.” He turned to the building’s door. “Anyway, come on in. There’s a bit of a party going on.”

      Daniel and Hope followed the big platoon sergeant through a lobby filled with soldiers and civilians, many of the civilians either elderly or children. Parents, grandparents, and kids, Daniel saw at once, and realized that they must have been brought in to see their relatives off to war.

      ‘I hope the Gresians aren’t going to be watching the press conference,’ Hope thought.

      ‘You must be reading my mind,’ Daniel agreed.
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        * * *

      

      They found the main gathering in an unused hangar behind the building, which had been fitted out as a giant reception space with a band, a stage, tables for drinks and hors d’ouevres, and the largest U.S. flags Daniel had even seen in person draped from the walls.

      Daniel recognized many old friends among the faces. All of the surviving and current members of Hammond’s Hardcases were there, of course, ready to ship out. Daniel was surprised to even see Rausch and Silva, two of the original Hardcases who had since been recalled to their home countries. The German and the Brazilian were both in civilian attire, and made a bee-line for Daniel and Hope as soon as they spotted the pair.

      “Captain Ying, Lieutenant West,” Rausch exclaimed with a grin. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “Really good,” Silva concurred.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” Daniel said with a smile, and it was. It was also good to know that they were still doing their parts for Earth. “Are you coming with us?”

      “I wish,” Silva said, Rausch nodding beside him. “But our defense minister says I’m too valuable—needed for training our Exo-suit wearers.”

      “And it’s the same in Germany,” Rausch added. “I’m the only combat-experienced suit-wearer they have, so they keep me locked away in a verdammt training school.” He grimaced, and Daniel shook his head in sympathy.

      “That’s a very valuable position to be in,” Hope said.

      “It doesn’t feel like it. I’m not a natural teacher.”

      “Me neither,” Silva sighed. “There are a lot of older, higher-ranking instructors who could do a better job at Resende than I do.”

      Hope chuckled. “No. In my experience, experience outranks everything else.” They were interrupted by the arrival of a ten-year-old girl carrying canapes, which she held out in front of Palmer.

      “Mom says you have to eat something as well as talk,” the girl said. Palmer laughed and took a couple. “OK, Lucy, you can tell her I ate.”

      “Wilco,” the girl said, and vanished into the scattering of people.

      Palmer saw the faces of the others. “My daughter,” he explained. “She’s come to see me off.” He glanced at the ground. “Feels like yesterday I was changing her diapers, and tomorrow I ought to be worrying about her first semester living away at university…. If that was tomorrow, at least I’d know I’d see—” He shook his head. “Never mind. Plenty of time for me to get back from wherever, right?”

      “I didn’t know you had a daughter,” Hope said with a slight wonder in her tone.

      “She lives with her mom; we separated about three years ago. Just before Chief Hammond first brought me into the program. She’s doing a better job of bringing her up than I probably would,” he admitted. “But I’m damn proud of Lucy.”

      Hope smiled, Daniel muttering some positive agreement.

      Kate Kinsella came over next. The former MP had a proud-looking elderly couple in tow, and Daniel could see the resemblance; Kinsella had her mom’s bone structure, but her dad’s hair color and expression. “Kathryn has told us all about you,” Mr. Kinsella said when introductions had been made.

      “That’s worrying,” Daniel said with a smile.

      “All good things, don’t worry,” Kinsella said.

      “About both of you,” Mrs. Kinsella added. “I’m glad to finally meet you at last.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Mrs. Kinsella,” Hope said.

      “And it’s cool that you were able to come see me off,” Kate Kinsella said, hugging her parents.

      “Just make sure you visit more often after this mission....” With that, Mr. Kinsella turned her towards the nearest buffet table, his wife following them. Daniel tuned out momentarily, thinking on how his visit to his own parents had gone. The thought occurred to him that if Nathan and Maria had come out here, it would probably have been to board a ship to their expensive bolt-hole for the rich and powerful. The thought depressed him.

      “You look down, L-T,” Kevin Bailey’s voice said. Daniel turned to see the bespectacled sergeant holding a toddler with remarkable ease in the crook of one arm and a wine glass in his other. Hope was greeting a cheerful black woman next to him. Daniel nodded to her, too, saying, “Hi, Michelle. And this must be Sam.”

      “I guess Kevin has mentioned him.”

      “Once or twice,” Daniel said drily.

      “It’s pretty clear you and he are everything to Kevin,” Hope said. Michelle blushed.

      “Your parents here, too, Superman?” Daniel asked.

      “Sure are.” He beckoned them over, and a moment later made introductions. “Lieutenant West, meet Louis and Jane Bailey.”

      “Kevin and Michelle have always been good together,” Louis Bailey said, “but I have to say, Jane and I think they’ll be even better now that he’s made an honest woman of her.”

      “Now that Michelle has made an honest man out of Kevin, you mean,” Jane corrected him. Louis didn’t argue the point, but merely grinned.

      Daniel felt a faint pang, but he forced a smile. “It’s great to see everybody having a good time,” he said. “Which reminds me, I need to grab some of this chow before it all disappears.”

      “Quite right, too,” Louis said approvingly.

      Daniel stepped aside; the hubbub was getting a little wearing, and every smile and hello he could see somehow felt like a cut into him. He couldn’t put his finger on it at first, thinking he was probably just jealous, but then he looked beyond the smiles and small-talk and saw something else. He saw love and tears, but also tension and worry.

      ‘I’m going to have to step out,’ he thought to Hope.

      ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘Nobody here knows whether they’ll ever see their loved ones again, do they?’

      ‘No… No, they don’t. But that’s always the way.’

      ‘It’s weird, but...’

      ‘Did you want your parents here?’

      ‘NO… well, maybe Mom, but...’

      ‘Then you can always call her. I’ll be Skyping with my mother later.’

      ‘Maybe I should.’

      Then something caught his eye—or, more accurately, someone—talking to a group of sailors. He wasn’t in uniform, but was instantly recognizable. Taller than Daniel, wearing a kind of safari jacket with leather elbow patches. He had a hawkish face with a sharp nose, piercing eyes, and a furrow to his high brow that looked as if it had a razor edge on it. “What the hell…?” Daniel asked aloud

      “What is it?” Hope frowned.

      “You see that tall guy?”

      “The one with the thin mustache like in an old 1930s movie?”

      “Yeah…. That’s Doug Wilson. The leader of the Lyonesse colony. Some sort of archaeologist.”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know.” He started to wend his way towards Wilson, in the hope of simply asking him that question, but, by the time he got near the sailors, Wilson had vanished into the crowd and Daniel found himself in the midst of a group of Hardcases and their families, all bigging him up. He just felt the urge to be somewhere quiet and prepare for their mission, but, right now, that wasn’t an option.

      “Look,” he called out at last, “gather round. Hardcases and families!”

      They did so, looking at him expectantly.

      “The military wanted to hold this send-off,” he began, “I guess because the journey that we’re about to embark upon is a particularly important one. We’re not just scouting or escorting colonists this time.

      “I can’t tell you exactly what our mission is, for reasons of operational security.” He added a silent aside to Hope, ‘And because I don’t know any more than they do, really.’ She nodded.

      “But though I can’t talk about the specifics of this mission, what I can tell you about is its importance. When we ship out, we’re going to take part in an endeavor that will make history. It will be that way because this is the mission in which we are going to make certain that the Gresians can never hurt anyone again.”

      There was cheer from the families who were there to see their Hardcases off to war, and Daniel gritted his teeth, keeping his tone calm. “More than that, we’re going to make the Gresians pay for what they’ve done.”
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      The shuttle launch from Canaveral was as smooth as Daniel remembered one ever being. The Mozari technology that powered the shuttles was far quieter and easier than the old rocket-powered NASA ones had looked to be when seen on TV. This smooth Mozari-tech shuttle take-off and ascent had been downright relaxing, even compared to the regular jet plane that had brought them from the Caribbean.

      He glanced at Hope in the seat next to him and saw that she looked a little bored. “It’s not as much fun as a fighter launch,” she said, catching his look. He laughed, and she couldn’t help smiling back. Kinsella, Palmer, Bailey, Torres, and several others were also aboard, all of them sufficiently used to this type of journey so that they were taking the sensible course of action common to military personnel everywhere—dozing while they could.

      Daniel did the same, and in what seemed like a minute or two, opened his eyes to see a whole fleet of starships sliding past as the shuttle arced gently towards the UES Sydney, the enormous gleaming ovoid that had once been the dark and threatening alien interloper which had bombed several cities with dense, nickel-iron meteors as an introduction.

      Daniel had been there several times now, but still a faint shiver cupped the back of his skull and ran down his spine, just as it had on his first visit. Then, he had been approaching what was at the time considered a hostile flagship, with the aim of disabling or destroying it, so his sense of nervousness and trepidation had been entirely natural. He had no idea why he was having the same warning sensation this time. It wasn’t going to send out drones to try to kill him for his trespassing—he wouldn’t even be trespassing, in fact—and now it was even refitted for human control, so why did he have such a sense of foreboding about the massive ship?

      ‘Do you have a bad feeling about this?’ Hope asked silently. ‘You seem more… uneasy? I’m not sure I know the appropriate English word.’

      ‘I dunno, I just feel weird today. Maybe it was all the family stuff. Knowing some of them probably won’t be seeing each other again, but not knowing who. I mean, I know it happens in war, but it still gives me the creeps.’

      ‘That’s not a bad thing to feel. It means you’re human, and you care.’

      ‘Yeah, I bet the Gresians don’t have this problem.’ He tried not to envy them that.
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        * * *

      

      What had once been a railgun launch passage for the Mozari flagship’s mass-driver weapon, intended to allow nickel-iron meteors to be accelerated towards planetary targets, was now a combined hangar and interior flight deck for shuttles and fighters. As if someone had covered over the flight deck of an aircraft carrier with a rocky ceiling, the space was vast and echoing, constantly filled with noise. Everyone working there wore ear protectors, and even that probably wouldn’t have been enough protection, Daniel thought, if the aircraft and spacecraft housed within it had been powered by jet engines or rockets. At least the Mozari technology they’d adapted here used more sophisticated forms of EM propulsion.

      Having disembarked from the shuttle, Daniel and Hope were escorted to cabins in separate corridors; Daniel’s was next to the billets for the Special Warfare Task Force, the official unit designation for Hammond’s Hardcases, while Hope, he knew, was billeted with the pilots of various nationalities’ air forces.

      While waiting to be summoned, Daniel stowed his personal belongings, absently appreciating the nicer lines of the small cabin as compared to the more angular ones on a human-built ship. Then he checked the task force’s weapons in the armory assigned to them, making sure, as had become his habit, that all of their Exo-suits and railguns were present and correct. He was also glad to see that the regular human projectile weapons were all of larger calibers, reflecting what they’d discovered about the effectiveness of rifles and sidearms on Gresians during their experience on Lyonesse.  The armory was filled with auto shotguns that would take deer slugs and .50 caliber gear: IMI Desert Eagle pistols, Barrett M50 rifles, and so on.

      After an hour, and a cup of coffee, a message over the intercom summoned him to a meeting in the C-In-C with Colonel Barnett, his superior when he was training new suit-wearers at Camp Peary, and by extension head of the Special Weapons Task Force under the aegis of the 45th Space Command.
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        * * *

      

      When Daniel reached the Sydney’s C-In-C, he was glad but unsurprised to see Hope already stepping through the door. He was surprised to see Professor Doug Wilson sitting quietly to one side.

      The Sydney’s C-In-C was still the gray room that Daniel remembered from his first visit to the then Mozari flagship, but had received so many modifications to accommodate its human crew that it took him a few moments to realize that. The ring of smooth gray obelisks was still there, along with the wraparound viewport, but a tabletop screen central tank had been installed, and other console boards had been set up in an array around the obelisks.  Most importantly, there were chairs now, one of which was occupied by Doug Wilson, who seemed to be able to lounge there with poise.

      Barnett rose and came around his console desk to greet Daniel. Around fifty years of age, Barnett was a little shorter than Daniel and pretty solid, like a boxer whose gut was on the cusp of turning to fat. His head was shaved to help disguise his age, and he wore steel-rimmed round glasses over piercing eyes. He stepped forward offering a hand to shake. “Dan. Captain Ying.” They shook hands and Barnett welcomed them through to his inner office. Daniel hesitated momentarily and his brow furrowed as he saw Doug Wilson rise from his chair to extend a hand.

      “Lieutenant West, Captain Ying.” Daniel and Hope exchanged handshakes with him, too, Daniel racking his brains to think of a single good reason why the archaeology professor and former leader of the Lyonesse colony would be aboard a military vessel about to go on the offensive.

      “Captain Ying,” Barnett began, getting straight down to business, “how did you feel the mission rehearsals to Titan went, in a general sense.”

      Hope’s answer was simple and honest. “Not that well, Colonel. Every trial run resulted in failure, and I knew that would be the case.”

      “You knew?”

      She shrugged. “The shuttle chosen for the infiltration runs was not fast enough; it is that simple. Daniel believes that, with some adjustments, we might be able to make it.”

      “And what do you feel about that?”

      She gave Daniel an apologetic look, then continued, “He’s wrong—unless we can use a vessel that will do at least .32c, and that’s far faster than the capability of any of the shuttles we have.”

      “And slightly faster than any of the fighters we have,” Barnett pointed out.

      “Yes. But if one can be produced, it may be possible, so long as other astronomical bodies in the target system line up correctly at the time of the incursion.”

      Barnett shook his head. “And they wouldn’t, even if we could build a ship to meet the limitations…. No, it simply isn’t possible; we know that now.”

      “We do?” Daniel asked.

      Barnett indicated the equipment all around them. “We’ve run thousands of computer simulations, before your group even tried the first rehearsal. The approaches we had you try out were the ones the computers suggested had the best chances of success.” He paused to let that sink in. “But even those route predictions had extremely low chances of success.” He grimaced. “By which I mean single-figure percentages of reaching Titan Base undetected. The chances of reaching a Gresian planet’s surface intact and undetected are at least as slim. Almost certainly slimmer, in fact, since we don’t know for sure how far in advance of ours their detection systems are.”

      Daniel wished he could have said he was surprised by any of this revelation, but it had really seemed inevitable all along. He thought for a moment, while Hope glanced at him and Wilson fidgeted, clearly waiting for a cue of some kind. Daniel thought he looked like a man who knew he was here on sufferance, which was a nice change from the arrogance and overconfidence he had shown on the mission to Lyonesse. Daniel knew it was his own turn to speak, and said, “Respectfully, sir, if we’re not going to making an incursion onto a Gresian homeworld as originally intended, then why are we here? Not just me and Hope, but all of us? If the plan is a no-go...”

      “That plan is a no-go,” Barnett corrected him, “but things have changed, and not just the problems with making an incursion run. New intel analysis has produced both a requirement and an opportunity for a different objective to be achieved. A much more meaningful and effective strike than we originally expected.”

      “The admiral said, when we were voluntold to join this mission, that we were going to be attacking the Gresian homeworld,” Hope said.

      “Is that still the case?” Daniel asked warily.

      “We’ll be assaulting a different planet,” Barnett answered. “Truth to tell—and strictly between us—I don’t believe anyone’s really sure which planet even is the original Gresian homeworld, but we know which ones they’re using as command and control centers. This one is a different command and control center than the one we originally planned to visit, but the objective is going to be very different. I think your AI friend can probably explain.”

      At Barnett’s cue, Lizzie stepped between them and caught their attention. The AI had been the only sentience aboard the Sydney when Daniel and Hope, and the other Hardcases, had first boarded the Mozari flagship. Since then, she or it had formed a link with Daniel, as he’d been the leader of the first group of humans she had met in person. So-called Lizzie usually preferred or else was able to be seen only by him, but here on her own ship she was able to be projected through its systems as a separate entity visible to anyone and everyone. This was also sometimes true in other ships or buildings using enough Mozari computing power, Daniel had discovered.

      “The Mozari were never quite certain whether the Gresians originally had a single homeworld, either,” she said. “They seemed to have been historically well-established on several planets by the time the Mozari first encountered them.”

      “Everything has to evolve somewhere,” Daniel said with certainty.

      “That’s mostly true,” Lizzie agreed. “Well, probably true. But the Gresians as we know them didn’t evolve. Sorry to disappoint on that one, but don’t get all Biblical on me. They were deliberately and scientifically uplifted from some earlier species and re-engineered to be a slave race for someone else lost to time. Or at least lost to their own mythology, other than the Gresians’ name for them. The Gresians call them the Shaldine.”

      “So, this other race will have, what? Bred Gresians on their planets?” Barnett asked.

      “You know, it doesn’t actually sound any less creepy when you put it that way,” Lizzie said.

      “All right,” Daniel acknowledged, “so, we’re still going to a Gresian planet,  so our incursion run would be impossible anyway.”

      “That is correct,” Barnett said briskly. “We’re not going to a gas giant. We will be attacking a terrestrial world with global Gresian occupation, so sneaking in would never be a possibility. We need to be on the ground as quickly as possible, and establish a firm footing—”

      The announcement had taken Daniel by surprise, and when his mouth caught up to his mind, he couldn’t help exclaiming, “We’re going to invade?”

      “Yes. Multinational Earth forces will make assault landings in force, at five separate LZs. We’ll be dropping almost ten thousand soldiers in the first phase.”

      Daniel tried to make sense of these numbers, and couldn’t. “Surely, there aren’t that many suit-wearers in the military yet? Even with the new synthetic protein—”

      “That, unfortunately, is also correct,” Barnett admitted. “The majority of the soldiers who’ll be landing are incapable of wearing the Mozari exo-suits, but they’re well-trained, and all forces have taken on board your reports about the types of ammunition required to deal with Gresian armor and bone structure.”

      “It’s not just that,” Daniel protested, “it’s the strength and speed. They’re naturally faster and stronger than humans, and they have a type of Exo-suit, as well. The Mozari suits we have just even things out. Even the fittest and most highly trained regular troops are going to be as weak as kittens by comparison.”

      “All the more reason why we’re looking to sheer force of numbers to counter their advantage,” Barnett replied, a little wearily. Daniel got the sense that he would have preferred to agree with his own comments and experience. “And, yeah, it’s not up to me.”

      “The original operational planning was with a view of destroying their major shipyard on a moon,” Hope reminded him. “Now we’re invading a planet.... Are we trying to take a whole planet from them? It’s bound to be defended on a much larger scale than a lunar facility.”

      Barnett looked glad to have the opportunity to explain, even if the question was a rather awkward one. “The objective planet is, thankfully, quite lightly defended.”

      “Relatively speaking,” Lizzie added. The reassurance meant nothing to Daniel—not after what the brass had claimed when they’d sent a thousand people, including Daniel’s platoon, to be set up as nothing more than bait on Lyonesse. Once bitten, his mother had often said, twice shy.

      “Sir… how are we defining lightly?” he asked, and Barnett gave him a long look. “What I mean, sir, is that on the Lyonesse colony, we ended up being driven off the planet by less than a hundred Gresians, with limited weaponry, who’d been living encamped in ancient ruins. Not much technology, no infrastructure, no bases, no orbital traffic; it’s not as if you could have called the planet ‘defended’ at all; yet, they drove us off.”

      “As a matter of fact,” Barnett said slowly, “intel reports that it’s actually far less defended than the shipyard we originally intended to inflitrate and sabotage.” Daniel and Hope rocked back slightly, surprised. “It’s not a specifically important world to them, beyond being a world that they control. It has no singular strategic significance in and of its own, from their POV.”

      “But it does from ours,” Hope deduced.

      “Very much so,” Barnett confirmed. “Therefore, we’ve drawn up this battle plan. We’ll initially be landing four Brigade Combat Teams of two and three battalions each, plus a support brigade. Then three times more as ongoing landing waves continue. We believe that size of ground force should be more than sufficient to secure the designated landing zones and create defensible bridgehead positions from which we can launch assaults on further targets.”

      “What about air cover?” Daniel asked.

      “Plenty. We’re bringing along three carriers with fast-movers in both air superiority and ground attack configurations. They’ll establish orbital and atmospheric superiority to cover our LZs and entrenchment positions.”

      He grinned at the look of shock on Daniel and Hope’s faces. “We need the Gresians to think that this is the opening gambit in a conquest-based invasion, and to commit to defending the planet against an attempt to wrest control of it from them.”

      Daniel had to take up a glass of water to cover his inability to speak, and Hope could only spread her hands, her eyes wide, before finding a voice. “And the actual objective of the exercise, sir?”

      Barnett smiled crookedly. “Don’t let it go to your head, Dan, but it’s all for your benefit.”

      “Mine?” Daniel thought for a moment that he’d imagined Barnett’s words.

      “Yours and Professor Wilson’s.”

      “That’s… very generous, sir, but I’m not sure I understand how my unit could ever possibly justify such a huge—”

      “The computer simulations,” Barnett said. “The same computer models that indicated that you couldn’t succeed with a stealthy speed infiltration indicated that a massive attack force provided the best cover for your team’s specific mission, and provided for the highest likelihood of success.” Barnett paused and beckoned to Doug Wilson, who rose from his seat. “Professor Wilson, if you please.”

      Daniel shifted uneasily in his seat as Wilson cleared his throat. The man had some sort of gift for being elevated into positions that didn’t seem to match his profession, Daniel had noticed during their prior collaborations. He only hoped that Wilson had learned some lessons from their shared experience.

      Wilson paused a moment, seemingly acknowledging that they weren’t the best of friends, but then said, “Lieutenant West, Captain Ying, I’m well aware of the doubts you’ll have about me, and I’m not going to try to talk you out of them, or justify myself, because I believe that those things will ease with time as the mission to which we have all been assigned is carried out.”

      Daniel kept his expression polite and neutral, but he didn’t hide his feelings and thoughts of uncertainty from Hope. Her poker face, in turn, was perfect, and what he felt from her was a sense of caution.

      “The mission with which Admiral Gregory and General Carver—and several other even more senior Security Council personages—have tasked us has been drawn up as a consequence of some of the data that I was able to retrieve from the Shaldine Library on Lyonesse’s beta moon. You remember it, Lieutenant, I know.”

      Wilson wasn’t wrong. Daniel very clearly remembered the cube-like computer which had refused his and Marty Beswick’s attempts to activate it. He shivered at the reason that had been given by both Wilson and Lizzie: They claimed that everyone who had the blood protein allowing them to wear a Mozari Exo-suit had some fragment of Gresian DNA in them, somehow.

      “Let me begin by saying that we don’t know what either the Shaldine themselves or the Gresians called or call this planet, but for operational purposes, we’ve given it the code name Firebird.”

      “Firebird?” Daniel echoed.

      Wilson nodded. “It’s an opera by Stravinsky based on old Russian folklore. There’s a wizard called Koschei or Katschey who hides his soul inside an egg inside a whole series of other objects—”

      “Russian dolls,” Hope mused aloud

      “In a manner of speaking. Anyway, this wizard can only be destroyed by breaking that egg. And that’s where your specialist soldiers, and this planet, come in.”

      Daniel was intrigued despite himself.

      Barnett gave an encouraging nod. “We’ve determined from researching the Shaldine record recovered from LTT-8270 that the gateway network has a central vulnerability which can be exploited from this planet Firebird. Professor Wilson?”

      Wilson fell upon the chance to give a lecture with evident relish. “One reason so much of the truth of the Gresians background has remained hidden from even the Mozari is because the Mozari adapted some of their own technology from the Gresians. They reverse-engineered it and, somewhat ironically, in the process rendered themselves unable to access Shaldine records, because the Shaldine had designed their archive to be inaccessible to any Gresian technological or biological influence.”

      “That’s why none of us could access their cube?” Daniel asked. “Aside from the blood protein, we were wearing suits using technology that had been back-engineered from the Gresian combat armor?”

      “Precisely.” Wilson smiled momentarily. “Fortunately, I, and subsequently a few other trusted technicians, have been able to access the Shaldine information, and back some of it up onto purely human technological storage, which in turn can be accessed by Mozari technology. We can now feed that to you through a Mozari Library computer, and we invited you here to the C-In-C to use this development to explain the mission, which we’re calling—”

      “Operation Stravinsky,” Barnett supplied.

      “I assume you’re both wearing your suits?” Wilson asked Daniel and Hope. They nodded, Daniel wondering what the hell this was leading up to. “Good.” He wheeled in a Mozari Library cube on a floating trolley. “Oh, one thing,” Wilson added hesitantly. “It’s possible there may be some sensory glitches, due to the file format changes we’ve had to make to allow the Shaldine records to be accessible by other tech.”

      Now even more intrigued, Daniel began to wonder what might have been held by the Shaldine computers. Was he about to find out? He hoped so, and he could sense Hope’s eagerness to find out for herself, too. As one, Hope and Daniel reached out and touched the Library cube, and suddenly they were in a misty white haze, surrounded by the passing figures of a species Daniel had never seen before. Wilson was also there with them, somehow. Daniel knew he couldn’t use a Mozari computer, and so realized that this must have been what he meant by using human technology to make the Shaldine and Mozari systems equally accessible. “May I introduce you to the Shaldine?”

      The figures moving around them were shorter than most humans, with slightly muzzle-like faces and velvet pelts. They looked to Daniel kind of like humanoid moles, which he supposed explained their liking for tunnels and excavations on Lyonesse and its companion asteroid.

      “They can’t see or hear us,” Wilson said. “They’re not interactive like true AI personae such as Lizzie or the Librarian; they are simply recordings.”

      As if summoned by her name, Lizzie also materialized next to Daniel and walked over to examine the Shaldine as they moved. They seemed to be conducting tasks of some kind; operating unseen machinery that he could only suppose had been recorded along with them or which hadn’t been able to be converted to the type of imagery he was seeing. “So, these are the Shaldine,” Lizzie said. “They’re not what I expected.”

      “How much do you know about them?” Wilson asked her.

      “Only what was in the Gresians’ mythology.”

      Wilson nodded, and as he did so, the environment around them cleared and darkened, becoming an evening sky under strange star patterns. “The Shaldine were an old and powerful race. They didn’t have the ability to travel faster than light, but they were gifted scientists and engineers, and they did learn to create stable wormholes which allowed them to travel the stars. They created the gate system and shared the technology with several other advanced civilizations at the time.”

      Around them, the Shaldine were talking with a variety of other beings, some fairly humanoid and some not. There were creatures made of tentacles and claws and fibrous wings, and more besides, all carrying tools. “Life was peaceful. There were inter-species skirmishes, but the galaxy is a pretty big place. If one race was angry with another, it was an easy enough thing to avoid the other race.” Wilson paused. “I can’t say I disagree with any of their ways on principle, so far.”

      “What went wrong?” Hope asked.

      “They met those Gresian scuzzbuckets, I guess,” Daniel said.

      “The Gresians didn’t exist yet,” Lizzie pointed out.

      “That’s correct,” Wilson said with a nod. Around them, fires began to glimmer balefully on the horizon, and several Shaldine ran past, some falling as they were hit by weapons fire. Their killers came to a halt, examining the bodies and looting them. The killers had dyed their pelts with regular geometric patterns. “Unfortunately, the Shaldine weren’t unified amongst themselves. They fought religious and ideological wars. Eventually, a group of Shaldine microbiologists—or the equivalent thereof—created a virus that they planned to use on a rival faction. They believed they could inoculate their own population and eradicate their enemies.”

      Now they were walking along through caverns filled with dead and decaying Shaldine, which chilled Daniel to the bone. “It looks like they were right.”

      Wilson looked on sadly. “Yes. The virus they created certainly did kill their enemies; unfortunately, the counteragent, the cure they developed, rendered a huge percentage of their population sterile. The species was dying, and there was little they could do about that.”

      As they found themselves in a sparsely-populated amphitheater where Shaldine orators were growling at each other, Lizzie took up the story. “According to the Gresians, some Shaldine believed that they deserved their fate. Others, of course, didn’t. And a third bunch—you really don’t want to see the venn diagram of how they were divided up—thought that they could cheat death entirely through science. All they needed was enough workers to look after them, even if they couldn’t breed enough of a population themselves. So, they genetically engineered a new species, also in the hope that this new species could breed with the Shaldine to create offspring—which is just too creepy, you know.”

      “Anyway,” Wilson interrupted, “they wanted to create a species that would exemplify those qualities they liked best about the Shaldine, but one that would also not have the same kind of inclinations for internicine warfare.”

      Lizzie nodded towards a tall, felinoid shape emerging from a lab. “And maybe they were compensating for something. So, they created the Gresians, a highly intelligent species with an instinctual need and drive to communicate and protect other Gresians. What could possibly go wrong?” They now saw Gresians working in factories and fields, climbing high trees to gather fruits while Shaldine looked on.

      “A need to protect,” Hope echoed. “How does that work?”

      Lizzie answered, “Well, just imagine you’re walking down the road, and you see a baby on the sidewalk in a basket. She’s crying and there’s no one around for as far as you can see. Your instinct, I believe, is to call emergency services and protect the child until help can arrive, right?” Hope nodded. “The Gresians were designed to feel that way toward all other Gresians of any age or social group. They have an instinctive need to protect the species, no matter what. Like I said, what could possibly go wrong?”

      “I guess that depend on what you consider a threat,” Daniel said thoughtfully.

      “Ding!” Lizzie exclaimed. “And we have a winner.”

      “That’s not the whole of it,” Doug Wilson resumed. “What’s more, the Shaldine bred into the Gresians a collective subconsciousness. Each of them is an individual, but they are also part of a whole.”

      “Like the Borg in Star Trek?” Daniel asked.

      “Not quite. They’re not a gestalt, all thinking as one, or ruled by a single intelligence controlling them all. And they can’t communicate telepathically. What they can do is feel each other’s emotions—especially those of their loved ones. They can also pilot ships by thought and instinct, as their ships have an organic element to them that is shared by the Gresians. So, in that sense, each of them is connected to the Gresian whole, and all of these connections are then run through the gate system. That gate system connects all Gresians.”

      “Meaning?” Hope prompted. “So, the Gresians have some weird subconscious connection among them all…. So what? I mean, if it’s not like they have a single mind, so that they don’t all know what one knows, then… what practical difference does it make? Strategically or militarily?”

      “To them, none,” Wilson replied. “It doesn’t give them an information or communications advantage, and, to be honest, I’m by no means certain that they themselves are even aware of it. I certainly would be very surprised if they knew it linked them via the gate system. No, this connection was put in place by the Shaldine when they created the Gresian culture, presumably to aid in quickly establishing a standard for their creations’ culture across the various planets the Shaldine held influence over. So that they would know that the Gresians uplifted on one planet would have the same nature and abilities as those raised on another.”

      “Nature, abilities, and loyalties and obedience,” Daniel murmured.

      “That would be my interpretation.”

      Wilson nodded. “The Shaldine believed that this interconnectedness would prevent the internicine warfare that doomed their species. Unfortunately, it had the side effect of making the Gresians xenophobic. By the time the Shaldine realized the mistake they’d made, they already had a large population of Gresians.”

      By now, the four of them were on a street under what Daniel felt were disturbingly familiar circumstances. Plasma fire was crackling through the air, and explosions rumbled in the distance. Armored Gresian troops were running and leaping, gunning down small groups of Shaldine civilians and in some cases simply tearing them to pieces with claws and fangs. At the gates of a spaceport, helpless Shaldine tore their fingers in their frantic attempts to get through to shuttles that were taking off.

      “The Gresians rose up against the Shaldine and put them in internment camps,” Wilson said, “but that process was clearly going to take too long, so in the end they settled for murdering most of the population. After that, the remaining Shaldine escaped through a gateway to an uninhabited planet.” An emerald globe that Daniel recognized instantly rose in front of them, floating amongst the stars: Lyonesse. “I think we all recognize it,” Wilson added. “They had a couple of shuttle craft with them, but little technology otherwise. They managed to create an outpost on an asteroid nearby, and created a copy of their Library in a cube-shaped computer system. The Library was keyed so that neither the Gresians nor anyone with Gresian DNA could access it. And then you and I, Lieutenant West, stumbled across it, and here we are.”

      “So, do you know what happened to the Shaldine on Lyonesse?”

      “Yes, I do now. They lived out the rest of their days on the planet regretting their mistakes. The Gresians didn’t bother them again, but they did spread out in the galaxy, and they waged war with every intelligent species they came across.”

      As he spoke, huge Gresian cruisers flew past Lyonesse, and then Daniel found himself in a situation in which he had already been, when he’d first accessed a Mozari Library computer:  In space, which twisted as if bubbles were forming and then being imploded; leaving  behind solid structures roughly the shape of something somewhere between a spider and octopus, but with a wide range of individual variations, as the coral-like surfaces had pushed and pulled and twisted into different forms. Gresian assault craft swooping upon a planet where embers of glowing metal simmered in the paths and streets between some form of buildings. The planet wasn’t the only one. Stars spun around him, throwing up globe after globe—cratered, burning, devasted beyond any ability for life to flourish on any of them.

      “That, I can confirm,” Lizzie said. “I’ve done some reading in the long centuries, you know; looked up a few things; remembered stuff. Got a good memory, I have.”

      “Surely, Elizabeth—” Hope hesitated, and corrected herself, “I mean, Lizzie, the Gresians must know about all of this.”

      Lizzie looked at her curiously for a moment, head tilted to one side. “You’d think, but they have a creation mythology of their own. The Gresians believe they come from a planet that, just through some random strange quirk of evolution, produced two intelligent species. Them, and the Shaldine. They tell each other, in stories that have been intercepted and recorded, that this other intelligent species, the Shaldine, was graceful and athletic….” She paused. “Well, it takes all sorts, I suppose, but also cruel. They believe that they enslaved the early Gresians and forced them to do their bidding. While the Shaldine fought amongst themselves for dominance, the Gresians tell themselves that they developed a culture that emphasized cooperation, mutual understanding, and sacrifice for the greater good. Though they were slaves, they developed works of art, literature, and culture that far surpassed anything the Shaldine created.”

      “Demonize the other guy to justify what you do to him,” Daniel said understandingly. “I guess that’s universal, and not just us.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s right,” Hope reminded him. “Go on, Lizzie.”

      As the library lobby returned to a neutral gray, Lizzie did just that. “Over time, even some of the Shaldine supposedly recognized the superiority of Gresian culture. Eventually, a movement grew amongst the Shaldine to free their slaves. Then, a countermovement grew that claimed the Gresians should always be subservient. Weird, I know. So, that fight got more tribal and more entrenched, and led to a civil war which left the Shaldine weakened. The Gresians became the most powerful group on the planet and overthrew their former masters. Then they set up their own governments and society.

      “Interesting,” Wilson said. “So, both histories agree that there was a Shaldine civil war, but for different reasons.”

      “The Gresians now had to invent politics from scratch, and in a crisis. They didn’t know what to do with the surviving Shaldine. Some Gresians said all the Shaldine should be put to death. Others said only those who opposed Gresian freedom should be put to death. Others said they should be enslaved themselves. Lovely people, huh?”

      “They must have known there were Shaldine on Lyonesse,” Daniel deduced, “since they set up their Guardian caste there, to watch over the ruins that they now see as sacred.”

      “Based on comparison with the Shaldine history Professor Wilson copied for me, yeah, that’s factual.  There were no easy answers, and so lots of Gresians got frustrated. Pretty much everyone believed the Shaldine should be punished somehow for their crimes, and to prevent them turning the tables again. Always the pragmatists. But another bunch, who had something more similar to your kind of morality, argued that the surviving Shaldine shouldn’t be punished for the crimes of their ancestors.”

      “The old sins of the fathers issue from the Bible,” Daniel commented. “I get that.”

      “Right. So, this group thought—and remember, this is according to the Gresians’ own creation mythology, which is a bit propagandist, so might all be bollocks, if you know what I mean—that if one could prove an individual Shaldine committed a specific crime, he or she should be punished, but that society shouldn’t criminalize membership in a particular species because that would make them no better than the Shaldine who’d enslaved them.”

      “Let me guess,” Hope said. “Next, the Gresians managed to have a civil war to protect themselves, and then commit the massacres?”

      “That’s a baseless anthropomorphism of an alien species, but, yeah, also pretty much correct. This political fight began tearing the fragile new society apart. Riots, skirmishes, terrorism, you get the idea, and the Shaldine were blamed for the divisions in their new culture. Eventually, a demagogue came up and called on his followers to put an end to the splits the quick way. To protect the Gresians on both sides, and unify them, this demagogue claimed that for the good of the species, the Shaldine should be put to death. The idea being that then it would be over and done with, and there would no longer be a divisive issue, so the society could put it all behind them.

      “The Shaldine at this time were living in internment camps?” Hope asked.

      “While the Gresians decided what to do with them, yep. In the end, the Gresians figured that the demagogue was right, and poured into these internment camps and murdered every Shaldine they could. Which was basically all of them since they were already being held all together. In one night, tens of thousands of Shaldine were slaughtered, leaving fewer than a thousand alive.”

      Daniel was chilled, and shivered, as did Hope. Even Wilson had blanched. “Maybe it’s a curse of free will and ego,” Wilson muttered. “There are always camps, sooner or later....”

      “It’s not much consolation for the Shaldine, but the Gresians later went on to view this as the most shameful event in their history.” Lizzie took on a more somber expression. “I think everyone on this planet knows how that goes.”

      Wilson was looking intrigued by now, and Daniel couldn’t blame him. He was pretty curious about all this stuff himself, and it wasn’t in his professional purview, whereas it was in Wilson’s. “If you’ll indulge my curiosity,” Daniel began, “what does your record of Gresian creation mythology say about what happened to the last Shaldine, the ones who left their records at Lyonesse?”

      Lizzie shrugged. “According to Gresian mythology, the Gresians, during this time period, had begun exploring their star system. While exploring, they found a gateway which they studied and learned how to use. So, pulling out that ‘for the good of unifying society’ thing again, they decided to send the Shaldine to a safe world where they could live. That turned out to be the planet you named Lyonesse. Being so few in number, as well as sterile, Shaldine society never recovered, leaving them to die off in a few decades. The planet became a symbol of who the Gresians were and the mistakes they’d made, and so by reflection the progress they had made since. The planet became sacred to them. They preserve it so that they can remember it.”

      “And then when my arrogance led us there...” Wilson let his words trail away, doubtless realizing where they would lead.

      “Yes. When you set up your colony on that planet, the Gresians believed you had violated something very much at the heart of Gresian identity. That was a sensible idea, huh? Should have listened to me.”

      “You said you didn’t know who had built that complex,” Daniel said pointedly. “Primitive rock worshipers, remember?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t believe half of what was in the Gresian creation myth. After all, it was propagandizing mythology. I only correlated the elements after the data from the Shaldine records became available.”

      “That makes sense to me,” Wilson mused. “At least, I think it does; perhaps I’m anthropomorphizing too much myself…. While I haven’t had as much time to conduct my researches as Miss… er—”

      “Lizzie will do fine,” she said. “Don’t sweat it.”

      “Yes, while I have had less time to research than Lizzie has, I have made a concerted effort since connecting to the Shaldine computer memory on Lyoneesse. That research into the Shaldine gate system has indicated to me, as I said when I mentioned the Gresian’s collective subconscious, that the Shaldine viewed the gate system as more than merely transportation.” Now the others, even Lizzie, listened with rapt attention. “It was a means of communication and connection. The Shaldine could think to one another consciously, like...”

      “In a similar way to what Daniel and I do?” Hope asked.

      “Yes, quite, but the Gresians are much more intimately connected even than the two of you. Rather than their conscious thoughts, their collective subconscious has  become threaded through the gateway system on a particular bio-neural harmonic which the Shaldine Library has allowed us to determine the nature of. This link embedded in the gate system’s network isn’t a threat to us, but it’s a threat to the Gresians; an exploitable flaw in the system,” Wilson said.

      Daniel tried to understand. “So… you’re saying we could cut it off? Shut down that energy flow, and—”

      “We could, yes, but it’s unlikely that individual Gresians would notice much of a change. Probably, they’d feel a little more lonely, but that’s about it.”

      “My heart bleeds for them.”

      “So, what the Joint Chiefs intend to do is the exact opposite. With access to the gateway network’s original operating system through the prototype gate generator, which still exists on the planet we’ve named Firebird, we can send a high-energy out-of-phase test pulse through the system on that bio-neural frequency.”

      “And that will do what?”

      Wilson hesitated. “It will fry their synapses. They will each suffer a massive overloading spike in their brains’ electrical energy—an overload, if you like. The practical effect will be as if they all had a sudden, massive and fatal stroke at once.”

      Daniel perked up at that, even as his skin chilled. “How many of them, and how far from the site?”

      “All of them. Everywhere. The entire species will suffer the same brainstorm, and die, in a matter of seconds. Anywhere and everywhere in the galaxy.”

      Daniel’s head spun.

      “Leaving, of course, all their infrastructure, technology, and the gateway system itself, for us,” Wilson continued. “Humanity will be safe from the Gresian threat forever, and will also have gained its place in the stars, no longer needing to be concerned about being trapped on just one small planet with limited resources...”

      Guaranteed safety for humanity, and with such gains as a bonus, Daniel thought. Wilson had done everyone proud this time.

      “Genocide?” Hope asked, bringing Daniel’s mood down with a thud.

      Wilson looked both sad and uncomfortable. “That’s what the Joint Chiefs saw as feasible from my research, yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Once they’d left the library, and were cognizant once again of being in the Sydney’s C-In-C with Colonel Barnett, Daniel took a couple of minutes to let everything sink in, and he tried to get a grip on the level of responsibility he was being handed.

      Barnett leaned forward, hands flat on the table, and shrugged as if he could see the lieutenant’s dilemma. “Dan… I won’t lie to you. You and Wilson are this strike force’s real hammer. You will lead a pathfinder unit comprising two platoons. You will land near the Shaldine research facility identified by Professor Wilson, and infiltrate and secure it while the local Gresian military forces are tied up with our main landings. You will escort Professor Wilson into the Shaldine facility, and.... Well, and then he’ll take over from there.” Barnett smiled crookedly. “I know what you’re thinking, about a civilian taking charge from there, but technically the SecDef is a civilian, and our CIA and NSA spooks are civilians…. It’s not that unusual, is it?”

      “Professor Wilson is—” Daniel hesitated; working with him had been somewhat stressful on the Lyonesse mission, though they had eventually settled most of their differences.

      “I get you,” Barnett said quietly. “You each think the other is a bit of a dick, but so what?” Beside him, Wilson sighed while Hope suppressed a smile. “All of our computer simulations indicate a very high rate of success with this mission profile.”

      “What are the fallback plans if the Gresians aren’t diverted, and the Hardcases come under heavy assault?” Hope asked. “I mean, this is a pathfinder mission, behind enemy lines. Are we on our own out there or will we have support?”

      “You’ll have all the back-up you need. Support has been arranged from all the services, and will remain on standby throughout the operational phase.”

      Daniel nodded. “Exactly what support assets do we have at our disposal, sir?”

      “For one thing, the air cover and ground attack support I already mentioned. One flight of a tactical fighter wing will be permanently on hot standby for any call from you.”

      ‘I guess that’ll be your job,’ Daniel thought to Hope.

      ‘Or liaising with them from the ground. Makes sense.’

      “You’ll also have a hotline through me to the ships in orbit to call in orbital strikes if necessary,” Colonel Barnett continued. “As for your assets on the ground itself, you won’t have to worry much on that score. You’ve also got some new toys to play with, and some time to get acclimated to both them and the new members of your team.”

      “How much time is that exactly, sir?”

      Barnett closed his eyes momentarily, as if counting in his head. “The fleet is still loading supplies, equipment, and personnel. There are six days before we go through the gateway.” He stood, and stretched. “Anyway, that’s it for now. Sealed and scrambled orders will be disseminated later in the week.” He handed Daniel and Hope a small tablet reader each. “For now, the maps, imagery we’ve managed to get from drone recon, and intel on Firebird and the Shaldine facility’s precise location are on these devices for your reading pleasure.” His eyes hardened. “Study them well; this is the keystone to the whole mission, and the fate of Earth. Let’s stop this war with the Gresians before it really heats up.”
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        * * *

      

      Dismissed, they left the C-In-C. As they stepped out into the corridor, Daniel thought to Hope and asked, ‘Do you think Barnett has it right? He seemed pretty confident.’

      ‘You’re asking me that? Your military is the one that, whenever the brass get confident, has everyone getting scared because somebody’s going to have a really bad day.’

      ‘I don’t know if scared is the right word.’

      ‘It should be,’ Hope thought back grimly, ‘it’s the sensible word.’ She gave his hand a squeeze, and then turned towards the hangar area. Daniel paused, and looked at the tablet Barnett had given him. “It’s a GOBI,” he admitted aloud.

      “You know that lass of yours has a good head on her shoulders; you should listen to her,” Lizzie said cheerfully. “She’s right; this plan has ‘we’re boned’ written all over it.”

      “What would your suggestion be?”

      Lizzie went silent for a moment. “You know what? I don’t think I’d do any different than the plan we’ve got.”

      “Really?”

      “I was programmed to fight the Gresians two and a half thousand years ago,” she reminded him. “This solution offers a certain chance of closure that I’ve never seen before.” She glanced round. “Here comes the man of the hour.” Daniel followed her gaze and saw Doug Wilson emerging from the corridor that led to the C-In-C and waving to him. Daniel waited for the professor to reach him.

      “Lieutenant West,” Wilson began.

      “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Perhaps, yes. I believe we ought to have a conversation about Operation Stravinsky. A private conversation, if you will.”

      “OK,” Daniel said at last. “Where and when? We’ve got almost a week before setting off. And there’s something I need to consult Lizzie about first.”

      Wilson looked disappointed, but had clearly learned something over the past couple of months, as he didn’t press the issue. “I’ll catch up with you tonight or tomorrow, if that’s all right with you.”

      “That’s fine, cool.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Wilson nodded politely and continued on his way.

      Daniel, meanwhile, made his way back to his cabin. Once inside, he summoned Lizzie.

      “We need to talk about something, Lizzie, and what we just saw in the Shaldine records reminds me that it needs to be soon. As in now.” He registered that he was taking a firmer, almost hostile, tone with her than usual, and tried to clamp down on that. He was tense, though, both with thoughts and memories, and that tautness in his gut just intensified as he tried to push at it.

      She didn’t seem concerned by his tone, and he wasn’t sure if that reassured him or not. Probably not, he decided, as something simmered in his brain. She spoke first. “You’ve been going over the after-action reports from Lyonesse, and doing some thinking about the Gresians’ reactions to suit-wearers such as yourself,” she observed.

      “Back on Lyonesse, you said that one Gresian who had me cold hesitated because something about the blood protein that allows for use of Exo-suits is Gresian.”

      “That’s true.” Lizzie paused, then went on. “Well, to a degree.”

      “It didn’t stop them killing Jessica Evans, or any of the others. Just me. So, is there a way we can exploit that? Make ourselves immune to being targets?”

      “Ah, I thought that was where you were going with this, yeah.” She smiled. “No, you can’t exploit that. The Gresian you fought only hesitated for a moment. If it hadn’t been killed at that point, it would still have killed you.” She paused again, looking like she was thinking. “Alright, maybe it would have captured you first and tortured you to find out what you were. Then killed you anyway.”

      “Even though you said I must be part-Gresian on some level—”

      “A very, very tiny part Gresian. No offense, no pun intended. Remember that Lyonesse is sacred to Gresians, and that even full-blooded, non-guardian caste Gresians are forbidden to go there on pain of death.”

      “So, there are exceptions...”

      “Context is everything,” Lizzie agreed.

      “Even that momentary hesitation might give us an advantage in the moment, though.”

      “Momentarily, yeah. It’s better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.”
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        UES Sydney, Earth Orbit

      

      

      That evening, after both Daniel and Hope had studied the overall Operation Stravinsky mission briefing on their tablets, they met up in the Sydney’s wardroom for a more formal dinner than they would have found elsewhere. Here, they were waited upon by stewards and there was a discreet bar in one corner. Most U.S. Navy surface vessels were dry, of course, but as the Sydney was of non-U.S.-build, and of a multinational crew, it was a pleasant exception that both NATO and Lizzie had allowed.

      They were enjoying wine with their dinner as a result, but more than anything else, they were enjoying being in each other’s company. They’d both noticed the occasional glance of sympathy coming their direction from other officers, and suspected that they probably thought that Hope and Daniel were either complete strangers, or weren’t getting along.

      ‘After all,’ Hope pointed out silently, ‘we aren’t saying a word to each other.’

      ‘Actions speak louder than words, but they probably haven’t thought about whether brainwave action counts on that score.’ He could feel her amusement, though she kept an admirable poker face for the sake of the audience. That in turn forced him to clench his teeth to avoid chuckling aloud.

      ‘Are you deliberately trying to corpse me?’

      ‘Corpse you?’ She was baffled.

      ‘Trying to make me laugh. Actors call it corpsing, because the worst time to get a fit of the giggles is when they’re playing a corpse in a play.’

      ‘Oh, then yes, definitely. At least as much as you’re trying to corpse me.’

      ‘Guilty as charged. Who wants to have a fit of the giggles when lying down in front of an audience?’

      ‘I can’t say I’ve ever laid down in front of an audience.’ He almost choked at that, and she raised an eyebrow. ‘Speaking of which,’ she thought to him, ‘just how private is your cabin?’

      ‘You mean how big an audience can it seat?’

      ‘The real question is how comfortable is the stage.’

      ‘Are you thinking of treading my boards?’

      ‘You’ve heard of the Peking Opera, surely. It’s a little more lively than treading.’

      ‘A night at the opera sounds fun. And I’m sure a rehearsal space can be arranged on a nice stage. Would you like to see for yourself?’

      ‘That would be a good way to ascertain the truth about the cabins,’ she agreed. ‘But it’s against regulations,’ she reminded him.

      ‘What’s the worst they can do? Tell us we can’t go on an insanely dangerous suicide mission to the Gresian planet?’

      She laughed aloud, drawing startled looks from several other officers around the wardroom.
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        * * *

      

      Hope and Daniel didn’t hold hands as they made their way through the vast ship’s corridors. Some decorum had to be maintained, after all, and neither wanted the other to either be embarrassed or get into any trouble.

      The walk back to Daniel’s cabin was relaxed and comfortable for both of them, though, together as they were. The presence of each other was the only thing that mattered to each of them. As with all their time on the Sydney since it had been rechristened, things were much more pleasant than when they’d first had to fight their way through hordes of drones and nanites and automated defense systems. None of the damage the Hardcases must have caused back then remained now.

      When they reached the corridor where Daniel’s cabin was, they were surprised to find Doug Wilson waiting outside. “Oh, I am sorry, Lieutenant,” Wilson said, looking as surprised as Daniel felt. “I didn’t realize you would still be busy.” Daniel searched his tone for any sign of irony, or a hint that Wilson knew what their business was meant to be, but found none. “You had suggested tonight as a moment when we might talk,” Wilson reminded him.

      “Uh, yeah, but then something came up, and—”

      “Oh, it’s all right, I can catch you tomorrow, Lieutenant. Although it would only take a minute.”

      ‘Not a word,’ Daniel thought, making Hope smile. She made it a polite one, and stepped back, saying, “I can give you two some privacy for a minute, before we need to be on our way.”

      Daniel forced a smile for Wilson and nodded primly before opening the door. “A minute, you said.” He hoped it wouldn’t be longer, given that he had other things on his mind than whatever trivia Doug was likely to tell him.

      Once inside, Wilson got straight to the point, which Daniel kind of appreciated, though it meant that stuff was coming at him out of the blue and he didn’t like that. “Colonel Barnett held things back from the briefing,” he said crisply.

      “That always happens. It’s what summaries are for.”

      “No, you don’t understand, Lieutenant West. He left an option out. We don’t have to kill the Gresians. It would be easier to do so, yes, but it’s not the only solution to the problem they pose that the Shaldine records have provided.”

      Daniel rolled his eyes. He was missing personal time with Hope for this? He wanted to shake Wilson by the throat and remind him that this was how war worked: kill the enemy before they killed you. “And what’s the Shaldine Plan B?”

      “We can destroy the gate system.”

      Wilson elaborated, “That would cut the Gresians off from interstellar travel, and trap them in their own systems.”

      “And us in ours. And they’d still be out there, still a threat; we wouldn’t have ended that threat,” Daniel pointed out.

      “The laws of physics disagree. We know the Gresians don’t have faster than light travel; they wouldn’t be able to get close enough to Earth to pose a danger for centuries. And they’d be logistically weakened by the loss of their long-distance interconnectedness. Their collective subconscious will only work on a local level, so the populations of different ships and worlds will be cut off from each other. They may develop in different, less hostile ways—”

      “Or they might just fix the gateway system that they’ve been living on top of all this time, and then come and finish us off.”

      “I very much doubt that. But even if they found and accessed another Shaldine data bank, and built a new gate system, they’d lose access to Earth. They would have to build an entirely new gateway near Earth, and it’s not likely we’d allow that. Furthermore, it doesn’t seem that they have faster than light travel capabilities. Even if they could travel at a speed close to that, it would take a very long time for them to get near the Solar system.”

      Daniel couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Let them live?” he exclaimed. “You know they’ll find a way to get here. They’d always be a threat, and we’d just be kicking the can down the road for our kids to deal with. Fuck that shit, Wilson—let’s just get it done and over.” Why did Wilson always pull this holier-than-thou shit with him? Daniel wondered. Especially when Wilson was wrong. The man just didn’t get it.

      “As the Gresian demagogue said...”

      Daniel was half out of his seat, fist clenching, before he stopped himself. “Don’t.”  He jabbed a threatening finger at Wilson. “Don’t fucking go there. You showed us how the Gresians came to be, right? How they were created as genocidal xenophobes?”

      Wilson folded his arms, his lips thinning as he took up a stance that said he wouldn’t be moved. “They were created to protect each other and something went wrong, yes. But they were created as a society, as a people. The Gresians are persons in the same way that human beings are persons.”

      “You can say that after what we saw on Lyonesse? After they rampaged through your town—your town, remember—slaughtering civilian colonists.”

      Wilson’s face twisted in pain. “Yes. But killing a soldier in the field is one thing; it’s you or him. Even killing a civilian face to face…. The civilian knows it’s coming, might be able to try to run or hide. But killing every member of a race, with a weapon they don’t even know exists, and which they’ll never ever see or understand.... Murder isn’t even the word. Genocide is too tame a fucking word!”

      “How about survival? How’s that for a word?” Daniel demanded. “When it’s you or them, as you just said, survival’s a pretty fucking good word. You probably don’t hear it a lot in academic debating societies.

      “No, but you learn a lot about ethics. About being better.”

      “Survive first, then get better,” Daniel snapped.

      Wilson threw up his hands and turned towards the door. Hope was standing there.

      “Individuals, races, and species all die out all the time,” Daniel was saying. “Whether by evolution or disease or whatever. A lot of them don’t deserve it, but the Gresians do. How many genocides have they committed? How many does it take before they deserve to be stopped?” He now noticed Hope, as well.

      “I could hear you through the door,” she said. “I was beginning to think you might actually be fighting.”

      Doug Wilson stepped forward to her. “Perhaps you can help Daniel see the ethical dimension here—”

      “No!” She held up both hands, stepping back away from the men. “I’ve lost good friends in this fight, too. And I’ve seen other friends estranged from each other over just this argument.”

      “So, you’re taking West’s side, the military side—”

      Hope shook her head. “I’m not taking either side. I don’t know if I could personally kill an entire species, but I don’t think I could leave them alone, either. In any case, we are soldiers who have duty and honor, which means we follow legal orders.”

      “What if this isn’t a legal order?”

      “Who is to decide? There’s no galactic authority, is there? Besides, one thing is definitely true: The Gresians started this fight by attacking Earth,” she pointed out.

      Daniel glared at Wilson, both filled with an urge to deck him and repulsed by the idea of being within arm’s length of him. “I think you’d best go, Professor.”

      “Yes… I think I had,” Wilson growled, and with that he stomped out, avoiding bumping into Hope by means of surprising grace.

      Daniel let out a long breath, which didn’t dispel the anger throbbing in his head and chest. Hope was looking at him flatly, but he only wished he could be so calm. He also wished he’d stayed in a loving mood rather than an angry one. The evening’s plans, he knew, had not survived first contact with the enemy; he knew his mind would go back over the things that pissed him off no matter how much he tried to persuade it otherwise. He also worried that his muscles would twitch at the wrong moment and hurt rather than please Hope, and he didn’t want that.

      “You look like you need some time,” she said.

      He nodded, and said, “Sorry. That asshole....” He sat down. “You’re probably needing to—”

      “Calm down myself, yes. I’m sorry, too, Dan. But it’ll all look better in the morning.” She bent to kiss him on the forehead. “Maybe that will cool something down in there; you’re burning up. I will see you tomorrow, OK?”

      “Yeah.”

      He watched her go, and then laid back on his bunk. “Shit. What the fuck did that asshole think he was talking about?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Lizzie said, appearing in the chair opposite. “Ask me something useful, that’s what I’m here for.”

      “Not now,” Daniel said, not wanting to talk to anyone.

      “Especially now,” Lizzie said, a sudden and surprising edge in her voice.

      Daniel sighed, but it occurred to him that, whatever his connection to the AI was, it was by the AI’s choice, and the AI was the ship’s one true heart. It was entirely possible that he couldn’t get rid of her, but she could easily shut down life support in his cabin if she wanted to. The thought gave him pause, making him wonder just what the AI really wanted out of him. “How did the Mozari first get into this war?” he asked at last.

      “Long story, that,” Lizzie said. “When the Mozari first began exploring space, they believed they were the only intelligent, space-faring species in the galaxy. For a while, life was good. They colonized planets and star systems around their home planet, and grew their civilization. It was all pretty cozy, or so I’m given to believe. And then this happened.”

      Suddenly, Daniel was in the deep blackness of space. Unlike when he was using a Mozari Library cube computer, only his vision and hearing were affected, and he could still feel the bunk under him, though he could no longer hear the sounds of the ventilation in his cabin.

      A rocky moon rose into view, though very different than Earth’s and with great slashes carved in its surface, as if left by some unimaginably vast set of claws. One of the distant stars beyond was growing, and getting brighter, until he saw that it was a small artificial moonlet, octagonal like two pyramids joined at the base. It remained in geosynchronous orbit around this strange moon as a domed Mozari ship approached.

      “The Mozari scientists didn’t know what the gate was,” Lizzie said, “but they recognized that it was an artifact of a previous civilization rather than a floating piece of space junk. Then they found a second, smaller gate near their home world.”

      Several Mozari scientists were gathered around the gate machine in a lab, which Daniel suspected was aboard the domed ship, so that the gateway mechanism could be studied in situ while covered. The Mozari were bipeds with two arms and one head, but taller than any but the tallest humans, with an exceptionally triangular torso spreading upward from a tiny waist to massive shoulders, all covered in some kind of scales.

      The creature’s deep-set eyes gleamed gold, and it had a half-circle of spiky, plastic-like fibers jutting from its forehead. They poked and prodded at the gateway unit with strange instruments while nanites flowed around it, seeking an entrance. “They studied them,” Lizzie continued, “but they had no idea how they worked or what they did. It was a mystery, and they scoured the neighboring star systems for clues.”

      Whatever recording Lizzie was showing Daniel cut to a flight over a forested landscape of purplish trees. Daniel was looking down at them from a ship or drone, which was doubly disconcerting because he could still feel himself pressing into the bunk, as if the gravity was suddenly upside-down. A teardrop-shaped Mozari shuttle descended to the surface, and Mozari scientists began to explore the ruins—which seemed to largely consist of the remains of fallen towers. “On a nearby planet, they found what looked like the ruins of a colony. Quantum resonance dating suggested an age of roughly a hundred thousand of your years, give or take a millennium.”

      Suddenly, Daniel was back on the domed ship, looking at the gate mechanism. It was beginning to glow, lights playing across it. “The gate woke up?”

      “Not just that one, but all the ones the Mozari had found.”

      “And a Gresian came through?”

      “Let’s not jump to the spoilers,” Lizzie said testily. “A signal started coming through, but the Mozari didn’t recognize it. Eventually, a small ship came through and crashed while trying to land near a Mozari colony. You know the Gresians now, so you can imagine what happened next.”

      He had seen this recording before: Spider-like ships made of something like coral, and, behind the arachnid-shaped bodies, four pearlescent petals bloomed, and then the spider-things were peeling away past him, reaching out to grasp him in their claws as the petal-like device tumbled on in a straight line towards a shimmering globe. These rear sections slammed into cities full of Mozari, blasting buildings to dust. Plasma fire from the ships incinerated structures and lifeforms alike, melting everything metal in the streets into lava-like slag.

      “The Mozari had weapons, of course, but they weren’t expecting this. Who could? In the first bombardment from space of a Mozari colony, the Gresians killed hundreds of thousands of Mozari civilians and then buggered off back through the gates.”

      “What did the Mozari do?” Daniel asked hollowly, ever more sure that the Gresians needed to die.

      “First, we, or rather they, created a defensive fleet to blockade the gate. So, the fleet went out and hung around on station at the gate, hoping it would open again. Eventually, it did, and the Mozari were ready. They destroyed several ships and captured one. A few Gresians made it back through the gate. The Mozari eventually analyzed the signals that preceded the gate opening and learned that they were control signals to open and operate the gates.”

      “And that’s how the Mozari learned to operate them,” Daniel said.

      “It’s easier to just be able to copy your neighbor’s answers, yeah. So, next thing you know, the Mozari used the gateway network to go exploring in armed ships. Occasionally, they ran into the Gresians in space.” In the darkness around Daniel, a Mozari ship, smaller than the Sydney, exchanged fire with a a cathedral-like Gresian cruiser, until eventually the Mozari ship jumped through a gateway.

      “So, the Mozari and the Gresians were pretty much in a sort of cold war. Nice and low-key, no more massacres.”

      Daniel frowned. “Did the Gresians have technological superiority?”

      “Nah, not really. They had access to the gates before we did, but otherwise both sides were technologically in the same ballpark, so a full-on war would likely have been catastrophic for both. The Mozari decided to concentrate on colony-building. They colonized a star system twenty light years from their home world. It did pretty damn well, so they kept going.” Lizzie sounded almost wistful to Daniel’s ears.

      “I guess there was plenty of room. Space is big, after all.”

      “Very. But while space might be as near to infinite as makes no difference to mere mortals like you, the gateway network isn’t. There are only so many gates.”

      Daniel understood immediately; it was the usual reason for warfare in most of human history. “A limited and valuable resource vital to two competing powers.”

      “Spot on,” Lizzie said. “The number-one best way to cause conflict tensions to flare up, accept no substitutes. So, that happened, for about fifty of your years. Then the Mozari thought they could try to discuss things. After all, the Gresians were an intelligent, technologically advanced species, so what could go wrong? So, they sent an envoy. The Gresians shot it down.”

      Daniel nodded and sat up on his bunk. The cabin was reassuringly around him again now, and Lizzie’s calm expression looked oddly melancholic. “And then the war got hot?” he prompted her.

      “For a while, the Mozari tried to stay away from the Gresians. When they met at random, they’d fight, and either side could win some or lose some. So, there was a stalemate for a while. But, yeah, eventually there was a status quo where they’d attack and destroy a Mozari colony, and the Mozari would attack and destroy a Gresian colony…”

      “Rinse and repeat?”

      “Like a novelty dance,” Lizzie said. “The two sides were actively hunting one another by that point, but here’s the difference between the Mozari and the Gresians. When the Mozari—lovely chaps, though I’m biased, I know—when they colonized a planet, it was one with no indigenous sentient life. When the Mozari destroyed Gresian colonies and towns on Gresian worlds, they usually searched afterwards and often found evidence of other civilizations that had been built over by the Gresians. We learned that the Gresians killed everyone they came across. The Mozari were a shock to them, because it was the first time they’d met a species on their technological level.”

      “If this was meant to be a morality talk to make me listen to Doug Wilson, you’re not selling it very well. It just proves the Gresians need to be stopped permanently.” He could feel that thought nestling in his chest, warming him like fine brandy.

      “It made the Mozari hate them all the more. Over time, that hatred became so deeply embedded in Mozari culture that it felt almost genetic. It became who they were: a species at war.”

      “I can see where they would be coming from,” Daniel said. “Perhaps after their war was over, they probably thought they could become something more.”

      “That sounds like Mozari kind of thinking,” Lizzie agreed. “So, while they were at war, they fought. It was the only way to be safe: kill their enemies.”

      “Killing your enemies is a good way to be safe,” Daniel agreed. He suddenly closed his mouth and thought about that for a minute, with a sinking feeling. “And you must see where that’d lead, surely?”

      Lizzie smiled brightly. “Yes. So do you.”

      “Even if they killed off the Gresians, they would always have been going to find new enemies, even if only among themselves. Because nothing in life is ever truly safe.”

      Lizzie snapped her fingers. “That’s another part you might want to think about.”
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      Daniel, Hope, and Colonel Barnett had come down to rendezvous on the Sydney’s flight deck. Perhaps because it had now been retrofitted with human technology and furnishings, the Sydney seemed, if anything, even more enormous inside than it had when Daniel had known it only as the Mozari flagship,

      “Flight deck” was a slightly misleading phrase, however, Daniel had decided, as the word deck implied a flat, horizontal surface, while the Sydney’s was curved along its length, making him feel as if he stood inside a metallic taco shell. There was more than enough room to launch a couple of dozen shuttles or fighters in one simultaneous wave if need be.

      The gigantic hatch that had covered the opening of the mass-driver bay when he’d first visited with hostile intent was now fixed open, with a protective atmospheric field keeping the air inside while letting vehicles through, just like the atmosphere field that had protected the ancient asteroid orbiting Lyonesse.

      .Through the faintly sparkling field, Daniel could see a squat, flattened cylinder slide to one side of the view and pause there. He listened and put his senses on alert for the faint sound and tremble of its docking with one of the Sydney’s starboard ports, and could just make out the sensation through the deck under his feet.

      “Docking secure,” a voice reported over the PA. “Containment units seven through nine, prepare to accept transfer lines…”

      “Containment?” Daniel queried, looking at Barnett.

      “Reactor fuel,” the colonel said with a shrug. “Don’t ask me how it works; it might as well be a bunch of hamsters to run around a big wheel, for all the sense I could make of it.” He chuckled. “There are a couple of naval engineers on board in charge of the power system who would just love to try to tell people about it, but if you take my recommendation, do not engage them in conversation if you value your ability to either stay awake or keep your brain from dribbling out your ears.”

      “That bad?” Hope asked.

      “And then some.”

      A couple of shuttles were sitting off to one side, their hatches open and with twidgets pottering around with maintenance tasks, but there were no fighters like those Hope had flown at Lyonesse on the deck. Either they’d been cleared to hangars and repair bays, or they were outside on some mission or training flight. Most of the flight deck was therefore clear of vehicles, with only scattered naval and aircrew around, as well as some small wheeled tugs.

      Barnett led Daniel and Hope towards the far end of the flight deck, where scalloped walls capped off the end, rather than there being a force field. Half a dozen soldiers were waiting there, clustered around a large, black AFV that looked like an upscale M2 Bradley. It was pretty much the same shape as a familiar Bradley AFV, with the same kind of turret mounted on top, but it was longer and larger, and there were no tracks on either side’s row of wheels.

      Standing next to the oversized Bradley were two very tall mechanized suits. Their faceplates and chests were open, revealing harnesses for their wearers, and they looked like some kind of mech from a videogame or anime movie.

      “We’re being supplied by Tony Stark now?” Daniel asked. “Iron Man as back-up sounds pretty useful.”

      “If it means Downey Jr. is coming with us, I’m good with that,” Hope added.

      “Don’t make cracks,” Barnett told them, “until you see what these things can do.” He led Daniel and Hope along the flight deck, which was filled with sound, but at least wasn’t deafening. The tap of metal on metal, conversations, and the whine and buzz of power-tool servos were occasionally interrupted by the PA, but that was as far as the noise level went.

      When they reached the APC and the standing suits of armor, Barnett made introductions. “Daniel, Hope, meet Sergeant James Cole and Corporal Malik Stewart.” Cole was a lithe and wiry red-haired guy with a buzz-cut; in his light gray fatigues, he looked like a matchstick. Stewart was black and burly, and looked vaguely familiar to Daniel, though he couldn’t place why. Stewart saved him the trouble of wondering. “Good to meet you. I heard a lot about you, Lieutenant West.

      From my big brother, Jax. He worked with you at Camp Peary.”

      Now Daniel got it. “Jackson Stewart, of course. I hope he’s looking after the place well while I’m away.”

      “I don’t doubt he is.”

      “So,” Daniel asked, “what’s your MOS? 19Ks? Drivers?”

      “12B,” Stewart said. “Combat engineers.”

      “Engineers?” Daniel echoed, surprised. He’d thought the armored suits surely must be run by armor crews.

      “At first we were unsure whether the mechanized suits were more appropriate for the 19 Field MOS or the 12. On the one hand, it’s an armored fighting vehicle of sorts, but on the other hand, its more something we expect to find useful for demolitions, clearance, and construction under combat conditions.”

      Daniel understood at once. “So, it’s designed for heavy lifting? ‘Get away from her, you bitch,’ kind of thing? Not a Transformer.”

      “Well, it won’t turn into a truck, but we figure it can punch out aliens and smash up other vehicles pretty well.”

      Barnett said, “Cole and Stewart will be operating the mechanized suits on the mission, but I want them to give you and Hope an orientation on them before we leave. The flight deck is large enough that they can do that here.” He gave them a quick salute, which all four returned, and then he departed for other duties.
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      Daniel and Hope examined the mechanized suits closely as Cole and Stewart pointed out the different features. Cole, in particular, had a used car salesman’s gift of the gab. “This is the new Exo-suit Mechanized,” he said, and Daniel could hear the capitalization. “Since they’re bigger and have the M-tag in the paperwork for Mechanized, we call them Big Mikes. Here’s the thing. You’re used to wearing the Mozari Exo-suits, right? And they make you kind of like—”

      “A superhero?” Daniel suggested.

      Cole nodded. “One of the X-Men or something, yeah. They’re snug-fitting, auto-repairing, make you faster and more agile, and protect against bullets and some radiation…. Yeah, they make you a minor superhero.” He patted the side of the armored colossus. “This doesn’t make you a superhero. This makes you a tank.”

      “Not just a construction vehicle?”

      Cole grinned. “Partly, but it’s also been developed to enhance its wearer’s combat effectiveness exponentially. Each arm has one of two dozen modular weapons systems from the Mozari factory ship files, mounted beneath the forearm.”

      “What sort of weapons modules are we talking about?” Hope asked.

      “Upscaled railguns, nanocharge launchers, homing missiles, that kind of thing.”

      “And a surprisingly wide range of crowd-control non-lethals,” Stewart added. “There’s a grenade set-up that releases a noxious but harmless gas that’ll disperse crowds, and there’s this weird glue gel that can gum up a roadway and screw up any wheeled traffic. For the purposes of the current mission, we’ve gone with a straightforward combat load-out for a fast assault. That means a combination of the upscaled railguns and grenade launchers. We’ll carry a mix of concussive, hi-ex, and flechette.”

      “Smokers?” Daniel asked.

      Stewart shook his head. “From the bits and pieces of Gresian gear we’ve picked up, we figure smoke won’t inhibit their target acquisition any more than it does our optics when wearing Exo-suits.”

      “Which we now know were back-engineered from Gresian gear by the Mozari in the first place...” Daniel understood well enough.

      “Yeah,” Cole broke in. “The Big Mikes here are designed to work in concert with the Exo-suits while providing some additional functionality and protection. You’re going to find the controls work through the Exo-suits; you still need to wear an Exo-suit to wear one of these.”

      “Some protection against fire would be useful,” Hope said with a shiver.

      “That’s definitely one of the improved protections we’ve engineered in,” Cole reassured her. “It’s also faster than a human can run with the assistance of an Exo-suit, and as well as various types of projectile and energy weapon impacts, it will withstand greater blunt force trauma. No need to worry about a building falling on you.”

      Daniel bristled, thinking of Chief Hammond. He forced himself to calm down, reminding himself that this asshole probably had no idea that such a casualty had occurred—or, if he did, it had been a matter of sentences on paper versus experiencing the reality.

      “Now, what’s the catch?”

      “Catch?” Stewart echoed.

      Daniel nodded. “There’s always a catch. OK, at least a downside. What are the downsides?”

      Stewart thought for a second. “Well… the Exo-suits would be God’s gift to free-runners and parkour types. These, not so much—they’re just too heavy. No leaping from branch to branch or rooftop to rooftop.”

      “OK.”

      “A fit and athletic human can run maybe twelve to fifteen miles an hour for an extended period, and get up to maybe thirty as an absolute top-end, like an Olympic sprinter or something like that. How fast do you figure you can run in an Exo-suit?”

      Daniel tried to remember what his records showed. “Thirty-five miles an hour for an hour or two. Maybe forty-five to fifty in a short burst.”

      “Right,” Stewart said. “Suited up as Big Mike here, it’s more like sixty for a good hour and more. Seventy-plus at a short sprint.” Daniel did a quick double-take. “Yeah,” Stewart said with a grin. “It’s also got better seals and more life-support facility than the Exo-suits. We can go double the time underwater or in vacuum, and because it needs a suit-wearer to operate it, that makes for a total of three times the duration if needed. And the Exo-suit nanites can still filter from an atmosphere that’s present but not so breathable.”

      “Let’s hope the Gresians’ planet has breathable air,” Hope said, “or you and Cole might find yourselves doing the mission on your own.”

      Cole chuckled. “Obviously, the increased size means increased ordnance and ammo capacity. Plus, signals and cyber effectiveness are boosted, with direct surface to orbit communications gear and signal jamming capability.”

      As Cole was speaking, Daniel walked round to look at the APC. “What about the Bradley’s big brother here?”

      “Well, as you figured, it’s basically a scaled-up Bradley, with a few differences. We’re calling it a Super-Bradley even though it isn’t really.”

      “Wasn’t there are a Super-Bradley project before?”

      “It got canned at the beginning of 2019,” Stewart said, “so we just stole the name. Unofficially.” We got road wheels coated in an active nanoform material that alters its properties according to the terrain they’re in contact with.”

      “So, we don’t need tracks,” Cole added. “The hull and turret are hardened against both our own railguns and Gresian plasma rifles. And that’s at point-blank range.”

      “How was that achieved?” Daniel asked.

      “It’s made of the same dwarf star alloy the Sydney herself is made of. Dwarf star alloy is extremely dense, so we can actually make it a lot thinner and still have more protection than any terrestrial element or alloy would allow. This baby’s as agile as a good 4x4 or pickup truck.”

      “All this and indestructible, too,” Daniel said approvingly, only half-believing the latter part.

      “Well, it ain’t indestructible or invulnerable,” Cole admitted. “If there’s enough concentration of firepower on one area, that part of the armor will become damaged. There’s also an issue with heat conductivity.”

      “Heat conductivity?” Hope asked warily.

      “The biggest problem for spacecraft is the danger of heat build-up cooking everyone inside. So, the most important thing outside the hull is radiators. That’s why all of our ships are painted white, so as not to absorb more heat.”

      Daniel nodded. “That’s what I gathered when I first came up to the Shenzhen.”

      “Right. So, the dwarf star alloy is a good conductor to radiate off heat generated inside the Sydney, but that conductance works both ways: If a straight-up heat source is applied—a powerful laser, say—that will be conducted through to the inside pretty quickly.”

      “And cook everyone inside?”

      “Pretty much, sir,” Cole said sadly.

      Daniel sighed, feeling Hope’s revulsion. “Well, how are we doing for camo? This will work OK at night, but—”

      Cole brightened immediately, now that they were off such an uncomfortable subject. “The Big Mike suits and the Super-Bradleys have limited stealth capabilities. They’re radar and EM-scattering, and, though the tech can’t make itself invisible, it can bend light around itself for short periods of time.”

      “Drains power cores like shit through a goose, though,” Stewart grumbled.

      “OK, I’ll figure out which of my troops are best-suited to be APC drivers and gunners,” Daniel said. He already knew Erik Palmer, his platoon sergeant, would command his team from one of those positions, as he’d been involved with Abrams tanks prior to joining the Hardcases. “And you two will be operating the Big Mikes?”

      “We’ve been fully trained up on these, sir,” Cole said, “and it’s a pretty specialized job.”

      “That said,” Stewart added, “you want to take one of them for a spin?”

      Daniel figured that it might be useful to have at least one extra person who knew how to operate these things, just in case…. “I don’t mind if I do.”

      Stewart grinned and walked Daniel to the farther of the two Big Mikes. “This is my Mike. Just climb aboard.” Daniel climbed up to put his foot on the top edge of the Big Mike’s shin and then twisted himself around so that he was stepping backwards into the open cavity of the oversized armor. Stewart reached up to press a control on the open chestplate, which then folded shut, the thighs closing around Daniel’s legs and the faceplate sliding down over his head.

      Daniel could feel strands of nanites connecting between his suit and the interior of the armor, and could see perfectly clearly through the transparent faceplate. He switched through his suit’s vision modes and found that they were all clearer through the Big Mike’s faceplate, and he could zoom his vision a lot further, as promised. “How do I start it moving?” he asked.

      Stewart retired to a safe distance and said, “Just move as you normally would. It’s basically a pumped-up Exo-suit, so it works the same way.”

      Daniel nodded, and, to his surprise and Hope’s amusement, the Big Mike nodded its head. The Big Mike—Daniel—turned and stepped carefully to one side. Daniel didn’t want to accidentally overdo things or unbalance the heavy armor, and so he moved tentatively at first, but was relieved to find that this tech felt as normal to move around in as his Exo-suit did. He shook his limbs, the Big Mike doing likewise, and then walked around the flight deck.

      He flexed its arms as he went, and then tried to reach out and pick up a weapon. The suit’s fingers fumbled it, first bending the rifle and then dropping it. “Sorry,” Daniel said, beginning to see why using one of these things required special training, particularly in a combat engineering context. You didn’t want to go dropping or crushing protacabins or demolitions charges. He decided to try a light jog, which felt effortless, and then suddenly he was at the atmosphere shield, back-pedaling frantically to avoid running clear out of the ship like a cartoon character off the edge of a cliff.

      His heart pounded in his chest and he almost yelled, sure he couldn’t stop in time.  But he did, and there stopped to recover the breath that he’d been holding. He walked back to the other end of the flight deck, checking the Big Mike’s weapons systems and trying out various calisthenics as he went. The machine’s neural interface was impressively intuitive. “It’s an elegant piece of equipment,” he said as he returned to Hope, Cole, and Stewart. “How do I get out?”

      “Just think your way to the command menu and—yeah, there you go.” As he emerged from the machine with a grin, Daniel thought to Hope. ‘That was actually….’

      ‘Fun? Cool? Perhaps I should try it.’

      ‘Go right ahead; it was fun and cool. But I was going to say—well, think, you know what I mean—that was actually pretty positive.’

      ‘Apart from almost falling off the edge of the flight deck and out of the ship??’ Hope sent with a note of concern.

      ‘Yeah. Sorry; considering the mass of the thing, it moves more lightly and easily than I expected. You might want to watch out for that. Slow and stop a few seconds before you think you’ll have to.’

      ‘Right. And what about their usefulness to the mission?’

      ‘I think our chances of success might have climbed up just a couple of percentile points.’

      ‘Impressive. You’re right. I’ll try one out.’
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        UES Sydney, Orbit of Saturn

      

      

      Daniel had secured the use of a briefing room from the Sydney’s XO, Tom Wells, so, three days after he had checked out the Big Mikes and Super-Bradley APCs, he was laying out tablet readers on every chair in the simple presentation room. There were several screen viewers on the widest wall also.

      He nodded to Erik Palmer, who was waiting by the door. “Show them in.”

      Palmer opened the door and a line of soldiers entered. There were several familiar faces: the Czech sniper Mili Svoboda, Kevin Bailey, Kate Kinsella, the diminutive but deadly Thai Buapueak, the bearded Englishman Marty Beswick, Wilkes, Collins, Kenji, Carter, a medic called Kit Gregory, and a recently graduated from Camp Peary Mary Jefferson. There were several strangers among the group, too, along with Sergeants James Cole and Malik Stewart. Hope had come along with the team’s pilots, as well—Bella Torres, a slightly-built man called Andrews, and another lieutenant named Steffen. Doug Wilson came in last, clearly trying to keep out of Daniel’s way, for which Daniel considered feeling grateful, but that was as far as his charitable feelings went.

      The Hardcases had been given three days to get reacquainted, drill, exercise, study the intel they had been given regarding the Gresians and the planet codenamed Firebird, and

      familiarize themselves with the new equipment. At this point, Daniel was pretty sure that everyone in the platoon had had a try at wearing a Big Mike.

      For his own part, Daniel and Hope had spent as much time in each other’s company as could legitimately be managed. Even when they were working or studying or planning together, Daniel still somehow found it more fulfilling just for the fact of her presence. When he’d said as much, she’d of course proved to feel the same way.

      “OK, in a couple of days, we’ll be going through the gate, and I’ve now received our mission orders from Colonel Barnett. This is coded Operation Stravinsky, and if we’re all seated comfortably, I’ll give you the final mission details—details I’ve just received myself.

      “Here’s how the mission will work. The Hardcases will be splitting into two teams under my command for an incursion onto enemy territory. Fireteam Alpha will be under the command of Master Sergeant Kinsella. Team Bravo will be under Sergeant Palmer’s command.” Daniel turned to his platoon sergeant, Erik Palmer. “Erik, you’ll also be my executive officer, of course.”

      “We’ll be taking two Landing Craft Mechanized shuttles down to the LZ, because we’re carrying the ground transports and Big Mike units down with us. Captain Ying will pilot Alpha Team’s LCM, and Lieutenant Andrews will be Bravo Team’s chauffeur. Each shuttle will carry one Super-Bradley troop transport vehicle and one Big Mike unit.”

      Daniel turned and brought up a satellite image on the screen. “This is our landing zone,” Daniel said, pointing to an area of the image that showed a clearing of rolling hills with buildings scattered throughout. The buildings were strange, with many residential-looking units in trees, both real and artificial, and towers acting as junctions for pathways between the arboreal domiciles. “It’s a park, part of a greenbelt area between groupings of what intel analysis says are residential areas.” He scrolled the image, showing a rolling parkland. “Space Command has sent stealth drones to reconnoiter the planet, but they don’t have any closer eyes on the LZ than this.” The image showed a small piece of parkland not too far from what was just about large enough for them to make it out as a very regular square hill, like the base of a pyramid. “The LZ is approximately two kilometers from our—or, more accurately, Professor Wilson’s—final objective.”

      “It looks like the ruins we found on Lyonesse,” Erik Palmer said.

      “There’s a difference between those ruins and these ones.” Daniel pressed a switch, and a variety of colored areas and symbols appeared over a wide area of the map, layered on the hologram to indicate that they represented things beneath the surface level where the park, ruins, and modern buildings were. They looked like the floorplan of a tower block, sinking into the ground rather than reaching up from it. “Beneath these ruins lies an intact, underground Shaldine gateway engineering and research facility, of which we believe the Gresians to be either entirely unaware or at least unconcerned with.”

      Daniel paused for a sip of water before continuing. “The Hardcases’ mission is to get Professor Douglas Wilson into this facility, and then provide cover as he uses the  equipment inside to exploit a function of the gate system that will allow us to kill every Gresian, everywhere in the galaxy.” He paused to let that sink in as the Hardcases looked to each other in astonishment and disbelief.

      “While we work on that, our ground troops and air support will be establishing beachheads at various locations around the planet. This is partly so we might establish a colony afterwards, but mainly....” He couldn’t even believe it himself, as he said it. “Mainly, they’re all coming—the whole invasion force—to draw Gresian fire away from us and our mission.”

      A chorus of disbelieving and awed exclamations rippled through the room, though the wide eyes and open mouths of the Hardcases and their pilots would have said more than enough on their own. “The intent,” Daniel continued, “is to draw the bulk of the Gresian defense forces into a prolonged engagement. If things go to plan,” he went on, all too aware of the military truism that no battle plan ever survived first contact with the enemy, and uncomfortably sure that he was jinxing the mission just by saying anything about it, “with any luck, anyway, we should have a relatively hassle-free day. In and out, kill the Gresians, and take a gate home.” He knew it wouldn’t be that easy, of course; it never was in real life. “If shit goes south, the invasion will proceed in any case, as planet Firebird is a vital strategic location which we’d need to take early in a protracted war anyway.”

      He paused for another sip of water. “Anybody have any questions?”

      Bella Torres, Hope’s co-pilot, raised a hand. “If this is a Gresian-controlled system, they must control gateway access to it. How are we going to get from the closest available gateway there without being detected at long range, and how long a trip will it be?”

      “The Gresians don’t quite control the gateway there,” Daniel answered. “They merely think they do. The Shaldine data included a bunch of technical stuff about the nature of the gateways’ operating system. Analysis of that led to the discovery of an emergency setting hardwired into the gateways that allows any gateway to be to remotely taken over. Basically, a backdoor left in by the Shaldine engineers so they could maintain the system even if the regular OS went down. I’m no expert, so I can’t say anything more than ‘witchcraft happens inside the gateway generator,’ but General Carver says they tested the theory out on a couple of other systems and it works just fine.”

      Marty Beswick, the former Royal Marine, next asked, “If this Shaldine facility is still intact on a Gresian planet, why do we think they don’t know about it?”

      “If I may,” Professor Wilson said quietly, looking at Daniel with puppy-dog eyes. Daniel groaned inwardly, but nodded. “According to the Shaldine data, it was buried and built over centuries before the Gresians existed. We know the Gresians treat Shaldine ruins as sites of historical or religious interest and refuse to tamper with them. Also, high-orbital drone scans show that the facility still exists and is tapped into a geothermal power source, but that there’s no activity on the part of the Gresians beyond visiting the surface ruins. Imagine if there were a huge power source on Earth, but hundreds of meters below an old medieval castle? This is a similar situation.”

      “And, of course,” Daniel added, “we have data now on how the Gresians defend and run their active military and industrial sites, and this location seems to have very little of the security forces or defensive structures that active modern Gresian sites of strategic interest do.”

      “Are we likely to run into guardian-caste Gresians again?” Svoboda asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “No, those are specific to Lyonesse, where the whole world is sacred to them. This planet is defended by regular Gresian troops.”

      “So, what can we expect from regular Gresian military opposition, on the ground and during the drop?” Erik Palmer wanted to know.

      Daniel only wished he knew specifics for certain.

      He answered, “You can expect a well-entrenched, well-motivated enemy. They are defending their home ground, after all. The Gresians have their versions of Exo-suits with limited stealth ability, and they carry projected energy weapons and grenades and missile launchers. They’ll have local air traffic and presumably a wet navy. Intelligence is limited because we can’t just sneak in and wander around dressed as Gresians.” There were some chuckles at that. “Space Command managed to sneak some drones into the system and are monitoring Gresian ships in orbit. The orbital approaches are defended, but not heavily. They have a couple of cruisers, some orbital defense platforms, and several fighter squadrons launchable from the ground.”

      Cole raised a hand. “What about ground vehicles and emplacements?”

      “They have those, and military bases, just as we do. The closest military area to our target appears to be some kind of training center for their equivalent of infantrymen.” He paused. “The key thing with all of this is going to be speed. This has to be a modern Blitzkreig.

      There were approving nods as Daniel continued, “On the ground, the divisional strategy is to hit the Gresians with such overwhelming force that they’re unable to respond. Based on what the drone intel shows, we might not have too many problems. That said… let’s not assume anything. You know what they say: To assume is to make an ass out of u and me.”

      Daniel was about to dismiss the troops when the briefing room door opened once more and Colonel Barnett entered. Everyone leapt to attention and saluted, but Barnett waved them back to their seats. “Lieutenant West, I hope you won’t mind if I exploit the fact that you’ve already gathered your platoon here, by giving a little bit of additional briefing?”

      Daniel was only half-surprised, and he stepped aside. “Be my guest, sir.”

      “Thanks.” Barnett glanced at the imagery on the monitors, then turned back to the Hardcases. “As I’m sure Lieutenant West has already explained, most of our ground assault phase is, in essence, a massive diversion. To both be convincing and actually keep them occupied, it has to be a large enough assault in the right places to ensure that they absolutely have to respond and defend.”

      “Is it going to be cost-effective, in terms of resources and men?” Doug Wilson asked mildly.

      “Probably not, by regular terrestrial warfare standards, but this is a straight-up succeed or fail mission to end the Gresians, so it’s probably not going to be resource-effective as an actual invade and occupy show, but when it comes to eliminating the Gresian threat overall, it will be.” Barnett looked at the pilots. “This is going to be a tricky one for you, especially, but I know you’re up to the challenge. We’re going to launch attack flights as soon as we jump into the system in order to disable their orbital defenses, especially their asteroid defenses, and tie up any fighters they launch. Second, we meteor-bomb these three launch and control complexes to keep any ships from taking off to engage us. Next, we start putting boots on the ground in these three sectors to secure transport hubs and power generation facilities.”

      “They’re pretty close to the impact sites,” Hope said, though her tone was more one of explaining details to the soldiers than asking any question.

      Barnett nodded. “Our LCM ships will encounter smoke and dust from the orbital bombardment, and that’s key to your team’s approach. Your transports will be in the middle of the invasion transports and under heavy fighter escort. Once into the dust cloud and below their orbital sensors, you’ll alter course for the Shaldine complex. The Gresians should be too concerned about the concentration of troop transports landing at these areas to worry about whether a couple of ships went astray. And Captain Ying and her pilots will get you there safely. Any questions?”

      Marty Beswick put his hand up, and Barnett nodded to him to go ahead. “We have Mozari mass-driver technology, right? So, why don’t we just smack a nickel-iron meteor into the Shaldine complex? That’d end any chance of the Gresians’ using it PDQ.”

      Barnett chuckled. “Because all we’d have done would be to break a light switch while the lights were still on. We need to switch them off first, and for that to happen, we need to access the complex while it’s operational, so we can make use of it.”

      “Fair enough, guv.”

      “Any more questions?” Nobody raised a hand, so Barnett returned the briefing to Daniel, who gave the platoon a curt nod. “That being the case, we’ll be dropping tomorrow morning at six zulu time. Get a good night’s sleep while you can; we’re all going to need it tomorrow. Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Doug Wilson was waiting for Daniel, and he dropped into step beside him. Daniel found that he didn’t mind that as much as he would have expected; the guy was still annoying, but considering that most of the operational planning for this mission had been based on his work, Daniel could go along with him—up to a point. They were, at least technically, on the same side, after all.

      “Lieutenant West.”

      “Professor.”

      “Your briefing was quite informative and effective,” Wilson said crisply, with a surprising tone of approval.

      “I hope so.”

      “I don’t think you need worry. You have their respect and confidence, and it is deserved.”

      Daniel looked sidelong at him. “Thanks. But I doubt you were waiting outside the stage door for an autograph.”

      “No, sadly. I wanted to sound out whether you had given any more thought to our conversations of a couple days ago.”

      “About the Gresians?”

      “About the solution, so to speak, to our Gresian problem, and the possibly less… less final alternatives. Have you reconsidered that conversation?”

      “Well, I haven’t punched you or had charges drawn up,” Daniel said bluntly. “Alternative solutions to a problem are one thing, but alternatives to solving a problem… that’s something else.”

      Wilson grunted. “It’s the former that I’m thinking about. Given our shared experiences on the Lyonesse colony, it’s not as if I don’t view the Gresian threat as a problem.”

      “Good,” Daniel snapped. “Remember, our mission—our orders—are to end that threat. If you’re asking me to contravene those orders, or telling me that you’re going to go off-reservation by refusing your or my orders, then… that would be a problem.”

      “I appreciate your devotion to obeying orders, and might remind you that just because something’s an order passed down the chain of command, that doesn’t make it correct, or necessarily legal. After Lyonesse, you of all people should be aware of that.

      “I’m aware of that,” Daniel muttered, slightly stung; a wound reopened. It was something he thought about every day. “Our current orders are legal. Remember that we—and here I mean humanity—never asked for this fight. The Gresians brought this war on themselves.” They walked a few steps in silence for a moment, Daniel just wanting to be free of the man. “Look,” he said at last, “I know you don’t like it. Nobody likes being in a war, and we’ve gone through too much to bullshit each other about the morality of war. If you really can’t face following our orders, and really want to be out from under them, then you need to talk to Colonel Barnett now, before there’s a big problem that will cause trouble for both yourself and the success of the mission, or the safety of our people. Because endangering the safety of our people will be a big problem between us. Again.”

      “As if talking to the colonel would make a difference. I don’t believe you’ll find he has much say in our operational orders, Lieutenant.”

      That was true enough, Daniel knew. “He’s a good man; he’ll listen and sort something out for you, if anything can be sorted.”

      Wilson shrugged “He’s a communications channel between your senior officers and you, not a key decision-maker. Believe me, I’ve been working with those who are the key decision-makers.”

      “Maybe you should have brought this issue up with them.”

      “Maybe I did.” Wilson hesitated. “I understand the concept of orders, Daniel, and joined this mission with my eyes open. I’m just saying… I’m saying that I’ll go along with the plan, but I do not like it, and happen to believe that there are more desirable variances. Which I believe still fall well within the remit of the orders we have.”

      “The spirit rather than the letter of the law?”

      “Something like that.”

      “That’s a dangerous game to play,” Daniel warned.

      “Say you, to the one unarmed man going on the mission,” Wilson replied, with a glint in his eye.

      Daniel stopped, but Wilson continued on his way.
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        UES Sydney, Beyond Saturn

      

      

      The rest of the fleet ought, Daniel felt, to be an impressive sight, like something out of Star Wars or at least old newsreels of World War 2 fleets on the way to D-Day or Midway. There was no sign of the other ships, however, as they were all dozens if not hundreds of kilometers apart, too far away to see.

      Daniel was on the Sydney’s flight deck, looking out through the energy shield that kept the atmosphere where it belonged. This morning, the flight deck was busier and noisier than it had been when he and Hope had been introduced to the Big Mike suits. Hangar doors along both sides of the vast space were open to allow for the boarding of fighters, shuttles, and landing craft. Squads of Marine, Ranger, and infantry units carrying full packs and battlefield load-outs were jogging to their shuttle hangars as Daniel threaded his way through to the hangar bay in which sat the Mike Boats, whose name had little to do with the Big Mike suits beyond the fact that Mike was the NATO call sign for the letter M, and both things were “M” for “Mechanized” variants of their type; Landing Craft (Mechanized), or LCM, and the mechanized Exo-suit variants.

      There was a lot more engine noise today, from both spacecraft and wheeled vehicles. The Mike Boats were larger than the normal Mozari-derived shuttles, designed specifically for landing both troops and heavy equipment and vehicles from orbit. The Hardcases’ upscaled dwarf-star Bradleys were rolling into an LCM each while Cole and Stewart walked their respective Big Mike suits in behind them.

      The other six LCMs had their hatches open, with units of troops marching in along with ATVs, bikes, and one or two regular Bradley AFVs that were trundling aboard. Daniel had passed several hangars on the way to where he stood now, each filled with shuttles and LCMs being boarded by troops with full packs and gear.

      Alpha Team strapped themselves into fold-down seats along the walls of the LCM, facing inwards at their AFV and Big Mike. The LCM was large enough that there was plenty of room for Daniel to proceed forward through the hold without stepping on anybody’s feet even though he, like the others, was wearing plenty of pouches and gear strapped to him. They all wore their Exo-suits under their camouflaged digies.

      The Sydney’s flight control officer was audible over the comms as Daniel reached the cockpit and dropped into the jump-seat behind Bella Torres, who sat in the co-pilot’s seat. Hope was already talking to Flight Control while spooling up the engines. “We ready to rock and roll?” Daniel asked.

      “We’re done with pre-flight, if that’s what you mean,” Hope replied.

      “What happens after you drop us off? This LCM isn’t going to give much air support.”

      Hope grimaced, releasing a wave of dissatisfaction. “Bella and I will help you off-load your transport and Big Mike. Then my orders are to return to the Sydney and have this ship reconfigured for extra troop seats, after which I’m supposed to ferry infantrymen to whichever landing zone your Colonel Barnett orders.”

      “Supposed to?” Daniel was surprised, having thought she’d surely be flying air cover in a fighter.

      “While the reconfiguration is going on, I want to persuade them to let me fly a fighter. That’s what I’m trained for and where I’d be most useful. They know my record from the battle of Lyonesse, and Bella is more than capable of handling the drops.”

      “Ours not to reason why, or some such bullshit. Those aren’t fair orders.”

      ‘You’re telling me,’ Hope thought, and then said aloud, “But they are orders, and this is the job to which we’ve been assigned. I’m not going to disobey, but I’m going to try damn hard to persuade them that, yes, a woman can be an experienced fighter pilot, and if she is, you should be making the best strategic use of her skills and abilities.”

      “I’ll pass along as strong a suggestion as I can,” Daniel promised, offended on her behalf.

      “It’s too late for that, I fear, but thank you.” She turned back to her preflight checklist, leaving Daniel to try to force himself to relax, which was of course an unachievable paradox. Doug Wilson, he saw, was in the nearest seat to him, just outside the cockpit door. Daniel noticed his eyes were closed, and at first thought the man was dozing during the wait. Daniel wouldn’t have blamed him for that, as it was a dull time for passengers on board, and in fact he was just about to envy the man when he noticed that Wilson’s lips were moving slightly. No sounds were coming out, but he was muttering something to himself, and Daniel suddenly realized he was more likely praying than dozing. He hadn’t pegged Wilson for a religious type, but he had read something once about a propensity for religion or belief being hardwired into the human brain, so maybe that was true. If that was Wilson’s way of coping with the stress of going into danger, Daniel figured, then it probably wasn’t a bad thing to do right now.

      After fifteen or twenty minutes, just when Daniel was starting to feel that the seat was burning his ass, getting desperate to move instead of being tortured by sitting there endlessly, Sergeant Kate Kinsella’s cropped blonde head leaned in through the door. “Sir, that’s our full complement and load-out aboard. Everything and everyone is locked down and ready to go.”

      “Good. Best strap yourself in; it shouldn’t be long until launch.” He didn’t add that he felt he’d been waiting too long already, but Hope glanced at him with a shrug in response to the thought. Daniel got on the comms to the Hardcases’ other Mike Boat. “Sergeant Palmer, we’re locked and loaded, ready for a go or no-go. Sit-rep your end?”

      “All bodies and equipment stowed and ready here, sir,” Erik Palmer’s voice came back. “Ready for go or no-go.”

      “Stand by.” Daniel looked at Hope. “We’re ready.”

      “So I heard.” She pressed a channel switch. “Flight Control, Hardcases One and Two are green, go no-go for launch.” She turned her attention back to Daniel. “It’s up to the admiral now. We’ve just got to wait until Flight Control gives the word.”

      “Hurry up and wait,” he muttered. “Abbott and Costello were right about the Army eighty years ago....” This was always the worst part for Daniel, and he suspected it was the same for most of his soldiers; waiting for the unknown—bored, but unable to commit to doing anything else.

      “All hands,” Captain Sheard’s voice came over speakers throughout the Sydney and in the LCM shuttles. “Gateway activation is imminent. I repeat, imminent. T minus five minutes.” There was a pause, to allow people time to pay attention. “The cruiser UES Houston will be the first ship through the gate, followed by the destroyers Islamabad and New Dehli. The Sydney, Shenzhen, and Potomac will go next. They will be followed by support and escort craft.” Hope and Torres began adjusting their controls, spooling the engines up from the power-saving idling they had been engaged in during the irritating wait. “As soon as we’re through the gateway, we’ll drop a fighter screen and launch the LCMs under their protection.”

      “You may have heard,” the Sydney’s captain went on after a moment, “that this mission will be a cakewalk, or that it will be fraught with difficulty. The truth is, whatever the knowledge we have, nobody can know which of those it will really be. What we can know is that this mission is of vital importance, and that we have confidence in our troops and our crews, that whether the road is easy or difficult, they will travel it with all speed. This is not just about changing the ownership of one planet; this is about preserving the existence of one very unique planet. It’s about protecting Earth from an existential threat. Protecting the friends and families of everyone you ever knew, in every country and culture on our home planet.”

      Sheard paused again. “If the road is difficult, we will overcome. If the road is easy, we will traverse it. Either way, it’s a one-way street, and our world’s safety is at the other end. And that’s why it’s time to take that fight off of our world, and take it to theirs.”

      Daniel could hear some muted cheering through the comms, and outside on the Sydney’s flight deck, but he couldn’t bring himself to be in that mood himself. Neither, it seemed, could any of the other Hardcases in the LCM with him, though when he glanced back as the LCM was clamped into place with a clang for the jump, he could see them smiling grimly. Cole was actually grinning, but the expression began fading already as he saw the more experienced faces around him. This wasn’t going to be Daniel’s first battle, nor, unlike Cole and most of the ten thousand troops in the invasion force, his first battle with actual live Gresians. If it was going to be his last, however, he hoped that was because it would be the last.

      “Hardcase One, Flight Control. Locking clamps in place for the jump. You are go for launch when released.”

      “Roger that,” Hope replied. The LCM quivered slightly as its hatches sealed, and the section of floor to which it was now clamped turned to orient into launch position for lifting out onto the flight deck once it was through the gateway. Hope sat back and folded her arms. “Nothing for me to do,” she told him. “Until we drop, all the launch process is automated. Lizzie can tell you how it works, I imagine.”

      Lizzie appeared, making Torres start, as she was projecting into the LCM rather than just into Daniel’s vision. “I’m in full control of the Sydney’s sensors; I can tag you in to the C-In-C’s data reception if you want. If nothing else, you’ll have a better view than looking at the back of a chair.”

      Someone like Bailey or Kinsella might have agreed to that because it would look cool, and Wilson would probably have declined because it felt too disturbing for him, but Daniel elected to go with being plugged in because, the more he knew, and the more he could see, the better he could do his job. The jump-seat began to vibrate very slightly against Daniel’s back, betraying a tactile and silent rumble through the Sydney and everything in it as its engines warmed up. He felt a slight pressure pressing him against the seat, and wondered how fast the ship was really going. He knew that the ship, like all Mozari and Mozari-derived vessels, had inertial compensators that dampened the effects and sensation of acceleration, so he knew they must be going pretty hard for him to be able to feel it at all.

      “The gateway is opening,” Lizzie said, more for the benefit of Hope and Torres since Daniel could see it for himself in the forward sensor view that Lizzie was projecting into his vision. He felt a sudden nausea, and then, realizing the cause, shifted around in his seat so that the acceleration pressure lined up with the view he was seeing, rather than coming from one side. The nausea dissipated instantly.

      Ahead, as far as Daniel could see, was a flickering distortion against the field of stars, making them twinkle in a way that they did from Earth but not when in space. “The Houston has gone through,” Lizzie explained. His view enhanced by the ship’s cameras and sensors, he could see the cylindrical white forms of the Islamabad and New Delhi vanish through the gateway a minute or two apart.

      Then the gateway was growing in his vision, expanding around him as the vast bulk of the Sydney hurtled towards it. An instant of grayness covered his vision, and suddenly he was hurtling towards a bloodstained-looking orb swathed in clouds, faint light patches scattered against its darkened side.

      Arrow-like fighters swept past, and already there were brief flares and flashes in orbit as defensive weapons platforms either fired or were hit. Daniel could also hear the chatter from the Sydney’s C-In-C thanks to Lizzie, and Captain Sheard and his officers were already giving and receiving orders.

      “Signal Destroyers Rutland and Dordogne to concentrate their fire on the Gresian carriers,” the admiral’s voice came over the command network. “Eliminating their ability to project air cover is our utmost priority.”

      “Mr. Wells,” Sheard transmitted, “prepare to launch the first wave of landing vessels and second fighter wing.”

      “Moving to launch positions,” Andrews reported. Some kind of signal buzzed in his ear, and Daniel felt the LCM begin to move into launch position. In a few seconds, it had slid into place on the Sydney’s flight deck. He had Lizzie cut the sensor view so he could see out the shuttle viewport with his own eyes as the Air Boss, or flight controller, came over the comms to Hope.  “Hardcase One, Flight Control. You are go for launch.”

      On his last word, the LCM suddenly sprang free of the clamps that held it and plunged forward.
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        * * *

      

      The Mike Boat shot out through the Sydney’s atmosphere field in formation with seven others. As Hope swept it upwards with the others, fighters hove into view around the group of landing craft. Daniel’s eyes were fixed on their destination, which was now settling into view ahead. Somehow, the planet’s reddish land masses looked even more bloody and baleful in his own vision than they had through the image-intensified sensors.

      The Houston, Islamabad, and New Delhi  had already spread out and were little more than glinting specks against the blackness of space. Daniel glanced at a monitor showing the rear view from the LCM, and saw not just more landing craft and fighters, and the looming form of the Sydney behind them, but also the Shenzen and Potomac beyond that, all moving at speed to positions for the planetary assault. Fighter wings from the two newest arrivals were swooping past the landing craft, some joining in the so-far unnecessary screen to cover them and others going on to seek out assigned targets.

      The airwaves—if that was the right word in space—were filled with chatter from fighters, landing craft, and capital ships, all desperate to keep things running according to their plans and timetables. “Greeting cards posted,” someone said from the Houston.

      “Moving to attack vector three-niner...”

      Daniel figured that last must have come from a fighter flight leader and glanced at Hope, disappointed for her that she wasn’t the one flying such a mission. ‘You should be doing that,’ he thought, ‘not serving as a cabbie.’

      ‘To be far, Dan,’ she thought back absently, most of her concentration taken up by flying, ‘I don’t think I’d trust anyone else to land the ship with both you and Wilson aboard in this fashion. And I think that’s why they stuck me with the Mike Boat for the rest of the mission after.’

      Ahead, on the night side of the planet, something flashed a red and gold color. The fiery gleam spread for a moment, then grayed over and darkened again. Daniel was momentarily baffled, and then, on the central continent just on the daylight side, there came a second flash and a slow-motion bloom of fire, which darkened to smoke and ash as the LCMs began to drop out of orbit. Daniel realized this must have been the view that Lizzie had had when she’d dropped nickel-iron meteors on the Earth’s cities. Those were surely the impacts of such meteors now being launched by the Houston, Islamabad, and New Delhi against the Gresian spaceports and launch sites below.

      When the Mozari ship had hit Earth’s cities this way, millions had died in each city. He found himself wondering how close the Gresians built their habitats to such installations, and whether there even was such a thing as a Gresian civilian. He felt a strange shiver run through him at the thought. “Two greeting cards delivered,” a voice said over the comms. “Card three mailing now.”

      “That’s our cue,” Bella Torres said quietly. Hope was already adjusting course, and, through the viewport, Daniel could see their fellow Mike Boats making the same adjustment, all of them keeping in formation within their escorting fighter screen.

      “Incoming SAMs,” the fighter wing leader called out. “Intercepting.” There was a bright flash somewhere in the distance, then another. Then, startlingly, a razor-edged Gresian fighter zoomed past from somewhere, almost crashing into the LCM. “Alpha wing, break break.”

      “Bogies at two seven zero mark one zero niner,” another fighter reported.

      “Vector three seven, enemy splashed.”

      The space combat terminology was all Greek to Daniel, and he tuned out, concentrating on the view ahead as the planet grew. The planet ahead had a bloodied tinge. Its land masses were smeared with a range of reddish tones, dotted with white peaks and cracked with silvery lines where the rivers caught the sunlight. The oceans were much darker than Earth’s, being almost black. Daniel supposed they would also shine in the same metallic way as the rivers when the sun came around to the right angle.

      “Shuttle descent insertion track confirmed,” the CAG—Commander, Air Group—announced over the comms.

      “Gunnery zones black and red have good field of fire on orbital defense platforms,” the Sydney’s gunnery control officer said.

      Sheard’s voice was crisp. “Gunnery zone black, open fire”

      A third massive rose of fire bloomed below, this one much more obviously an explosion now that Daniel had an ever-closer view. “Third greeting card received,” someone on the New Delhi broadcasted.

      “This is where it gets really complicated,” Lizzie said unnecessarily as Hope spun the LCM around a piece of wreckage that had once been part of an orbital defense platform. Suddenly, Lizzie visibly started, and exclaimed, “Wait, what?” As she spoke, a Gresian assault scout whipped past the viewport, its arachnid-like hull detaching from the open petal spread of its mass sled. The petal-shaped structure carried on, careening into the flank of the Potomac. There came a spray of fragments from both vessels, the Earth ship’s side briefly wreathed in dissipating gases.

      “Where the hell did that come from?” Torres demanded.

      “Gateway opening, five hundred kilometers to starboard beam,” Lizzie said, her tone one of astonishment.

      “Sydney, this is Greyhound, do we have ships due?”

      “We’ve no more ships due for thirty minutes,” Barnett responded. These have to be Gresian, but I’m damned if I know how—”

      “Confirmed. Gresian cruiser,” Andrews called from Hardcase Two. A second signal followed. “Gresian assault carrier!”

      “Admiral,” Sheard reported, “another gateway just opened to port, but the original is still open.”

      “They must have come from another base,” the admiral’s voice protested from the Houston.

      From the Sydney, Wells’ voice was getting a shade nearer panic-stricken, and Daniel could only listen with mounting horror and confusion. “Two more gateways opening… Gresian cruisers and assault carriers.”

      “They’ve opened multiple exits from the same gateway,” Hope breathed, as confused as Daniel felt.

      “That’s impossible!” Lizzie exclaimed.

      “Whether you think it’s possible or not, it’s a fact.”

      “How are they doing it?” Daniel asked.

      Lizzie, at a complete loss for words, could only shrug expansively. “I have no idea.”

      “I can give you one answer to that question,” Wilson said crisply. “They can do it because they have two and a half thousand years’ more study and practical use of the gateway system than you do.”

      Daniel needed to regain a measure of control immediately and he knew it. If his mission succeeded, it wouldn’t matter how many ships the Gresians could bring in, or where from. “Lizzie, are you relaying this to the fleet?”

      “Well, duh.”

      “Could they—or we—open multiple gateway entrances?”

      “No,” Lizzie said, regaining her usual, more confident, tone. “The flow through the system is one-way only, like a drainpipe. Any ability to open multiple entrances would risk jamming ships together in transition. In fact, if I had to guess, my supposition would be that the Gresians decided to find a way to split the exits as a safety measure against that kind of problem, maybe to prevent faster ships coming out of a gateway from slamming into the back of slower ones that already went through. Either that, or just for the purposes of having a wider spread of arrival points in military engagements.”

      “Somehow, the Gresians must have known we were coming,” Torres muttered darkly.

      “All ships,” Sheard’s voice cut through the comms channels, “this isn’t an assault; it’s an ambush.”
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      Ahead and below, just on the night side of the daylight terminator line separating the day and night sides of the planet, there came another sudden and shocking golden flash of light in the darkness of the northern continent. Daniel gasped as the short scar of light ended with a yellow bloom that pushed the visible clouds out of shape as the sunlight reached them. Rather than the streaks of gray or white that they had been before, they were now circular ripples around the impact site.

      The LCM was spinning and leaping as Hope threw it around in orbit, dodging ascending missiles and fighters. Daniel was damned glad the Gresians didn’t seem to have anything like the kinetic planetary defense cannons he had used on Lyonesse since they would never have seen a projectile from one of those coming, not even on the most sensitive sensors.

      “We’re still on course for our impact zone’s dust plume,” Hope said tightly, her breath coming in short bursts as she fought to keep the Mike Boat spiraling down within the fighter escort’s protective curtain formation—but while still being as evasive as she could without crashing into any of the other seven landing craft.

      Daniel had never heard or seen her this stressed, and wanted to say or do or think something to help, and to ease things for her. He didn’t dare, though, because he didn’t want to distract her. Instead, he felt what she felt; the tension in the neck, the churning in the gut, the stress, and the fear. But—and he loved this about her—buried in the heart of those responses was a certain exhilaration. She was one of those people who did her best work when under the most pressure, and he was astonished to feel how that quality remained centered in her. It was subconscious, and she probably didn’t even realize it was the case, but it was there.

      “Lizzie, give me a sit-rep.”

      “Two Gresian carriers and six cruisers have jumped in at multiple points through a single gateway. There may be others en route.”

      “Tag me in,” he said, and immediately received a visual feed collated from the sensors of various ships in the fleet. The Gresian cruisers and orbital defense platforms were unleashing all kinds of hell at the Earth capital ships. Missiles from the platforms were stabbing at the ships closest to the planet while the Gresian cruisers were slashing at the others with plasma beams.

      Closer to the planet’s atmosphere, Gresian fighters swept in, engaging the delta-winged human/Mozari hybrid fighters. KEM bolts flashed past Daniel’s LCM as a human fighter fired into the nose of an ascending Gresian craft before breaking left to intersect more enemies incoming from the carriers. Hope spun the LCM in a barrel-roll to avoid the wreckage of the Gresian fighter and narrowly avoided coming back into the path of some Gresian plasma bolts.

      “We have to retreat!” someone called over the comms, but Daniel didn’t recognize the voice or source.

      “Hold position and take appropriate evasive measures,” the admiral instructed. “Retreat is not an option.”

      “They must be mad,” Wilson muttered behind Daniel.

      Lizzie beat Daniel to the response, and was rather more diplomatic than he would have been about it. “Sorry, luv, the Earth ships can’t retreat. There are reinforcements on the way on the other side of the gateway, and no way to tell them to slow down in time. Any of your ships that go back the way they came will go face-first into another one coming this way.”

      “Besides,” Daniel yelled over the increasing noise of strained metal and alarms, “we’re committed to the assault now. If we get our job done, the Gresians lose, no matter what. Our cruisers will keep bombarding the ground and landing troops to keep the Gresians occupied. I hate to say it, but it’s kind of what the plan called for.”

      He broke off and braced himself as a human fighter exploded ahead and to port. Hope cursed as she instinctively dropped the LCM out from under the speeding shrapnel. A screech tore through the cabin, and Daniel didn’t need to be told that it was a missile lock warning. Hope said something in Chinese that didn’t sound very positive and corkscrewed the Mike Boat to starboard as a golden needle shot between two of the escort fighters and exploded between two of the Marine Corps landing craft in their formation. Both LCMs instantly started venting atmosphere from newly-acquired holes in their hulls, Newton’s laws meaning that the jets of gas pushed them apart and out of balance.

      One exploded a moment later while the other was T-boned by an escort fighter that couldn’t stop in time.

      Hope paled. “This is Hardcase One, we have an orbital battery on line and targeting our descent path!”

      “Rerouting fighters,” Dennis Jameson, the Sydney’s CAG, replied.

      Hope didn’t bother replying; she was already reacting to the sight of a group of four Gresian fighters opening fire on the remaining members of the fighter curtain that had come out to escort the landing craft. “Dammit,” she hissed. Bizarrely, Daniel thought, her level of fear and anxiety had suddenly dropped, and now she was in her element.

      The LCM’s engines strained almost as much as the fittings holding the Big Mike and Super-Bradley into place as she spun the ship towards the still speeding-forward debris that used to be two LCMs and a fighter. Daniel’s heart rate spiked as sharp chunks of hurtling metal swarmed around them, and he grew convinced that something would smash through the cockpit viewport. Hope certainly knew what she was doing, though, and inserted the LCM neatly into a gap in the hurtling debris field, matching the velocity of the pieces so that suddenly they all seemed to freeze outside.

      Astonished, Daniel could only gawp as she snapped, “Hardcase Two, get tucked in behind me and match velocities exactly.”

      “Go into the debris?” Andrews exclaimed disbelievingly, sounding as incredulous as Daniel felt.

      “That’s an order!”

      Only static came back, but Daniel saw, thanks to Lizzie making the hull terrifyingly transparent in his field of vision, the other LCM somehow thread its way in to take up formation with them. Outside, the debris, which he knew intellectually was rushing towards the planet at much the same speed as when it had been three intact ships, still seemed frozen in place. That only meant that the tumbling of the stars, explosions, plasma bolts, starships, and ever-growing curve of planet all looked more bizarre and jittery, and all totally at odds with what his sense of balance was telling him.

      Another golden needle came from an orbital battery below them, exploding off to one side with a blinding flash that left him seeing purple. “What the fuck?”

      “This debris field kept that missile off of us,” Torres said.

      “It’s thinned the field out too much to be useful for much longer,” Hope grumbled.

      “Probably just as well,” Torres said. “We’re almost at our breakaway point.”

      “Hardcase Two, Hardcase One,” Hope broadcasted. “Follow me.” She looped the LCM out of the debris field, and almost immediately the missile warning tone screeched again. “We have to do something about that orbital battery! Where’s my fighter cover?”

      “En route,” the CAG promised.

      “Too late!” Another gold needle was powering towards them from the weapons satellite below. “Countermeasures.” At Hope’s command, Torres triggered a sensor scrambling charge while Hope sent the LCM into a cartwheel. Between them, the missile’s lock was broken, but Daniel’s elation was short-lived.

      “Hardcase One,” Andrews called, “we’re under missile lock.”

      “Shit,” Hope muttered, and she looped up and around in what Daniel recognized as an Immelman turn. Now the missile lock alarm was screeching again, and the deadly needle growing in the viewport, but Hope looked and felt more annoyed and vengeful than frightened. Her eyes narrowed and mouth set into a frown, she turned towards the missile instead of away from it. The blazing glow from its drive grew with terrifying speed, and there was no way Daniel could see how it wouldn’t hit them.

      He had no time to feel fear or anger or denial, however, so he felt nothing.

      And then the LCM dipped in a brief way that somehow felt like it bent at the knees, which it didn’t have, and there was a deafening clang on the roof that shook the whole ship. Daniel looked up instinctively, expecting to see a hole or the beginning of an explosion, but instead he saw through the hull—Lizzie helping out again—to the missile deflecting upwards and away towards the stars.

      Ahead, the fighters from the Sydney had finally arrived and were attacking the missile platform that was in their path. KEM rounds—larger versions of the bolts used by the Hardcases’ railguns—slammed into it, followed by several unguided and therefore un-jammable rockets. Four Gresian fighters pounced upon them then, plasma fire tearing through one human fighter almost immediately. Another of the human flight had a Gresian fighter on his or her tail, the alien keeping tight on its six despite the human pilot releasing countermeasures. Hope quickly called out to the human pilot.

      “On my mark, hit your retros and slow as much as you can,” Hope instructed.

      “What?”

      “Just trust me, adjust your heading fourteen degrees to starboard and wait for my mark.”

      “Roger,” the pilot’s uncertain reply came back. He was as good as his word, heading on a course that would take him to the right of the missile battery. Hope was following, though the LCM had nothing like the speed under the hood that the fighters had. The missile lock alarm screamed again, but Hope ignored it, and Daniel’s AI-assisted vision was able to zoom in enough to see that the launchers oriented in this direction were the ones damaged by the KEM rounds and rockets. He began to feel a smile emerge on his face.

      “The launchers on the far side will have us by the ass when we pass by,” Torres warned.

      “Not necessarily,” Hope murmured. She hailed the fighter. “Hit the brakes right now and break left!”

      The pilot did so, and the Gresian fighter behind him suddenly slowed. Taken by surprise, the Gresian went straight on, slowing sharply and allowing the LCM to catch up. The human fighter had banked to the left, cutting across the front of the missile battery, and then suddenly the LCM was right alongside the Gresian fighter and Hope was tilting the landing craft.

      A stubby wing on the side of the hull caught under the Gresian fighter’s side, physically flipping it left just as its pilot floored it. The shunt was enough to throw it out of balance so that it hurtled straight into the missile battery. Explosions rocked the orbital station as some of the missiles in its launch bays were detonated by the impact. It began to tumble out of orbit, towards the edges of the atmosphere.

      Daniel and the entire passenger complement cheered as the LCM sped on towards the spreading dust cloud that was rising up in the atmosphere from the third meteor bombing impact site.

      The Mike Boat began to shake and rattle as they entered the atmosphere, and Jameson’s voice came over the comms. “Hardcase One, prepare for course change to landing zone in twelve seconds.”

      “Roger,” Torres replied as Hope adjusted the controls. “Everybody, hold on to your breakfasts.”

      Daniel noticed that, around the ship, even twenty-odd miles above the ground, the sky was thickening with gray-brown dust and ash. A couple of fighters, Hardcase Two, assorted pieces of debris, and three other Mike Boats were coming down along with them.

      “Break, break,” the CAG’s voice came over, and Hope was already guiding the LCM out of their original course. She rolled it over on its roof to starboard, Andrews just about managing to follow her maneuver in Hardcase Two behind them. Debris was falling alongside, but while the winds and rising heat currents were shaking and buffeting the LCM, they were hurling the falling debris pieces around at random, like pieces of broken glass in a blender.

      In a matter of moments, they were out from what was left of the first landing formation, sweeping away from the fighter curtain and three remaining LCMs. “CAG,” Hope transmitted, “Hardcase One, now on flight path for Operational LZ.”

      “Roger that.”

      “ETA to landing in—” She was cut off by a sudden bang from one side of the cargo area. “What the—”

      “Mayday, mayday!” Andrews called. “Something hit us. I’m losing attitude control.” Hope adjusted her heading to get alongside the other LCM. A huge tear had been ripped out of one side, to the extent that Daniel was amazed it was still flying. A chunk of coral-like hull from a Gresian fighter was jammed tightly in at the aft end of the metallic gouge.

      “You’ve been hit by debris,” Hope told him. “How is she handling?”

      “Like a brick. We’re losing altitude and drifting off-course. Controls non-responsive for corrections.”

      “OK. Fly as slow as you can without stalling.”

      “Roger.”

      Hope glanced at Torres. “Get ready to take some extra weight.” Then she slid the LCM under Andrews’ LCM and beyond to the other side. That done, Hope gently eased the ship to the right until it touched the other landing craft with a loud bump. As far as Daniel could tell, it was much the same maneuver as she performed with the Gresian fighter, except without imparting a push. “Hardcase Two, I’m going to try to guide and support you down to the surface, then separate for landing.”

      “Thanks, Captain Ying. Wait… you have a few dents yourself.”

      “I’ve been noticing,” Hope said with impeccable calm. “I think we’ll both have rough landings, Daniel. The other Mike Boat has a hole and loss of maneuverability, and we have some damage and no VTOL for landing.” That, Daniel knew, was a problem; the shuttles and landing craft relied on a gravity-countering field for vertical take-off and landing. They had no conventional landing gear. He trusted Hope, though, to get them down safely. Even if they’d been complete strangers, her performance on the way down would have convinced him.

      Both ships plummeted through dirt and ash, trying to keep on something resembling a course for their destination, but it was almost impossible. Eventually, they emerged from the meteor-impact’s dust cloud of a few thousand feet—perhaps only a minute or so of falling time from the rolling dusky hills of the Gresian planet. “Hardcase Two, is your VTOL field operational?” Hope asked as they tumbled towards the ground.

      “That’s affirmative.”

      “Activate it as soon as we’re separated, and good luck.” Without waiting for a reply, Hope pulled their LCM to the left, leaving the other LCM to spin away. Daniel couldn’t keep track of it, as the sky and the ground were swapping places so often. Then Hope managed to stabilize the ship, but it was still hurtling forward at a high speed and shallow angle. “Hold tight,” Hope recommended as she played the controls like a jazz pianist, guiding the Mike Boat as gently as possible towards the flat plain of grass seen ahead in the early morning darkness.

      “Put your heads between your legs and kiss your asses goodbye,” Bella Torres muttered too audibly, not quite under her breath. Daniel checked his harness and looked out with a feeling of dread as the rust-colored fields rushed up at them all too quickly. He almost wished Hope were calling out their speed and altitude, so that at least he would have some idea of when to close his eyes so as to not see the moment of his death. Or, worse, the moment of hers. For her part, however, the Chinese pilot simply operated the controls with a stony expression, her concentration and focus entirely taken up by the task at hand. Its control panel illumination flashing like guttering candles in a storm as it rattled and shook its way towards the ground, the LCM dropped from the heavy sky like a dead albatross.

      It hammered loudly into the ground with a noticeable bounce, the impact slamming everyone aboard against their harnesses like dice in a shaken cup. Frantically, Hope dropped the power and shut down the engines as quickly as she could.

      Lizzie vanished instantly, and the now unpowered LCM continued squealing across the field with the cry of a tortured boar. It twisted violently, the forward port quarter digging into the alien earth with smoke and sparks billowing from the lower hull. As if the nose were an axis, the tail began swinging wide to starboard, and Daniel was sure the ship was going to roll onto its roof. Hope and Torres were showered with broken glass and bounced around as the now grounded Mike Boat’s starboard edge dipped to bite into the ground like a shovel. Something broke behind Daniel, the shearing off coming through with a screech of torn metal, and he turned to look at the juddering APC in the cargo space.

      Every soldier’s face he could see was a mask of horror, their eyes fixed on the APC as it strained against its bonds like a prehistoric leviathan trying to break free. Fortunately, as the nanite-based clamps responded by tightening around the APC, the LCM shuddered to a halt, a cloud of smoke and fumes rising around it.

      A very bruised Hope—her nose bleeding and her eyes swelling—and a cauliflower-eared Torres fumblingly released themselves from their harnesses as an aching Daniel staggered back into the cargo and passenger hold. ‘Any landing you can walk away from...’ Hope thought to him.

      The inward-bulging dents in the hatch were proof enough that it had crumpled under the impact, and it was clearly jammed solid. “Sod it,” Marty Beswick grumbled, reaching for the emergency release which would trigger explosive bolts to knock the hatch clear without harming the people inside. Daniel nodded to him, and the Englishman pulled the lever. There was a dull, echoing bang, and the hatch was blasted clean away from the Mike Boat.

      Kicking a few smoking fragments aside, Daniel clambered out. Hope followed with a dazed look.

      Their ears were still ringing from the crash, but the distant flashing lights that Torres pointed out in the sky were sufficient to announce the continuing arrival on the planet of other landing craft, and forces arrayed in opposition to them.
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      Shakily, Daniel watched Kinsella take a head count of the soldiers, making sure everyone who had been aboard the LCM was still in fighting condition. Amazingly, they’d suffered no serious injuries, though several people had some good bruises, and there were a couple of sprains and broken noses. All of their equipment was intact and fully operational, as well, though Daniel and Cole had had to use nanocharges to remove the LCM’s rear end entirely in order to get the Super-Bradley APC and the Big Mike out.

      Hardcase Two had actually managed a better landing, about a mile and a half away. They’d landed vertically as intended, although the damage to their hull and controls meant that the ship would never take off again. As a result, they had unloaded their APC and Big Mike, and reached Daniel’s ship first.

      At least the atmosphere was breathable, though Daniel felt a little lighter, as he had on Lyonesse. The gravity on this planet was closer to that of the abandoned colony he had lost to the Gresians than it was to Earth’s own gravity. “OK,” Daniel said, even as Torres set the ship’s self-destruct system which would release a nanite swarm to reduce it to crumbling scrap, “now that we’re boots on the ground, where the hell are we?”

      Palmer consulted his tablet. “According to GPS, we’re on the right continent, at least.”

      “Oh, that’s a big help,” Kinsella muttered.

      “It could definitely have been worse if we weren’t,” Palmer pointed out.

      “Can it. Fix the problem, then crack jokes,” Daniel snapped, bringing them back to focus. “What are our coordinates?”

      “Sixteen-forty-thirty-eight by two-seventeen-niner.”

      Daniel glanced as his tablet, checking that against their original landing zone. Hope looked over his shoulder, and said, “At least three hundred kilometers, I’d say.”

      Daniel finally got a GPS fix. “Shit. Four hundred klicks off reservation.”

      “Ouch.”

      Palmer grunted. “It gets worse, L-T. As near as I can figure it, we’re just on the eastern edge of what the intel analysis of the drone passes categorized as a military proving ground. No major air or spacecraft launch site, but if they have VTOL craft equivalent to helos, or armor, we may be stuck with it.”

      “Then the sooner we GTFO, the better. Map me a route to the Shaldine facility that bypasses as much of the proving grounds as possible.”

      “On it, sir. The other problem with this proving ground is that intel thought it was one of the four largest military bases on this planet. Now it’s the largest.”

      “Weren’t they supposed to be meteor-bombed?”

      “The New Delhi was supposed to have delivered a greeting here, yeah, but it was shifted out of position when the Gresian cruisers and carriers jumped in on it, and it never launched that rock.”

      “It’s not an ideal scenario, is it?” Daniel asked rhetorically.

      “Definitely sub-optimal,” Hope replied anyway.

      The stuttering whine of swooping pulse-jets passed overhead, and several of the soldiers looked up instinctively. In the sky, well below the flashes of battle, a triple-pronged obsidian aircraft was heading east. It slowed a little, making Daniel a little tense, and then the whine intensified and it continued.

      “That was not one of ours,” Daniel observed. Hope shook her head. “I wonder why it didn’t attack.”

      “Maybe it didn’t see us,” Palmer suggested.

      “Not a chance,” Lizzie said, once again only visible to Daniel now that they were outside the ship. “That was just your standard atmospheric Gresian recon drone. It’ll be happily sending lots of useful pictures and analyses of us—well, of you, since they can’t see me—to that big military base we’d do well to avoid.”

      “Great,” Daniel muttered. “Never rains but it pours.” He circled his hand in the air, grabbing everyone’s attention and drawing them towards him. “We’ve just been made. Time to un-ass, mount up, and get moving. We’ve four hundred klicks to cover, and not much time to do it in. Let’s get ready to move out.”
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      “Stewart, Cole,” Daniel said, marching across to them where they were setting up the second Big Mike. “Salvage what you can from the Mike Boats, then have them disassembled.”

      “Keeping Gresian paws off them, sir?” Stewart guessed.

      “Exactly.”

      Leaving the pair to set up the nano-disassemblers, Daniel went over to the Super-Bradley that had been extricated from his Mike Boat. There, Beswick and Torres were acclimatizing themselves with its controls since they’d take turns driving it. He had originally assigned one of the new replacement soldiers, Ross Franco, to spell Beswick at the controls, as the swarthy New Yorker had been a truck driver before being drafted. However, now that they had a combat-experienced pilot to find a place for, Daniel had decided that Torres was the better choice. And at least it would give her something useful to do; he didn’t want useless passengers on this mission since he already had Doug Wilson filling that role.

      “Superman?” he called, and Bailey popped his head out of the APC’s turret. “Are the comms online yet?”

      “Five by five, sir.”

      “Excellent. Patch me through to the Sydney.” Daniel looked around at the hills as Bailey called up. The grass was a dusky pink, and, to the west and south, the sky was filled with a smeared wall of brownish smoke and dust. He shivered involuntarily, remembering the live footage of the aftermath of the attack on Sydney, Australia. He had come a long way since waking up in the drunk tank in Greenwich’s Bruce Place police headquarters, he reflected.

      “You’re on, L-T,” Bailey said.

      Daniel keyed his suit comms through the APC’s scrambler. “Firebird, Greyhound.”

      “This is Firebird,” Colonel Barnett’s voice came back. “Is your team OK, Greyhound?”

      “We still have a man with a mission,” Daniel said, glancing towards where Doug Wilson was examining grass and making notes. “And the willpower. What are the orders?”

      “Things are tough out here, but the ships and the forces we’ve landed are doing their jobs. Your mission is still a priority, assuming you’re willing and able. You just said you’re willing, so what’s the sit-rep on able?”

      “Equipment’s good,” Daniel reported, “but we’re way off-reservation, on the edge of a Gresian proving range which hasn’t been taken out as of yet. Four hundred klicks from objective LZ.”

      There was a long pause. “Understood. You’re still go for Operation Stravinsky.  You and your team are to proceed with all due haste toward your objective.”

      “What kind of resistance does it look like we can count on in this proving range? We’ve been overflown by Gresian aircraft, and must assume our present location is known to the enemy.”

      “I can’t tell you, Dan; we don’t have eyes on that location, but I’m routing air support in your direction ASAP.”

      “Thanks, sir.”

      “When there’s a suitable break in the fighting up here, I’ll have the New Delhi or the Islamabad use its main batteries to bombard the area thoroughly.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Good. I’ll get back with you and coordinate that strike before it happens.”

      “Roger and out, Firebird.” Daniel broke the connection and jogged over to Hope, who was recovering some circuits and her sidearm from the crashed LCM cockpit.

      “What did Barnett say?” she asked.

      “Take a wild guess.”

      “We’re on our own,” Hope said flatly, “until things are a little calmer in orbit. OK, let’s get our gear together.”

      Daniel called over to the two combat engineers who were just activating the nano-disassemblers. “Sergeant Cole, Sergeant Stewart, suit up; you can act as outriders for the journey.” Stewart and Cole ran to their waiting Big Mike suits, which opened up to receive them. Even though Daniel had tried out Stewart’s Big Mike himself, he still felt a tingle of unease at the way it looked from the outside like a giant venus flytrap closing around a man.

      Hope used quick hand gestures to point the rest of the platoon to the APCs. Daniel didn’t say anything, trusting her to do a neat and precise job of dividing up the passengers equally so that, even including the four pilots, both transports would have the same number of people with each skillset and load-out needed. He knew she was doing that instinctively because he couldn’t feel her thinking consciously about it, even though she was making sure neither transport got lumbered with all the extra passengers.

      “Room for one more?” Daniel asked, putting one foot on the step to his Super-Bradley’s shotgun seat.

      “And one here,” Hope replied, doing the same with the other APC, which she would now command in place of Palmer. Daniel had been reluctant to give Palmer such an order, but Palmer himself had insisted that, since she outranked him, she should be in charge. “Now we both have some people nobody was expecting.”

      “Starting with yourself,” Daniel said with a grin. “I’m pretty sure we can manage.” He climbed into his APC’s shotgun seat next to Lieutenant Torres. The interior of the AFV smelled of metal and oil, but Daniel knew that wouldn’t last long. Pretty soon, it would stink of cordite—and sweat, as well—and he hoped everybody had taken a bathroom break before they’d climbed aboard. Daniel concentrated on bracing himself so as not to let his head bounce into any solid metal objects; it was a tricky enough proposition, considering how many boxes, turnwheels, and other obstacles filled the interior, but at least he was still wearing his helmet. “It would be nicer if the inside was as smooth as the outside,” Lizzie commented. He couldn’t disagree.

      As Torres brought the engine to life, she looked around at the other soldiers in their seats in the rear of the APC. “First person to ask ‘are we there yet’ gets cuffed to a roof-rack, OK?” Everyone shook their heads. “I know, I need new material...”

      Daniel popped the hatch above the commander’s shotgun seat and propped himself up through it with a sigh. “OK, Torres, all yours. Pipsqueak, take the turret; you’re gunner.”

      “Well,” Lizzie said to Daniel, from where she appeared to sit cross-legged on the roof of the transport, “on the downside, it’s a little more weight and a little less room. But on the upside, it’s four more warm bodies with guns and a good eye.”

      “That works fine for me,” Daniel said, a little disconcerted by the way the turret’s cannon was passing though her. Buapeuak, manning the gun, couldn’t see her, of course. Daniel leaned down into the body of the AFV. “Superman, pass me up a drone.” Bailey slipped out a folded-up piece of nanoplastic and gave it to Daniel, who unfolded it into a disk-shaped vehicle the size of a frisbee. Tuning his suit’s visual feed to the drone’s frequency, he tossed it into the air, where it hovered just ahead of the transport.

      Controlling it by means of his thumb on his tablet screen, he sent it on ahead, rising to scan the countryside with a variety of visual frequencies—both visible and invisible to the naked eye. He leaned back against the padded edge of the hatch as Torres looped around the slowly-dissolving LCM and set off. The second Super-Bradley followed, with Hope sitting up in the hatch and Palmer driving.

      “Anything specific I need to avoid, sir?” Torres asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “It all looks pretty clear. For the moment, anyway. Let’s just head out and try to avoid going too deep into the Gresian proving ground.”
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      The ride was smooth enough for Daniel, but that had a downside in that it gave his brain time to gnaw at the question of how come the Gresians had been waiting for them when theyd’ entered orbit. As if reading his thoughts, he heard Marty Beswick vocalize exactly that. “Where the hell did those Gresian ships come from? Why would they suddenly just show up like that?”

      “They must have known we were coming,” Torres said darkly. “It was a trap, you know?”

      Wilson scoffed from his seat. “How would they know we were coming if they don’t even know that thing we’re coming for exists?”

      “Yeah,” Daniel had to admit, “that’s true. And security on this op has been tighter than a gnat’s asshole.”

      “Have we lost any ships to them since the plan was drawn up?” Beswick asked. “Something or someone that could have been examined or interrogated?”

      “Not that we know of.”

      “They probably didn’t need to have been tipped off anyway,” Lizzie pointed out over Daniel’s suit comms, so that the others in the conversation could hear. “They don’t know what we know about why the Lyonesse colony was set up on that sacred planet sacred—sacred to them, anyway—so they’ll have to have deduced a reason of their own.”

      “That just happened to lead them to figure out we’d attack here?” Beswick asked.

      “Absolutely,” Lizzie said. “Out of the whole available surface area of that planet, you built your colony just a few miles from the ancient Shaldine constructions. They’ve no reason to assume that was coincidence, have they? So, the Gresians probably thought to themselves, ‘hmm, these upstart primitives have sent an expedition to attack this big ancient Shaldine complex that’s important to our religion. So, if they’re going to be doing that, where’s the biggest ancient Shaldine complex we have that they could attack? Maybe that museum or tourist attraction?’” Lizzie pointed to the rolling countryside around the APC, although only Daniel could see the gesture. “Hey, here we are!”

      They fell silent for a few more minutes, the only sounds being the rumbling of the APC road wheels, the slight clatter of equipment rattling, and the regular thud of the Big Mikes’ armored footfalls jogging along as escort.

      “Red grass,” Bailey said to himself, “that’s weird, man.”

      “It probably needs to absorb a different light frequency out here,” Daniel said.

      “The light isn’t that different,” Wilson commented. “I should say it’s more probable that the coloration is due to chemical nutrients in the soil on this planet. Though I am, of course, not a botanist.”

      “Maybe we should have brought one.”

      Wilson smiled thinly. “That might turn out to be not a bad idea if we end up needing to source food supplies from the local environment.”

      Daniel grunted and looked out at the distant dust clouds. They were too far away to hear any sounds of battle or transport, but even now that the sun had most definitely risen, they could see flashes in the leaden sky. ‘Time to have another look ahead with the drone,’ Daniel sent to Hope.

      He repeated the process from earlier, scanning the rugged, red moorland ahead for signs of Gresian activity. There were craters here and there, and destroyed vehicles, but they all seemed to be old and overgrown, and he figured they were former targets in areas used as firing ranges. There was a group of strange creatures in the middle-distance, looking a little like quadripedal moths whose wings were too stubby for them to fly. Daniel and his team eyed them warily as they drove past, but the creatures ignored them. To be on the safe side, he had the drivers and Big Mikes adjust course a little to keep clear, just in case those ranges were still being watched or there was undetonated ordinance hidden around them.

      “Any sign of opposition?” Hope asked over the comms.

      “Nothing so far.” He looked up at the obscured battle in the sky, and asked Lizzie if she could tag him in to the communications traffic from the Earth ships.

      “Why are half of their reinforcements just sitting there?” he heard a pilot ask. “Several carriers and heavy battlecruisers are staying out of the fight.”

      “I think I’ve seen this movie,” another pilot said. “They’re waiting for their emperor to fire up the Death Star, right?”

      “The Gresians don’t have an—”

      “CAG here. Cut the chatter,” Jameson’s voice cut in. “But to answer your question, it makes some strategic sense to hold back reserves, especially if they’re not being unduly pressed with the forces they have in the field. They may just be waiting to see if we’re trying to lure them out before bringing in an even bigger fleet. Or they might think we’re more maneuverable, and likely to flip round and come at them from that side of the system.”

      “Maybe….” The pilot didn’t sound remotely convinced.

      Sergeant Stewart was barely visible ahead, but was just enough in sight that Daniel noticed when the Big Mike suit stopped jogging and started looking around. Daniel wasn’t surprised when Stewart’s voice came over the radio, and in fact he’d been half a second from calling him. “Sir, it looks like we might have a problem up ahead.”

      “Roger that. Opfor problem?”

      “No, sir; terrain.”

      “Acknowledged.” He zoomed his vision out towards the two armored suits, and then got a view beyond them as the APC crested a low ridge. “Halt the column,” he ordered as he saw the problem that Stewart had referenced. A dense forest spread out over a flat plain maybe a mile ahead of them, stretching almost to the horizon in every direction. On this planet, at this low elevation, Daniel figured that was a good fifteen miles—well over twenty klicks in every direction.

      The spread of the forest wasn’t the problem, though; the Super-Bradleys were upscaled, but not so huge that they couldn’t get between trees a regular distance apart. This forest, however, wasn’t made of Earth-type trees. Instead, the growth was like a continuous nest of dead-looking white wood all entangled together and topped by red leaves They looked more like shrubs on tangled hedgerows than normal trees.

      “We’re never going to be able to drive through that,” Daniel said over the radio.

      “That’s what I thought,” Stewart replied.

      “I wonder how far we’d have to go to get around it, and in what direction,” Daniel murmured to himself. As he decided to break out the drone to send it in search of the edge of the forest, his suit optics marked something aberrant… and then another something, and another. Whatever they were, the markers were wavering, which meant that the tagged objects were moving. He felt the tension return in his temples and his gut, and launched the drone towards where the markers showed movement. This time, he had the drone camera feed sent to his optics rather than the tablet.

      The sensor-generated markers were quite widely scattered through the red and white forest, and the shrub-like leaf canopies rose to meet the drone. The leaves were too dense to make much out beyond the fact that there was movement at all, so he switched vision modes on its cameras—and things suddenly became abundantly clear.

      Gresian heat signatures were threading their way through the tangled, petrified-looking woods. Suddenly, a flash momentarily blinded him, and he realized the drone was being fired upon by plasma rifles even though it was still a good thousand yards out. Daniel hurriedly recalled the drone, shutting down the feed to his vision.

      The Big Mikes suddenly started looking around. “Sir,” Cole called in, “I can hear something coming in from the west.”

      “I hear it, too,” Stewart agreed. “Aircraft inbound.”

      Daniel started scanning the skies, listening out. “Lizzie, are there any friendly air assets in the area?”

      “Not that I can tell.”

      Now he could just barely hear it himself. A stuttering, pulse-jet whine. “Gresian air assets incoming!” he called across the platoon’s comms net. “The shit just hit the fan.
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      “Two Gresian fighters inbound!” Stewart yelled.

      “You heard that?” Daniel called to Hope over the comms.

      “I heard. We need to get under cover now. What about the forest? That would give us better cover from Gresian air assets.”

      “No dice,” Daniel said. “The APCs won’t make it into the forest; it’s like a nest of hedgerow, all tangled branches instead of regular treetrunks. It’s also full of Gresian infantry. If we go in there, we’ll be sitting ducks waiting to being swarmed by their ground forces. They’d keep us pinned until their air units could flatten the forest with us in it.”

      “Then we need to at least present smaller targets.”

      Daniel thought for a moment. “OK, we’ll pull back behind the hill. At least that keeps us out of sight of the bushwhackers in the forest.” He dropped into his seat next to Torres. “Angle us towards their approach vector,” he told Torres, “facing uphill.” She did exactly as she was told, and, behind him, Daniel could hear Beswick loading the turret cannon. The other APC, driven by Erik Palmer, was making the same maneuver. Daniel knew that if the Gresians sent armor in the form of tanks, then being nose-up on a slope would be asking for a shell or missile through the underside of the vehicle, but against an air attack, he hoped it might keep them alive until the human air assets could engage the Gresian fighters.

      “Those troops will come out in a search pattern sooner or later,” Palmer said over comms.

      “Yeah, I know. But it at least buys us some time, so we only have the planes to worry about. Their vehicles shouldn’t have any more luck getting through that than our transports would.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Hope said. “This is their planet, so they must be more familiar with its environment and have adapted vehicles to suit. But it’s a gamble we have to take. So, we only have to worry about being exposed to air strikes.”

      “Not only; you can bet the planes will be alerting ground forces about our position.” Daniel ducked down beside Bailey at the radio and buttoned up the hatch above his head. After a moment, Bailey had a naval commander on line. “Greyhound, this is Sydney, go ahead.”

      “CAG,” Daniel began, “I need immediate air support at these coordinates.” He gave the man their position, and then continued, “Traps One and Two are in an exposed position, and we have enemy fighters in-bound.”

      “Roger that, Greyhound. We’ll reroute what assets we can as soon as we can.”

      “The sooner the better.” Daniel broke off as Marty Beswick started shooting, the cannon’s blasts deafening inside the APC, and with shell casings rattling around somewhere above his head. Everyone aboard winced as the sound of the Gresian aircraft roared overhead, and they could all feel thuds of projectiles slamming into the ground outside. Through the armored viewport, Daniel could see gouts of earth punched into the air by the impact of the Gresians’ weapons, and Cole and Stewart’s armored colossi leaping out of the line of fire with surprising grace.

      Then the planes were past, but Daniel knew they’d be turning around as soon as possible, and the Super-Bradleys’ orientation meant that when they came back from the opposite direction, the attack planes would have the full length and width of both vehicles’ roofs in their sights. “Torres, Palmer, floor it to the other side of the hill!” Neither driver had waited for Daniel to finish his sentence before throwing the APCs into motion as if they were in a combined drag race and rally. “Any hits, Beswick?” Daniel asked next.

      “No chance, guv. They’re too bloody fast for the turret. Maybe we can scare them off if they know we’re not gonna take anything lying down.”

      “Permission to engage air units, sir?” Stewart asked.

      “Go ahead. You too, Cole. They already know we’re here. Short controlled bursts; make shots count, and don’t waste ammo.”

      “Roger.”

      The APCs were still moving and still not angled correctly when the planes’ engines reached a crescendo again. This time, the two Big Mikes ran to either side, raising their fists and opening fire with their larger railguns into the path of the oncoming fighters. Both turrets opened up, as well, meaning that the planes were hurtling at high speed towards the intersection of four cones of fire, and a potential face-full of dense, high velocity metal.

      One fighter pulled up and away, veering aside while the second dipped below the humans’ aiming point and opened fire with its own guns. Plasma bolts crackled through the air, blowing dirt into the sky before stitching across both APCs.

      Daniel’s APC lurched, and one wall and ceiling boomed but didn’t buckle. The force pushed the vehicles down so low on their suspensions that soldiers were thrown out of their seats when the APCs sprang back up. “Our hull armor is holding,” Hope called, “but I don’t know for how long.”

      “We need some options for getting out of the line of fire. We can’t stay here, we’re sitting ducks.” Daniel switched comms. “Sydney, this is Greyhound. I need that air support!”

      “It’s on its way, Greyhound,” CAG Jameson said. “Four fighters are inbound to you.”

      The APCs were moving again, and Daniel was confident that both Torres and Palmer knew by now what their best strategy was. More blasts shook the APC, one of them lifting up the whole rear left corner; when it fell back to ground, the noise was so loud that Daniel was sure the hull armor had been breached. It had actually still held, he saw a moment later, but the interior of the vehicle was getting stiflingly warm. “What’s their ETA, CAG?”

      “Five to ten minutes; Gresian fighters are engaged with them and in pursuit.”

      “Not soon enough; we’re already under fire.”

      “As soon as the Gresian fighter is off their backs—”

      “I need them off mine!” Daniel snapped.

      Then, Daniel realized that the reason why one Gresian aircraft had broken off under fire hadn’t been fear, but to work a deliberate tactic: now, whichever side of the hill the APCs could be most sheltered on, one of the planes would be attacking on the side on which they were exposed. But at least that was still better than being caught between them at an angle where either vehicle presented its broadest side as a bigger target.

      Worse, a few small knots of Gresian infantry in blue and silver armor were loping in from the forest, shooting at Cole and Stewart. One of the soldiers in Big Mikes—Daniel couldn’t tell which—fired an explosive round back, sending Gresian limbs flying, while the other actually grabbed a nearby Gresian bodily, which almost managed to break free from the super-strong Big Mike before being hurled back into the trees.

      “I appreciate it’s not easy, CAG.” The APC snapped to a halt an instant before a storm of plasma fire sliced across the hillside in front. “What about the possibility of an orbital bombardment? Which is the nearest ship over our position?”

      “Greyhound, at the moment, the Shenzhen is in position for an orbital assault.”

      “Good. I’m uplinking you some coordinates. I want a large spread across that range.”

      “Done,” a new voice said from the Shenzhen. “Targeting now.”

      “Shenzhen, you have us pinpointed on the ground, right?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant. We have you at grid—”

      “OK, I need a tactical strike at my coordinates.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that correctly.”

      “I need a tactical strike on my own coordinates,” Daniel repeated.

      The Shenzhen’s officer hesitated. “If you understand what you’re asking and are certain you wish to proceed—”

      “I know exactly what I need, what I’m asking, and what I’m proceeding with!”

      “Be aware the missiles and warheads the Shenzhen carries in its own batteries are designed for large capital ships. They’re big pieces of ordinance.”

      “Unless the aircraft is taken out, my team is dead, Stravinsky is dead, the mission is dead. You know what that means for Earth, right?”

      “I’ll have to clear this with the ship’s XO.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake...”  Daniel grumbled.

      “Sorry, sir. The XO has cleared the main batteries for ground strike. We’re on it. Stand by.”

      Daniel desperately wanted to open the hatch above him so that he could look out and check on the location of the attacking planes, but he wasn’t stupid. This time, dents appeared in the roof of the APC when it was hit. “Stewart and Cole, you ready to run?”

      “Yessir,” they echoed in unison.

      “Everybody else, hold on tight. Button up the hatches. Torres, Palmer, hat on, and spin a one-eighty.”

      “Back the way we came?”

      “That’s right,” Daniel confirmed with a nod. “We’re obviously not going to outrun those fast-movers, but maybe we can dodge incoming fire for a little while.”

      Torres gunned the engine and the APC leapt into life, heading back away from the forest with the second APC following. Cole and Stewart were jogging backwards, firing at the approaching aircraft.  Nobody was dumb enough to waste ammo on the Gresian footsoldiers who had emerged from the trees and were now falling rapidly behind and out of range. The Gresian planes opened fire, battering the transports.

      Explosive rocket rounds and plasma bolts slashed across the column, punching holes in dirt, steel, rubber, and flesh alike, and Sergeant Cole yelled out in pain and stumbled. Daniel thought for a moment that he’d fallen permanently, but he picked himself up and limped onwards, still shooting back at the enemy aircraft. “Cole!” Daniel yelled.

      “I’m still up and running, more or less.”

      “Then run!”

      They’d already made it a mile and a half when the tactical officer from the Shenzhen spoke to Daniel. “Greyhound, your missile is inbound on your designated coordinates. Better hustle.”

      Immediately, Lizzie confirmed that the Shenzhen had commenced orbital bombardment. In orbit, Daniel knew, the Shenzhen was launching huge 100kg tungsten alloy slugs, accelerated to around 0.01c. The ground around the transports shook with the force of the impacts, bouncing the APCs around like hailstones in a storm. Daniel couldn’t tell whether the peals of thunder that echoed across the hills were the sonic booms of the projectiles splitting the air or the tremendous forces vibrating through the ground below.

      The bombardment’s projectiles slammed into the ground with a force of approximately 450 terajoules—the same energy release as the detonation of a tactical nuclear weapon, but with no radiation release or fallout.

      As the rounds fell across the wide expanse of forest, shaling the APCS even at this distance, towering mushroom-shaped plumes were unleashed into the sky and terrific gouts of earth and dust hurled into the air in the Gresian fighters’ flight path. Holding onto a handgrip for dear life, Daniel saw both of the Big Mike suits stagger and fall from the vibrations shaking the earth under their feet.

      The Gresian aircraft looped away, trying to get out of the blinding dust and the risk of rocky debris being hurled into their paths. Within seconds, however, another object streaked across the sky and suddenly flashed into nothingness. For a moment, the APCs’ instruments flickered and went out, but then they rebooted a moment later. The Gresian fighters had no such luck, falling helplessly from the sky.

      In a moment, everything was deafeningly silent apart from the sounds of soldiers recovering their breath, shaky and slightly disbelieving. “Uh,” Kevin Bailey said at last, “Geiger sensors show some rads in the atmosphere. Nothing too serious, and won’t affect us.”

      Nobody asked whether it would affect any Gresians.

      Daniel got on the comms. “Headcount, sound off!”

      “Trap Two,” Hope replied, “all personnel safe and ready to go. Minimal damage, and the nanites are on it.”

      “Mike One,” Sergeant Cole called in. “The suit’s ankle fees a bit weird, but I’m ready.”

      “Mike Two, no damage,” Stewart completed the set.

      “Roger that, folks,” Daniel acknowledged. “Shenzhen, this is Greyhound. Bombardment and EMP strikes successful, thanks.”

      “Where to now?” Torres asked.

      “Now we cross the forest,” Daniel said grimly.

      Torres shrugged and set the Super-Bradley into motion once more. Hope’s vehicle and both the Big Mikes followed, Cole’s mechanized suit visibly slower and limping. In a few minutes, they had returned to where they’d first seen the forest, and the gunners in both vehicles were scanning the terrain ahead suspiciously, as if waiting for Gresian infantry to leap out at any moment. None did, and when they had returned to their previous vantage point, they realized why.

      Where once there had been a vast forest stretching from horizon to horizon, now there were two forests, one stretching to each horizon to the left and right. In between, though, separating the forests by a couple of miles, was a cratered plain of ash and earth that would be easily traversed by the vehicles. And Daniel’s suit’s targeting system wasn’t tagging any movement. “The way through the woods...” Daniel said.

      “What woods?” Wilson breathed out with a tone of horror that Daniel couldn’t deny was appropriate.

      “No more woods,” Daniel said. “And no more Gresians to ambush us in them.”

      Palmer’s voice commented, “People use the word awesome a lot for things that don’t cause a feeling of awe. But this… I’m definitely feeling awe, but wouldn’t call it awesome.”

      “I know what you mean,” Daniel admitted.

      Doug Wilson shook his head sadly. “It’s… quite disturbing.”

      Daniel wasn’t about to contradict him, but he didn’t think Wilson was looking at it the right way, either. “Look on the bright side; we’re still alive to feel awed or disturbed.”

      “Yeah, still being alive is what matters,” Palmer agreed.

      “We’re also behind schedule,” Daniel said pointedly, “and that’s something I fucking hate being. Let’s get our asses in gear. Move forward.”
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      Things had been relatively quiet for an hour or so, during which time they’d made it through the demolished forest and another fifteen or twenty miles beyond that. Neither the Gresians nor Doug Wilson had caused any trouble or gotten in the way. Daniel had no idea what the Gresians were doing right now—hopefully heading for the main landing zones where battalion-strength forces were arriving—but Wilson was glued to his notes and records on a tablet reader. For once, Daniel didn’t think he was being egotistical for going over his own material, as it seemed eminently practical and sensible to keep refreshing the brain with the knowledge and ancient language that he would have to make use of when the Hardcases reached their objective.

      The landscape over which they rattled and bumped, even when the ground wasn’t heavily bomb-cratered, was at best rural, though Daniel thought it was more like wilderness and Beswick kept comparing it to the Yorkshire Moors in England.

      They had actually just left the far side of the forest when they felt a tremendous, ground-shaking impact some miles behind them. When Daniel turned in his hatchway to look back, he witnessed some of the biggest smoke clouds he could imagine, dark and roiling gray and brown, formed into thick mushrooms. “The New Delhi has begun bombarding the proving grounds installation,” Lizzie reported.

      “It’s about time,” Daniel muttered.

      “If we weren’t in the way, they could do the whole area with a meteor, you know. I’ve found that’s actually pretty effective,” she added blithely.

      Daniel shivered. “Let’s just thank our lucky stars they’re holding that back now that we are here.”

      Shortly afterwards, a couple of the Gresian drones flew overhead with their distinctive stuttering whine, heading towards the mushroom clouds at high speed.

      “Recon drones,” Hope warned. “They’re heading west, away from us. Do you think we’ve dropped down their priority list?”

      “Maybe,” Daniel replied. “Or they think we were toast at the forest and haven’t realized their mistake yet.”

      “That’s actually pretty likely, I’d think.”

      Kinsella snorted. “I’m not egotistical enough to be bothered about the Gresians not making me a priority, if you know what I mean.”

      “You and me both, Sergeant,” Daniel agreed. “I’m perfectly happy for them to not attack us before we can get in and make our play.”

      “You think someone ought to tell them that it’s our job to attack them, not the other way around?”

      “We could always send them a text.”
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      After another hour, Daniel called a halt. It was clear that Sergeant Cole’s damaged suit wasn’t working properly, and if it had to be checked out, Daniel would rather do it when things were quiet. When he spotted an abandoned barn-like structure, Daniel knew this was his best chance to pause and do so. A couple of the same grounded, four-legged moth-like creatures they had passed earlier were nuzzling at a group of raised food dishes, and Daniel realized they were some form of Gresian farm animals.

      Kinsella, Pipsqueak, Jefferson, and Svoboda disembarked from the APCs and carefully scouted out the barn on foot. Finding no signs of life, and with there also being no sign of any residence nearby, Daniel had both transports park under the ageing roof. As he got out, he noted that the barn had a concrete floor, and suspected it was probably meant to store and maintain farm vehicles, though none were present.

      Sergeants Stewart and Cole stood their armor in one corner and emerged as themselves. Freed of the mechanics, Cole stumbled, sinking into a sitting position with a groan. Daniel led their medic, Kit Gregory—a young man who looked too much like Shaggy from Scooby-Doo even with regulation grooming and uniform—over to see to Cole. Whether the problem was with an injury to Cole that his Exo-suit hadn’t properly healed or damage to the Big Mike armor, Daniel wanted to know, because where Stewart could run over rough terrain at upwards of fifty miles per hour, Cole had been limping and only managing half that speed.

      “I’m slowing you up, sir,” Cole acknowledged immediately upon his approach.

      Daniel didn’t want to tell him so, but also didn’t want to patronize him or insult his intelligence. “Some,” he said.

      “That’s a problem. An advance is only as fast at its slowest man.” Cole shook his head with a sigh. “Malik can keep up with you, but you’re all having to keep down with me.”

      Daniel nodded and let Gregory examine him. The guy had been a paramedic before being drafted, so Daniel knew he knew his stuff. “What’s the damage?” Daniel asked at last.

      Kit stood. “Well, he’s been hit three times.”

      “I’m OK, more or less,” Cole interrupted.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” Daniel said, not unkindly.

      “The Exo-suit has worked fine on the physical damage to the body, and healed him from those injuries reasonably well,” Gregory continued. “He’s tired, because healing takes energy out of the body, but some protein and chow should deal with that.”

      “So, is that what’s been slowing him up?”

      “It’s not impossible—I ain’t a specialist in the field—but I’d say it’s more likely the armor than him.”

      Daniel nodded and turned back to Cole. “How are you feeling? Yeah, this time I’m asking you.”

      Cole managed a lopsided smile. “Hurts like a motherfucker, and I guess I feel a little shaky in places, but… these nanites are something else.”

      “Without them, he’d be in an ICU for days,” Gregory added.

      “Yeah, but right now, I can stand, walk, and shoot. Just sore and...”

      “A little weirded out?” Daniel asked.

      “Yeah. But I’ll get over that.”

      “Good.” Daniel turned to Malik Jackson. “What do you think, Sergeant?”

      Jackson sighed. “His armor’s been hit in a number of spots with air to air weaponry. More powerful stuff than a hand-held railgun or plasma rifle.”

      “Is it toast?”

      Jackson shrugged. “Hard to say, sir. It’s definitely still functional, if limited, and the weapons systems are fully functional, but it doesn’t feel right.”

      Daniel thought about that for a few moments. “OK, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll give the two of you ten minutes to check it out and see how limited this Big Mike’s functionality is. If it’s got a serious problem, let me know whether or not you can fix it. Then get some food into Cole, whatever the verdict.”

      “I wish the nanites could generate food the same way they clean out the waste products,” Cole grumbled.

      “You wouldn’t be able to taste it then. You’d miss it... trust me.” Daniel turned around to the rest of the Hardcases. “Everybody else, take ten. Get some chow if you need it, and hydrate even if you think you don’t need it. That part’s an order. As soon as we get going again, we’re going to push as hard as we can toward the objective.”
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      Outside the barn, he found Erik Palmer looking in the direction of the New Delhis’s bombardment through binoculars. “The New Dehli has stopped firing,” Daniel reminded him.

      “Nice to have a bit of peace and quiet. Either that or I’ve gone deaf from the battering we took earlier.”

      “The air strike?”

      Palmer nodded. “Yeah. That armor holds up nicely, but damn, it rings like a fucking bell! I feel like Quasimodo.”

      Hope came out to join them. “It’s lucky one of us can still hear. Listen,” She instructed them.

      Daniel did, and heard the faint sound of aircraft in the distance. “Those planes are pretty far off,” he commented.

      Hope listened for a minute longer. “They’re not getting any closer, either. Nothing seems to be heading this way.”

      “The Gresians have a fleet of what, to them, are near enough Mozari warships to worry about,” Lizzie told Daniel. “One small group of humans isn’t going to worry them too much out here.”

      “They seemed pretty worried on Lyonesse, Lizzie.”

      “They had religious motivation there. Here, they’re most likely to think you just got lost and separated, and that they can pick you off anytime. They don’t have to make an effort to hunt us down since they don’t know what our ultimate destination or intention is.”

      “Us?”

      “This is as much my mission as yours, you know. It’s been two and a half thousand years since I was programmed to defeat the Gresians, by whatever means.”

      Daniel remembered, and forced himself to remember the means she’d chosen to use.

      His train of thought was interrupted by a call from Sergeant Bailey.

      “Sir, it’s the Sydney. Switching them through to your comms.”

      “Attention, all battalion commanders and officers,” the voice of Commander Wells of the Sydney came crisply to Daniel’s ears. “Air support is suspended effective immediately. I repeat, all air support operations are temporarily halted. Birds in the air with deliveries in progress will return to their ships’ flight control directions upon delivery. All others are already leaving atmosphere.”

      “This is Colonel Pemberton,” someone replied. “Is there a reason?”

      “We wouldn’t do it otherwise.”

      “How long is temporary,” another voice asked, and Daniel could hear gunfire and plasma-fire in the background.

      “Unknown, pending... some problems.”

      Problems, Daniel thought. What were the problems in space likely to be? He ran back into the barn, followed by the others. Returning to his Super-Bradley, he got on the air to Colonel Barnett. “Sir, did I just hear correctly about the suspension of all air coverage?” Daniel knew he had heard correctly, but didn’t want to feel it or to believe it. The answer was the inevitable one.

      “Affirmative, Dan. Something weird is going on up here.”

      “Weird?”

      Barnett hesitated a moment, then said, “The Gresian fleet has pulled back.”

      “That’s good news, surely?”

      “It was, or so we thought. Unfortunately, when our fleet pursued them, the Gresians began opening gateways immediately in front of our ships. Some of the ships tried to reverse out of it, or at least stop, but their momentum carried them forward anyway.”

      “What—” Daniel took a second to find his voice. “How many ships have we lost?”

      “Several landing craft, and, so far, we’ve lost a heavy cruiser with almost 300 sailors aboard and half a dozen fighters.”

      “Shit...” Daniel breathed. This wasn’t just weird, it was disturbing. The sweat on him turned cold instantly.

      “So, things are rather confused up here; nobody wants to risk moving at any speed in case they get potted into a gateway like a goddamned pool ball into a corner pocket. And with the fleet having stopped moving, we’re all sitting ducks up here. We need those fighters back to run interference for us.”

      “They are fast enough to dodge aside of an opening gateway entrance,” Hope said, joining Daniel with worry showing on her face. Doug Wilson had come over, as well, and Daniel reckoned that was fair enough since he was so vital to the success of the mission.

      “Exactly, Captain Ying. The admiral, General Carver, and the rest of the fleet’s brass are tying themselves in knots trying to figure out what to do.”

      Wilson frowned. “Their problem will be that they don’t have the years or level of expertise with the gateway system that the Gresians do.”

      “Correct, Professor.”

      “OK,” Daniel said. “You’ve given the order, so how long before all air cover is pulled out and gone?”

      Barnett paused as if checking something. “There are a few dozen fighter aircraft within atmosphere, still providing close air support to the divisional landing zone on the southern continent.”

      “They’re taking some Gresian heat?”

      “So far, they’ve got almost eight thousand boots on the ground at the Southern LZ Two. They’re pushing forward and securing additional territory. We don’t really know what this new naval tactic means, though.”

      “It means the Gresians are losing the naval battle,” Lizzie said directly from the comm system, her voice full of concern.

      “That’s good, isn’t it? You sound worried,” Barnett said.

      “I am. They may switch tactics and begin weaponizing the gateways.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “They did it previously, in engagements with the Mozari. The Gresians would open a gateway ahead of the ship, too close for them to stop before they went through.”

      “Where did they end up?” Barnett asked, a heartbeat before Daniel could.

      Lizzie hesitated. “Certainly nowhere good. Daniel, do you remember when you asked if it was possible to weaponize a gateway by opening one in the core of a planet, or the photosphere of a star, and putting the exit over a target?”

      Daniel did. “And you said that was impossible.”

      “It is. But the reverse is more than possible, and, actually, is a known Gresian naval tactic.”

      “Then the ship—” Barnett cut in.

      “Ends up frying in the heart of a star, dropped into a black hole, or just going straight-up, face-first into a nice big rocky planet,” Lizzie suggested. “The Gresians aren’t very nice, so the possibilities are endless.”

      “Why didn’t they do that at Lyonesse?” Hope wondered aloud.

      “They wouldn’t have been sure of your capabilities, and also, there you were trying to get away. A big difference from when the enemy is trying to destroy or take over a world of yours. You know what I mean, right?”

      “How are they doing it?” Wilson asked. He was visibly thinking hard, and Daniel could almost see the wheels turning in his head. “To be able to run so precise a tactic, dependent upon making decisions in fractions of nanoseconds...”

      “They have help,” Lizzie said flatly. “I mean, not actual help in the sense of spies or something. Toward the end of the Gresian-Mozari war, their ships couldn’t compete with the Mozari nanotechnology, so they created an AI that could analyze the battlespace and open gateways directly in front of Mozari ships and send them… wherever was most nasty and fatal, basically.”

      Daniel’s eyes widened. “Wait, you’re telling me there’s a Gresian AI?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “It’s more focused on a single purpose than I am; it’s a naval strategist, for the most part. I’m a much better model, way more nuanced and skilled, and, if I may say so, with a far wider range of talents, of which naval strategy is merely one.”

      “You’re capable of countering the Gresian strategic AI, though?” Daniel pressed.

      “I have a certain set of skills, as they say.”

      “Are you engaged with it at the moment?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “You didn’t ask.” Lizzie held up her hands placatingly. “There’s a reason for that; it’s part of my programming. I’m designed to have a failsafe, which is to not get involved without your explicit orders. I’m raring at the bit here to have a go at it, but I can’t until you say so. And, frankly, it’s one of my talents which your lot have tended to ignore. Jobs for the boys, and all that...”

      “I’m giving you the say-so!” Daniel said quickly. “Fuck that glass ceiling!”

      “That’s a bit vague,” Lizzie said, frowning. “What I need is explicit permission and/or orders to take control of the ships in the fleet, and direct the battle in real-time. By which I mean real time for me, and for the Gresian AI, without needing to rely on the reaction times of you lot—which are a lot slower than the Gresians—let alone the time it takes to pass orders down your command chain.”

      “Take over from the admiral and the captains? I don’t have the authority to—”

      “Not in your chain of command—yeah, I get that. You still haven’t learned to ditch that procedure-over-efficiency thing. But in the Mozari command chain, you do, and the flagship is a Mozari ship.”

      “I’d be court-martialled for this,” Daniel thought aloud. It was stupid, insane, based on every lesson he’d earned in the service. It was also maybe their one chance, and he remembered something that Chief Hammond, the founder of the unit, had told him once. In the Prussian army before the era of Nazi Germany, Hammond had said, they used to say that a good officer knew to follow orders, but the best officer knew when not to follow orders.

      “They’d have to come down here to arrest you,” Lizzie pointed out. “Good luck with that.”

      “Do it. Take direct control of whichever resources you need to be able to move quickly enough to counter the Gresian AI’s tactics.

      “I’m on it!”

      “Sydney from Greyhound. We have a possible counter for this new Gresian tactic. Apparently, it’s run by a Gresian AI, and Lizzie’s original programming was to counter that AI’s abilities. She’s able to react faster than human controllers can, given complete control of navigation, so I’ve given her permission to do so.”

      “You’ve let an alien AI loose to move our fleet around like pieces in a game of battleships?” Barnett yelped. “The admiral will freak! Jesus, Daniel, this decision is way above your paygrade… It better prove a good one.”

      “To use one of our most valuable resources, yes, sir, I’m sure.”

      “I wish I was.” Barnett sounded pissed.

      “Do you have doubts about Lizz—about the AI?” Daniel corrected himself.

      “I’m not that mad about the idea of an autonomous, artificial intelligence fighting a battle we can’t even understand.”

      “You’re worried she’ll go all Skynet on us and turn the Terminator movies into reality?” Daniel shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. Not her.”

      “Not it, you mean.”

      “I know what I mean, sir.”

      “Yeah,” Barnett sighed, “and you also know what your mission means. I suggest you get back to it. Dismissed.” Barnett cut the connection, to Daniel’s relief. He went over to the corner in which Sergeants Stewart and Cole were examining Cole’s mechanized armor. “Give me good news, and that’s an order,” he told them, fully expecting to be disappointed.

      “Sure, sir,” Stewart replied, “but there’ll be bad news with it. Can’t have one without the other.”

      “Shoot.”

      “We can definitely fix Cole’s armor,” Stewart said. “It’s taken a few holes, but we can patch those with nanites. None of the control interface or processing power has been damaged.”

      Daniel wasn’t ready to celebrate yet; not before hearing both sets of news. “And the bad news?”

      “Scheduling, mainly. It’ll take a few hours. We’re also going to have to scrounge some materials.”

      “What sorts of materials?”

      “Mostly stuff we can cannibalize from our existing gear,” Cole said. He was already looking much healthier. “The platoon has six spare railguns, so if we can break those down for parts, we can then use nanoforges in the APCs to create the parts necessary to fix my armor in… maybe two to three hours.

      “Two hours is two too long.” Daniel shook his head. “We’re on a clock, chasing to make up lost time, and can’t spend that length of time in one place. Sooner or later, one of those Gresian planes is going to come this way and sick the lot on us.”

      “Understood, sir,” Stewart said quietly.

      “Strip out any parts and ammo we might have a need for, then set a demolitions nanocharge and destroy the mechanized suit.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cole said, nodding sadly.
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      Without Cole’s mechanized armor, Daniel’s platoon could move twice as fast—especially when the land smoothed out into recognizable fields on a flatter plain, which wasn’t filled with hills and bomb craters.

      They made good time, covering almost a hundred miles in a couple of hours, and their GPS showed them heading pretty much in a direct line for their originally-planned landing site. Daniel didn’t know if they had birds on this planet, but he was happy to be the one making time by going as the crows would fly.

      Occasionally, an aircraft had flown overhead, but none had attacked them—Daniel presumed that was because they were out in the middle of nowhere, and thus not an immediate threat, but something to be dealt with later—and Lizzie had been living up to her name by being busy, so the trip had been uneventful since abandoning use of the one Big Mike. The lack of trouble hadn’t led to a lack of tension in Daniel’s gut, though, and that tension now stretched its cold fingers up his spine as the vehicles drew to a halt.

      A couple of miles to the right, in a shallow hollow, there was a scattering of buildings linked by paths and thick tree branches which passed through some of the towers. Daniel had called a halt to take a look and check it against the route that Palmer had worked out earlier. “Is that a town?” Daniel asked Doug Wilson. “Or the Gresian equivalent?”

      Wilson, who’d emerged from the APC to look at the settlement through field glasses, said, “Obviously. At least, it’s definitely a settlement. Whether they call it a village, a town, or what, I really couldn’t tell you. Not my field, really, so I don’t know.”

      “I’m glad we lived long enough to hear that one,” Kinsella muttered.

      “I’ll send the drone for a look,” Daniel decided. It only took a couple of minutes to get the lightweight sensor drone flying over the town. Closer in, even from above, the buildings looked quite unlike human ones. There were some inevitable similarities—they had doors and windows, for example, and pathways between them—but these structures tended to be supported by the branches of thick, red-leaved trees, and stretched across multiple trees. Buildings on the ground were mostly sculpted, flowing towers, and there was a surprisingly graceful, gothic-looking bridge across a river.

      The drone wasn’t picking up any signs of life in any vision mode, so Daniel couldn’t tell if this was a civilian settlement or a military or police base of some kind. Almost all he could tell was that it was definitely Gresian; all of the surfaces had that dark coral and obsidian look to them. So, not of the Shaldine, who’d built in stone.

      The question Daniel asked himself—and also asked Hope, Palmer, and Wilson—was whether they should continue on through the town or detour around it just enough to stay stealthy, going not so far out of their way as to be miles or hours behind the new schedule. “Well,” Daniel concluded after voicing the concerns, “we don’t want to get bogged down in another firefight, and we can’t have it hit from the air or orbit right now, so… “

      “We go around?” Wilson prompted.

      Hope nodded. “That would be my suggestion.”

      “Is a diversion worth it?” Palmer asked.

      Daniel thought for a moment. “The place isn’t that big. Looping around it won’t take us much out of our way. Probably ten minutes, tops.”

      “It’s still not the shortest distance between two points if we’re on a direct line for the Shaldine facility.”

      “Well, since you mention it,” Wilson pointed out, “a straight line might be the shortest path, but it’s not always the quickest if there’s interference on the way. And, as it happens, we’ve been zig-zagging some anyway, so, no, we’re not on a direct straight line anyway.”

      “That being the case, and discretion being the better part of valor,” Daniel decided, “we’ll go around.”
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      The river was black and silver, even in the daylight on this planet. They’d been reassured that water was still water even on Gresian worlds, because it was simple elementary chemistry of hydrogen and oxygen atoms, but it looked like a mix of ink and mercury from Daniel’s position. He supposed that was because of whatever earth or rock lay underneath it.

      He cursed and leaned back against the edge of the commander’s hatch as the APC drew to a halt about twenty yards from the sloping riverbank. “Great. That’s just great.” He should have thought this might happen, he told himself. He’d seen that bridge and a river flowing through the town, and the damn thing had to come and go from somewhere.

      “It’s not like it’s a huge river,” Cole pointed out. He had spelled Torres in the driver’s seat to give her a chance to stretch her legs. Now they all disembarked from the APCs to do likewise. “Even on Earth, you get rivers a mile or two wide all over the place.”

      That wasn’t news to Daniel. “Yeah, the Hudson’s a couple of miles wide coming out of Toppenzee… I get it; it could be worse. This is definitely no Hudson. Looks about, what, forty yards?”

      “More like fifty, I’d say.”

      “The Super-Bradleys will ford a river wider than that. Hell, they’d probably do those two miles you mentioned,” Daniel acknowledged.

      “But width isn’t the problem. What worries me is how deep the damned thing is.” Daniel kept squinting as he walked down to within about five feet of the river, knelt and stood, and then switched vision modes on his suit. He did everything he could think of to get a better angle on the water, where the sun’s reflection on the blackness of it would let him see through it,but it was like trying to see through quicksilver.

      “Have we got any sensors for gauging the depth?” Wilson asked from the passenger section. “A chunk of metal and a string would do it, if we had something to float on to measure it.”

      “And here I didn’t bring my water wings,” Kinsella quipped.

      “OK, we’ll blame you,” Palmer said.

      “Always a pleasure to serve.”

      Sergeant Stewart’s Big Mike walked down to the water’s edge. “Look, sir,” he said, “it’s flowing as slow as molasses.”

      “Sir,” Kenji said, approaching the water’s edge, “I was on the swim team at college. I could go in and test out the water for depth.”

      Daniel hesitated, seeing the sense in it, but remembering this was a hostile world. “

      It’s slow on the surface, but there might be an undertow, and there might be some sort of lifeforms in there.”

      “You mean fish?” Kenji paused in unbuttoning his jacket.

      “Or crocs, gators, whatever the equivalent is here.”

      “Even the microbial life here will be different,” Doug Wilson pointed out. “You could cut your foot on a stone and some alien pathogen—”

      Kenji stepped back from the water. “OK, Prof, I get the picture.”

      “So do I,” Daniel said, “and I need everybody in one piece and good shape. The Big Mikes are waterproofed, and the Exo-suit will handle any microbes or pathogens. So, Stewart, you try wading in.”

      “And hope you don’t rust,” Kinsella called out.

      Stewart laughed, and stepped cautiously nearer to the water. Everyone watching had to try, with varying degrees of success, to stifle laughter as the oversized suit of armor dipped its toe into the water like a cartoon swimmer. He stepped in, and then took another step. Now he just looked like a big metal man wading in a river. He took another couple of steps, and then stopped with a “Whoa.” He sank down a little on Big Mike’s armored knees. “The slope just dropped off by, like, three feet!” he called back.

      “It sure as hell goes down fast.” He paused and shuffled around, the Big Mike mechanized suit looking more bizarre and incongruous than ever as Stewart turned this way and that in the water, feeling around with the armored feet. “You know what it feels like? It feels like the riverbed has been deliberately cut into, maybe to make it impossible to ford in a ground vehicle.”

      “Sneaky fuckers, these Gresians,” Beswick said.

      “You mean they knew we would be coming this way?” Pipsqueak asked, looking around.

      “I don’t think so,” Stewart said from his place in the river. “It feels more like something done a long time ago. Maybe they had wars amongst themselves.”

      “They did,” Wilson confirmed. “It’s also possible that it was done to control the river itself. Maybe to help prevent its course from changing undesirably, or for some kind of flood defenses.”

      “Whatever their motivation for doing it, it definitely makes the drop-off too steep for the transports,” Daniel said grimly. “If we’re going to cross, we need a bridge.”

      “There’s the one in that town,” Beswick  reminded him.

      I’d prefer a different one if possible,” Daniel said, “rather than go through a pretty good ambush spot. Or a tunnel, if there is one.”

      “That makes sense,” Lizzie said, reappearing to Daniel for the first time in a couple of hours.  She glanced at Daniel. “Just checking in on the VIP. You know how it is.”

      “Let’s go check out a river crossing ourselves.” He brought out the drone again and reflected that, whatever the military had paid for it, they were getting their money’s worth out of the thing today.

      The drone had been up for about twenty minutes, zipping first upriver and then downriver, when

      Daniel had to admit, “Nothing within fifteen miles in either direction apart from the one in that town. Ambush point or not, I guess we’re stuck with it.”
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      As the drivers started up the APC engines again, Daniel had both vehicles’ stealth modes engaged. It would drain the fuel cells more quickly, but if the town was occupied, then he didn’t want the residents having much advance warning that they were coming.

      The gunners locked and loaded the cannons in their turrets, and Sergeant Jackson had his weapons raised on alert as he led the vehicles carefully into the outskirts of the small town. There were plenty of hiding spaces for mines or explosives, as well as for Gresians, and so everyone aboard both vehicles who could see out remained on watch for booby traps and demolitions charges, Daniel most keenly of all.

      The light-bending stealth systems on the vehicles could blur them and disguise their speed, but Daniel knew it didn’t make them completely invisible, especially at close range—such as in the gaps between buildings that could be full of observers.

      Daniel had stayed seated, the hatch closed above him, and he knew Hope had done the same. His eyes were switching from curved building to tree to tower, increasingly rapidly. He could feel his breath quickening with the uncertainty of what was likely to happen, and also sense that Hope was just as jittery as he was.

      Stewart’s Big Mike was pausing to aim and scan every window and patch of shadow, but so far, nothing was leaping from them. Daniel switched vision modes through infra-red at intervals, searching for heat signatures as well as anything that could be sighted in the visible light. He saw occasional rectangular or regularly-shaped heat sources that appeared to be cooking equipment or other technology, but each one was small and static. There were no humanoid heat sources.

      He was also surprised to see that there were tiny borders of white, petrified wood delineating different areas, though they were so small that they’d barely come up to the ankle on a human, so he wondered if a Gresian would ever really notice them.

      There was no movement at all, and that was both baffling and worrying. “Where the fuck is everybody?” Erik Palmer rumbled in frustration from Hope’s APC.

      ‘That’s what worries me,’ Hope admitted silently to Daniel.

      “Could they have been evacuated due to the bombings?” Wilson asked.

      The troop landings were even further away, so Daniel doubted that anyone would have fled from so distant a threat. Then again, as he had often reminded himself these past few months, the Gresians were aliens; they thought in alien ways, differently than humans. “It’s quiet, isn’t it?” he asked simply.

      “Nobody say ‘too quiet,’ OK?” Marty Beswick added darkly. “That never ends well for the people commenting on how bloody quiet it is.”

      “Did you ever see any of the files, or old documentaries—hell, they even did it in Indiana Jones one time—about the old U.S. nuke test towns?” Mary Jefferson asked tentatively. Daniel was surprised to hear her speak up, as she’d seemed to prefer keeping to herself since being posted to the unit. “Where they had perfect little suburban towns with newspapers and food on the table and shit like that?”

      “And dummies for people, right?” Daniel thought back to the TV he’d used to watch as a civilian. “I saw that on some show, yeah.”

      “This place reminds me of that kind of town.”

      “You mean a testing ground?”

      “Yes,” Wilson agreed slowly. “She has a point, West. It does seem deliberately unreal for some reason.”

      

      Daniel was tempted to stop and investigate on foot, just to be sure, but if this was going to be a trap, it would be foolish to leave the safety of the armored vehicle. Besides, they were still on a clock, and it must be nearly noon on this planet, he thought. It was hard to tell because the sunlight was a different shade, the planet rotated at a different rate than Earth, and the sky still held dust from the asteroid bombings, but time did matter; the faster they moved, the better. Daniel and his platoon knew from the Earth’s experience, after the Mozari ship had destroyed several cities in a single day, that the dust would persist for days or even weeks.

      “Pick it up,” he ordered Torres, who was now back in the driving seat. The APC increased speed, rattling across weaving paths in a straight line. They passed under a snaking building that wrapped around three adjacent trees, and Daniel braced himself for explosives or enemies dropping onto the roof of the APC, but none did, and in a minute or two, they could see the bridge ahead.

      There was a twisted tower of dull, dark material at each end, while the bridge itself was built on thick pillars that left no doubt as to its ability to take the weight of the vehicles, and decorated with spires and points and edges that reminded Daniel of the angled buttresses on an old gothic cathedral like Notre Dame. The decoration gave plenty of hand and foot-holds, but not much in the way of hiding places for adult humanoids. There were, however, plenty of hiding spaces for mines or explosives, and so everyone aboard both vehicles who could see out watched for booby traps and demolitions charges.

      The Big Mike ran across first, then waited, sweeping the tower and treehouse-like buildings with his sights as the two APCs rolled quietly across the bridge. Maybe, Daniel hoped, the stealth field was working more effectively than he thought.

      The Super-Bradleys made it to the other side with no damage except to the anxious platoon’s nerves, and then

      proceeded through the array of strange, half-slumped pottery buildings as before. Daniel’s concentration was disrupted by the rolling boom of a distant explosion. “What the hell? Was that enemy fire?” Nothing had hit any of the vehicles, and it had sounded too far away to have been an attack on their own little expedition. It had sounded like it had come from a couple of miles away, Daniel thought as the rumble died away.

      “Smoke, sir,” Stewart called, the Big Mike’s oversized arm pointing southwest, beyond this side of town and off up to the right. Sure enough, when Daniel craned his neck around in the shotgun seat, he could see a ragged column of gray smoke rising there, over a mile away. It wasn’t in the direction they wanted to go, so the question Daniel asked himself was whether it was something he ought to investigate or ought to ignore.

      Before he could direct Stewart, the APC’s comm system started blaring out a loud, warbling howl. “That’s a shuttle ELT beacon,” Hope said instantly from the other APC, “emergency locator transmission.” Daniel and Torres exchanged glances, and Torres nodded.

      “You sure it’s a shuttle?”

      “All our craft have distinctive distress signals. Fighter, shuttle, LCM. That’s a shuttle beacon, no question.”

      “Confirm that,” Bailey said. “Comms has a shuttle distress beacon transmitting from two and a half klicks north-northwest. Automated beacon.”

      “Send a response on their frequency; see if we can get a voice on the horn.”

      Daniel waited impatiently, one leg jiggling against the floor, but he didn’t have to wait long.

      “Mayday! Mayday!” a voice came over the radio. “This is LCT seven one niner to any human forces. We are on the ground and under heavy Gresian fire.”

      “LCT, seven one niner,” Daniel replied. “This is Greyhound, Trap One.”

      “Sir, am I glad to hear from you guys!”

      “Sit-rep, soldier,” Daniel demanded.

      “Lieutenant Caine, sir. Our shuttle was hit by some sort of SAM round and we came in hard. My people have got a few sprains and cracked ribs, but otherwise OK, but we’re under fire by Gresians.”

      “How many in your party, Lieutenant?”

      “Twenty-two plus myself.”

      “Strength of the Gresian force? And do they have any vehicles with them?”

      “Thirty to forty at least. No vehicles that I can see. Not yet, anyway.”

      Daniel ran the numbers in his head, and they came up reasonably in human favor. “OK. Stand by. We’ll swing round and hook up with you. We’re about four miles south-southwest of you, on the same side of the river.” If it had been the side they had just crossed from, Daniel thought, his team would have encountered the enemy en route to the bridge.

      “Roger that. I think that would bring you out on the Gresians’ left flank, sir.”

      “Good. Stand by, Lieutenant.” Daniel broke their connection and said, “Well, I guess that answers one question, at least.”

      “It does?” Hope asked.

      “It looks like we now know where the people from this town are: They brought down that shuttle, and now they’re pressing their advantage.” He paused. “We can’t leave our troops to those things. Sergeant Stewart, you’ll take the center when we get there. Trap Two, left flank; we’ll take the right flank.”

      There was a chorus of acknowledgements. As everyone aboard checked their weapons, Daniel got back on the comms. “Sydney Actual, this is Greyhound. We’re reading a mayday from a downed shuttle, LCT seven one niner.”

      “Greyhoud, Sydney. We’re picking up the same distress signal, but the shuttle isn’t one from this ship.”

      “Do we know which ship lost the shuttle?”

      “Sorry, Greyhound, things are a bit confused and busy up here. I can’t tell you which ship has lost this shuttle.” Daniel groaned inwardly at the lack of helpful information there.

      “Sydney, Greyhound. Can you give them any air cover?” An overflight would be useful to get an idea of how the Gresians are positioned around the shuttle.

      “Negative on that, Greyhound.”

      “Is air support still suspended?”

      “No, but we’re allowing limited close air support only over the primary LZs right now. Everything we have in-atmosphere is tied up there at the moment. Turns out the Gresians have better anti-aircraft defense than expected.”

      To Daniel, that did make sense with there being a downed shuttle in the area. He’d seen them make good use of hand-held SAM systems before. He turned to Bailey at the comms. “Superman, get a drone in the air and check out the crash site. You heard the coordinates.”

      “Daniel, I don’t like this.” Lizzie had appeared again, grimacing while squeezed insubstantially between him and Torres. “Is there a problem?” Daniel asked.

      “Yeah… I don’t know about this. Something’s up with it. Don’t you feel it? I mean, I don’t feel, but you lot do, so you should be having some sort of instinctive response, shouldn’t you?”

      Daniel frowned. “You might claim you don’t feel, but it sounds like—”

      “Well, all right, if that makes it easier for you, it’s close enough: something feels off about this downed shuttle. It’s not actually a feeling, but subroutines and fuzzy logic acting in a way that you couldn’t tell the difference.”

      “I’d be happier if we could have confirmation about where that shuttle comes from,” Daniel admitted, “but there’s a reason they have a phrase about the fog of war. Things get confused in battle.”

      “Sir,” Bailey reported, “I see smoke. Looks like it could be fro— Shit!” He twitched, reacting to something in his vision feed. “Ah, not anymore. Something’s taken the drone down. I saw a blue flash…”

      “Plasma rifle,” Daniel concluded. “I guess we know where the action is, then.”

      “Shall I put another drone up?”

      “No need, so let’s not give them the target practice.”

      “All your ships and their equipment are derived from Mozari designs and nanotechnology that I gave you,” Lizzie reminded him. “You humans do your best with it and get on well with it, and that’s great, but I still know it so much better. That’s inside and out. And, knowing it so well, I know something isn’t right.”

      “Like what?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it. Come to think of it, that’s probably what is wrong with it; I should be able to tell what happened with any of it.”

      “There’s some logic to that, I guess…. But the shuttle carried two dozen soldiers.

      That’s a lot of people needing rescued.”

      “That’s the main thing, but there’s another thought that occurs: That’s more guns for our mission.”

      Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Without transport. They’re never all going to fit in these two vehicles.”

      “That’s another bridge I’m willing to cross when I come to it.”

      “If there are a couple of dozen of them, they should be evenly matched with thirty Gresian civilians,” Lizzie said.

      “But not with their weapons and equipment. They’re regular troops, not special warfare units; they won’t have Exo-suits, which means they can’t use railguns. Fifty-cal rounds and deer slugs are all they’ve got.”

      “Those are pretty effective against the Gresians, remember.”

      Daniel remembered. “But they won’t have the speed and agility we had. They’ll tire quicker, and then the Gresians will be a real danger to them. Which is why we have to go. We have suits and railguns, which makes us the most dangerous people on the planet.”

      “Depending upon your definition of people,” Wilson murmured. “You know it would be much more useful if we could all hear Lizzie’s side of the conversation.”

      Daniel ignored him. “Assuming it’s not an entire company or battalion, we should be able to save some people.”

      “And if there’s a battalion?”

      “Then he can’t count.” Daniel said simply.

      “Or he was lying...” Lizzie added.
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      Stewart turned right at the edge of town, heading south towards the smoke column. Torres and, in Trap Two, Palmer, did likewise, now hurtling along parallel to the river bank, a couple of streets inland—if streets was even the right word for the areas between Gresian towers and the strange orchards that grew serpentine tree-houses.

      Shortly, they came to a range of buildings which were a mix of the crooked towers and structures resembling the barn or vehicle warehouse they’d sheltered in earlier. They turned a corner, and suddenly Stewart had to backpedal to a halt, as there was a very solid wall of piled-up alien vehicles in front of him, all welded together across an expanse of ground that looked something like a stone garden of some kind. “Shit,” he yelled, and Torres stomped on the brakes to avoid running him down with the APC.

      Erik Palmer had had to brake Hope’s APC, as well, and, behind them, skeins of crackling alloy tentacles were suddenly hurled onto the ground from the roofs on either side. Trap Two reversed hurriedly, trying to roll over the energy-wreathed coils that resembled razor-wire, but there was an explosion of plasma as soon as a wheel touched it.

      “Motherfuckers!” Palmer yelled.

      “Shit!” Daniel cursed himself, “I should have known it. Downed shuttle? That’s the same fucking trick we pulled on them back on Lyonesse. Fast learners, aren’t they?”

      “Too clever by at least three quarters,” Lizzie agreed.

      It was hard to count the numbers of Gresians swarming out across rooftops and visible through the barricade or between buildings, but Daniel thought it looked like there might be a hundred of them. “Jesus H. Christ, this isn’t half a company; this is the whole damn town.”

      “Lieutenant West,” Lieutenant Caine’s voice came over the radio. “Thanks for the assist. If I was in a downed shuttle, I’d be pleased by your concern. Goodbye.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      There were Gresians on the rooftops of the barn-like warehouse structures and behind carefully-placed gaps in the blockade, and plasma bolts quickly began to rain down on the Super-Bradleys. Sergeant Stewart opened fire on the attackers on the roof to his left, but had barely gotten off a couple of shots before a Gresian RPG round streaked down at him.

      The Big Mike armor was built to take it, but the ground in front of him was not, and that’s where the round exploded in a golden flash, blasting a crater out of the stone garden. The upblast caught the Big Mike’s legs, sending Stewart flying sideways to crash to the ground.

      “RPG, two o’clock, forty meters,” Daniel snapped out to Doug Beswick and Mili Svoboda in the two turrets. Beswick was already firing, the shells exploding against the barricade and blasting chunks of obsidian alloy from the welded vehicles.

      Stewart was already back on his feet and shooting while Palmer was turning his APC around, plasma bursts blazing and writhing across the hull every time a strand of the Gresians’ wire coils touched it. “What the fuck is this shit?” he demanded. “We lose some power every time we touch it.”

      Daniel wished he had an answer, but all he could say was “Try shooting it.”

      Trap Two’s turret cannon boomed as Svoboda obliged, but the vehicle was too close to the wire and only blew another pothole in the ground beyond it. “I’ll drag it off,” Stewart suggested, running for the wire.

      Hope shouted, “Belay that!” just before the Big Mike could grab the highly charged wire coil. “It’s some kind of EMP effect. It will drain your armor’s power!”

      Both APC turrets were now firing, but so were plenty of Gresians. One fell right in front of Daniel’s viewport, and he was surprised to see that the felinoid creature was wearing some kind of jumpsuit, but no armor or Exo-suit equivalent. For a moment, he thought perhaps the creature was simply off-duty, and then he noticed that he didn’t see any of the mirrored faceplates he had seen on Gresians before—not with any of the quick glimpses of fanged, snarling faces he got between shots. Meanwhile, the Gresian plasma rifle fire was still pouring into the APCs, and while none of it was getting through the dwarf star alloy armor, it was getting uncomfortably warm inside the vehicle.

      Stewart fired a few more rounds through the gaps in the barricade, as he had better targeting and accuracy, while the turret gunners laid down fire on the roofs. Already, the roof of one building was sagging and full of holes; the Gresians could be seen backing away as they fired.

      Stewart suddenly took a short but speedy run at the EMP wire, and he leapt over it. Now free of the killing zone the Gresians had set up, he used the mechanized suit’s strength to tear a middling-sized tree out of the ground. The Gresians must have realized what he was about to do at the same time as Daniel did, though they must have felt the opposite of Daniel’s sudden elation, because they switched to concentrating their fire on the Big Mike. It was too late, though, and he was too quick and mobile, dodging the shots with surprising ease.

      Another Gresian RPG round flashed past Daniel’s viewport toward the Big Mike, but missed, the round exploding against a tower beyond it, wreathing it in smoke. Stewart leapt at the wire, swinging the tree, and caught it dead center. The coruscating wire coils snapped around the tree trunk and then away, clattering and sparking into a couple of other treetops which immediately began smolder.

      Palmer didn’t waste any time getting Trap Two into gear, reversing hurriedly out of the kill-zone, and—though Daniel knew it wasn’t what the military would have wanted him to think or feel—his immediate relief was over the fact that Palmer was taking Hope out of imminent danger.

      Bailey suddenly jerked forward in his seat with a yelp. “This wall is fucking burning!” Daniel had noticed it getting hot in the APC, and now that his vehicle was the one still in the plasma rifle crossfire, it was soaking up ever more plasma fire. He touched his fingertips to the ceiling and instantly pulled them back in agony, his hand spasming, as the metal felt as if it was red hot. Now he remembered what Cole and Stewart had said about the dwarf star armor: It would keep shots out, yeah, but it would also heat up quick and cook the occupants.

      “Fuck that,” Daniel muttered to himself as Torres kicked the APC into a spin on the spot and set off after Stewart and Trap Two.

      “What’s the plan, Daniel?” Hope asked. “Do we clear this area?”

      Daniel felt the burn in his head that urged him to do exactly that. These creatures ought to be killed for their backstabbing trap, but…. He had a mission to complete, and didn’t want to get bogged down. And the Gresians here would surely die anyway when the mission was done. “No,” he said. “We leave this shit-show behind and do what we came here to do.”

      “That’s what I hoped you’d say.”

      The two APCs were still rolling, but Daniel could see Gresians running along parallel streets, catching glimpses of them between building. “If they let us—” he grumbled.

      Without warning, the wall of the closest barn burst outward in a cloud of dust and shards. A leviathan lumbered unsteadily out of the destruction like a chick tumbling from an eggshell. It had a sloping front like the APC Daniel was in, but was much larger, and heavily armed with a giant plasma cannon. Rippling skirts protected the underside as it floated menacingly above the ground while the flattened, diamond-shaped turret narrowed to a small square at the front. The fiddly details were lost to Daniel, though, because his eyes had developed a horrible fixation on the biggest gun he had ever seen. It was stretched out from that narrow front of the turret, and seemed to be pointed right between his eyes. “Holy shit,” he breathed, in a very small voice in case it heard him. “What in the actual fuck is that? Is that a tank?”

      “Looks like a bloody tank to me, mate,” Beswick whispered back.

      “Yeah,” Lizzie agreed, leaning against Beswick’s legs as Torres hurriedly threw the APC into reverse. “We might be screwed.” She grinned at Daniel and added, “Unless, you know, you do something about it and kill them first.”

      “If someone’s gonna kill me,” Daniel said, switching places with Beswick in Trap One’s turret, “I want the bastard to feel it was more trouble than it was worth, not enjoy it. You got a problem with that?”

      “Only with the getting-killed part,” Kinsella said plaintively.

      “What’s the matter—you wanna live forever?”

      “I dunno yet,” said Kinsella. “Ask me again in five hundred years.”

      Daniel laughed, the first genuine sound of mirth he had had on this planet. Well, it was early days yet. “Oh hell. We better stay alive then!” he quipped. With that, Daniel fired the APC’s gun. The shell hit the Gresian tank square-on, and the blast momentarily blotted out all view of it. “Yippee-ki-a...” Daniel’s elated voice died as the smoke and dust cleared. Though a few flames licked ineffectually at its hull, the Gresian tank shook itself free of the remains of the wall and turned its turret to aim at them again. “Crap.”

      Torres pushed and pulled at the steering levers frantically. “I hate driving stick-shift; you know that, right?” The APC lurched and turned, then darted backwards just as the Gresian tank fired. There was a bone-shaking crash like being in an earthquake, and Daniel thought the ceiling was falling in, though the shell explosion came from somewhere off to the right. He realized that Torres had reversed into a building, chunks of which had collapsed on top of them.

      “Trap Two, Sergeant Stewart,” Daniel called over comms. “Kill that fucker!”

      “The Gresians are weaker at the back of the skull,” Hope reminded him. “Maybe that happens in their mechanized armor, too.”

      Of course, there was no real reason to assume that was the case, but Daniel decided that was no reason not to try. Sergeant Stewart’s armored Big Mike suit loped past, his heavier railguns pummeling the tank while Hope’s APC turned into a gap under a snake-like treehouse to try and get a better shot at the rear of the tank.

      “Nothing ventured,” Daniel said, even as Trap Two fired. An explosion wrapped around the back of the tank turret, and it rocked slightly, but then it merely fired again. Another shell burst in the place where Trap One had been as Bella Torres sent it careening through a squat house. The Gresian hover-tank whipped its turret around to aim at Trap Two, but Stewart was there in his Big Mike, the powered armor catching the plasma cannon’s barrel in both hands and digging his heels into the ground to try to stop it getting a bearing on Hope’s APC.

      The Big Mike was strong, but not strong enough, and the Gresian tank spun around with a strange and massive agility, sweeping Stewart’s legs out from under him. He crashed to the ground and the hover-tank whined over him. “Jesus!” Stewart exclaimed as the tank swept down the next street. The air or energy cushion under it had spared Stewart, Daniel knew; if the tank had had wheels or tracks, it would surely have crushed him.

      “Where are we going?” Torres asked.

      “To find Hope,” Daniel said cheerily. He got the terrifying impression that he was actually enjoying this in some way. “And then any other Gresian tanks.”

      “Others?” everybody in the APC exclaimed.

      “Trust me. We don’t really want to get bogged down in a lot of engagements, but we don’t want the ones who’ve already seen us chasing us and harrying us either. It’ll be more time-effective to deal with them first while we can maybe try to call on air cover if shit goes south, and hope to hell that some’s available. So, trust me and hope I judge this right.” The APC slammed through another wall, cutting across the path of a new and different Gresian vehicle.

      It was a hover-vehicle, too, but wider and with no turret. Rather, it was some kind of troop transport, already disgorging infantry in blue and gray armor. The hover-tank was coming up behind that, and its gunner fired instinctively. Torres, however, had judged things perfectly. The shot from the plasma cannon hit the rear of the Gresian assault transport, which was jerked sideways by the blast. In flames, and with its crew not knowing from where they were being fired upon, it looked for a target to return fire upon. Daniel joined in pounding the tank.

      The front armor was strong enough to not allow a breach, and Hope called, “The tower!” Daniel couldn’t see where Trap Two was, but knew Hope must be able to see his vehicle because he saw that the tank they were fighting had indeed backed into the corner of a tower with some kind of soaring spire. Daniel fired at the tower’s base, and other shells from the out-of-sight Trap Two did likewise.

      Hi-ex rounds burst in rapid succession against the base of the tower. Smoke and dust billowed up around it like exhaust from a rocket launch, but the spire toppled sideways rather than rising into the air. It chopped down across the tank with an indescribable noise, and Daniel wondered if the tank could have survived even that. At the very least, it had been gouged into the ground, unable to hover or move because of the weight of the fallen structure.

      Out of the viewport, Daniel could see the visible part of the enemy tank’s turret attempt to turn its gun on them. There was too much weight resting on the front deck, however, and the barrel couldn’t shift it aside. The tank’s engine howled and whined as it started trying to pull itself free of the collapsed tower. That was when Stewart, in his mechanized suit, leapt in from the side, firing at the remaining Gresians and ripping a section of skirt from the side of the hover-tank’s hull. An actinic blue glow was revealed, and Stewart shouted, “This is its hover-engine! I saw it when it ran over me.”

      “Aim for that glow,” Daniel passed along to Svoboda in Trap Two as he fired, the rounds cracking against the Gresian tank’s side armor and sending smashed pieces of it flying away. He fired again, this time clipping the glowing engine on the underside. Blue fire engulfed the hover-tank and it sagged to the ground, falling silent.

      “They ain’t going nowhere now,” Stewart confirmed.

      “Good.” Bella Torres gunned the APC’s engine and reversed out of the area. Through the viewport, Daniel could see the driver’s hatch of the Gresian tank—the only hatch still free—open, and Gresians start to emerge. They looked very unsteady on their feet, and it was obvious that they were in no condition to fight anymore.

      Daniel and his troops opened fire through the APC’s gun-ports anyway, skewering the Gresian soldiers with railgun bolts.

      The second Gresian vehicle, the transport, was now burning merrily, and the tall aliens were jumping from that, too. Daniel would have given a bottle of single-malt Scotch to eavesdrop on what the two crews would have to say to each other in hell as they were gunned down also.

      Then there came a series of explosions from the far side of the tower, and two more Gresian tanks slid in to either side of Daniel’s field of vision, trying to outflank his troops. “It never rains but it pours,” he muttered. He glanced at the APC’s instrument panel, tuning in a readout that would show the location of Trap Two. The other APC was apparently circling the town a few hundred meters north, which would take it into the flank of one of the newly-arriving tanks. ‘Hope,’ he thought, figuring it would be harder for the Gresians to listen in to their thoughts than their radios or suit comms. ‘You have two tanks ahead of you.’

      ‘And I’m planning to make it none, or at least one.’

      ‘Be careful, conserve ammo, and make shots count.’

      ‘That’s the plan.’

      Daniel was glad to hear it, and now looked for Stewart in his Big Mike. The mechanized armor was climbing the wrecked base of the fallen tower to get a better angle on the approaching enemy forces, and he started firing grenade rounds as soon as he had a clear shot. “If I can bounce one of these suckers under the skirt,” he called to Daniel, “I can stop them here.”

      Daniel wished he had some mines or IEDs, but had to settle for opening fire with the APC’s cannon as the first hovering tank rounded the base of another tower opposite them. The supposedly armor-piercing rounds didn’t live up to their name against the hover-tank’s armor, but the HESH—high explosive squash head—rounds they had been equipped with for use against enemies enfiladed in buildings at least disrupted their movement by pushing them aside, and had a better chance of detonating on the ground below and maybe taking out the drive that powered its ability to hover.

      Or so Daniel hoped, anyway. Gresians on foot were starting to rush out from between buildings also, and Daniel had to trust his squad to pick them off with railguns of fifty-caliber slugs through the gun ports in the APC’s sides. Torres was at least doing a pretty good job of keeping the APC out of the line of the tank’s main gun while Daniel pounded it. As the tanks moved closer, Stewart had to abandon his position and run a gauntlet of plasma fire, heading for a complex of hourglass-shaped buildings supported by thick tree branches.

      Several Gresians were firing from one of those buildings, and Stewart leapt into the cover of another and returned fire. Daniel saw the extra-powerful Big Mike railgun bolts smash clean through the building occupied by Gresians, but only a couple of the creatures behind it were hit, falling twitching to the dusky earth below.

      “Stewart, drop!” Daniel yelled, and he swung the turret away from the Gresian tank for a moment to put a HESH round into the enemy building as Stewart dropped to the ground. The enemy tree-building was ripped apart by the detonation of the flattening, high-velocity plastic explosive round. Pieces of building and bronze-blooded body parts flew across the little patch of green park in every direction.

      The Gresians weren’t done with Stewart, though. A plasma cannon blast ripped through the hourglass-shaped arboreal building, which rolled backwards onto the mechanized suit of armor, pulling the largest tree down with it. The Big Mike’s armored back slammed into the ground under the impact and he tried to roll aside, visibly dazed. The Gresian tank glided forward, the plasma rifles fitted next to its cannon pouring sizzling streams of energy into not their armored enemy, but the tree and the construction. The tree trunk smoldered and burst into flame, the fire quickly lapping along branches and into the seams of the Big Mike armor.

      Stewart rolled the burning wreckage off and threw himself aside into cover as Daniel kept pounding the tank with rapid-fire HESH rounds. None of them did much good, but as the tank slid over the mechanized suit, the Big Mike exploded and the tank dropped heavily to the ground. Torres finally spun the APC around, breaking the enemy armor’s line of sight. “Stewart,” Daniel called, “get your ass over here!”

      “On my way. Get me some weapons ready.”

      Cole was already pulling some of the spare weapons from a rack and checking them over. In a few moments, there was a hammering on the rear hatch, and Stewart yelled, “It’s me!” Cole let him in and then put a deer slug through the mouth of an unarmored Gresian who’d been about six feet from either grabbing Stewart or leaping into the now uncomfortably crowded APC.

      “Greyhound, this is Trap Two,” Hope’s voice came over the radio. “We’re under heavy fire.” Daniel paused instantly to listen to the breathless sound of her voice. She felt and sounded somewhat rushed, not having enough time to be afraid. Daniel knew the feeling. “We can handle them, but can’t get to you.”

      “Understood, Trap Two,” Daniel called back. “You know where we’re headed. Meet us there if you don’t hear any different.”

      “Understood. Good luck.”

      ‘You too, Hope.’

      Something droned overhead and, from his position in the APC’s turret, Daniel saw a Gresian shuttle flaring in low and dropping one of their troop carriers into another stone garden on the edge of town. By now, the second hover-tank had also appeared behind the APC. Daniel wondered how the hell it had managed to outflank him as he swung the turret around, pouring another set of HESH rounds into its armored skirt. It turned slightly, its plasma cannon barrel jamming momentarily against a tree.

      That was just as well, as Daniel’s overheating cannon clanked and went still. Daniel stared at it in momentary disbelief, then looked for a problem with the ammo feed. To his horror, he saw there wasn’t a problem with the mechanism; there simply wasn’t any ammo left. “Fuck!” He pounded his fist against the useless breech twice, then made a decision. “New plan, guys. We no longer have our artillery, which means the APC is defenseless.”

      “You’re going to say we need to leave it, aren’t you?” Kinsella asked, with no sign of her usual joking.

      “Yes,”

      “Are you insane?” Wilson began, but Daniel cut him off with a look.

      “No. None of us get out of this town if we’re in a defenseless vehicle. So, we get out and hold up the Gresians while Torres gets you and the APC to a safe zone, if there is such a thing. Once you and it are safe, we hook up at a rally point and figure out getting to where we’re going, and getting re-armed.”

      “But you’re outnumbered by ten-fold!”

      “Most of whom aren’t wearing armor or their version of Exo-suits. It’s only the tanks I’m really concerned about; we need to neutralize them so the APC’s nanoforge can generate replacement ammo.” Daniel looked at Stewart, who gave a grim nod. “You go with Torres and Wilson in case of trouble.” He made some notations on his tablet, on the aerial view his drone had recorded earlier. “There’s a rocky depression at the south edge of town, where it looks like there’s been a quarry or a meteor crater. Get into it here—” he showed Torres and Stewart the spot, “…and you should be less visible. Unless you hear otherwise from Kinsella or I, we’ll meet you there.”

      “Yes, sir.” Torres and Stewart said.

      Daniel turned to the rest of his soldiers. “It’s our stop. Let’s find a good defensive position.”
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      Daniel, Kinsella, Bailey, Cole, Buapeuak, Beswick, shuttle pilot Steffen, PFCs Wilkes and Collins,  Gregory, and Franco all disembarked in a matter of seconds as the Super-Bradley rolled through a neighborhood of irregular buildings with no sharp edges or corners. From the drone’s aerial viewpoint, it had looked like a patch of brain tissue, except that it was charcoal matter rather than white or gray matter.

      On the ground, the area provided a position from which the Hardcases could exploit narrow alleys to keep out of the line of fire while being sufficiently self-enclosed to allow defense against Gresian footsoldiers.

      Most importantly, only one sinuous path went all the way through and out into the industrial outskirts of town, which meant that if Gresian armored forces wanted to pursue Trap One, they would have to come down this path, and the path was sufficiently twisted to prevent them having a direct line of sight to the APC.

      A single tower that twisted a half-turn to the right stood about a third of the way in from the center of town, and Daniel sent Kinsella up it with her sniper gear—both railgun and Barrett M50—to give long-range cover. The APC was already leaving dust behind as the soldiers set up claymore mines and nanocharges in the alleyways. Daniel and his troops then took up enfiladed positions on either side of the road, noting the explosions and smoke rising from the other side of town. Daniel paused, somehow knowing in his heart that this was a sign that Hope was still the professional and effective soldier and commander that she’d been as the leader of the Webbies back at Camp Peary, back when he had found her so intimidating.

      He could feel her thoughts and emotions perfectly well, so he knew she was alive and so far unharmed.

      Suddenly, there was a blur about fifty yards away, and then all hell broke loose.

      The remaining Gresian tank was in hot pursuit of Trap One, and wasn’t expecting to run over a nest of six claymores with a nanocharge at the center. Beswick had laid the claymores facing upwards, and he triggered them as soon as the tank was floating above them. Smoke, fire, and hundreds of steel pellets were propelled upwards into whatever device kept the tank hovering. It lurched like a rally car going over a pothole and slammed down onto the nanocharge, which dissipated into a cloud. The nanites in the cloud immediately began to decompose the metal of the tank’s skirt, desperate to get through to the organic material within.

      Daniel didn’t wait to see whether they succeeded, but called “Fire!” A ripple of KEM bolts was launched from his and the other soldiers’ railguns. Most didn’t make it through the tank’s armor, but a few did in places where the nanite cloud had weakened it.

      The tank wasn’t completely out of action, although it was now immobile, and its cannon fired into one of the buildings, making Bailey run for cover as his shelter collapsed. More claymores went off with loud cracks as Gresians stumbled over their tripwires, and several Gresians on foot positioned themselves to give some covering fire to their tank. These were unarmored and clearly visible, so they were easy prey for Daniel and the others. Railgun bolts vied with deer slugs and fifty-caliber rounds to claim the most Gresian lives as the footsoldiers loped forward, leaping over each other.

      Daniel was slightly surprised that it was so easy as the Gresians swarmed past the  tank, using it for cover before sprinting into the killing zone Daniel had set up. The tank fired again, blowing a hole through another of the melted-looking buildings, and then something sparked and smoked under it, and it fell silent. The Gresians around it gave covering fire as the armored soldiers who’d crewed the hover-tank got out to join the fight.

      Daniel still couldn’t help thinking things were going too easily, and then a bolt from Bailey’s railgun speared a Gresian about ten feet behind Daniel and he realized why they had been making it easy. Shimmers flitted between buildings, and then the plasma fire began to sizzle past his ear as the armored Gresian troops who’d been brought in aboard the transport which had been dropped off by shuttle joined the fray. The easy kills had been a diversion, he realized, even as a Gresian soldier in blue and gray armor and a mirror-faced helmet leapt from the roof above him, bringing plasma rifle to bear on Daniel’s position.

      For an instant, Daniel felt a moment of supreme calm; his blink was a frame holding a cluttered picture in eternal grace. Then, with a bang, the moment was gone as completely as if it had never been, and the air was ripped to shreds in a roar of automatic gunfire, crackling plasma fire, and flying metal.

      Daniel flung himself backwards, firing in the general direction of the enemy as rapidly as his railgun could respond to his impulses. You didn’t dodge bullets; they moved too fast, and the same applied to plasma fire and railgun bolts, but Daniel was damned sure everyone in the fight saw it as projectile-dodging when they bolted sideways in the hopes that their enemies couldn’t shoot straight.

      The Gresian landed lifelessly in front of him, and Daniel raced for the protection of a squat building with one door while Kinsella cleared a path for him by sniping every Gresian in his way. He saw one of the armored Gresians motion to a couple of others on the far side of the winding road, seemingly indicating for them to go around and outflank the humans. Daniel rolled out, opening up with three-round bursts from his railgun at the responding Gresian troops; Kinsella put a metal bolt through the Gresian leader’s faceplate from the top of the tower.

      Almost immediately, a gold needle from a Gresian RPG exploded against the tower near Kinsella’s position, forcing her to leap down to the nearest roof and break their line of sight of her.

      Meanwhile, Bailey took a bead on the Gresian rocketeer and opened up on him. Out of the corner of his eye, Daniel saw a Gresian trigger some sort of a grenade and start to swing it towards Bailey. Daniel ran forwards shooting at the thrower, who dropped his grenade. An explosion shredded the thrower into a bronze mist.

      Everywhere Daniel looked, Gresians were falling or firing, his eyes stung by the brightness of their plasma rifles’ shots, and his team members were running for cover while returning fire. Occasionally, a Gresian or a human would stumble and fall, but the human body could tuck and roll, where the Gresians could not, so when a Gresian was knocked sideways, Kinsella had an easier shot from wherever she had now positioned herself.

      It was nightmarish, not a bullet ballet.

      In some ways, it reminded Daniel of his training back at Camp Peary’s MOUT location: acquire targets, get the job done, and watch your team member’s backs. But once people got hit…. Even when he killed a Gresian, Daniel realized that it wasn’t just sweat on his face from the heat of the day and the layers of battledress, but alien blood on his face, and in his clothes, and he felt suddenly repulsed.

      Not over killing them, but over the fact that they contaminated him and his life even as they died.

      Daniel shot another two Gresians with deer slugs from his back-up auto shotgun, and then he had the urge to get as far away from them as he could because he didn’t want more dead alien blood touching him.

      As always, of course, Daniel also felt that he couldn’t hear a thing, even through ear defenders. He knew that he could hear, in reality, but because the battle was so noisy—with gunshots, explosions, screaming, and dying—he felt the whole thing to be so loud that he just didn’t consciously register sound anymore. He wished the Gresians could have just kept the hell out of the way. The Hardcases could have just ignored their town and gone on their way. They’d still have died, all being well with the plan, when the mission was complete, but they wouldn’t have had to be shot to pieces and burned to a crisp…. Still, he reminded himself that the bastards deserved it; part of him just wished he hadn’t had to waste the time and effort involved here, endangering all of his team’s lives, and getting such foul alien blood on him.

      Daniel ran a gauntlet of flying energy, trying to get at the Gresian troop transport that had delivered the soldiers who’d tried to outflank them. If he could get control of it, their mission would be a lot easier by virtue of a disguised transport. Ceramic walls and plaster exploded into dust, and Gresians ducked and leapt, slid and ran, all the while releasing hell from their claws.

      “We’re clear!” Torres called from the APC.

      That was all Daniel needed to hear. “Fall back,” he sent to his team. “On my six!” The chorus of acknowledgements was very much out of breath. Cole, Steffen, and Andrews gave covering fire as the others followed Daniel in the direction of the transport, which was somewhere back the way they had come.

      The Big Mike suit was still smoking in pieces next to the second of the three knocked-out hover-tanks. The transport was sitting on a shorter bridge over a narrow, dry gulley, and Daniel could see a Gresian in armor framed in the side door. The Gresian started firing, but was quickly put down by several rounds, and Daniel ran right over him and into the transport, followed by Marty Beswick and Buapeuak. The others turned to open fire on yet more Gresians who had now caught up with them.

      Inside the transport, a Gresian was at the controls. It snarled and immediately spun up the engine and began to turn the vehicle, trying to throw the humans off-balance while a second Gresian leapt for Beswick, extending its claws. The sudden turn knocked Buapeuak off his feet, but he rolled with it into the Gresian soldier’s legs, knocking the creature flying.

      The alien came to rest against the back of a strange cylindrical seat, drawing and firing a pistol back into the cabin without hitting anything. Daniel shot it in the face as the driver floored the vehicle, which clipped the edge of the ruined tower and toppled off the edge of the bridge, lodging itself at an angle that Daniel suspected would leave it unusable. “The gulley,” he said over suit comms. “On me.”

      Pipsqueak shot the driver, and then the three men slid down and into the bottom of the gulley. A few moments later, the others followed.
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        * * *

      

      The streets of the little town were eerily silent when Daniel looked out from the cover of the edge of the gulley about a quarter of the way around town. He knew that empty silence was a lie, too, as they certainly hadn’t killed a hundred Gresian footsoldiers yet. He ran through several vision modes of his suit’s assistance to his eyes, checking for heat signatures. There didn’t seem to be any. He racked his brains, trying to figure out where the occupants of the town might have gone, and whether the place had been turned into a rat trap for the humans. He didn’t want to risk having to fight door to door through the whole damned place.

      Their orders were to move fast, and in Daniel’s opinion, that meant avoiding too many engagements with the enemy—regardless of how satisfying it would be to kill them.

      He was able to find his way to what looked strangely like a small inn or restaurant on one side of a set of pools, which may or may not have been decorative. The soldiers scuttled forward in a crouch, trying to be both quick enough to flit between cover without being seen by any watching eyes as well as quiet enough not to attract any other attention. There was no response from any occupants, though Daniel couldn’t tell whether the occupants were dead, in hiding, or absent altogether. Not wanting to push his luck, and feeling some sympathy for anyone who had to live in the firing line, he moved on along the street. A glimmer of light caught his eye at the end of the street and he realized it was a lamp showing through an open door. He approached and gestured for Bailey to join him.

      They entered low and swift. “See anything, Superman?” Daniel asked.

      “Clear,” Bailey replied. Daniel was reluctant to get stuck in a MOUT situation, fighting house to house, but he was more reluctant to be ambushed here, so he went through the rooms. There wasn’t a sound from anywhere in the house, but there were items which looked disturbingly familiar dotted around… odd cooking utensils, miniature vehicles that could only be toys, and even half-sized furniture for children. Or cubs, or kids, or whatever the Gresians called their young.

      A half-eaten meal was on the table in the kitchen, but it was stone-cold. Nobody had been there for several hours at least, and they’d left in a hurry. Daniel had no idea what had happened to the owners of this house, but he couldn’t blame them for having fled. It was actually quite spooky—not just because the place was a ghost town, but because it reminded him so much of regular human households back on Earth. It gave off a freaky feeling, as if he was in a video game and somehow divorced from himself. Almost as if he wasn’t really there. He still had that feeling from earlier, too… someone walking over his grave.

      Daniel decided to follow behind the main body of his team as rearguard, making sure there weren’t any stragglers. Kinsella had spotted three more, smaller, Gresian transports on a strip of roadway south of the bridge and he was deadset on getting to them before their owners did. Everyone was looking around for snipers or Gresian forces on foot, though it was air cover that concerned Daniel most. He knew they would turn up sooner or later, because he knew the Gresians weren’t stupid and this was their home turf. Worse, this was apparently the turf where their families and children lived, and that always made for a more determined enemy. That was just the way the world worked—with any world and any species he could think of. Even a cornered rat was a threat when backed into its nest.

      The sound of shooting drew Daniel’s attention, and he called a halt to their progress through the southeastern section of town. ‘Hope?’

      ‘We’re still here,’ her thoughts came back. ‘We have some injuries, but the suits are healing them. I’m fine.’

      ‘We can hear shooting, but it’s on the opposite of town from us. Are you still in trouble?’

      ‘Only in the sense of not being able to regroup and make a run for our objective. The shooting is Svoboda and Palmer keeping the Gresians busy so they have to split their forces and not all come down on you.’

      Daniel grinned, knowing she could feel the expression if not see it. ‘You know how to get to a man’s heart; it’s most appreciated.’

      “L-T,” Kinsella called, “you’re going to want to see this. Something heavy is going on.”

      “On my way.” Whatever was happening, it all seemed to be on the other side of the barricade and warehouses where they’d been ambushed earlier, and Daniel had to move through to a strange Gresian bedroom to get a clearer view of that area. Dark shapes were moving along the road on the far side, occasionally visible between the buildings—grey leviathans hovering on cushions of air and energy, their angular, metal skins fuzzy and distorted by their camouflage fields.

      Daniel recognized them as the same kind of Gresian tanks he had seen earlier, and that was all he felt he needed to know. Pinning down the make and model was something he’d leave to Lizzie or maybe Wilson; all that mattered to Daniel was that they were something to stay the hell out of the way of. There was a sudden, rising whine of engine power from the Gresian side. Daniel looked over, startled, and saw the very last thing he wanted to. Two tanks were whispering at speed towards his team’s position in a linked pair of towers, their antipersonnel plasma guns blazing at the soldiers.

      The Hardcases weren’t staying put to be shot at, and so they returned fire with railguns, though even these arms were relatively useless against the Gresian vehicles’ armor. A missile from Kinsella, positioned in the shelter of a small, ornamental fountain, hit the lead tank, catching the front of its lift generators. Shrapnel was blasted away and the tank began to turn involuntarily as a nanocharge hurled bodily by Marty Beswick hit the gun mantlet on the front of the turret. For a moment, Daniel thought the pair of them had actually managed to stop the damn thing, but who-knew-how-many tons of tank sliding at over fifty miles per hour had enough momentum to smash through the building’s wall with a tremendous cacophony.

      Flames licking at the front of its turret, the Gresian tank collided with one of the transports Daniel had hoped to steal. No longer able to travel in a straight line, the tank swung around, its nose shunting into the side of a second transport. As the transports tried to disentangle themselves from the tank that was now trapped between them, the second tank negotiated the path the first had made through the barricades.

      It crossed the bridge speedily and paused at the end, just long enough to blast a gigantic plasma round into the nearer transport.

      The transport lurched and then erupted in electric fire, sparks, and smoke. As the smoke darkened, the cab arced through the air for several dozen yards, propelled by the exploding fuel and weapons within. Daniel’s jaw dropped, amazed that such a heavy object could be flipped so far so easily. If he’d seen it in a movie, he would have laughed at how unrealistic it seemed.

      The second tank now gave covering fire while the crew of the first jumped down from their burning vehicle and took up positions as infantry. They opened up on Kinsella’s position with plasma fire. Kinsella ducked back in time, but PFC Wilkes wasn’t so lucky, and fell from the tower with a scream, landing on his head and shoulders, snapping his neck. Even the exo-suits couldn’t heal that amount of instant brain trauma. Railgun bolts erupted from a shopfront on the corner and the tank blasted it into a cloud of dust and rubble. It spooled up its engine and pushed the burning hulk of its comrade off the end of the bridge, shoving it towards the surviving transport.

      Daniel realized that there was no point trying to hijack an enemy transport. Not here, anyway. The number of tanks in the area suggested that it was some kind of staging post for the Gresians’ resistance to the invasion, which meant that the Hardcases were seriously outgunned. Worse, the Gresians had hardened locations, and armor, and were just far more familiar with this environment and territory. Intimately familiar, in fact.

      “We’re never going to kill all of these fuckers,” he said over their suit comms. “It’s like one of those videogames where spawn points just spawn enemies indefinitely.” He sighed. “Plan C. Exfiltrate and regroup.”

      “Even if we do that,” Hope called from her APC, “they’ll never let us get to the Shaldine facility.”

      “Then we’ve been doing this the wrong way. We need to get out of town in order to deal with it.”

      “I think I know what you mean.”

      “Good. New orders. You rendezvous with Trap One, share out some ammo, and pick up Wilson. Then push on ahead. That way, if we don’t make our rendezvous with Trap One, you and Wilson can still complete the mission.”

      ‘Don’t talk like you won’t make it,’ she thought back to him.

      “When Torres picks us up, we’ll follow on. We both know where we’re going.”

      “Roger that,” Hope replied, with a measure of reluctance.

      “I’ll be in touch when we get out,” Daniel promised.
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      Daniel sometimes wondered how he managed to work in all this noise and confusion, but he did. Somehow or other, he was able to find a calm center from which to aim the railgun that he commanded. Perhaps it was something to do with being responsible for so many people: If he could sleep through what it meant to be shouldering the responsibility for their lives and wellbeing, then tuning out the cacophony of battle was no problem. Perhaps more miraculous was how the others in his crew were able to follow orders that they surely couldn’t actually hear. As he ran for a new firing position, it occurred to Daniel that he could hit the stranded tank again and kill its crew while they were exposed outside it. But what would be the point in wasting ammunition like that? They were most definitely out of the fight. Besides, the other tank was the greater threat. Already, it was turning its plasma cannon towards their position by the fountain. “Get an armor-piercing round into that tank!” Daniel called out.

      Beswick slammed the appropriate missile into the second tank from a hand-held launcher, the round skipping off the deflective armor and exploding into the wall at the edge of the bridge. “Damn,” Daniel gasped. “Run!”

      They ran, making sure to keep out of the tank’s line of fire. Keeping out of the Gresians’ line of fire was a whole different matter as plasma bolts criss-crossed the area. Franco and Pipsqueak were giving covering fire from behind a wall. The tank fired and the ornamental fountain was ripped apart, the centerpiece statue of cavorting somethings torn into dust. Daniel slammed into the ground amid a shower of rubble and rolled aside. With a tremendous crash, the mangled building above crumbled and ploughed into the street a few yards to his left, right on top of Franco and Pipsqueak’s position.

      It felt like a stone had dropped into the pit of Daniel’s stomach, and he found himself almost freezing, an open target. Almost, but not quite. He kept running. At least one of the men was groaning insensibly, but Daniel couldn’t tell which. His ears ringing, Daniel groaned and looked for the rest of his team. Pipsqueak was lying in a bloody pool a few yards away, with some kind of coral and ceramic masonry lying across his back and legs. Franco had vanished entirely, and Daniel had no idea whether he was buried under rubble or had taken off for better cover.

      Under cover of the dust and stone fragments that were still hanging in the air, Daniel bolted for more secure cover himself. He wasn’t dumb enough to think he could stand up to the Gresian tanks while completely out in the open. He drop-slid into a small pond beside Beswick and gasped at how cold the water was. Daniel glanced back to the Gresian side of the plaza, alerted by more metallic rumblings and yells from below about “Incoming armor!”

      “Pipsqueak, Franco?”

      “I… I’m trapped, I think,” Pipsqueak replied. At least, Daniel thought, he was alive.

      “OK, we’ll come get you. Franco?! Franco? Sing out, Franco!” There was no answer. “Corpsman!”

      “I think I can see him from my position,” Kit Gregory responded.

      “Good. Beswick and I will grab him and drag him to you. Kinsella, cover us.”

      “On it,” Kinsella said.

      Daniel and Beswick hauled themselves out of the pond and dashed for the fallen Thai soldier. Something exploded behind them, but neither risked looking round. Kinsella’s railgun was dropping Gresians to their right as they dove for Buapeuak’s position, flattening themselves to stay below the level of the rubble that had buried Franco.

      As they pulled the debris off of Pipsqueak to free him, Daniel looked at where Franco ought to be, under the rubble, to see if he was OK. The soldier’s head wasn’t attached to the rest of him, and that was another injury an Exo-suit couldn’t repair.

      Daniel and Beswick each grabbed one of Pipsqueak’s arms, and dragged him swiftly between two buildings and into a ruined third. A plasma bolt tore off the upper corner of the building, raining pieces of wood and brick upon them, the shock wave knocking Daniel down. It was quite clear that the humans were losing this fight.

      Gregory looked over Pipsqueak and shivered. “It’s lucky he’s wearing an Exo-suit, sir, or your dragging him the way you did would have killed him. His suit’s healing him now, though.”

      “Good. You and Cole get him into one of the sewer pipes we spotted under the bridge. The Gresians can’t curl up like we can because they have chestplates instead of ribs. He should be safe there. We’ll cover you and follow.”

      In a matter of moments, the medic and the New Yorker had carried a moaning Buapeuak off to what Daniel hoped was safety. “The rest of us,” Daniel told his team, “will circle around and lead any Gresians off our guys’ trail, then make our way down by another route.”

      “Good plan,” Kinsella agreed. At Daniel’s nod, she and he began to fire, covering the movements of the others as they slipped out. When they were the only two left, Daniel and Kinsella followed.

      They had barely left when several Gresians rushed into the building and set off a claymore that Beswick had placed for them. Daniel heard the blast sound out behind him as he hurried through a hole in a wall and into a room full of strange, cylindrical furniture and tree branches. A Gresian soldier was just trying to come the other way, and got a deer slug in the face.

      “Trap One from Greyhound,” Daniel called out to Lieutenant Torres over the comms as he moved and shot.

      “Trap One here,” she responded. He could vaguely hear some complaining in the background, which sounded like a rather testy Doug Wilson and a persuasive Hope, and was glad the professor wasn’t able to wear an Exo-suit—so he couldn’t interrupt when Daniel spoke to his team over the suits’ comms. “Trap Two has rendezvoused with us,” Torres continued, “and will be taking Professor Wilson on ahead while we wait for you.”

      “How is the ammunition situation?” Daniel asked.

      “We’ve replenished the ammo for the turret cannon, and some railgun and fifty-caliber ammo. Sergeant Stewart says we’d need more raw materials to fully replenish the railgun bolts.”

      “Noted.” Daniel gave Torres a set of coordinates. “That’s some woodland east of town. It’s not as dense as the forest we saw first, so you should be able to negotiate it and keep out of Gresian vision.”

      “Roger that, sir,” Torres replied. “We’ll be waiting for you.”
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      Daniel kept low, scuttling behind piles of rubble with the Hardcases leapfrogging from broken pillar to burning vehicle, then on to small houses and back as they circled round the outskirts of town heading in the direction of the woodland where Torres, Stewart, and Wilson were waiting with the Super-Bradley.

      The sounds of Gresian activity remained concentrated in the center of town, but Daniel wasn’t dumb enough to trust things to stay that way. They moved silently, in full stealth mode, their camouflage digies and Exo-suit fields leaving them as vague moving patches of shades of blue in the shadows.

      After twenty minutes or so of cautious movement, constantly watching and listening for Gresian footfalls nearby, as well as expecting the searing blast of a plasma shot to land between their shoulder blades at any moment, they finally found their way into a shallow stream that led away from the river and towards the woods. Shallow, Daniel thought, was too mild a word; to keep below the edge of it, they now had to crawl through the red mud on their elbows, faces almost breathing it in with every inch they moved. Daniel thought it looked like offal and smelled like shit from a rotting dead animal.

      Suddenly, startlingly, the whine of a Gresian hover-tank came rushing towards them, and it was all Daniel could do not to scramble to his feet and run. Then a huge and heavy, glowing weight was pressing down on his back like the boot of a giant, and he could feel his ribs starting to flex and bend–

      It was gone in an instant, the hover-tank continuing into the distance after having crossed over the ditch. He heard a couple of the soldiers immediately behind him groan in pain, as they’d been under the shadow of the tank, too.

      “Keep going,” he whispered.

      A couple of minutes later, the stream reached the cover of the woods and the team was able to climb out in a crouch. They kept their weapons up, scanning the trees as Daniel checked their position on his tablet. He pointed the team in the direction of the APC’s position, which was about seven hundred meters away, and began to move.

      They didn’t move far, however, as a familiar whine returned.
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      Daniel could think of better places to be than in a forest of dried-out, ancient hedges listening to two Gresian AFVs whirring towards him. There were huge splintering crashes deeper in the skeletal forest as the Gresian vehicles shattered hedges that they didn’t have room to go around. Even here, where the tanks—for want of a better word, anyway—were far enough away to still look tiny, dust was being shaken loose from the desiccated deadwood all around the team members. For about the hundredth time, Daniel calmly checked the status of his railgun.

      He felt as if his lungs were simply too small for all the air he needed. In his head, he knew it was because of the slightly different gravity and atmosphere on this planet, but his heart wasn’t listening. It sped up, as if he was more afraid than he actually felt. He glanced across at the corpsman, Gregory, a few yards away. The medic looked sick with fear, but he was holding firm and being professional. Daniel had no doubts that he would do the unit proud. The reverse wasn’t true, judging by the man’s nervous appearance. As if to prove him right, Gregory glanced around, and seemed to draw strength from Daniel’s apparent calm. Daniel himself felt a little better for being able to boost Gregory’s confidence. “You ready?” he asked.

      Gregory hesitated before answering. “No, sir,” he admitted finally. “But nobody ever is, so I guess I’m as ready as anyone else here. You?”

      Daniel smiled. “Same.” It wasn’t really possible to feel ready for something like this. They exchanged another look, and Daniel knew that Gregory understood that, too. You just had to go for it anyway.

      By now, the Gresians were close enough to hit with a thrown object as they churned through the fallen splinters. Daniel hefted a nanocharge grenade and thumbed the activator. He threw it at the lead Gresian tank, and heard it clang against the hull a moment before it exploded into a soot-like swarm of nanites. To one side of him, Kinsella leaned out from the side of a tree and fired a burst from her railgun. Daniel did likewise. He knew that the railgun bolts could punch through an M1 Abrams’ armor easily, but he wasn’t stupid enough to assume that the Gresians wouldn’t have developed a countermeasure back in the days when they’d fought live Mozari armed with them. With that in mind, he drew a bead on the patch of armor that was starting to pit and crumble from the nanocharge. The nanites didn’t seem to be eating all the way through the hull, but all Daniel needed them to do was thin it, just enough.

      Railgun bolts buried themselves in with a metallic ‘chank’ sort of noise, and he saw a few go through. The other tank paused, its turret purring around. It was terrifying looking down the barrel of a huge plasma cannon, but Daniel hoped that the Gresian military training taught its tank crews not to waste the resources of an artillery piece on a couple of individual footsoldiers. A pair of smaller weapons set beside the cannon opened fire instead, but Daniel and Svoboda had already taken cover as the petrified hedges around them blackened and in some places burst into flames.

      Worse still, a burning tree collapsed onto PFC Collins, who writhed and screamed as, Daniel knew, his suit kept him alive while he was burned. Daniel started forward, hoping to grab him and put the fire out, but before he got near, a plasma blast hit Wilkes directly, vaporizing him outright.

      Marty Beswick grabbed Daniel’s shoulder and pulled him back. There was no more sound other than crackling and splintering for a moment, and Daniel began to wonder if maybe the tank crews had decided that a couple of men weren’t worth bothering with at all. Then he heard the sounds of more railgun bolts spiking into vehicle armor, and knew that Kinsella and Pipsqueak had regained their attention.

      He turned, pausing long enough to fire off a few rounds at the tank but not long enough to let them get a bead on him. It didn’t matter how inaccurate his own shooting was—he wasn’t sure how much damage the railguns could do to the tanks anyway; he just needed to get their attention. And then the Gresian vehicles’ engines whined and howled, and he knew he had them. The trick now was to stay just out of killing range, but close enough to lead the Gresians away from the APC’s position. It shouldn’t be too difficult, Daniel reasoned, since the rough ground and petrified tangle was hampering the vehicles. There was, he thought, little danger of them catching up.

      The Hardcases ran back to where they’d emerged from the stream’s channel, but this time kept going a short distance before stopping and taking cover behind some of the petrified trees.

      The tank moved forward, and Daniel aimed for where the driver’s position would be on a human-made tank, under the plasma cannon. He didn’t expect the railgun bolts to make it through the deflective, sloping front armor. He did, however, expect them to kept the Gresians’ attention and piss them off. In this, he was not disappointed.

      Which was unfortunate for the Gresians.

      The tank continued towards them, gliding over the channel that was too shallow for its crew to even notice it. The nanocharge and claymores went off right when the center of its underside—the vulnerable power system for their anti-gravity hovering ability—was a couple of feet above them. The tank hit the ground before the echo of the explosions died.

      As the top of the turret irised open to allow the crew to escape, Daniel sprang up, firing short, controlled bursts at a couple of Gresian troopers who were first out. They fell, with bolts through their breastplates, but then a burst of plasma fire made him duck back. Another mirror-helmeted Gresian leapt from the tank, having swept the surroundings with blind fire, and he was followed by two more.

      Collins and Gregory opened fire from opposite flanks, together putting down one of the Gresians, but the two others returned fire. Gregory ducked just in time, but a plasma blast took Collins’ head clean off.

      Suddenly, an explosive shell hit the knocked-out tank, the explosion hurling both Gresians into the trees. Daniel let out a “Yes!” at the sight of the now re-armed Super-Bradley smashing its way towards them. Kinsella shot one of the Gresians as it staggered to its feet, but the other leapt atop the APC with a snarl and started blasting at the turret’s hatch from behind it. Whoever was in the turret swung the cannon around, but couldn’t shake the creature off.

      Daniel ran up the knocked-out tank, planted a foot on the roof, and launched himself across the gap between vehicles. It wasn’t easy at the speed of the approaching transport, but the Exo-suit carried him over. He slammed into the rear deck and damn near slid right back off. He whipped out an arm to wrap around one of the exterior handgrips. All the same, he lost his momentum as well as his railgun, and the Gresian trying to break into the turret turned. Daniel pulled his Desert Eagle and fired blind as the Gresian leaned out to bring his own plasma weapon to bear. The shot caught the Gresian in the shoulder, denting its armor and causing it to lose its balance so that it went tumbling from the transport with a hiss.

      He heard a couple of shotgun blasts as the Hardcases made sure the fallen Gresian was out of the picture, and then the only sound remaining was the engine of the Super-Bradley. It stopped, and Bella Torres popped the hatches open. “Need a ride, folks?” she asked. They all chuckled with tired relief.

      “Are we glad to see you,” Pipsqueak said.
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      Bella Torres floored the Super-Bradley’s accelerator and swung the vehicle northwards. “Think they’re following us?” she asked.

      Daniel, watching from the APC’s turret, shook his head. “No, but then, they don’t need to.”

      “Yeah,” Kinsella said. “Logically, they can communicate with any and every other settlement we might run into and alert them to be ready for us.” She pondered for a moment, and then said, “The martial skills of their military must have—”

      “This wasn’t just their military,” Daniel thought aloud. “The gear of the ones who originally ambushed us was too varied. This was the whole local community.”

      “If that’s true, then the whole damn community must have turned out to defend itself. I guess you have to admire that,” Kinsella pointed out, and Daniel glared at her. “Oh, come on, L-T, military folks have always been able to admire the skills of their opponents without implying support or sympathy for them.”

      Daniel had to admit that was true.

      “That’s hardly surprising, you know,” Lizzie said over the APC’s speakers. “Every Gresian joins the military for a whole decade upon reaching maturity.”

      “They have a draft?” Daniel asked.

      “Is that so surprising?”

      “I guess it shouldn’t be...”

      Lizzie sniffed, or at least made the sound. “It’s more than the sort of draft you have, Daniel. Gresian service is more like compulsory high schooling for the Gresians. It’s the most vital part of their education: to learn to defend themselves and their society and species, no exceptions or exemptions. They’re all trained as infantry. And when I say all, you know I mean all.”

      “For ten years,” Kinsella murmured. “I dread to think what they give out at their version of juvie hall.”

      “It’s part of what makes their society so glued together,” Lizzie continued. “The Gresians shooting at you may be out of practice, but they are well trained soldiers.”

      “Even though they’re civilians.”

      “There are no real Gresian civilians. They’re effectively all reservists. Well, aside from the kits and cubs, anyway.”

      Daniel cleared his throat. “And you didn’t think this was worth mentioning before, Lizzie?”

      “You never asked. Which you should have. It’s the best way to learn things, asking.”

      Daniel ground his teeth. “OK,” he said as he forced himself to relax a little. “They definitely know we’re around.”

      “And there are no civilians,” Kinsella added.

      “That makes things morally easier, I guess,” Daniel said, more to himself than to anyone else. Or so he told himself anyway.

      Lizzie appeared in his vision with a tired-looking chuckle. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But I  reckon you’ll actually find morality’s a bit more complicated than that. Well, confusing anyway. One of those two. Maybe both—”

      “Are you going to ask me how we define civilian now?” Daniel interrupted.

      “Pfft,” Lizzie began. “That’s an easy one. Civilian, like civilization, derives from the old French for civil, which in turn derives from the Latin civilis, which is simply the word for a townsman. One who lives in a city, so an urban dweller.”

      That wasn’t the sort of lecture Daniel had been expecting. “That’s how you define it?”

      “Certainly not. The meanings of words evolve, like everything else.”

      Daniel wasn’t interested in that, not at this particular time, though when he’d been at Yale, he’d have been willing to sit up all night discussing something like this so long as the discussion was fueled by beer and involved a pretty girl. “Bailey, I want to check our bearings.”

      “Right, sir.” He looked at the monitor on his panel. “We’re on the right side of the river, and if the imagery we do have from the orbital drones is correct, there are no other topographic barriers en route to the Firebird objective.”

      “Good. All we have to do now is catch up to Trap Two.”

      “Ah, one SNAFU, sir,” Bailey said hesitantly. Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Trap Two doesn’t show up. At all.”

      Daniel momentarily started, but then realized that if it had been destroyed and its crew killed, he would have felt the loss of Hope. He could still feel her, and sense her calmness, so he knew she was alive and not in any immediate trouble. That meant the rest of Trap Two’s crew weren’t likely in difficulty either. “Trap Two from Greyhound. Sit-rep, over?”

      Only static replied.

      Bailey tried, as well. “No response. Their radio must be dicked up. This is some stock that’s not going into a portfolio for Sam’s college fund.”

      Daniel switched to his Exo-suit comms, calling out to Erik Palmer directly, suit to suit. “Greyhound calling Trap Two. Sergeant Palmer, report.”

      Unusually, there was no response. Daniel was momentarily confused; suit comms had never failed before, although they did have a more limited range. He couldn’t see how Palmer and his team could have suddenly gotten out of range, though, not without having been scooped up by a shuttle and flown a couple of hundred kilometers.

      “Lizzie, the Gresians don’t have teleportation like in Star Trek, do they?”

      “No, which is actually pretty much a good thing.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Daniel thought for a moment, and then it struck him. “When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains—”

      “However improbable...”

      “The Gresians have learned to jam suit comms,” Daniel said flatly. ‘Hope, are you there?’

      ‘I’m here. Where are you?’

      ‘About twenty miles north of that fucking town. We couldn’t raise you on radio or suit comms. The Gresians are jamming both.’

      ‘That could be a big problem.’

      ‘Do you know where you are?’

      ‘Not really,’ Hope admitted. ‘We got turned around in the fighting and along the curves of the river.’

      ‘Damn.’

      ‘Our GPS read is down. We’re heading north as best we can. Can you spot our locator tag?’

      Daniel turned to Bailey. “Do we have a read on Trap Two’s lo-jack transponder?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Could it be damaged? Without the transport being destroyed, I mean.”

      “Maybe, or it could be de-powered if something went wrong with its battery pack. Or it could be jammed,” Cole suggested.

      “They’re not just jamming the radio, but they are jamming suit comms too…. Could go either way.”

      Daniel passed this along to Hope, who thought back, ‘They know those of us wearing Mozari suits are the more dangerous, and the more able to sneak around.’

      ‘You make too much sense,’ he opined.

      ‘Is it even possible to make too much sense?’

      ‘Too much of the kind of sense that’s bad news, yeah, that’s definitely possible.’ Aloud, he said, “Well, whatever the cause, the location transponder is down somehow, and their radio is out, as well.”

      “That’s not the worst part,” Lizzie interrupted. “The worst part is that Doug Wilson is in that Super-Bradley now instead of this one.”

      Daniel’s heart sank. “It’s not as if I’d be leaving anyone behind anyway, but this definitely makes rendezvousing with Trap Two our first priority. We need him if we’re going to have a hope in hell of completing the mission.”

      Feeling that it was reasonably safe to do so, Daniel first had Torres stop the vehicle, and then he popped the hatch above the shotgun seat. In a minute, he had launched the scout drone once more. “Let’s just make sure they’re not in the vicinity of the town,” he said aloud.

      It didn’t take long for the drone to get back over the town, where there was still plenty of Gresian activity. More tanks and troop transports were arriving, and it looked pretty clear that the aliens were using it as a staging point. There was definitely no sign of Hope’s Super-Bradley, though, and right now that was all that mattered to Daniel.

      There was, though, something he had to do before searching the open country on the other side of the river for the missing APC.

      “Superman, call the Sydney.”

      “Greyhound, go ahead,” Barnett came on the line, “and welcome back.”

      “Thank you, sir. I calling to ask if I can have an orbital bombardment on the following coordinates ASAP.” He gave the numbers, and then added, “the Gresians are using the town as a staging area for armor and troop transports. And I also need to be sure none of their vehicles are following me.”

      “Understood, Greyhound, I’m passing the target on to the Islamabad, which is in the best position to take care of that for you.”

      “Thanks, sir.”

      Barnett was as good as his word. Within three minutes, a storm of the 100kg tungsten alloy slugs were raining upon the town at .01c.

      Watching from twelve miles away, Daniel and his team were even more awed than when the same thing had cleared the forest for them. Multiple mushroom clouds billowed into the sky, and the ground shook at a good four or five on the Richter scale, if Daniel was any judge. The town was obliterated.

      “Target destroyed,” Daniel confirmed to Colonel Barnett. “Thanks.”

      “Thanks to you, too, Dan. You did zone three a big favor by spotting that armor for us.”
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      “We have another piece of intel that needs to be passed on to other units, sir. The Gresians have learned to fake our comms, and create false messages in English—totally accent-free, and with appropriate terminology and call-signs.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Barnett replied in a hollow tone.

      “No, sir. We were in an exchange of communications with a voice claiming be a Lieutenant Caine, from the downed shuttle we were attempting to hook up with. There was no downed shuttle, and no Lieutenant Caine; it was all Gresian fakery. The whole expeditionary force needs to know that and beef up comms security.”

      “Understood, Greyhound.” Barnett paused. “There’s more good news for you. Lizzie has done pretty well stabilizing things up here by limiting the Gresians’ use of the gateways as weapons. That means air support is getting back to normal, and I’ve dispatched two ground attack fighters to give you some escort coverage en route to your objective. The ground assault is also proceeding well. We have almost eighteen thousand troops on the ground securing advanced positions throughout the countryside. The Gresians are being routed and our forces are expanding their areas of control.”

      “You mean the Gresians aren’t laying on a full insurgency?” Daniel was slightly surprised. Given how they had fought back on Lyonesse, he’d expected them to fight to the last man—or equivalent.

      “Apparently not.”

      “Interesting, sir. I wonder how come the regular battalions didn’t run into the same kind of civilian resistance that we ran into.”

      “Probably just numbers,” Barnett said thoughtfully. “There are a lot more ground troops expanding and consolidating outwards from the LZs. One platoon is something they thought they could handle, but a company of battalion strength is a much larger force, so they saw sense and got out of Dodge. But that’s just my speculation.”

      “You may be right, sir. The odds were more in their favor when they ambushed us.”

      “At any rate, it’s only a matter of time before the closest division secures the ground around your target.”

      That cheered Daniel up . “The air support will be more immediately useful, sir. We’ve lost contact with Trap Two, and Wilson is aboard. I have… some contact with Captain Ying, so we know they’re alive, but their instruments and beacon are down, and they can’t tell where they are.”

      “Situation understood, Greyhound. Daniel, you know that finding Professor Wilson needs to be your top priority.”

      “That’s our plan, sir. No Wilson, no mission.”

      “You never know, Dan; you might not even need your platoon. By the time you and Wilson get there, the two of you might just be able to walk right into the facility with a Marine guard.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice?” Daniel agreed drily.
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      When, five minutes later, two delta-winged Mozari-derived fighters swooped low over the Super-Bradley, Daniel knew exactly what to ask of them first. “Glad to have your eyes, Eagle One. I need you to find one of our APCs; visually resembles a super-sized M2.”

      “Roger that, Greyhound,” the flight leader replied. “We’ll be your eyes in the sky.”

      While the pair of fighter aircraft banked north and west to begin searching the countryside for Trap Two, Daniel was finally able to call a break for chow-time, and for Kit Gregory to check up on the wounded and make sure their suits were healing them properly. Daniel wanted to be sure everyone was in top form when they reached the Shaldine facility.

      Cole and Stewart, meanwhile, were passing out newly nano-forged ammo of various kinds, especially for the railguns. ‘Hope,’ Daniel sent, ‘have you got a better idea of where you are?’

      ‘Somewhere northwest of you, I think. We have no GPS and limited instrumentation. Everything’s being jammed.’

      ‘We’ve got air cover incoming; they should be able to give us a fix on each other. How is Wilson?’

      ‘Surprisingly quiet. I think he’s concentrating on what he has to do if we reach the objective before you get there.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘And that’s—’ her thoughts became suddenly focused, and he felt the tension in them. ‘What the hell was that? I have to go. Tell your air support we’re under fire!’ She cut their connection, all her concentration going to the situation at hand.

      Daniel was on his feet and on the comms to the fighters immediately. “Eagle One, Greyhound. Trap Two reports being under attack.”

      “Roger that. We’re reading weapons fire two miles north of us.”

      As Daniel signaled his people to mount up,

      the lead fighter pilot came back on the radio. “Greyhound, this is Eagle One; I think we have a visual on your missing APC.”

      “Where are they?” The pilot gave the coordinates, which were about fifteen miles from Daniel’s current position. “How do they look?”

      “In bad shape, Greyhound. Looks to have taken heavy hits from multiple anti-armor rounds. It’s toast.”
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      Daniel couldn’t actually believe that the Super-Bradley could go as fast as the speed that Torres was somehow getting out of it. Everyone inside bounced around as the APC took every bump and blade of red grass like a launching ramp, and they covered the fifteen miles in ten minutes, guided by Eagle One. ‘Hope?’ Daniel kept sending, trying to get some response, but there was nothing specific. He could feel her being out there, still alive, but she was clearly either  pretty busy or unconscious.

      The landscape was like moorland again, but with low cliffs separating the moors from a smoother plateau that was rose to the west. “It’s over the next ridge, Greyhound. I—” the pilot’s voice was almost drowned out by a sudden scream that Daniel recognized from the platoon’s own landing on this planet: a missile lock.

      “Break break!” Eagle Two shouted, and suddenly both planes shot over the APC at about two hundred feet, their engines screaming as a missile slammed into a piece of cliff face beyond them. Two Gresian fighters were diving out of the weak sun, plasma fire snapping at the Eagles’ tails.

      One of the Eagles pulled a tight Immelman turn, and then the pair were circling in opposite directions, trying to get the Gresians in a crossfire. The Gresians were trying much the same thing, and, to Daniel, the pairs looked pretty evenly matched.

      “That’s going to be a tough one,” Torres said.

      “Should we fire on the Gresian craft, sir?” Beswick asked from the turret. Daniel really wanted to say yes, but knew that could be a double-edged sword.

      “Not unless fired upon,” Daniel decided. “Let’s not draw their attention when we still have to get to our people. It’s the fighters’ job to keep them off of us, and we don’t need to make them fail at that job.”

      “CAG, Eagle One requesting reinforcements,” the radio squawked. “We are engaged with Gresian fighters...”

      “Roger that, Eagle One. Eagles Four and Six are inbound, ETA six minutes...” Daniel turned the radio monitor down as Beswick said from the turret, “I see Trap Two… and it’s well-buggered.”

      Trap One pulled up beside an APC that was missing half its wheels. The turret was loose on its mounting, tilted at a jaunty angle. Daniel felt his blood run cold, and tried again to think to Hope. A woozy-feeling ‘Dan…?’ came back after a minute or so..

      The Hardcases dismounted, but most of them kept their eyes on the sky, where both sets of fighter aircraft had climbed out of sight, only vapor trails and sonic booms indicating the progress of their combat. ‘Where are you?’ Daniel asked, his thoughts driven by a mix of worry and relief.

      Trap Two’s rear door was open, hanging loose like a strip of flesh cut from an animal’s flank. The coppery reek of blood was detectable from inside, along with the smell of metal and burnt plastic. Otherwise, it was empty, with no sign of bodies—living or dead. Daniel felt anger pinching at him; he had seen this before, on Lyonesse, when the Gresians had taken away the wounded from a downed shuttle. ‘I’m not sure. I took a knock to the head…. Just a minute.’ There was a pause, and then, ‘Some sort of cave. Overlooking the APC.’

      “Looks familiar, doesn’t it?” Daniel asked Kinsella quietly, hoping that Torres wasn’t able to see the sight from her position in Trap One.

      “Too familiar,” Kinsella agreed, instinctively glancing over towards Torres, who had once been held by the Gresians after that shuttle crash.

      “I’ve got contact with Hope. She says they’re in some cave overlooking this position. Everybody, keep your eyes open.”
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      It took only a couple of minutes to find footprints heading west, but they didn’t last very long before the ground became too solid to have taken prints. At least Daniel had some idea of where to start with the drone, however, and he directed it to the west, making longer north-south passes with each increment of distance out from the wrecked APC.

      ‘I see the drone!’ Hope’s excitement came through clearly. ‘It’s passing left to right, so if you bank left, you should head straight for us.’ Daniel had the drone turned towards the foothills of the cliffs about a mile away, and immediately spotted a bright orange, high-visibility blanket from the APC’s emergency supplies kit.

      Delighted, Daniel beckoned to Kate Kinsella. “Sergeant Kinsella, assemble a rifle team of six. One sniper, one RPG handler, four suits. I’m coming with you. Superman, you’re in charge of the rest of the team. Protect the APC long enough for Stewart to figure out if anything’s worth salvaging and get that done.”

      “Right, sir,” Bailey said with a nod.

      “Stewart, Cole, same deal as with the Mike Boats: once you’ve freed up anything useful, break down as much of the machine as can be used as raw material to replenish railgun ammo.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      ‘Hope, we see your position.’

      ‘Great! We have a solid defensive position, so just come get us.’

      ‘We’re on our way.’ Daniel wasn’t too surprised to see that there were some dark cavities in the cliff face ahead. He bent to pick up the blanket and carried it with him as he lined up the cave, or what he guessed might be a tunnel mouth in the slate-like cliff face, that most directly lined up with both the blanket’s position and the wrecked APC. Tiny hissing creatures flickered past—the Gresian planet’s equivalent of insects.

      Even before they entered the tunnel, a relieved-looking Hope emerged. “Dan! I didn’t expect you this soon.”

      “Oh, you haven’t tidied the holiday home?”

      “I hope your car has a lot of spare  seats.”

      “Room isn’t an issue, but I think your no-claims bonus is shot to hell,” Daniel said, almost too relieved to keep his voice stable. Erik Palmer and Mili Svoboda were just inside the cave mouth with another half dozen soldiers. Behind them, several uniformed bodies were laid out with blankets over their faces. At the sight, Daniel felt his heart sink. It was always sad to lose someone under his command. And that had nothing to do with manpower needed for the mission, either. “Palmer!”

      “Sorry for the worry, sir,” Palmer rasped. “Didn’t want to give the enemy the chance to snatch any of our people, even the dead.”

      “I get you.” Daniel shone a moonbeam deeper into the cave, and saw that it was split into several tunnels at the back. “Lucky these were here.”

      “We tried to explore them a little,” Palmer said, “just in case they were anything like the tunnels on Lyonesse. Which they are. And we didn’t want anything sneaking up on us.”

      Daniel nodded, knowing he was quite correct.

      “They seem to go on and on,” Hope said. “We didn’t want to risk getting lost in them when we—I—knew you would be looking for us.”

      “They do remind me of Lyonesse,” Palmer went on. “They branch all over the place, and some of them end up in pretty big underground rooms. It’s a big structure.”

      “Rooms?” Daniel echoed. “Or caves?”

      “Definitely rooms,” Hope said. “Artificially cut.”

      Palmer nodded. “The Gresians do like their tunnels, don’t they? There’s no telling how extensive this tunnel network is… which makes me think about where and how they really live, and how they plan.”

      “Go on, Palmer,” Daniel prompted him.

      “If the Gresians have dug a tunnel network this extensive in the middle of nowhere, what have they done in their populated areas? Subways, catacombs, whole other sub-surface cities?”

      “Yeah…. It’s pretty weird for what look more like a climbing or arboreal species.”

      “Maybe there are two sides to them,” Hope suggested. “A duality. High up and down low.”

      “Or just one side,” Kinsella said thoughtfully. “Keeping off of the surface level in between.”

      “The surface level being where we humans go,” Doug Wilson finally commented. “And that can’t just be for our benefit. All these structures pre-date their knowledge of us. These were probably Shaldine tunnels originally.”

      “And the Gresians inherited the tunnels from the Shaldine, so now us surface walkers might be the meat in a Gresian sandwich. Let’s try to avoid that,” Daniel said. In his opinion, the tunnels were a cause for concern. He went and squatted beside the bodies of the fallen soldiers, and started collecting their dog tags. “We can’t take the bodies with us. There won’t be enough room in Trap One for all of us as is.”

      “Shall I form a burial party, sir?” Palmer asked.

      “No. I’ll collect the tags, and then Cole can demolish this tunnel. That’ll give them the best burial we can manage here, and stop anyone coming down this tunnel from the other end if they figure out we were here.”

      While Daniel collected the dog tags and Sergeant Cole ran over from the surviving APC with a demolitions kit, Hope’s team gathered up the weapons and supplies they had brought with them from their wrecked vehicle. Daniel was done quickly, and helped Hope to carry the dead soldiers’ weapons away, given that they’d still be useful. “What exactly happened?” he asked her.

      “We were attacked by two Gresian fighters. Their pilots seem to be quite good—they went for a dive-bomb approach, not a strafing one. We were hit before we even knew they were there.”

      “Hopefully, they won’t get much chance to do that again,” Daniel said. Then Cole appeared from the rear of the cave, trailing some wires and a detonation circuit box. “All set?”

      “Ready to blow,” Cole confirmed. He looked sadly at the five still forms. “I wish we could send them home.”

      “So do I,” Daniel said quietly. “Wish I had some good words to say over them, too.”

      “You will have, sir. That’s what the memorial service is for.”

      “I guess so.”

      Once they’d made sure that everyone had left the tunnel, Sergeant Cole turned a dial on his control box and then pressed a switch. There was a distant sharp thump that Daniel could feel between his ears, in his chest, and in the back of his neck, and then a rumble that forced smoke and dust out of the cave mouth. When the dust blew gently away, there was no cave mouth at all—just a spillage of rocks and dirt from where it had once been.  .

      The soldiers jogged back to Trap One and found that Sergeant Stewart had finished breaking down the wreckage of Trap Two, and begun turning its components into ammunitions on a molecular level via nanoforge.

      While the nanites did their thing automatically, Daniel gathered everyone around Trap One. “Unfortunately, there’s no more room on the bus. Professor Wilson and everyone not in an Exo-suit—basically, that means Torres, Andrews, and Steffen, gets a free ride. The rest of us will rotate in and out of the vehicle in groups of eight, like good old-fashioned tank infantry. Eight of us will jog alongside the APC for an hour, then swap for another eight for an hour…. Get it?”

      “Got it,” several voices said in unison.

      “Good,” Wilson said crisply. “Now, when do we start? We do still have a mission to complete.”

      “As soon as Stewart’s nanocube has filled our ammo-carrying capacity, we’re on the road again. We don’t have the time to stop now. We’ve got work to do.”
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      Once they were back on the road, so to speak—though they were still in open country, and Daniel would have given half his monthly paycheck for something as smooth as an actual road at this point—Daniel took a turn jogging for the first hour alongside the APC, with Hope, Svoboda, and several others.

      After an hour of heading northwards, Daniel swapped back into the APC and called Colonel Barnett on the Sydney. “Greyhound here, sir.”

      “Reading you five by five, Greyhound.”

      “We’re back to strength, sir.”

      “Including the professor?” Barnett asked eagerly.

      “Yes, sir. We’re continuing as ordered now.” Daniel paused. “There’s something else that needs to be fed into the intel chain.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve found part of a network of tunnels large enough for Gresians—and even ATV-sized vehicles—to pass through. If these tunnels are replicated elsewhere, they could be used by Gresian soldiers to harry or counterattack.”

      “Roger that, Greyhound,” Barnett replied, though his voice sounded as if he was merely receiving confirmation of an existing theory. “Other units have made similar reports. We’re landing extra sappers, and bringing in ground-penetrating radar mounted on drones. These damned things are all over the place.”

      “Can’t say I’m too surprised, based on what we saw. The Gresians themselves have proved to be arboreal in nature, though.”

      “We believe the previous Shaldine inhabitants were underground dwellers. We’re getting other reports that some are big enough to drive large vehicles through, so we’re considering using them to move our own forces forward. So far, we’ve seen no sign of actual Gresian activity in them.”

      “None?” That surprised Daniel. Why would the Gresians not exploit a good tactical tool left behind for them? They were far from stupid, he’d noticed.

      “Not so far,” Barnett confirmed. “They seem abandoned, for the most part, and the intel analysts think that maybe they don’t have a full useful map of the network, or else maybe it’s another one of those religious things for them.” Daniel glanced at Lizzie, raising a questioning eyebrow. She shook her head. “So far, touch wood, it doesn’t seem to be anything to be too concerned about, but, as I said, we’re checking them out via sappers and GPR to see if we can use them.”

      “Be careful, sir. We’ve seen the Gresians exploit Shaldine tunnels before.”

      “Noted, Dan. What’s your current position?”

      “We’re on the move right now. According to the GPS, we’re less than a hundred miles away from our target.”

      “A hundred and forty-seven klicks,” Hope said.

      “A hund—”

      “I heard Captain Ying, Dan. It’s OK.”

      “Absent any other interference or problems, we should be there within three hours, maybe even two.”

      “Good to hear,” Barnett replied approvingly. “The situation in space is settling down. The Gresians’ orbital defense platforms are out of business, and their fighter cover has been thinned out. Most of their fleet has pulled back. Reports from the battalion commanders say that Gresian ground forces are in retreat. It’s almost a rout.”

      Daniel was pleased to hear that, but something niggled at him. “Sir, the AI tells me that the Gresians as a culture are entirely military. The whole adult population has extensive military training, and any analysis of the situation needs to take that into account. It’s their whole cultural identity.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning…. Sir, I hate to say it, but everything I’ve experienced with the Gresians—their tenacity and their training—gives me a hard time believing that they’re going to go down without any more fight. Get killed in repeated attacks and be thinned out of numbers, sure, but not just pull back and give it up.”

      “That’s what they’re doing,” Barnett insisted. “All over the planet.”

      “Yes, sir, I hear you…. I just don’t believe it. The ambush they lured us into involved them having supposedly abandoned a town. And then making a massive surprise attack.”

      “And that ambush at the town was bad enough,” Barnett said understandingly.

      “Actually, no, sir, it wasn’t.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Daniel wasn’t quite sure how to explain himself. “It means those were civilians, all ex-Gresian military, yes, but still civilians, without military-grade weapons. The next group will be fully-armed Gresian soldiers.”

      “You’ve fought them before.”

      “On unfamiliar ground, in cramped conditions. Here, they’re in open country, and on their home turf. They have the advantage in familiarity, and motivation in fighting for their home soil. And that’s a big motivator.”

      “We’ll take your concerns on board, Lieutenant. Sydney out.”

      And throw them over the side as soon as we leave port, Daniel thought, continuing what Barnett had implied, but left unsaid. He had hoped that a good man like Barnett would have listened, and it was both dismaying and infuriating that he hadn’t. Then again, why should he? If all the available evidence showed one thing, why would he choose to believe the exact opposite? It was the curse of rationality.

      Standing up through the hatch as they travelled, Daniel scanned the horizon for signs of enemy activity, but there were simply plain, rolling hills with the low cliffs getting close on one side, and another river on the other. It was as if the topography of the planet was funneling them towards their objective, which Daniel knew he should be pleased about… but he still couldn’t help feeling a vague nausea and buzzing between his shoulder blades.

      It was the tunnels he was thinking about, and he wished he’d taken a closer look back where they’d picked up Hope and Palmer and the others. There were junctions in them, and Palmer and Hope had both described large rooms rather than caves…. He didn’t like it.

      Suddenly, Mary Jefferson, taking her turn at the Super-Bradley’s radio while Bailey was running along outside, shouted. “Distress beacon, sir!”

      “Let’s hear it,” Daniel ordered. She put it on speaker and a rapid, repeatedly-falling tone filled the transport.

      “That’s a fighter distress beacon,” Hope supplied, her voice tense.

      “The beacon’s transmitting from approximately ten miles east.”

      “Do we have a voice?” Daniel asked.

      “Mayday, mayday,” the voice came, as if on cue, “this is Hawk Four, repeat, Hawk Four. My ship is down; I ejected. There are Gresians everywhere—”

      Hope, being a fighter pilot herself, immediately went on high alert. “What do you think, Daniel? If it’s true, we need to pick him up. After that shuttle fake-out, though—”

      “No,” Daniel said. “My money’s on it being another Gresian fake. Let’s call it in first, see if there really is a downed fighter in the area.

      “And if there is?” Hope asked tensely. “What if it’s real? One fake doesn’t mean they all are.”

      Daniel knew that, and hated to be so skeptical. “If there’s a single pilot, he’s going to be better spotted from the air. Or at least the Gresians pinning him down—if they exist—are.” He called up to the Sydney. “This is Greyhound; we’re picking up a downed fighter beacon ten miles east of our position. Claims to be a Hawk Four. Can we get any confirmation of a downed fighter—”

      “Stand by, Greyhound,” the officer on the Sydney’s radio snapped, sounding a little frazzled. Daniel didn’t like the sound of that, either. Then Jefferson started in her seat.

      “What is it?” Daniel asked.

      “Another fighter beacon—no, wait, a shuttle beacon. Both...” Her eyes widened, and over the radio, Daniel and everyone in the vehicle could hear the tinny sounds of more and more distress beacons.

      “What the hell....” Daniel whispered. “Lizzie, can you patch me in?”

      “You’re not going to like it,” she said, and with that she dropped him into hell.

      Dozens of voices were yelling at once over the communications networks: “Under heavy fire… Gresian armor inbound … Where the fuck did they come from? … My whole wing is gone! … They’re coming out of the ground!” Daniel’s ears pricked up at that last. The tunnels, of course. “They’re behind us … The third sector has fallen … Jesus, was that the fuel store?! … We can’t get back there, we’re ten miles ahead of … Didn’t we already clear that town? … Fall back to Beachhead ... Return to Landing Zone Two...”

      And Daniel realized from what had happened: The invasion had gone too well, and they had over-confidently advanced too quickly into Gresian territory; in the process, they’d overextended themselves.

      The radio chatter was still telling it all: “They’re coming out of the ground … They’re coming out of the walls … Swarming from those burned-out buildings, but nothing could have survived the air strike...” Daniel understood it all too well: The Gresians were coming from tunnels all over the continent. The rout Barnett had spoken of hadn’t been a rout, at all; it had been a lure, and the humans had taken the bait. Now it was all going horribly wrong.

      “We need medevac, grid reference…. Any shuttles available to pull us out? … Waiting at Landing Zone for evacuation...”

      The shuttles didn’t seem to be coming down, though, and Daniel wondered why.

      The question vanished from his mind, though, when the APC was suddenly bounced hard off the ground, and rang deafeningly throughout. It ground to a halt, and Daniel ushered everyone out before it could be hit again. He didn’t know what had hit it, but he knew something had. Something pretty powerful, too.
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      The Super-Bradley was smoldering from whatever had hit it, with plasma bolts still bursting from the red moss and weeds of a rolling hillside two hundred yards away. Erik Palmer was yelling orders and hustling Wilson into the cover of a ditch, escorted by Bailey and Kinsella. Svoboda crouched at the rear corner of the APC, sniping at the sources of the plasma fire, though Daniel couldn’t make out the Gresians that clearly must be there.

      Beswick, in the APC’s turret, started banging cannon shells into the hillside; as he did so, the explosions of earth and moss revealed a dark surface underneath, with lines delineating where the blocks from which it had been built had been placed together.

      From the slopes on two sides flanking this hill, plasma grenades arced over the ridgelines and burst amidst the soldiers. One landed at a soldier’s feet and blew him to gobbets of flesh while the rest of the platoon dove into natural ditches formed by years of rainfall. The grenades were followed by their throwers, two packs of Gresians charging down the slopes to either flank while larger plasma weapons crackled from the central bunker.

      A rocket hit the nose of the APC, flipping it onto its side. Daniel’s troops were already running for the ends of the Gresian wings that were trying to flank them, pumping railgun bolts into as many bodies as possible while dodging the bunker’s fire.

      Sergeants Stewart and Cole each triggered a nanobloc at opposite ends of the overturned APC, the cube-like blocks dissolving momentarily and then spreading and growing into thick, low walls that would give good shelter. Beswick crawled, wincing, out of the APC and into safety behind one of the growing walls. “Motherfuckers,” he muttered.

      As the platoon darted towards the new defensive structures, scuttling towards them in pairs with each soldier giving the other covering fire, Daniel called out, “Get a nanowall around Wilson!”

      While Cole rushed to do so, programming another nanoblock on the run, Daniel exchanged fire with a couple more Gresians and then hurled himself over the nearer structure’s wall to temporary safety. “What can we do about that bunker?” he asked Stewart. The combat engineer risked a glance at the bunker, where a few slots were now visible, the plasma gun barrels slotted into them.

      “If the APC’s cannon still works, HESH rounds will be good,” Stewart said over the sounds of battle in moorland around them. Out here, the Gresians weren’t doing so well since the humans’ ability to tuck and roll, as well as their superior brand of Exo-suit, gave them the advantage. The bunker’s guns, however, were spitting electric blue death at any soldier who dared pause for an instant. Andrews had already fallen.

      Daniel saw a shimmer moving along under the bunker’s firing slits, and at first thought another Gresian was there and raised his railgun. An instant before firing, he realized it was Hope, and his heart skipped a beat as he realized that he’d been about to shoot her. As he watched, she tossed a thermite bomb in through the slit, and the Gresians began to howl in unearthly agony as it went off.

      The respite didn’t last long, as new gunners simply took their places, but the interruption gave Cole a chance to run for the APC turret and recover some cannon shells, which he brought to Daniel and Stewart. “Malik,” he said to Stewart, “what if we jammed these under the firing slits with a bit of a boost and gave them a target?”

      “Now you’re talking.”

      While Daniel’s troops picked off the remaining Gresians from their now safe defensive structures, the two engineers took advantage of the idea to make some sort of bomb. When it was done, Cole and Stewart played rock-paper-scissors, and Stewart lost.

      “OK,” Cole said, “run fast until you hear the boom.”

      “Don’t hurry on my account.” Stewart grinned, and then he took a few deep breaths and bolted from the defensive structure. Plasma fire tracked him immediately, and then Hope, who caught on quick, gave the guns a second target. Superman Bailey gave them a third while Daniel and the others fired at the gunports.

      Malik Stewart, meanwhile, crouched low and ran equally fast until he slammed into the bunker wall next to the firing slit. He planted the explosive he’d made of the HESH rounds, which were mostly made of plastic explosives anyway, and ran off to the side, keeping out of the guns’ line of fire. “Fire in the hole!” he yelled, and a second later the whole front wall of the bunker erupted like the side of a volcano, one side of it crumbling and allowing the Hardcases’ firing to access the interior.

      The Gresian guns fell silent.

      On the slopes, the surviving Gresians fled while Daniel heard more of them fleeing back into the depths of the tunnel system behind the bunker’s interior doors. He was surprised to see that part of the hill’s interior was a hatch wide enough to let a hover-tank in or out.

      The APC, once they had righted it—a move which took all of their combined strength—was a little dented, but otherwise still functional. Bailey checked up on the radio and found it worked, so Daniel got on the horn to the Sydney immediately. “Greyhound calling Sydney.”

      “Go ahead, Greyhound.”

      “I need an orbital bombardment of a tunnel system entrance and the surrounding area. I also need a LiDAR or ground penetrating radar scan of the tunnel system. If we can figure out a map, we can—”

      “Request denied.” The line went dead. Shocked and angered, Daniel counted to twenty to calm himself, and then he hailed Colonel Barnett.

      Barnett was a little more talkative than the tactical officer had been. “Sorry, Daniel, but it’s a negative on any of those ground density scans. Knowing the tunnel system would be a useful asset, but we can’t do it at this time.”

      “Why not?” Wasn’t it the obvious solution to the problem?

      “The fleet is preparing to pull out.”

      Daniel couldn’t believe his ears, or find his voice. Fury stabbed at his chest.

      Before Daniel could answer, Barnett went on, “We’ve lost about half the fleet so far, but worse than that, the Gresians have…. Look, Lizzie can tag you in to the C-In-C chatter. You have to hear it for yourself.”

      “Lizzie, what’s going on?” Daniel demanded.

      “The shit has both hit the fan and gone south, Dan,” Lizzie said. “Listen to this.”

      Suddenly, Daniel heard the Sydney’s XO exclaiming over the flag level network, “Some weird shit is happening with the gateway…. I can’t get signals or navigational lock—”

      “What’s happening?” The admiral asked.

      “The Gresian reserve fleet is moving,” Captain Sheard said, “but not towards our fleet. I don’t get it.”

      “Where are they going?”

      “Towards the gateway.”

      “They’re bugging out?!” The admiral sounded pleased.

      “Yeah… no...”

      “What?”

      “The gateway coordinate hasn’t changed.” Sheard sounded utterly baffled, and not a little troubled.

      “So, it’s still only an access way from our Solar system,” the admiral said breezily. “They must be planning a blockade, cutting off our route home—”

      “A Gresian cruiser has gone through!” the XO exclaimed.

      “That’s impossible!” Sheard snapped. “It’s one-way, and we control the Solar end of the—”

      “Like they controlled this gateway?” someone asked.

      “Oh, fuck!” the XO said. “The backdoor key!  They’ve reversed the polarity of the gateway, using our own backdoor key!”

      “Two more Gresian cruisers have entered the gateway; now a carrier—” Sheard reported disbelievingly.

      “That’s what the fuckers were waiting for.” The admiral sounded astonished. “To analyze how we took control of their gateway, and do the same thing to our ability to lock them out of the Solar system. That fleet wasn’t a reserve force… it’s an invasion force, and we just gave them the keys to Earth! The motherfuckers played us!”

      “Lizzie,” Daniel snapped, “can you patch me into the Sydney’s C-In-C as a projection?”

      “I think so,” she said, sounding a little surprised. “Just a second—”

      Daniel was suddenly face to face with a startled Colonel Barnett. Wells and Sheard glanced around momentarily from their positions by the tank, but were evidently too busy to be distracted by his appearance. Daniel barely trusted himself to speak. “Colonel… what’s happening to the soldiers on the ground?”

      “The Gresians have already overrun most of the landing zones. The survivors have been ordered to defend their positions at all cost and wait for extraction at the earliest possible moment.”

      “And when would that be?” Daniel’s unit being left to die on Lyonesse came back to the front of  his mind suddenly; he was starting to feel a chilling sense of familiarity.

      “When the Gresians are out of the Earth’s Solar system,” Barnett said quietly. “We all know that, but nobody will say it.” He paused. “I know it’s hard… I can’t even imagine, but…. Your orders are still to continue your mission. As soon as Wilson pulls the switch, or whatever it is, the Gresians will all die and the attack will be over. The soldiers on Firebird will have no-one left to fight, and the fleet will return and pull out the survivors. It really is all on you now, Dan.”

      “Incoming!” Wells shouted. Alarms began to sound. On the screens, and overlaid on Daniel’s vision when he turned, directly from the exterior sensors, a Gresian cruiser hurtled towards the Sydney. “Brace for impact!”

      The entirety of the Sydney juddered and shook, knocking crewmen and objects to the floor and into the walls. Alarms began sounding at once, and one wall peeled away like foil being torn apart by a giant claw. Daniel gasped, instinctively trying to catch a last breath even though he knew he was merely present in remote form, and really still sitting in Trap One.

      A wave of air he couldn’t feel flicked several officers and technicians out through the tear, their screams visible on their faces but unheard as they dissipated into space before an atmosphere shield came on in time to stop Sheard and Barnett from sharing their fate. “Main power is off-line. Life support off-line!” someone yelled.

      “We can’t make it back to the gateway,” Sheard said bluntly.

      “Sydney Actual from Potomac Actual. We’re matching velocities. Evacuate and we are in position to recover.”

      “Acknowledged, Potomac Actual.” There was a pause, and then Sheard triggered the intercom. “All hands, this is Captain Sheard. Abandon ship. I repeat, abandon ship. Report to your assigned escape vessel and shuttle assembly points...”

      The surroundings flickered, and suddenly Daniel found himself back in the APC along with a stunned-looking Lizzie who, once again, only he could see.
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      The Hardcases had put some distance between themselves and the bunker, and, as the sky was beginning to darken towards evening, Daniel called a halt to travel so that they could take stock, eat, hydrate, rest…. And figure out their options.

      First, he explained what was happening in space, and that made for some worried soldiers. More than worried, in fact; Daniel suspected that distraught was a better word. They all had friends in the infantry. Hope and Torres both had a lot of friends in the fleet. And everybody—even Wilson, Daniel supposed—had friends and family on Earth.

      “I don’t know if the brass are being any more honest with me now than they were about Lyonesse, but I’m being honest with you,” he told them. He owed them that, several times over. “This mission has been a clusterfuck from the get-go because it’s the great granddaddy of all crazy longshots. I probably should tell you that we can still succeed, but honestly, I have no idea whether that’s truth or bullshit. At this point, it doesn’t really matter anyway. Because the important thing is that it now comes down to a simple choice: succeed or die.”

      Several of the Hardcases nodded, though Wilson simply stared into the distance, keeping himself and his data to himself.

      “If we execute the mission and fail, we die trying, and a lot of good people on this planet and on Earth die. We’ll never know it there’ll be another chance to find a final solution to the Gresian threat. If we don’t execute the mission, we’re stranded, as are all the rest of our troops; in that case, the fleet never returns, and lots of people on Earth die, and we’ll never know. You get the picture.” He paused. “If we execute the mission and succeed, though…. The Gresians die, every human is safe, and the fleet comes back for us. With any luck. Even if they don’t, at least we have no Gresian threat. So, I think we have to proceed, and we have to succeed. Option B is… same as on Lyonesse: Camp out and hide for as long as we can, and hope our people can get back before the Gresians find us. Which, if we haven’t completed the mission, isn’t going to happen.”

      “You don’t have to order us,” Hope said softly.

      “If we want to beat the Gresians, now’s the time. The last time we have. Our air support is gone; we can’t call for orbital bombardments, or for imagery from space, or back-up from the ground forces. It’s just two dozen of us, and thousands of well-trained soldiers who want to kill us.

      Hope stood and paced. “Without air support, we are sitting ducks. The Gresian fighter aircraft can attack at will. We will need some kind of flak option, or at least camouflage.”

      Daniel smiled faintly. “Cole, Stewart, can you rig up some kind of anti-aircraft weaponry from the materials we have?”

      “Damned if I know,” Stewart said, “but we’ll do our best.”

      “Something I’ve noticed,” Kevin Bailey said. “So far, the Gresians look to go far out of their way to avoid Gresian casualties. I mean, there have been times when they could have pressed us a lot more than they did. They were in a hardened position with heavy weaponry back there, but once things stopped going their way, they just pulled back.”

      “The same thing happened to us in town,” Kate Kinsella said.

      “And us,” Svoboda agreed.

      “It’s because of the way they were bred,” Doug Wilson supplied. “The Gresians hold the lives of other Gresians to be absolutely sacred. They’ll fight and die to save other Gresians, but they won’t sacrifice themselves needlessly. They’ll also do everything they can to avoid friendly fire. Much as we prefer to do the same, actually. We’re not that different.”

      “That’s actually something we could use to our advantage,” Daniel said thoughtfully.

      “How do you mean?” Hope asked.

      “So far, we’ve avoided populated areas so as not get bogged down,” Daniel replied, “but if we stay in the countryside without air support, the Gresians will send their air assets to pick us off from a position of safety.”

      “That’s inevitable,” Wilson agreed.

      Daniel thought out loud, “But if we go through a populated area, the Gresians won’t risk the civilian casualties from an air strike. We’d be attacked and harried on the ground, but if we leapfrog from town to town, maybe we can rely on pure speed to get where we’re going in one piece. Don’t engage, ideally, but don’t stop for anything either.”

      “That’s risky,” Erik Palmer warned. “We’re guaranteed to run into more Gresians that way… but I agree it beats being ghosted in an air strike, yeah.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Daniel said firmly.
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      When Lizzie estimated they were forty miles out from their objective, the fields and moorland began to take on more buildings. At first, they were agricultural and industrial—barns, silos, maintenance bays, and so on—but it wasn’t long before scattered ranges of housing became more common in the form of towers and tree-houses like they’d seen before, except that the towers were much taller and wider, on squat legs that themselves held rooms and windows.

      As they moved, Daniel put up the drone to scout ahead and found that, from the air, it all looked in some ways similar to housing developments on Earth. Basically, they were entering suburbs of a city. Daniel brought the drone lower until he could see movement—specks that resolved themselves into Gresians, most unarmored, scurrying through the streets.

      Daniel felt the skin on the back of his neck crawling at the sight. This was the lion’s den, both figuratively and literally. There was a general flow of movement towards the path on which the APC was approaching, and Daniel looked for the nearest large building. Something that would send a message, he decided. He noted a tower with scooped-out sides coming up, just where the outskirts became a true town—and armed, albeit unarmored, Gresians were massing on the roof. Daniel marked it as a target on his suit’s optics and sent that marker to both Svoboda in the turret and the dozen or so soldiers jogging along outside the vehicle.

      Daniel didn’t like the idea of attacking people who hadn’t attacked him first, but he knew his job, and, as he had been saying all along, these were Gresians—not people. And if attacking first meant that the forces approaching would back off, then in the long run he’d have to attack fewer of them overall.

      The HESH rounds from the APC turret slammed into the corner of the tower long before they came into plasma rifle range, blowing chunks of wall and Gresians into the air and making them fall across the street.

      The soldiers outside joined in, their railguns pummeling small knots of Gresians wherever they appeared, and Svoboda blasted the occasional transport or arboreal building. When Gresians tried to block their path, the Hardcases ran clean through.

      The plan worked.

      Daniel saw on the drone’s feed that Gresians on other tower rooftops were pulling back out of the line of fire. “Well done,” Wilson said drily. “You’ve clearly demonstrated that we’re a threat beyond what the abilities of so-called civilian Gresians can handle. They won’t tangle with you unless they have good reason to think they’ll win.”

      Daniel grunted. “If that means they’ll hunker down and let us pass rather than risk their lives—and the lives of their fellow Gresians, as well as ours in the bargain—that’s fine by me. But sooner or later, even if they can’t call in air assets, they’ll send proper troops and armor.”

      “Ten klicks to target,” Lizzie called cheerfully in the APC and across the suit comms. By now, the town had truly become a city, and the Hardcases had only had a few plasma bolts directed their way. The Gresians had been growing bolder again, but were sticking to random sniper attacks. They had tried an RPG at one point, but that had only drawn a bombardment of the nearest building, so they hadn’t tried it again. Daniel knew the APC could take the plasma bolts, too, so he didn’t waste time responding to the snipers.

      Ahead, the towers were taller, the buildings larger—fewer of them were draped within tree branches now, as there were no woods large enough to take such scale—and the gaps between them narrower and more like terrestrial streets. There were more lights on in the buildings here, as well.

      More buildings meant more cover, and that meant more chances for the Gresians to place themselves with heavier weapons. Every doorway and gap between buildings was one that Daniel expected to see a muzzle flash from, and that didn’t help his nerves. When he paused from the drone display to look at his hands, he saw they were trembling, and his biceps felt like jelly. Anxiety and tiredness were taking hold.

      Daniel kept the drone up, though, watching for guerrilla Gresians ready to strike. Now plasma rifles were becoming more of a threat to the soldiers outside the APC, as they were more necessarily bunched together in the streets. Something hit the side of the vehicle, and Daniel instantly zoomed in on the cause. “Two Gresians on the walkway, ten o’clock,” he called to Svoboda, who immediately put an explosive shell between them.

      Outside, Kinsella loosed a couple of railgun bolts into an alleyway, and said, “Two more down.”

      Daniel’s leg continued to jiggle nervously in his seat. “They’re definitely getting bolder,” he muttered.

      “They’re psyching themselves up for a proper ambush,” Hope agreed. “But we’re so close.”

      “Yeah,” Daniel agreed. Through both the drone feed and the viewport, he could see that the eastern quarter of the city was built on higher ground, and there was parkland up there. It looked odd to see it from this angle, after only having had a fuzzy, high-altitude satellite picture before, but he recognized it all the same. That was the park containing the ancient Shaldine ruins, and their objective was buried underneath it.

      Between them and it were several towers, though one had no lights on. It was still silhouetted against the evening sky about fifty yards away, so the Gresians weren’t trying to hide it, Daniel thought, but if that was the case… why was it dark? The only reason he could think of was that Gresian troops inside didn’t want to be backlit when they launched an ambush from inside. “Svoboda,” he called, “the tower block with no lights on, just ahead. Open f—”

      And then a deep rumble rolled across them from ahead as flashes illuminated the building, and clouds of dust punched out from its base. Torres stomped on the brakes as the whole building’s nearest side—barely twenty yards away—crumbled, flinging gouts of dust and rubble into the air, and then the whole building slammed down across their path, sending the Hardcases outside the APC diving for shelter.

      Immediately, golden RPG rounds began bracketing the APC as Daniel realized that the building had been dark because it had been emptied for demolition. Plasma fire erupted everywhere from the other blocks in front and on either side of them, and two of his soldiers fell right away, twitching and burning.

      Torres threw the APC into reverse, but another series of concussive blasts sounded out and a second building fell, rubble crashing down upon the APC. Daniel felt the vehicle’s suspension snap as the roof buckled. “Everybody out!” Daniel yelled. “Find cover!”

      He grabbed a stunned Doug Wilson and dragged him out of the shotgun seat’s hatch while Svoboda and Torres pulled themselves free through their hatches. As the others followed them out of the vehicle, a third building fell across a couple more of Daniel’s soldiers. The survivors of the group who had been outside the APC were scrambling across the rubble towards cover in the wreckage of the first fallen building. Daniel followed, barely able to breathe as thick dust choked the entire street. The wreckage was the best place to go because, by definition, the fallen buildings couldn’t fall again.

      Plasma bolts rained down on them from the buildings still standing, and several indistinct running figures—Gresians in their version of Exo-suits—leapt from place to place while firing at them.

      Beswick hurled a nanocharge into a group of Gresians gathered in a ground floor window and then ran, while Kinella sniped the ones on the street to cover him. Pipsqueak, Bailey, and Palmer opened fire on Gresians on surrounding rooftops while Gregory and Hope drop-slid into cover beside Daniel and Wilson. Gregory gave Wilson a quick once-over and said, “Shock, but he’ll be OK.”

      “Can you give him something?” Daniel asked.

      “Sure.”

      “We need to get out of here!” Hope shouted over the noise.

      “I see two options,” Daniel said breathlessly. “Run down the street and risk the Gresians dropping more buildings on us, or get off the street through a building full of Gresians.”

      “I see it that way, too,” she said, “and I vote option B.”

      “We can’t tell which buildings the Gresians have rigged for demolition, though,” Wilson managed to say through a coughing fit.

      “Sure, we can,” Daniel told him. “Those are the ones they’re not shooting from.”
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      Daniel led his team scuttling across the rubble like termites on a mound, heading towards an inverted pyramid of a building. The Gresians were shooting down from a floor that overhung from above, so the Hardcases bopped smoke and trusted the Exo-suits’ stealth abilities as best they could.

      Beswick used a LAWS rocket launcher to make a hole in the building’s ground floor so that they could run in. Running into some kind of stone garden on the ground floor of the building, Daniel called to Palmer, “No black hats so far. They’re staying upstairs for now—”

      At that instant, several grenades dropped through from the floor above. Daniel flung himself flat as they went off, yelling over the din as shrapnel seared through his left thigh and across his ribs.

      Lizzie suddenly piped up in Daniel’s ear as Hope, Palmer, Beswick and the rest ran in. “Bad news, fellas: Gresian reinforcements are stuffing themselves into the building like shoppers on Black Friday.”

      “Shit.”

      “At least it’s not a building on the head,” Palmer said, spraying railgun bolts up through the ceiling. Daniel switched to thermal vision and looked up, seeing that several Gresian heat signatures were up there, and three had already fallen. Their comrades were shooting down through holes in their floor, the plasma bolts appearing like some kind of weird nightclub effect.

      Daniel looked for the access to the stairwell and found it sealed behind a plate of strong, thick alloy. He released a cloud of nanites from his suit, to each side of the hatch. It wasn’t especially loud, but the nanites disassembled pieces of the hinges on a molecular level, and effectively cut through the hatch quite neatly. Daniel booted it through and led the way to a spiral climbing frame, which Daniel guessed served the same purpose for the Gresians as a staircase would have for humans…

      A Gresian immediately leapt downwards from above, slamming into Daniel, and he just managed to brace himself against the wall and kick it in the chest with both feet before smashing it in the faceplate with his shotgun butt. Human-made weapons were more advantageous in confined spaces than the long and bulky railguns, which they’d slung across their backs before entering.

      The Gresian extended its claws, reaching to disembowel him, but too late. Palmer shot it in the head three times with a Desert Eagle while Daniel held it against the wall.

      They continued up, and tossed stun grenades into the room at the top of the stairwell, momentarily blinding the remaining Gresians. One of them got a plasma shot off that scorched the wall by Daniel’s head, but then the Hardcases started pumping deer slugs into them. After a few seconds more, they could pause to take stock while listening to the movements of Gresians at the rear of the building.

      The central floor of the building was a low maze of chest-high consoles and equipment that Daniel thought might have been kitchen gear, entertainment systems, or art installations of some kind. He just hoped they weren’t alarms or sensors watching out for human intrusion. Standing up, he noticed that the space was open-plan, but a seated or short person—or Gresian—would have been in a maze, and probably watched all the time by some Gresian Gestapo or thought police.

      Daniel momentarily wondered if this was even some sort of Gresian cubicle farm, where they cold-called each other to sell one another crap. The wide window across one wall was the building’s only real exterior window, and it looked down on another of the ubiquitous stone gardens that the Gresians seemed so fond of.

      The Hardcases moved swiftly and quietly through the main floor, Daniel in the lead. Wilson and Gregory were in the middle of the line, guarded by the most experienced and best shots. Daniel kept his auto shotgun in hand as they moved. He could hear movement elsewhere in the building, and muffled alien vocalizations that rasped and hissed, but no alarms or shooting yet. At the next doorway, Daniel slid to one side and Hope took the other side. Beyond the doorway, a wide, plain corridor stretched the length of the building, lit with dim blue lights. On the left, a couple of rooms were open, shadows moving within, and thick obsidian blocks separated them.

      A pair of Gresians in blue armor suddenly sprang from the rooms on the right and ran towards him. He and Hope both opened fire with their shotguns. One Gresian fell in a bronze spray, but at the last moment, the other turned left and ducked behind a doorway, then returned fire. Daniel and Hope sidled from the doorway as the plasma bolts burst forth. Kate Kinsella unslung her railgun and put several bolts through the doorway from the opposite end of the room, sending the bolts through the walls, as well, just to make sure.

      Daniel immediately ran through the door and along the passageway to the other side of the building, followed by Hope, Palmer, Kinsella, and fifteen others. At the far end was a wide mezzanine where an armored Gresian had its back to Daniel. It seemed to be gesturing to comrades below, so Daniel hoped to sneak up on it unawares, but, at the last moment, when he was almost within arm’s reach, the creature stiffened and started to turn, and Daniel shot it through the back of its helmet. Daniel crossed the floor in two loping steps. Another Gresian had reached a stairwell there and begun to climb.

      Daniel put three deer slugs through its flat skull. The shots and the corpse’s tumble to the floor drew another Gresian, who snapped off a couple of plasma bolts, running back towards the corpse, and Daniel let it have a burst to the chest. The Gresian staggered, and before he could either return fire or fall down dead, a second burst redistributed its helmet and the contents around the room, just to be on the safe side.

      Several more Gresians rushed in, guns blazing, and Palmer tossed a couple of grenades into the middle of them while the others filled the mezzanine with flying lead and tungsten.

      Halfway down, Daniel caught a glimpse of more Gresians on the street below, which paralleled the one which was now full of collapsed building. He switched back to his railgun and sprayed them with bolts, but then one of the Gresians that had fallen to Palmer’s grenade suddenly whipped its leg out behind Daniel’s calves, and its shoulder turned its arms aside and pushed. A railgun bolt went into the ceiling as Daniel and the Gresian fell through a shattered window into the street below. The creature was shockingly quick for its size and build, and its clawed boot slammed down into Daniel, red pain exploding through his head.

      Daniel barely managed to start turning side-on to take the next blow to his shoulder instead of his jaw. He pirouetted, throwing the Gresian against a tree trunk. Daniel leapt after it as it screeched, and a pair of other alien howls answered it. Two more Gresians dropped to the street, plasma rifles raised, and Daniel, using all his strength and desperation, twisted the first creature’s arm up behind its back, pulling it in front of him to serve as an inhuman shield.

      The Gresians hesitated, and the one in Daniel’s grasp snarled. The Gresian on the left raised its rifle, and immediately fell with two railgun bolts through its helmet. Hope dropped to the ground a few feet from Daniel, and her shotgun boomed and bucked, gouging a couple of holes in the other Gresian’s torso and helmet.

      As the bodies fell, Daniel’s prisoner slammed its clawed boot down on his instep, only the Exo-suit nanites’ abilities to react to pressure preventing Daniel’s foot from shattering under the impact. A backwards elbow into Daniel’s gut broke the creature loose, but Daniel was grappling with it again in an instant. It snarled behind its reflective faceplate and tried to headbutt Daniel before extending its claws. Knowing it was too close to him for any of his team, even Hope, to get a clear shot, Daniel pulled his K-bar military issue knife.

      The alien launched a slash with one razor-tipped paw to make Daniel defend against that and position him for the lightning-fast follow-up with its other hand, which ripped past Daniel’s torso as he dodged outside the line of attack. Momentarily, Daniel couldn’t tell whether he’d been cut or not. It always took a few long seconds for the pain to follow a cut from a really sharp edge.

      Daniel leapt on top of the creature, scenting its blood, literally, and his brain seethed with rage as he nailed the razor-sharp steel through one outstretched paw. The creature rolled to throw Daniel, but in the process the blade ripped its way out of its hand, tearing from wrist to thin air between the middle and third claws.

      The Gresian ran, and Daniel drew his Desert Eagle and shot it in the back of its helmet before it could get into cover. It fell. More were already shooting at the Hardcases, though, as they bolted diagonally across the street and blew a hole in the nearest door.

      Two unarmored Gresians were waiting, firing. Beswick’s sleeve burst into flame while Hope and Palmer shot them down. Kit Gregory got the fire out and helped a cursing Beswick along as Daniel led them through and up onto a wide tree branch. A shorter Gresian—perhaps female, Daniel thought—hurled a grenade into the window that he was passing, and he shot back instinctively. There was a row of rooms ahead on one side of a corridor, and Kinsella sprayed railgun bolts through them just in case.

      They turned left, Daniel trying to bear more or less towards the ruins on the hillside park that was their destination. They went through a small room with a strange sort of sleeping cot, treading on miniature tanks as they flowed out through the window without breaking stride.

      Plasma bolts slammed into the walls around the window as they dropped to the ground, and Beswick got a measure of revenge by shooting the Gresians who had that exit covered. Daniel darted across what turned out to be a central courtyard of a house, and on through the door opposite into a kitchen. Then there came a wide-open room with scattered logs and cushions, and some kind of wooden animal discarded on the floor, which could only have been a toy.

      He hesitated, remembering that he had seen toys in a room in the riverside town where they had first been ambushed. He felt a chill run down his spine at this new sign of childhood. That had surely been a small family home, and this a larger one…

      Hope was suddenly at his side, others taking cover and sweeping the street with their weapons for more Gresians. “Are you all right?”

      Daniel wasn’t sure, though he thought he had no reason not to be. “Yeah, I…. Yeah.” He pressed on, leading the team out of the house, running a gauntlet of sniper and rifle fire towards what looked like a small vehicle storage building—a garage?—connected to something resembling an apartment building on Earth. A square-topped tower on four massive legs, like the base of the Eiffel tower. There were two or three such buildings visible in this neighborhood.

      Dodging plasma fire from the rooftops, Daniel thanked his lucky stars that his suit had already dulled the pain from the shrapnel wounds he’d received earlier. He ran straight at the small garage-like building, and gave covering fire against the rooftop snipers while Sergeant Cole fitted a breaching charge to the door. “Fire in the hole!” Cole yelled, and there sounded out a sharp bang before the door was suddenly open. Daniel threw himself to the floor as he entered. He had no intention of walking into a shotgun blast or a bullet.

      The garage had gray walls and black floor. A ramp led up to an interior entrance to the apartment block overhead. There were a couple of wheel-less trucks parked at the far end, which had the look of some kind of municipal service vehicles about them. A Gresian in some kind of overalls was pushing a plastic cart up into one of them as the Hardcases piled into the room and spread out.

      Daniel levelled the auto shotgun as he ducked behind a pillar, but the Gresian was alert and forewarned, and darted between the trucks. A moment later, he reappeared with a plasma rifle and started shooting. Electric blue energy bolts began clawing out concrete from the side of Daniel’s pillar. The shotgun boomed, louder than ever in the echoing garage, but the creature had taken cover.

      A sudden metallic scraping came from the end of the garage behind Daniel, and he momentarily thought that the Gresian had hidden himself there.

      It was worse than that.

      Two metal gratings next to one of the trucks were sliding aside, figures rising out of them. Rippling shadows in blue armor and mirror-faced helmets came forth, armed with plasma rifles and some kind of shotguns of their own. And then the unarmored Gresian by the trucks opened up again. This time, he wasn’t shooting at Daniel, but at Hope. She went down with a leg wound, and his teammates returned fire.

      As the bullets and plasma bolts sparked loudly against the walls and trucks, another Gresian targeted Daniel. Daniel dove for cover as the concrete exploded into gravel that stung his eyes and scratched his face.

      Pipsqueak downed the unarmored Gresian, but there was a truck between Daniel and his nearest enemy, and Daniel figured he could outflank him by circling between the trucks.

      It was the worst possible moment for another unarmored Gresian to step out of the second truck. He opened up on Daniel while the Gresian infantry kept up fire on the Hardcases. Daniel gritted his teeth and ran for their position by the trucks. The civilian was shooting at the lights, which Daniel suspected was in the hope of blinding the humans since felinoids like the Gresians had better night vision. He presumably didn’t know they had vision enhancement.  Daniel had reloaded his Desert Eagle already, and he put a couple of rounds through his flat-topped skull.

      As the last Gresian soldier fell, Daniel charged through the doorway into the apartment building, and up the strange climbing steps that he found there, to a lobby in one of the building’s legs. Opposite Daniel, an elevator door opened with a soft chime, disgorging half a dozen armored Gresians. Daniel cursed. One of the Gresians was looking straight at him, the others already raising their weapons towards the Hardcases who had followed him.

      Plasma rifles crackled, and shotguns and pistols boomed as Daniel felt a moment of supreme calm; his blink was a frame holding a cluttered picture in eternal grace. With a bang, the moment was gone as completely as if it had never been, and the air was ripped apart in a roar of automatic gunfire and flying metal.

      Daniel leapt for cover, firing in the general direction of the Gresians as rapidly as his index finger would flex. He couldn’t hear a thing after the first few shots.

      Daniel ran a gauntlet of flying lead, trying to get a good shot at the nearest Gresian soldier. A few thousand volts of plasma energy left him narrowly avoiding being put on the floor, but didn’t save the Gresian from the deer slugs that passed through its helmet.

      Dropping in beside Daniel, Hope and Palmer returned fire, taking out three more Gresians and allowing Daniel to make a dash for the next floor. A spray of plasma bolts half melted the floor at Daniel’s feet as he ran, and several fifty-caliber rounds from Mary Jefferson’s pistol ripped through the offending Gresian’s armor. Daniel saw her switch out clips and put down a second Gresian that had Bailey pinned down. Then everybody was following Daniel up to the upper floor.

      Kenji tossed grenades first before rushing through what may have been a canteen or mess hall at full steam, blasting anything that moved. Cookware and dishes exploded into dust. Devices that may have been microwave ovens, or something similar, burst with big enough pops to make them breakdance on their counters. Gresians ducked and leapt, slid and ran, but nothing saved them from the Hardcases’ desperate charge.

      Daniel gave the Gresians hell right back down the barrels of their plasma rifles, but three times worse. For every bolt that came his way, three deer slugs replied.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Daniel saw one of the Gresians pull the pin on a grenade and start to swing it towards him. Daniel rolled, scrambling backwards and firing instinctively. The Gresian’s shoulder burst in red, the grenade falling from a spasming hand. He fell to his knees, the frag hitting the floor right in front of him at the same moment. The explosion shredded his whole torso and head.

      Daniel hugged the deck to work his way around behind the Gresians. One of them was sheltering behind a pillar, giving covering fire as the other tried to outflank Pipsqueak and Svoboda. Daniel let it continue; he needed to change mags on his shotgun. When the Gresian dropped its own empty mag, Daniel neatly eliminated his two targets with single shots that went clear through the skull of the closer alien, and through the jaw and throat of his farther friend.

      A burst from the last plasma rifle tore through a wall partition at Daniel’s back, close enough to snatch at a fold in his sleeve. Daniel hit the deck and switched vision modes to look for the source of the shots. The creature must have had the sense to conceal itself behind what was left of the cooking range because it wasn’t showing itself anywhere. No matter: the whole reason Daniel hadn’t used the railgun inside the buildings was its overpenetration; he unslung his railgun and scythed through the wall with a long sweep of fire. He was rewarded with a screech from his left, and a wet thud.

      He toggled his suit comms in the sudden silence. “Looks like we’re clear. We need a new route, Superman.”

      “On it, L-T,” Kevin Bailey’s voice crackled in his ear.
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      A hovering vehicle, the Gresian equivalent of a helo, was swinging around over a section where another strange tower like the one they had cleared was supported on buildings like squat legs. Overall, it resembled a kind of Dali-eque Eiffel Tower that was twisted and contorted as if in mid-movement. Daniel zoomed in on the Gresian helo, wondering whether it was delivering troops or serving as a gunbird. Either way, there could be little doubt that it was hunting his people. This particular bird was wreathed in some kind of low-visibility paint, and quite unlike most of the purely atmospheric Gresian aircraft they’d encountered so far. Whether this was a model that was normally more stealthy or whether it had been repainted earlier in the day, he wasn’t sure.

      It was silent, too, and clearly had much more efficient noise baffles than the other aircraft. As it swooped around, it whispered inaudibly over the buildings.

      Daniel crouched behind a fountain of some kind, his railgun slung across his back for ease of stealthier movement, his auto shotgun in hands. For the moment, he was mainly using its scope to get an overview of the situation he’d been sent into. A curving pathway meandered ahead, bordered by bubble-like buildings woven through trees or atop stilts of some strange metal. Their walls alternated between creamy white and dusty pinks. Most of them had wide viewports, though not all, and Daniel couldn’t quite tell whether any Gresians were inside on look-out, as something in the walls interfered with his suit’s vision modes.

      The tower was what Daniel was interested in. It looked like something that would block off a lot of the approaches to the Shaldine facility if it was brought down. It was time to show the Gresians that they weren’t the only ones who could use buildings as roadblocks. There was something else at the back of Daniel’s mind, too, that he wondered about folding in along with that practical matter.

      “I’m not an exobiologist,” Daniel said to Doug Wilson, “but the one thing I do remember, from you, is that they’re hardwired to protect each other.”

      “Yes. I’m not sure how that helps us right now. Or do you have an idea?” Wilson asked.

      “We give them something more important to do than looking for us.”

      Daniel scanned the roof of the skewed tower building, looking for sentries or look-outs that the enemy might have posted. There were none. He wasn’t too surprised; there were enough helos and drones in the air to keep look-out without exposing soldiers to the Hardcase’s railguns. The flat roof would have been an inviting landing area if he’d had a shuttle or helo to call upon, but he didn’t. “If wishes were horses,” he muttered to himself.

      “Yeah, my old man used to say that, too,” Beswick said.

      “Anyone see any sign of life on that tower roof?”

      A chorus of whispered negatives came back.

      “Let’s go then. That’s our waypoint.”
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        * * *

      

      The Hardcases descended the exterior of the building they were in, as it was wide enough for its sloping sides to be easily manageable, so they could slide down like they were on the world’s biggest children’s playground slide. Then they ran—at the best speed Doug Wilson and Bella Torres could manage, rather than at full speed—to the other building.

      As they reached the building, dodging sporadic fire from some of the windows, Daniel realized this one was more heavily occupied than the one they had already been through. There were constant snarls and roars to be heard, as well as strange clicks and wails coming in the Gresians’ unknown language. Shots began to blaze around them, but they died off as they tucked themselves under the block, between its legs. “Any movement from that helo?” Daniel asked.

      “It’s descending,” Palmer replied. “No sign of weapons, though.”

      “Thank heavens for small mercies,” Daniel muttered.

      Kinsella said, “I thought that god made the heavens and the Earth; this doesn’t look like either to me, so I wouldn’t count on finding any mercy around here.

      “That’s cheerful,” Mary Jefferson said, her voice shaky.

      Daniel peered up from under the apartment block’s widest floor, looking up at the hovering vehicle. It was indeed getting lower, but so far not shooting. Daniel wondered why, but suspected that perhaps it wanted to see for sure whether or not there was something to shoot at, or maybe the craft was in fact unarmed. He could also see other lights in the now darkened sky, heading this way at speed. “That helo’s not alone,” Daniel said. “He’s got friends coming. Keep an eye out.”

      Sergeant Stewart came forward, hefting a slightly enlarged railgun, and Daniel wondered what the hell he had done to it. “Sir, I modified this railgun while I was in the APC. I thinkit’ll work for some low and slow air defense. No good against fast movers, though.”

      “They’re not going to use fast movers against their own buildings,” Daniel said confidently. “They wouldn’t be able to evacuate one on that sort of short notice.” There was a doorway in each leg—at each corner of the area in which the team was sheltering from the helo—and all four suddenly opened to disgorge unarmored Gresians.

      The first couple of them took cover behind the corners of the building’s legs, but that didn’t serve them particularly well, as the Hardcases, startled but professional, had done the same thing, which meant they could sidle around the same pillar. Both forces tried to silently step around the bases and shoot each other in the back of the head while also trying to pick off someone else on the opposite corner.

      The Gresian helo had touched down on the stone garden by now, and was disgorging more Gresian troops who ran into the full force of the Hardcases’ firepower. Daniel wouldn’t have been surprised if more Gresians were on their way down from the interior of the building, as well, and the next wave wouldn’t make the same mistake as the first.

      “Two more helos descending,” Palmer warned.

      Suddenly a burst of railgun fire that was actually loud rather than the usual whispering stitched across the side of one of the helos, and the craft burst into flames, bleeding pieces of its hull before it crashed on the edge of the park. The third helo swung around to keep out of the way of Cole’s modified flak railgun. He was positioned on a roof opposite, but the fact that the helo didn’t return fire told Daniel that either the building below Cole was occupied by civilians or the helo was unarmed. Either way, the engineer was safe.

      “We don’t want to stay here long,” Hope warned. “Aren’t we going in?”

      “No,” Daniel said curtly.

      `“We’re not going to be safe out here for long.”

      “I’m not planning to stay out here for long.” He waved to Cole. “Sergeant Cole, Sergeant Stewart, you’re up!”

      Stewart was already nearby, having engaged with the Gresians, and Cole dropped to the ground from his position, running over to Daniel.

      “You’re demolitions specialists, right?” Daniel asked.

      “That’s what it says on my contract,” Stewart replied.

      “I need to place demolitions charges on each foot of this building. Bring it down, ideally blocking that approach over there.” He pointed to the widest pathway by which the Gresians could head north from where they were.

      “You got it.”

      The pair set to work immediately, but with Cole’s flak railgun out of use, the other Gresian helo returned at speed, flaring down to the ground and dropping armored troops. These Gresians came in groups of three, covering each other and surrounding three sides of the building, one of which was on the axis that Daniel wanted it to fall to.

      “Concentrate on the north and east sides,” Daniel instructed. “Keep the eastern group’s heads down and take targets of opportunity.”

      The Hardcases knew their jobs, and were already firing. Kinsella and Svoboda were sniping while most of the guys tossed grenades or used crowd control tactics to herd the creatures to where they were open to being taken down by a shot from one of the snipers.

      The air in the open lobby area under the main floor began to have a strange metallic tang to it, Daniel noticed, from the amount of plasma tearing through and all but melting the ground under their feet. It was a scent of ozone, like he remembered from the bumper cars at fairgrounds. He was also beginning to get concerned about the levels of ammo the team had. They’d burned through a lot of projectiles that evening, and couldn’t even grab fallen Gresian weapons, which he remembered from Lyonesse were booby-trapped—and he’d reminded his team of the same, too.

      “Charges are set,” Stewart confirmed, just before falling with a scream as a plasma bolt fried the back of his head.

      “Fall back!” Daniel ordered. “Head north, fall back under fire!”

      Immediately, several Hardcases intensified their fire upon the advancing Gresians to cover the others who helped each other backwards in the direction of the objective. Almost everyone had some kind of minor wound or injury now. While the Hardcases were in a constant loop of being slowed by injuries and then picking up the pace as their suits healed them, Wilson was holding one arm awkwardly and looking bone-tired, his face streaked red from scratches from shattered glass, and Torres was limping, her features matted with dust and dirt.

      Daniel risked lunging forward to grab Stewart’s tags from his corpse, hoping to be able to return them to his brother at Camp Peary someday. Then he also retreated, firing railgun bolts as he went. They scuttled towards a neighboring building where two Gresians almost had Daniel flanked. He took a couple of pot-shots and they returned fire, scorching the doorway he was trying to get through. When the door slammed open, Daniel dropped to the ground instinctively, letting Kinsella kill the Gresian that had opened it.

      Daniel stuffed the dog tags into the pocket of his digies, along with the others he’d gathered from the people he’d lost on this mission, and shot another Gresian in the head as they ran north through the building. The slug didn’t quite get through its thick, flat skull plate, and only stunned the creature just enough to make the thing stagger. Daniel ignored it and kept going; either it would die or one of the other Hardcases would finish it, he figured, as it had dropped its weapon and was thus less of a threat. He didn’t need to kill it right now. Daniel tucked his head as he passed internal doors, pushing on forward and downwards, keeping his head and shoulders low as projectiles and plasma bolts snapped and crackled overhead.

      Daniel and Hope burst through into some kind of social area like Butch and Sundance at the end of their movie. The two Gresians who’d been waiting for a clear shot at the invaders raised their guns, but too late, and they fell sprawling.

      Another Gresian took advantage of the fact that the Hardcases were broken up into small groups by the nature of the building to let the first half of the humans go past before trying to shoot Doug Wilson in the back. Fortunately, the creature missed, and Pipsqueak was close enough behind the professor to shoot it before it took another shot.

      They reached the far side of the building and Daniel slammed into the door, busting it open. More Gresians, having run across the rooftops, dropped in front of him, guns blazing. Daniel used his forward momentum to hurl himself to the ground, then rolling up and shooting the first Gresian. More shooting from behind him took care of the others.

      They had a moment of quiet then, apart from the sounds of running Gresians, fires, and hovering Gresian helos. Daniel caught his breath and looked to Sergeant Cole. “Are we safe?” He realized the irony of what he’d just said immediately, and said, “From the demolition, I mean.”

      “Yeah, safe and ready.”

      “Blow it.”

      Cole wiped his brow, then turned the key in the firing box, flipped the safety cover open, and pressed the switch.

      Immediately, there came a series of rumbling explosions, and they heard the foreshortened Eiffel tower of the apartment block shatter, crumble, and slam into the streets like a landslide.

      As the echoes rumbled over them, Daniel knew he had probably killed some civilians. Armed civilians, true, but…. And then he realized that, a few hours ago, that wouldn’t have bothered him. The Gresians were firing on him and his soldiers, after all. Now, he wondered whether it was bothering him. No, correction, he told himself: He wondered why he was feeling uncomfortable with it.

      ‘That’s a worry for another day,’ Hope thought to him.

      ‘Yeah.’ Daniel sighed, and zoomed in on the rubble below. They had already climbed partway up the hill during their flight through the building, so he had a good view of the swarms of Gresians, both soldiers and civilians, scrambling  over the rubble, digging into it in the way he’d seen rescue teams do on the news after 9/11. None of them were pursuing the humans right now.

      “Let’s go,” Daniel ordered.
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      Daniel led the team further uphill, climbing over their first ruins of the mission. There were holographic signs at regular intervals, in alien script, and Palmer had to physically drag Wilson away from trying to take pictures of them.

      Another of the cut-off Eiffel Tower type buildings stood a little way around the circumference of the hill, but the Hardcases ignored it. “There should be a bunker opening in a depression at the top of the hill,” Doug Wilson said. “It’s probably concealed; otherwise, the Gresians would have found it by now.”

      “Hopefully, they’ll keep up their record of not finding stuff,” Daniel said. “Just for a little bit longer.”

      “Sorry, L-T,” Erik Palmer said, pointing skywards. “You don’t win that one.” Multiple Gresian drones buzzed overhead, shining lights down over the ruins. One of them caught Hope in its beam, and Daniel leapt for her to knock her out of the way of a shot he expected. None came, however, and the drones went dark and switched off their lights.

      Daniel knew what that meant: They’d been made.

      “The other apartment block, at the double.” Everyone started running for the building, knowing, as Daniel did, that their only chance of safety was to get in close vicinity of Gresian civilians. “Those drones weren’t random—they’re hunting us now.”

      The building grew closer quickly, but not as quickly as the growing sound of a stuttering whine. “Incoming fighters!” Kinsella warned.  She was too late—plasma cannon fire was already ripping up ruins and earth in a rough line running towards the fleeing soldiers. Cole opened up on the plane with his flak railgun, which now launched miniature HESH rounds rather than just regular KEM bolts. Explosions flashed in the sky, but the engine sound wasn’t interrupted and the plane came around for another run.

      The soldiers reached the base of the building as the fighter opened fire again. The apartment building didn’t put it off, however, and its explosive plasma bolts slashed down through the tower’s angled walls and through the floors to rip into the lobby between the building’s legs. The blasts tore two more soldiers to shreds and hurled chunks of floor around. Everyone threw themselves into the lee of the tower’s legs in the hope of gaining a measure of safety, and then the fighter was arcing away to turn for another run.

      “We must have really pissed them off now,” Daniel said. “Did their fucking president live in that building or something?”

      “It certainly seems an odd change in their behavior,” Wilson agreed. “You might well be proved right about them,” he added sadly.

      “We need to get out of here before anything gets proved,” Daniel said. “Look at this.” One of the tower’s legs had lost some wall, and Daniel was surprised to see that the spiral from a Gresian staircase went down from ground level as well as up. He looked at Wilson. “Tunnels?”

      “Almost certainly,” Wilson agreed. The sound of the fighter was getting louder again, and it had been joined by a second fighter engine, too.

      “Downstairs, everyone,” Daniel ordered, shoving Wilson in first. The lobby was already lit up with an actinic glare as the remaining Hardcases, plus Torres, dropped down into the stairwell tube. “If we’re lucky,” Wilson was saying, “we might be able to access their whole tunnel system from here.”

      “Would that take us into the Shaldine facility?” Daniel asked.

      “I doubt it, but we might be able to use a nanoblock to tunnel through and access it without returning to the surface.”

      Daniel nodded. “Doug, that makes good sense. Cole, is that doable?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Daniel was feeling a little better already, and satisfied that they hadn’t blown their chance of completing their mission. The stair frame led downwards to an underground complex, which Daniel supposed was the building’s basement. It was pitch dark and had wide corridors, so Daniel ordered “Moonbeams.” The Hardcases turned on their flashlights, playing them over the walls.

      At first, Daniel couldn’t help being confused, wondering what sort of standards of art the Gresians had, but then he heard Wilson say “Oh my god” in a sepulchral voice. More surprisingly, Palmer and Bailer both exhaled “oh, fuck no” at the same time.

      The walls were covered with artwork. Nothing that would hang in the Louvre or the Smithsonian, but the kind that would be familiar to many domestic refrigerators. They boasted stick figures, and colorful animals, and simplistic houses and sunrises…. Children’s paintings.

      Every room they looked into was filled with strange desks, books, and writing implements. And then something moved in a corner, and Daniel raised his shotgun, the other Hardcases raising their weapons, too. Palmer reached across and pulled down a pile of desks with a sharp, deafening clatter. The creatures behind them whimpered and growled, and Daniel was so stunned that, if one had tapped him with a finger, he thought he’d have fallen down. They were Gresians, with their thick, flat skulls, clawed hands, and fanged, golden-eyed faces and feline ears.

      And only two of them, the ones in front, were taller than Daniel’s waist.

      “This is a school....” He could feel the tattoo on his should starting to burn. The date of his sister’s death, shot in her classroom. And these Gresians were kids and teachers huddled in their own classrooms. The children—kittens? cubs? no, they were simply children—were clearly and understandably terrified. The sounds they were making sounded more like crying than anything else, and some had soiled themselves, but that wasn’t what made Daniel feel nauseated and dizzy.

      They must have been huddled inside their classrooms for some time, Daniel realized, and he put out a hand against the wall to steady himself. His guts felt as loose as his brains. They were huddled in a classroom before a man with a gun, and he was the man standing in their classroom. With a gun.

      “Daniel,” Hope whispered. “The other tower...”

      Daniel didn’t want to think about the apartment building he’d ordered demolished as a distraction, but he couldn’t get it out of his head. It had looked just like the one above them now. If that building had been a school, or at least a neighborhood for families with young children…. No wonder the Gresians had gone crazy after he’d brought it down. They’d been protecting their children from a man who would massacre them in their classrooms. They still were.

      Someone grabbed hold of him so he didn’t fall and pulled him aside as tears burned at his eyes. “Don’t hurt them,” he gasped.

      “Nobody’s hurting them,” Bailey said in an odd, distant tone.

      “Find… find an exit. No firing until we’re clear of this building.” He forced himself to stand straighter, wishing he could say something to the children and their two teachers. He knew he couldn’t, and knew better than to terrorize them further by trying.

      “And the Gresians outside?” Wilson asked.

      “They’re protecting their children. When we’re clear, they’ll be looking after them, not following us.”

      There was a tunnel about five hundred meters closer to the park. When they emerged, the sound of the Gresian fighters was more distant, but circling above, waiting for a drone to spot them. They kept low, moving slow and stealthily from building to building without entering any of them.

      Occasionally, a Gresian would spot them and shoot at them, but once they broke line of sight, the Gresians didn’t pursue. They didn’t direct the fighters onto them either—probably because they were more interested in driving the invaders away from their family homes, Daniel now realized, than in chasing them who knew where.

      Finally, wreathed in the shadows of the semi-dark night, they were creeping their way over the hill which had a park as its skin. Low walls ran here and there, and shelters against the weather dotted the land.

      It had once been a stepped pyramid vaster than anything seen on Earth, and far larger than the one Daniel and the Hardcases had seen on Lyonesse. Part of it had collapsed inwards, leaving it hollow like an ancient shell of a volcano, but the gaps between levels, filled with pillars, spoke of the same guiding hand in its design.

      The central area was fenced off with ankle-high wooden borders, and it was clear that it was a site of public interest, but there were no students or tourists around at this hour.

      The whole place reminded Daniel of archaeological sites in Rome or Greece. Wilson whispered to Daniel, “Even if it’s their equivalent of Disneyland or the Tower of London, there’s going to be security here.”

      “The Gresian security—”

      “The Shaldine security systems,” Wilson corrected him.

      “The pyramid on Lyonesse didn’t have anything…”

      “That we know of,” Wilson said.

      “And the asteroid in orbit—”

      “Was shut down, drifting in space,” Wilson finished for him. “This is on a planet full of vengeful soldiers who think they’re ex-slaves. The Shaldine will have taken more precautions; they have to have been aware that the Gresians could cause more trouble with Shaldine technology, even long after they were gone.”

      They descended into the crater-like depression, and Doug Wilson led them away from the main part of the ruin to what looked like a well. Guided by Wilson, they climbed down into it, finding it to be filled with stinking water at the bottom. “This should do,” Wilson said to Cole. “If the nanocube can create a tunnel running ten meters due west, it should intersect with the Shaldine main elevator shaft.”

      Daniel nodded to Cole. “Do it.”

      Cole set up the nanocube, and it began to deconstruct the stone lining of the well. Above them, a drone floated over. Jefferson looked up and spotted it, alerting the others.

      “Shit,” Daniel muttered. “We’re going to have company, after all.”

      In five minutes, there was a tunnel wide enough for the Hardcases to crawl through. True to Wilson’s promise, the other end emerged into the top of an ancient elevator shaft that stretched down a hundred meters or so. A maintenance ladder had been inset into one wall, which the team used to climb downwards.

      The lab that they eventually emerged into was, amazingly, still illuminated by some kind of phosphorescent veins in the rock. It looked full of modern art statuary, on plinths, surrounded by pipes and conduits and railings. Daniel touched one of the carvings—a smooth, stone mass of twig-like shapes. Nothing happened, but Daniel could only think of one reason for them to be there.

      Wilson caught his expression and smiled. “Well deduced, West. Those are the Shaldine computer banks. He prowled among them, examining each before settling on one that looked like an astrolabe. “This is the security system’s master control,” he told Daniel. “I will have to deactivate that.” He touched the sculpture then, and stiffened slightly.

      From above, Daniel could hear the distant sound of Gresian shuttles incoming.

      Daniel turned to Cole. “You and Beswick get back to top of the well and build a defensive perimeter around it. Set up your flak railgun as an autoturret, and place concentric rings of claymores and nanocharges, then get back down here.”

      “Should I mine the elevator shaft?” Cole asked.

      “No. If we succeed, it’s our only way out.”

      Daniel sighed. His people, all ten who were left, were sharing out ammunition. Cole had set up a nanocube in the bottom of the well to construct ammo from the local stone, but that would take time. He had also set up stronger walls surrounding the well up on the surface.

      “It’s just us and what we can carry,” Daniel said. “No back-up, no support, and only one chance, but I know that if anyone can fulfil this mission, it’s us. I don’t know if our best is enough, but I know that our best is what we—you—do. That’s why it’s been such a privilege to serve with all of you, and I could not be more satisfied with, or more proud, of this team.”

      He turned to Hope. “I doubt anybody here doesn’t know it, so to hell with the regulations: I love you. I will always love you.” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on hers. Above, a hundred meters over their heads, the flak railgun began to fire.

      The crack of plasma fire and the boom of fifty-caliber weapons echoed tinnily down the elevator shaft. A Gresian shuttle was hit by railgun HESH rounds and exploded, the remains trailing smoke as the vessel slammed into the far side of the hill.

      Hordes of Gresians were swarming up from their landing zones around the hill ruins, but that meant that Daniel and his squad had the high ground, and there’d been a relatively natural breastwork of earth and stone even before the addition of Cole’s black, nano-built walls.

      Daniel hurled a grenade over the edge of the ruins’ depression and then lay flat to pick off the advancing Gresians with three-round bursts from his railgun. Several Gresians ran straight into a nanocharge mine, triggering clouds of nanites that seeped through the gaps in their armor and dissolved them. Daniel’s railgun ran dry and he backed off behind a part of the nanowall to reload as plasma bolts flashed overhead.

      A fighter dropped out of the sky and into a strafing run, blowing holes in the ancient Shaldine walls, then veered off sharply to avoid being hit by the modified flak railgun which Cole had mounted on a tripod and rigged up to be triggered by aerial movement. Flashes and pops of smoke interrupted the strafing run and the fighter wheeled in the sky.

      “Black on ammo!” Palmer yelled, and Cole threw him a freshly made magazine for his railgun.

      “Regroup on me!” Daniel broadcast. “Let’s pull back.” With that, he hurled a last grenade and fell back to the nanowall, moving in a crouch. Gresians began to crest the edge of the ruins’ depression, silhouetting themselves nicely against the pre-dawn sky. Daniel and the others weren’t going to pass up such an easy shooting gallery, and spent a minute or so just picking off the charging creatures. Then the fighter returned for another strafing run, and the humans ducked behind their nanowalls. That kept them safe from the airborne plasma cannons, but meant the Gresians on foot could drop safely into the depression while only the flak railgun was firing from the humans’ side.

      Suddenly, armored Gresian troops were inside the nanowalls and the Hardcases were dodging claws while tossing their railguns into the well and drawing shotguns. There was a reason, Daniel thought, why they used to call shotguns trench brooms. In the close spaces between the nanowalls, even regular shot was pretty effective against the Gresians.

      The Gresians had the advantage with their claws, however, and pressed it. “Fall back!” Daniel yelled, blasting away at the swarming aliens until the rest of his team got down below. He backed up to the edge and swung himself over, dropping thirty feet into three feet of water. Without the Exo-suit, he would have shattered both legs, at best.

      He followed his team through the tunnel to the elevator shaft, but not before leaving a present for the Gresians in the water. As he descended the ladder, he heard the first Gresian drop into the water, and, a second later, the whoosh of the incendiary claymore going off. The Gresian howled terribly, and Daniel knew that its friends would be delayed in coming down after him thanks to the flammable oil he had spread on the water, which would keep the interior of the well burning for quite a while.

      He knew they’d figure out a solution eventually, though.

      It didn’t take them long.

      There were several concussive, echoing blasts, and then another huge explosion that shook fragments from the ceiling. “Think they’re though?” Hope asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Definitely,” Cole said. “Overpressure bomb to suck the air away from the well and smother the fire, then blasting charges to widen the tunnel we made.”

      The Hardcases were enfiladed behind more nanowalls in the lobby and the base of the elevator shaft. There were clangs and snarls from somewhere above, and they’d begun getting lower. Then the long-disused elevator doors blew open and Gresian troops stormed out into a hail of railgun bolts. Four died, then eight, twelve… after a moment more, something thudded down the shaft and exploded, ripping the breath from Daniel’s lungs. Then more Gresians came.

      “Use the Molotovs!” Daniel ordered, and he hurled some into the elevator end of the lobby. Some Molotovs made into the elevators, turning them into furnaces for cremating Gresians soldiers, but then an explosion blasted a hole out of the wall just above the elevators, and Gresians began leaping through that to avoid the flames.

      Daniel’s team opened fire with their shotguns and Desert Eagles, and held the Gresians back at first, but Daniel was acutely aware of their ammo situation. “Black on ammo!” Pipsqueak called.

      “Get back to the lab—we’ll cover you.”

      “Black!” Svoboda called.

      “Lab!” Daniel replied. It was becoming clear to him that they were all needing to fall back to the lab, where some more ammo had been stashed. He gave the order, and the Hardcases began moving backwards.

      As they had done on the Shaldine asteroid orbiting Lyonesse, they paused at choke points where the corridor jinked first one way and then the other. The choke points also held some stashed ammo; a few railgun bolts, but mostly deer slugs. Daniel had made sure to have a flamethrower or two ready, as well. By the time Pipsqueak and Svoboda had reached the lab, Erik Palmer and Doug Beswick had picked up the flamethrowers.

      Now the Gresians were walking into corridors filled with jets of burning liquid, and they screeched and howled as they shriveled and died.
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        * * *

      

      After about fifteen minutes which had felt like a couple of days, Daniel heard Doug Wilson’s voice come over the radio. “Lieutenant West, I have successfully deactivated the security system throughout the facility.”

      Daniel caught his breath, which tasted of the stink of burned Gresian flesh. “Roger that.” He turned to Palmer, who’d managed to get a nanoblock to construct a series of sealed walls along the corridor, creating a successive row of choke points in a straight line. “Take charge here. The flamethrowers seem to be working best. Stick with them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You can call me Dan, you know.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Too tired to chuckle, Daniel ran through the security section of the lab and down a flight of stairs to a newly-accessible room. Wilson and Lizzie were already there. “Welcome to the Shaldine Gateways control room,” Wilson said proudly. It looked like the villain’s lair from an old Bond movie, or the interior of a huge power station, which was basically what it was. A series of giant, cylindrical machines were arrayed around a large diamond-shaped frame, in which Doug Wilson sat on a chair slightly too small for human size, each hand on top of a short, glittering granite pillar. “This facility is the true epicenter of what was the most important development in the Shaldine civilization.”

      “The gateways,” Daniel said.

      Wilson nodded. “It’s also the location of the Shaldine’s first prototype gate. It’s fully functional.”

      “Where is it?”

      “All around me.” Wilson said simply. “This is what Operation Stravinsky was for: putting me right here, in contact with the operating system that runs this prototype. Now, I really want to have that conversation that we started on the Sydney.”

      Daniel looked at the wall, avoiding eye contact. “We had that conversation.”

      “But let’s have it again. If you really want to commit genocide, and kill every Gresian in existence, say so now. All I have to do is execute a program, and I can do that with a single thought. Or, we can destroy the gate system. That will create a cascading series of failures across the entire system, and break the gate system permanently.”

      “How permanently?”

      “To restore it, the Gresians would have to learn a lot more about the gates, and they’d have to visit the location of each gate to rebuild the gates from scratch. They won’t be able to perform some remote magic and open a gateway to Earth. Ever.”

      “How can that happen?”

      “Well, in the first instance, I’ll need to write an entirely new program to manually override the gate’s safety protocols.”

      “How long will that take?” Daniel asked.

      “Oh, I should say ten minutes or so,” Wilson said confidently. “Call it a maximum of fifteen, if you’d like to factor in a safety margin.”

      “I would.” Daniel thought for a moment. “Can we hole up in here for that time, and then all go through the gateway?”

      Wilson’s hesitation was most of the answer Daniel needed, but he let Wilson continue and give him the rest. “Mostly, but not quite. The gate here in the research facility will be inoperable. Furthermore, we can’t run the program or override the safety protocols remotely. Someone needs to stay in the facility to work the computer. And, frankly, I’d much rather do that than murder untold billions of sentient lifeforms.”

      Daniel sighed. “I’m guessing the Gresians won’t be happy about letting us do that.”

      “I would presume not.”

      “OK...” Daniel thought of Hope, without thinking to her, though he was sorely tempted. He had wondered many times which meeting, which glance, might be their last, and now he was beginning to realize, with his heart’s heaviness pulling it down into strange depths, that maybe the only way to settle the question was to make the decision himself. He looked around the remaining Hardcases, nodding half to himself. “We should make use of the gateway first,” he said at last.

      “I agree,” Wilson said briskly. “Certainly, Lieutenant Torres, at the very least, should be removed to safety since, like myself, she doesn’t wear an Exo-suit.”

      “Ideally, I want to send everybody through. Bring what’s left of my team home.”

      “So do I.” Wilson allowed himself a crooked smile. “Myself excepted, of course. I can’t kill the gateway system from Earth. Only from here. So, I’m afraid I must stay. And you should take your people home.” Daniel couldn’t fault the man this time, nor deny his courage.

      “It’d still be more efficient to complete our orders, Wilson.”

      Wilson merely replied, “Yes it would.”

      “Daniel,” Lizzie said, having to repeat herself a couple of times to draw his attention. “Wilson may be more of a douche than you are, but he’s not wrong about this. Genocide is not necessary.”

      “I’ve been fighting them so long—”

      “A couple of years, Daniel. I’ve been fighting them for two and a half thousand years…. If you won’t take it from Wilson, will you take it from me? He has a point. You don’t need to commit genocide.”

      “You’re the one who was programmed to do exactly that!”

      “Yes, I was programmed to do that. You were not. And if I, who was designed and programmed to do it, can see that it’s not necessary, then why can’t you, who were never programmed to wipe out an intelligent species?”

      Daniel could feel an itch on his shoulder, as if something was crawling there, but he didn’t have to feel around with his hand to see if it was some local bug under his digies. What was crawling on his right deltoid was a date: 11/23/01. The date his sister Elizabeth had been killed in a school shooting.

      The tattoo had been turning to gooseflesh since the moment he’d recognized the Gresian cubs and teacher. Since he’d known that he’d killed who-knew-how-many others already when he’d brought the tower down.

      He shivered involuntarily, knowing he should just say ‘flip the kill-switch’ and remaining unable to form the words. He could hear Wilson’s heartbeat, the sounds of the machinery all around, and the yells and sounds of battle from above. The shooting and explosions showed no sign of stopping. There was only one right thing to say, he knew.

      “Break the gates.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shaldine Gateway, Firebird.

      

      

      “Hardcases, this is Gre— This is Daniel,” he said. “Set up the last claymores and nanocharges at the choke points, and fall back to gateway room via the lab. I repeat, fall back to the gateway room via the lab. We’re leaving this planet.”

      Doug closed his eyes, and a set of symbols appeared hanging in the air in front of him. Images flashed past until one froze that Daniel recognized instantly: a display of Earth’s Solar system.

      The team began to rush into the room as a strangely unreal gray disc popped into being in the center of the room, opposite the huge array of mechanisms. Bailey skidded to a halt, eyes wide. “Whoa, what the hell is that?”

      “That, Superman, is a gateway to Earth,” Daniel said. “Time to get the hell out of Dodge.”

      “Sounds good to me. It’ll be good to be back at the Farm, right?”

      “It would be, yeah.” Daniel paused, and saw their faces fall. “Look, the gateway’s open, and you’re all going through it. That’s non-negotiable, a direct order.”

      “We’re going home?” Bailey echoed.

      “That’s right.”

      “I don’t see much reason to waste any time,” Torres agreed.

      “Wait a minute,” Hope said. “What do you mean ‘you’re going home’?”

      “Exactly what I said,” Daniel replied.

      “What’s wrong, Captain Ying?” Svoboda asked.

      “What’s wrong is, he said ‘you’ not ‘we’ are going home...” She speared him with an accusatory look that stung deep. ‘Daniel—’

      “Are you saying you’re not coming?”

      “He doesn’t want to have to say that,” Doug interjected in a surprisingly kind and understanding tone. Daniel winced at how accurately Wilson had him pegged, and was glad he didn’t have to say anything like it himself. It was difficult enough to say a goodbye as it was. “But it’s an unfortunate necessity. Daniel and I are staying to overload the gate system and destroy it.”

      Hope lunged forward. “Staying without us? I don’t think so!”

      “Someone has to watch his back,” Daniel said bluntly. “Somebody has to buy him the time to get the job done, and that means keeping the Gresians up there on the surface levels.”

      Hope shook her head determinedly. “If you’re staying to fight, then I am, too.”

      “No.” he said, not unkindly.

      “Daniel, you don’t control me, I’m neither under your orders, nor—”

      “I can’t, Hope. No. I love you. And in some ways, that’s a bad thing, because while another gun might help, I love you far too fucking much to let you sacrifice yourself for nothing. And I love you too fucking much to watch you die for no reason. The corridor is a choke point with multiple barriers. I only need to hold off the Gresians for a few minutes.”

      “Respect the chain of command,” she snarled. “I’m not under your command. I outrank you in military terms, and in a different branch of—”

      “You’re right. I can’t order you to go, either as an officer or as a friend or lover or as a man.”

      “Good.”

      He turned away from her. “Beswick, Kinsella, place Captain Ying under close arrest, physically restrain her, and escort her back to Earth. There, you can release her on her own recognizance.”

      “That’s an order I can give.” He stood to attention and saluted each of them individually. “It’s been an honor.”

      They all returned the gesture, and then Palmer and the others stepped through the gray disc, dragging Hope with them.

      The gray disc vanished.

      “I’ve already started working on the program. Fifteen minutes till the gate system disappears.”

      Daniel nodded, though his attention was many light years away. He could still feel Hope, and the emotions that were coming through thick and strong were heartbreak and rage. He wished he could get out of his own skin, he felt so repulsed by how he had betrayed her, but reminded himself that it just showed she was probably better off without him.

      Just because she was the right woman for him, that didn’t mean he was the right man for her. He tossed a walkie-talkie to Wilson, which was keyed to his own Exo-suit comms.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he sent to her. ‘I’ve…. You’ve no idea how sorry I am, but… I had to. I can’t let you die for me. You have to live.’

      ‘We both belong together, live or die! You don’t get to decide—’

      ‘Then I’m not the man you deserve. I’m sorry.’

      His tears came then, as he filled every clip he could find and picked up as many grenades as he could comfortably carry and still fight with. As he heard an explosion rock the far end of the corridor to the elevator vestibule, a thought struck him, and he turned to Wilson. “The Gresians have proved a lot more familiar with utilizing the gateway technology than we have. If we shut down the system, what’s to stop them simply repairing or rebooting it?”

      “A couple of things,” Wilson answered rather distractedly. “Firstly, I don’t believe they can access the core programming of the Shaldine system, or interact with its AI. It’s specifically designed to deny access to anyone or anything with Gresian DNA.”

      Daniel didn’t believe a word of that as he pounded along the corridor and drop-slid behind the last nanowall between himself and the Gresians. Sparks were already shooting back from it as they burned their way through. At least, he believed Wilson was being honest, but thought that this state of affairs was probably outdated. He answered belatedly, “They’ve had thousands of years to figure out a work-around. Sooner or later, they might still succeed.”

      “They won’t,” Lizzie interrupted him. Her expression was different than any Daniel had seen on her before; calm, somber, determined, and a little sad. He didn’t like the look of it at all, not any more than he had liked losing Hope through the gateway. A chuck of barrier exploded at last, the blast hurling it through Lizzie, who turned to face the Gresians with a look of sheer venom. “Motherfuckers,” she snarled, as viciously as any of the felinoid creatures could have managed. Daniel opened fire with his railgun, spearing them as they piled through the opening they had made.

      “What makes you so sure?” he demanded of the AI.

      “The Sydney didn’t make it back through the gate when the fleet pulled out. It was too badly damaged by the Gresians, and was abandoned by her human crew.” Daniel felt a pit open in his stomach, instantly knowing, instinctively, where she was going to go with this. At the same time, a searing plasma blast vaporized several Gresian corpses in the choke point and threw him back against the next nanobarrier. “It has no life support, weapons, or shuttle launch or retrieval capability, but I still have full control of the ship’s maneuvering systems, and she has twelve percent engine power remaining. I’m going to bring her down on this building as soon as you and Professor Wilson are either dead or through the gateway, whichever comes first.” As she spoke, Daniel ducked low to avoid a barrage of plasma fire and tossed grenades back towards the seething mass of clawed, armored creatures swarming down the corridor towards him.

      He wasn’t sure why he wasn’t afraid, even as the stink of them filled his mouth and nostrils, and the electric heat of their fire singed his clothes and hair. Weren’t people supposed to fear death? He wondered, as he ducked back behind the next barrier to grab a moment’s respite.

      Daniel half thought Lizzie might even cry, or at least give the image of it. He had no idea whether she was really feeling the emotion, but he knew that this mission was the culmination of what she had been programmed to do. After this, she must have known or thought she would have no purpose. Maybe it was the same for him, he thought, as his railgun ran dry. Hope was safe, though; that was what mattered. That and Wilson completing the mission. Their own survival was irrelevant.

      He picked up a flamethrower and sent a jet of molten, golden fire over and through the Gresians who had paused for cover at the nanobarrier he’d just vacated. He had once thought on Lyonesse that dying while protecting innocents was a fair trade. His mind hadn’t changed on that—it was merely a question of the number of innocents. How many people were there on Earth anyway, he wondered, as a grenade bounced towards him. His suit gave him the reflexes to scoop it up as it landed and hurl it back. Two more Gresians fell, and shrapnel cut though his biceps and cheek like hot ice.

      Lizzie went on, “My first choice would be to seed the brown dwarf gas supergiant with nanites that could convert the heavier elements into ones dense enough to collapse and trigger nucleosynthesis. The ignition of a new star in the system would destroy this planet.”

      “Then why not do that?”

      “It would take at least two years, and I can’t trust the Gresians to not find a workaround before that.”

      Plasma explosions and lightning flashes spat and sparked up and down between the nanowalls, and then Gresians began to spew forth again. The flamethrower poured fire overt them, caressing several with its scorching embrace, while other Gresians threw grenades. The grenades caught in the sheets of fire airburst, exploding in mid-flight, and Daniel had to turn away and squeeze his eyes tight shut in the hope of not being blinded by shrapnel while a couple of the mirrored faceplates on the enemy cracked, making them tear the helmets off to clear their vision.

      Now he could see their fanged, burning-eyed faces as they led their armored comrades down the corridor towards him. Daniel opened fire, pouring deer slugs into the tight mass of aliens. Some went down, but the rate of falling Gresians was a lot slower than the rate at which his shell casings tinkled and clattered to the floor.

      “Will the Sydney do enough damage this far underground?” Wilson asked over his comms.

      “The ship is much larger than the nickel-iron meteors used to destroy your cities, but less dense and with less impact velocity,” Lizzie answered. “But, you know what, it’ll still be more than sufficient to destroy this building and gouge out all of the Shaldine complex beneath it, with perhaps a mile or so of the surrounding area, especially when the main reactors detonate upon impact. Which they will. I figure that to be a good forty megatons at least.”

      Daniel wanted to know only one thing more. “What… what happens to you?” He limped backwards, shooting from the hip with one hand and feeling for the next barrier behind him with his other.

      She hesitated. “Yeah… I cease to exist. This iteration of me, the one who controlled the Sydney and is connected to you, and can coordinate with any Mozari ship in the galaxy…”

      “You’ll die?”

      “I’m not alive.”

      Daniel blinked. “But you’ll be gone.” Like Hope, he thought. No, like Elizabeth, he realized, and then he remembered that Hope had once called her that. Lizzie, Liz, Elizabeth… Hope looking at the old photo of Daniel and Elizabeth when they’d been kids, and then calling Lizzie ‘Elizabeth’…. And now he saw it. Now he saw the familiarity. She must have plucked the image from his memories, and projected the adult appearance to make him more comfortable than a satanic-looking alien would have. “Again,” he said in a half-sob, reloading his shotgun with its last drum magazine.

      “Other iterations of me in other Mozari vessels will survive, but they are… not quite like me; they’re more concerned with their own individual vessels.”

      “More like the Librarian?” He was staggering backwards now, his legs aching with the effort of keeping him upright, and firing single shot after single shot, letting the Gresians get close enough for a single deer slug to be effective before popping out from behind the barriers to shoot them in the face.

      “Yes.”

      “They won’t be you.”

      “There’s only one me.” She shrugged. “There only ever was one, same as everybody else.”

      “No, there wasn’t, was there?” Daniel asked. “You’re the second Lizzie, really.” He struggled to catch his breath, and noted he had barely a dozen slugs left. “Don’t go.”

      She waved a hand with a smile. “Technically, the range of space-time coordinates in which I exist are a permanent fixture, when viewed from a four-dimensional viewpoint, just like everyone and everything.”

      The shotgun ran out, and Daniel drew his Desert Eagle. ‘I love you,’ Daniel sent to Hope as he fired at the Gresians as they came around the next corner, and he felt the emotion and the words flowing over and around her pain like breakers on rocks. ‘I love you. I love you.’ Over and over, with every shot, with every plasma burst that got closer to him, with every splash of bronze blood, and every Gresian death. ‘I love you… I love you...’

      He wasn’t sure whether he was thinking it to Hope, to Elizabeth, or even to Lizzie, and it didn’t matter; it was his mantra, it was what kept him standing, what kept him firing, and what kept him alive.

      Then, Doug Wilson shouted, “Done! Daniel, run!” Daniel ran, leaving his last two claymores set out as Wilson hurriedly said, “The program is done, and injected into the Shaldine core.. We’re ready to execute the cascade failure.”

      Daniel closed his eyes for a moment, telling himself that his decision would be the right one. It wasn’t that he knew it would be right, but he was ordering himself to be right. “Bring the cascade on. Bring it right down on the Gresians’ heads. And ours.”

      The whole facility suddenly rumbled, and dust and rubble fell from the ceiling. As Daniel ran through the outer lab where the security computers were, he saw them crack and tumble, some of the taller and less balanced ones falling from their plinths. Instruments all around sparked and burst into flames while a deep booming alarm began to ring out. There were explosions behind him, but he couldn’t tell which were caused by the overload and which were the claymores. All he knew was that the Gresians would be past the claymores by now, and he had little more than a plasma bolt in the back to look forwards to.

      Dying to protect people was better than living with having committed genocide, he reminded himself.

      ‘Daniel!’ Hope’s thoughts came.

      ‘I’m sorry, Hope, I could die to protect people, but not live with genocide. Tell them that when they ask why I didn’t kill them all.’

      “Sydney entering atmosphere,” Lizzie announced.

      ‘Daniel, I know why you did what you did. I know...’

      Lizzie had turned to face the corridor through which snarls and hisses were approaching. “Sorry you can’t hear me, but I’d love to see your faces when I say ‘Time to Impact, four minutes.’ I’d run like hell if I was you!”

      Daniel, of course, knew he had nowhere to run to. But he and Wilson were calm, relaxed and accepting. “Best say a goodbye, Dan,” Wilson said. “I hope you don’t mind me calling you that. It’s been… I won’t say a pleasure, but more of an honor than you probably think I feel. So, say a goodbye to Captain Ying, and make it a good one.”

      “It’s been more of an honor than I thought, either,” Daniel admitted. He closed his eyes. ‘Live your life and be happy. I hope you’ll get to have that family you wanted…. All I can do is hope you can forgive me for doing the right thing.’
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      Captain Ying Xi Huang matched her fighter’s velocity with that of the Ganges and allowed the automatic systems to take over the recovery and docking procedure. The rest of her flight did likewise, having seen no sign of the Gresian fighters that had supposedly been reported near Io.

      In truth, she wouldn’t have been surprised if it had all simply been a drill; it had been at least two months since a Gresian ship had actually ventured as far in-system as the orbit of Jupiter. They only had a few ships, and while humanity could produce vessels relatively quickly by means of the Mozari factory ships and nanotechnology, the Gresians had no such means.

      Ironically, as Hope saw it, the Gresians had established a fairly well defended base on Titan, having conquered the UES base where she and Daniel had been training for their originally intended mission to a Gresian planet. The base was still as well defended now that the Gresians held it as it had been back then, so everyone in the military knew it would take some time to push them out of the Solar system entirely.

      Humanity now had that time, though, she reflected, thanks to Daniel West.

      The thought of him still stabbed pain into her heart. For several weeks after returning to Earth, she’d resented Marty Beswick and Kate Kinsella for bringing her home. She had even resented them for the fact that she was still alive. Back then, she would rather have been with Daniel.

      She hated to think of it, but she had resented him, too, for denying her that. But resenting him didn’t mean she could ever not love him, especially when she was so proud of the decision he had made. There were those who said he and Wilson had made the wrong choice, leaving humanity stuck with enemies on their doorstep. Those people decried Daniel as a snowflake or a traitor, or as just less of a man.

      None of them, of course, had been in the war. None of them had fought on the planet Firebird. No-one who had been there, on the ground or in orbit, thought that Daniel had done anything wrong.

      ‘Hope?’

      She sat bolt upright, suddenly wide awake. Surely, she was dreaming? The word still echoed in her mind as her breathing finally calmed, a cold sweat chilling her back. Of course, it had been a dream, she told herself; she would undoubtedly have dreams like that all her life. How could she not, when she had shared such a connection, her and Daniel literally sharing each other’s minds and thoughts as well as emotions?

      She felt a pang in her gut, a tension driven by the memory of her lost love, but gritted her teeth and forced herself to lie back on her bunk, to try to get some more sleep—

      ‘Hope, I think I can hear you. Or feel you—’

      ‘Daniel?’ she thought instinctively. If it was a dream, she was stuck with it, so why not? If she was awake and hallucinating with grief…. She would have to tell the flight surgeon in the morning, and that would be her tour over, at the very least. Now the pang in her gut was fear, the terror of losing not just her career but who she was. She was a pilot, that was the touchstone she was able to hold onto, and if she was threatened with losing that…. She didn’t even want to finish the thought.

      ‘Hold onto your touchstone,’ Daniel’s thought came to her.

      Or her mind was taking his voice to mess with her.

      And that was when the alarms howled into life, screaming and buzzing throughout the ship.
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        * * *

      

      Like other fighter pilots aboard, Hope had become used to rapid awakenings and being ready for trouble in a matter of seconds. She ran into the Ganges’s C-In-C in less than a minute and found the XO, Commander Matsu. “What’s happening?” Hope asked, a little more stressed-sounding than she would have liked.

      “Fighter Wing Bravo, green for launch,” the CAG was saying. “Intercept vector; we need eyes on that ship as soon as possible.”

      Matsu looked up to answer Hope’s question. “Something big just showed up on sensors, coming from outside the Solar system.”

      “Gresian?”

      “Unknown. Unknown and goddamned huge. Its approach vector shows it coming in from deep space, not from within the system, so it’s not from one of the new Martian colonies, and it’s not a commercial asteroid miner, or a Mozari ship. But it doesn’t match any Gresian designs, either.”

      “We have a visual,” the CAG announced.

      “Put it on the table,” Captain Gramercy ordered.

      It was hard to judge the scale of the image that appeared, but the numbers projected beside it proved it was indeed large. It was also, frankly, scary looking, though not in the way that the Gresian capital ships were. Rather than a coral and obsidian Gothic cathedral, this resembled a death’s head moth.

      “Definitely not Gresian...” She thought back to Daniel and asked, ‘If I’m not crazy and I’m not dreaming, now’s the time to prove it. Tell me something—anything—that only you would know.’

      ‘Do you want to watch some episodes of The Bachelor on our honeymoon?’ Hope let out a yelp that drew every eye in the C-In-C. ‘There’s something I need you to do.’

      ‘Name it.’

      ‘There are fighters heading towards my shop. I can tell you’re not flying one of them, so I need you to get someone to make sure the fighters are told not to shoot me!’

      “It’s not hostile!” Hope said quickly.

      Matsu and Gramercy looked at her skeptically. “And you think this why?” Gramercy asked.

      “Daniel West is on that ship.” She didn’t expect them to believe it, and their expressions didn’t prove her wrong, but she persisted. “You know about the telepathic connection he and I shared?”

      “It’s a matter of court record,” Matsu admitted.

      “I’m in contact with him now. He’s aboard that ship.”

      Gramercy looked at her for a long moment, then turned to the CAG. “Pass that along to the fighters. Order them to escort the ship, and to try to make contact, but hit it with everything if it makes the slightest suspicious move.”

      The strange ship was too large to land in the Ganges’ flight deck, but it proved to have a docking port that would fit those on the Ganges. The cargo bay adjacent to that lock was filled with armed troops when she got there, as well as the ship’s Captain and XO. The soldiers had their weapons—a mix of railguns and high caliber weapons—trained on the hatch in case anything hostile came through, and they looked as if they had itchy trigger fingers.Captain Gramercy gave a nod, and a technician began to cycle the airlock. Hope could barely breathe, her heart pounding. The hatch eventually rolled open to reveal a number of unarmed soldiers in uniform. Human soldiers. They began to pour out of the hatch with expressions of disbelieving relief. There, in the middle of the first group, were two familiar faces: Lieutenant Daniel West and Professor Doug Wilson.

      After a 48-hour debrief, Daniel was finally allowed to meet Hope, and he brought Wilson with him. The issues between them seemed, to Hope, to have been solved over the past six months. “Who are those men?” Hope asked, “And where did this ship come from?”

      Daniel gave her a weary smile. “The troops are survivors of the invasion force who got trapped on Firebird when the fleet pulled back to Earth.”

      Doug Wilson nodded sadly. “As the gate system started overloading, I was still connected to the Shaldine computer, and that computer generated a warning to me to evacuate the facility. Which, of course, I would have been more than happy to plan for, had I known there was a means to do so.”

      “But there was?”

      “The computer suggested we use a vessel from the hangar inside the facility,” Daniel explained. “Doug didn’t even know this hangar existed, but when it was offered to us, we weren’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. We took the ship and hightailed it out of there.”

      “At that point,” Wilson added, “we were able to receive distress signals from the nearest beachhead zone, so we picked up everybody we could find and fit aboard. The ship had a wormhole generation drive, but it wasn’t nearly as fast as the gates. That’s, after all, part of the reason the Shaldine built the gate system.”

      “So, how did you make it all the way home?” Hope wondered.

      “That,” Daniel said firmly, “is a long story. But if you’ve got six months for me to  tell it...”

      Hope laughed. “Six months?!” As Wilson discreetly left the briefing room with a smile, she draped her arms over Daniel’s shoulders. “We have the rest of our lives,” she said, and, finally, kissed him so deeply that time seemed to have stopped.
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